
        
            
                
            
        

    



[image: A Double-Edged Wish]


Book 3 of the Cat Among Dragons Series


Kindle edition 2013


Alma T C Boykin





Published by

IndieBookLauncher.com


EPUB edition ISBN: 978-0-9916877-6-3

Kindle edition ISBN: 978-0-9916877-7-0




Copyright 2013 Alma T C Boykin, all rights reserved.




 



  Table of Contents

  
    	Cover Page

    	Title Page

            
    	1: Hunger

    	2: Freebies

    	3: A Failure of Discipline

    	4: Building Storms and Mending Minds

    	5: Stray

    	6: Child Care

    	7: Drak’s Café

    	8: Autumn Haze

    	9: Famine, Fortune, and Justice
      
      	Chapter 1: Storm Warnings

      	Chapter 2: Times that Try

      	Chapter 3: Casting the Die

      

    

    	10: Tyrolean Troubles

    	11: The Seduction of Evil

    	12: Juniors All in a Row

    	About The Author

    	Colophon

  




1: Hunger


The little girl in the blue dress spun around twice and then pointed at one of her playmates, proclaiming, “You’re the worble!”


«No, you are! I’ve been the worble all morning,» the young True-dragon protested. «I don’ wanna be the worble, I wanna be a Rowfow.» And with that, the green and grey reptile tapped a blond-haired little boy with his tail and scampered off, calling «Tam’s the worble!» Four humanoids and two more young True-Dragons scattered as the “worble” roared and began chasing them around the playground. 


Rada Ni Drako sucked more of her meatshake and smiled wistfully at the pack of youngsters before returning to her reading. Not that she had anything else to do.


Zabet’s business had brought them to Harlstaa on Roylee in search of new market contracts. Not long after the interview began, Zabet’s contract discussion metamorphosed into an offer of participation as an independent agent in a complicated three-way trade arrangement. Intent on business, Zabet completely forgot that her pilot happened to be in the room, growing increasingly bored. Finally, after standing and sitting around for almost an hour, Rada had begged to be excused.


«What? You’re still here, Pet?» Zabet blinked, surprised that Rada had not left already. «Go on, then. I’ll call you when I’m ready.»


Rada inclined her upper body in a slight bow to the silver-blue True-Dragon and hurried away before Zabet could change her mind or remember an errand that needed to be run. The Wanderer strolled out of the building into a lovely, not-too-warm late morning. You know, she thought as she tried to decide which direction to go, this must be one of the few colony worlds where pre-planning worked the way it was supposed to. Something must have been done wrong. 


Roylee had been House Trobak’s first colony world, and in deliberate contrast to the old cities on Tromari, Harlstaa’s founders had built distinctly old-fashioned garden blocks between the residential and mercantile buildings, leaving lots of open space for people to walk, bask, and enjoy the plantings. As she strolled, Rada read the dedication plaques on the art in several of the gardens, smiling at some of the more eccentric commemorations. Alfonse the Unsung must have been rather unusual, she mused, looking at a curling, climbing collection of brightly colored pipes rising at least three meters above the center of the park. Bits of the sculpture shifted in the wind, making a melodious, quiet chiming sound. 


The sound of laughter caught her ears and Rada kept walking. A splash of color caught her eye and she stopped in front of a clothing store, sighing over the luscious deep wine-colored pillows scattered around the holographic display. You have no place to put them, you’d have to carry them around all day, and you need to replace your uniforms, she reminded herself. And they are not for sale. Or so the small sign in the corner of the display proclaimed. Rada swished her tail with frustration and continued her meanderings. 


She followed the laughter to another park, this one full of leafy trees, soft green groundcover plants, benches, and children. True-Dragons, humans, and at least a handful of HalfDragons romped and played in the shady park, their parents and minders sitting or standing around the sides of the central play area. Rada walked on another half-kilometer or so until she found a take-away shop selling dairy products. She read the menu and her tail began wagging as her mouth watered. “Good morning,” she greeted the man working the front counter.


“Good morning to you,” he replied. “What can I get you?”


She tried not to lick her lips or slobber too much. “An extra-large meatshake, please. Liver.”


“Extra large meatshake, liver,” he repeated. “We’re having a special today, Ma’am. You get a second meat free.”


Rada bounced a little on her toes. “Heart, please.”


“Heart it is.” The price appeared in the air beside him and she handed over her credit ring. He debited her account and returned the ring, followed not long after by a very large cup, a fat straw, and long-handled spoon. “Enjoy. Oh, and if you use a recycler within a kilometer of the shop, you get a deci-credit back.”


“Thank you.” She almost drooled on his clean counter as she picked up the cool cup. Rada took her treat back to the children’s park and found a spot away from the central play area, where she could watch the fun but not look as if she were stalking. She ripped the wrapper off the tip of the straw, sunk it into the thick, meaty-creamy concoction, and pulled up a big milky mouthful. Ooooohhhh, this is sooo good. She’d not had a decent meatshake in years. Rada closed her eyes and savored the luscious treat.


She took her time, fishing every last bit of minced heart and liver out of the bottom of the cup. Some children had left by the time she finished, while others had arrived. Rada found the waste disposal units and popped the cup into one and the spoon and straw into a second one to be scrubbed, melted, and reused. After a moment’s indecision she decided to sit back down on her shady bench and read. By now Rada knew to bring something to keep herself occupied when Zabet had anything more than a straight delivery to conduct. And it gave her an excuse to watch the children.


Her poetry book proved the perfect choice. Rada read a little, watched a little, then read some more. Two humanoid boys claimed the top of the slide. “I’m Head of the House!” the darker-skinned youngster proclaimed.


“And I’m the war-lord,” his friend told the world.


Two of the young True-dragons, siblings if Rada read their similar red and brown colors correctly, exchanged glances and tail pokes. They began climbing up the ladder behind the boys, trying to be as stealthy as they could. A humanoid girl started climbing up the slide, distracting the boys, and Rada grinned behind her book. Sure enough, as soon as the first reptilian head appeared over the edge of the platform, the girl turned around and slid down, scampering out of the way. “Raaaaawwrrr” one of the True-dragons vocalized, surprising the boys. They turned around too late and the True-dragons swarmed up and over them, diving down the slide with squeals of glee.


“Hey!” And the chase was on. Soon nine children scrambled and ducked around the complicated play buildings. One intrepid girl with short, curly brown hair climbed up a little ways and turned around, balancing on the edge of a post, intent on jumping down onto the next person to run beneath her.


“Mira, you know better,” a grey-haired woman called.


“But Grammama,” the little girl whined.


The old woman shook a talon-like finger in warning and the girl climbed down again. She looked around, spotted one of the reddish True-Dragons and scampered off on an intercept course. 


Someone fell, tumbling head over toes in the soft sand and matting under the equipment. The very small black boy sniffed, wiped his nose, and saw blood. “Daaaaaa!” he wailed, running to a black True-Dragon. The True-Dragon picked up the youngster and fished a clean piece of cloth out of a large pouch on his carry harness, applying it to his son’s nose. Rada heard a quiet murmur of mind talk, and raised her shields a little more. 


The scene triggered the old longing in her heart, and she returned to her poetry book before she got caught staring or started to cry. She’d never told Zabet because she hated being teased, but Rada loved children. She always had. As soon as she’d been old enough, she’d helped mind the younger kitlings. The child craving had withered under the Traders’ discipline, only to reemerge even stronger after Master Thomas (or Himself as she thought of him) helped her break their conditioning. But only Himself knew about it. Back when she’d been with the Adamantine Division, she’d listened to Yori dar Ohrkan talking late in the night about settling down and starting a family as large as he and his mate could support, and she’d sighed for a dream she could never share, not even with him. She wanted a child, or even better children, of her own, someone to cuddle and teach, someone to show the universe to. But it was not to be.


She reminded herself of the old arguments as she turned the page and checked the time. As long as the Traders hunted her, she could not settle down. Until she settled down, she could not find anyone to raise a child or children with. The Azdhagi would not permit her to start a family on Drakon IV. She could not take a mate until Himself released her from their contract, and she did not want to try raising a child without someone to help her. After delivering one clutch and nearly dying in the process, Zabet had sworn off children forever (not that it stopped her from enjoying recreational procreation, mind.) Blessed Bookkeeper, Rada sighed for the umpteenth time. If anyone wants proof that the Universe has a sick sense of humor, we are it. Zabet’s fertile and refuses to have any more juniors, and I’m sterile and want them.


«Excuse me,» a light soprano said into her mind. Startled, Rada looked up to see a green-orange True-Dragon with two redheaded children in tow and a baby True-dragon in a carrier. «I’m sorry to disturb you, but could you watch Kara and Milly for a few minutes? I’m out of diapers, and of course...» Rada caught a whiff from the baby carrier that made her eyes water.


“I’d be happy to,” she assured the female. “I’m Rada Ni Drako.”


«Bless you! Kara, Milly, stay here. I’m just going around the corner to the fabricator,» And with that the True-Dragon rushed off, leaving a boy and a girl looking at Rada. 


She closed her book and got up, then knelt so she’d be at eye level with the green-clad pair. “Who is Kara?”


The boy stuck his hand in the air, waving. “I am!”


“So you are Milly,” Rada turned to the girl.


“Yes,” and Rada heard the unspoken “of course,” and sigh. She was going to be a handful when she reached the courtship age, Rada suspected, hiding a smile.


Rada told them, “You can play, but don’t leave the park until your mum comes back.”


“OK,” Kara announced. His sister nodded and they turned, darting into the melee around the play equipment. Rada stood up again and moved closer, so she could watch them and intercept any escape attempts. They seemed content to join the barely-contained chaos of squeals, “you’re out,” and, “look out, the worble’s behind you!” 


Kara ducked into the shadows under a low platform on the back of the maze of towers and slides. “Be careful,” Rada called. Milly followed her brother, imitating his every move. He emerged from under the platform and jumped up, grabbing at a girl standing on the pseudo-wood surface. Milly jumped too, and Rada flinched as the little girl’s head hit the pseudo-wood with a dull “thump.” She fell back into the soft sand, startled, and started to cry. Rada sprang into motion, zooming around the equipment and pulling Milly out from under the play space.


“Shhh,” Rada soothed, lifting the fine-boned girl and settling her on her hip. She carried Milly back to one of the benches and sat down. Milly continued crying and Kara came over, a worried look on his face. “Shh, easy. Let me look at it,” Rada told Milly, lowering her shields and projecting calm reassurance.


“OK,” Milly sniffed. She bent her head and Rada very carefully parted the thick red curls. A red knot already swelled on the pale skin, and a little blood oozed out of scratches at the top of the lump. “Goodness, you almost broke the playset!” Rada announced. “Does this sting?” She brushed the skin beside the knot.


“Owwwww!” Several parents and child minders turned to the source of the howl, checking to make sure it wasn’t from one of theirs.


Rada took the wail for a yes. “Easy, Milly,” she repeated, gathering her Healing touch. “You are going to feel a cool spot on your head,” and she concentrated, reaching in to reduce the swelling and stop any bleeding. She did not feel any breaks in the bone beneath the lump or evidence of a concussion. “Is that better?”


A loud sniff, then, “Yes.” 


Kara crowded close, watching Rada, his forehead scrunched down, his swirling brown eyes narrow with concentration. “You’re a Healer, like Uncle Grar,” he informed Rada.


“Well, I don’t know your uncle, but yes, I am a Healer.” Rada touched the spot. When Milly didn’t respond, Rada applied a little more pressure. The girl shifted but didn’t flinch or wince. “You’ll need to be careful, Milly,” Rada cautioned, releasing the girl. “You’re got a hard head but not that hard.”


“I was just following Kara.” Milly reached up and patted the top of her head. “There’s a bump.”


“Yes, there is. You can go play more if you want to.” Milly shook her head so hard her curls flopped. Instead she climbed onto the bench beside Rada and sat, arms folded, glaring at the jungle gym for daring to get in her way. Kara looked at his sister, stuck his tongue out, and returned to playing, climbing up onto a swing. 


Not two minutes later their mother returned. «Thank you! I made a note in my recorder to get more diapers and then left the recorder at home,» she sighed. She set the baby carrier on the bench and looked around for Kara. «Why aren’t you playing, Milly?»


“Because I got a bump, Mama,” and she dipped her head, showing her mother the spot. “But Miss Ni Drako made it right.”


“I’m a Healer,” Rada explained.


«Oh good,» the yellow-brown reptile sighed, whiskers fluttering up and down. «I swear, if it weren’t for my brother being one, I’d have shed my scales from worry years ago.»


Rada just smiled. She felt the commbox on her belt buzzing and sighed, standing up and collecting her satchel. “I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me, Ma’am. I need to go meet someone.”


“Look at me, Mama!” Kara called, swinging as high as he could. 


«Very good, dear! Be careful,» his mother cautioned automatically. Rada used the distraction to escape. She’d have to hurry if she was going to meet Zabet before her boss became impatient.


Zabet was not patting her tail tip on the floor with impatience, but she seemed close by the time Rada trotted up. «We need to get moving.» She stalked past Rada, then stopped, sniffing. Her round ears tipped back against her skull. «You got a snack, didn’t you? What was it? You smell like a meat shop.»


“Meatshake, Boss,” and Rada made a mental note to grab some chlorophyll drops for her pouch. 


The elegant True-Dragon heaved a gusty sigh. «Barbarian. I can’t take you anywhere. I trust you didn’t scandalize anyone while I was working?»


“No more than usual, Boss.” What Zabet didn’t know, Rada smiled to herself.
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2: Freebies


“Boss, I’m just going to step around the corner,” Rada warned, her hand moving toward the place at her side where she usually carried her pistol.


«Why? I’m almost done,» Zabet sniffed. «If you have to,» she stopped as she saw the figure reflected in the buyer’s decorative mirrors. «Understood. I’ll find you at the gate.»


Rada Ni Drako eased her way through several bales of rough fabric and un-mounted rugs, one eye on the reflections and the other on the discrete back door of the temporary warehouse. The merchant’s assistant frowned and blocked the door. “Got caught in the edge of a bar fight last night,” Rada lied, tipping her head back toward the Traders peering into the shop. “Don’t want the misunderstanding to spill into your trade.”


The arthropod gestured its understanding and eased the panel aside just enough for Rada to slide through. Her skin tingled as she broke the security field and she tossed the merchant a mental salute. The Traders couldn’t corner her without disrupting the field and setting off an alarm. Rada ran silently between the Mart warehouses, circling around to the gate that demarcated the primary Mart from the wholesale and warehouse/storage facilities. The mammal slowed her pace, took her data-link out of its pouch and acted busy, tapping with her stylus as she walked through the thickening stream of other merchants and workers.


Blessed Bookkeeper, but the Traders never could take a hint! Rada hid a grimace as she thought about her earlier close shave. An over-eager apprentice from Tarqi da Peerlan had grabbed her arm. “Hey, you look like that Rakoji with the price on her head!”


“Mrrsarra? Mrr tikka Feeltarish’shhhhkila?” the disguised Wanderer had asked in Feltari. When the apprentice stared at her, Rada had repeated in Trader, “What Rakoji? Am Feltari.”


“I’m taking you into custody until Master da Peerlan comes with a gen-kit,” and the idiot had started dragging Rada into the Traders’ storage facility.


Zabet had intervened, loudly enough to catch the ears and minds of a number of passers-by. «Where are you going with my pilot? That’s my House Pet you are carrying off, I’ll have you know, and whatever you think that Feltari is, Rrashli Nahrrow isnot it!» Rada and the apprentice both cringed at the force of the telepathic declaration. The True-dragon stalked up and rose onto her hind legs, muzzle to nose with the Trader. He began sweating and Rada felt the hand on her arm growing slick. Zabet continued, sarcasm so thick it practically dripped off her words and pooled on the ground, «I’m sure your Master would be delighted to speak with security about this uncalled for violation of Mart regulations. Truly delighted,» and Zabet’s whiskers snapped straight out, her ears flat against her skull.


“Um, Mistress, ah,” the apprentice sputtered, loosening his grip on Rada’s arm. She broke free and resumed her usual position behind Zabet’s left hip. Zabet spun around, dropped onto all four feet and stalked off, radiating disdain and anger. Rada followed, hands and tail quivering from the adrenaline.


Well, she’d shaken them off this time, and now Rada found a place in the designated meeting area. Zabet appeared almost before Rada could slip her data-link back into its case. «This way. I have a commission to attend to,» the reptile reminded her “Pet.”


“Very good, Boss.”


Half a kilometer inside the Mart gate, a crimson, cobalt, and white sign caught the Wanderer’s eye and she stopped, discreetly glancing around for the Traders as she did. “Free concert and meal,” Rada Ni Drako read aloud. “Silmali orchestrations from Marquart’s transcription of the traveling cycle, followed by a tasting of Silmali specialties. Concert space and annex, tonight at half-dark.” Rada glanced at her data-link and converted the local designation to roughly 1800 hours, or two hours from the current time. “I wonder what the catch is?”


Zabet flopped her ears back and forth and rippled her tail. «Probably have to listen to a sales pitch between the concert and the food. Has the deposit cleared yet?»


“I’m not checking it while standing in the middle of the pedestrian lane, Boss” Rada protested. The True-dragon snorted, dodged a fast-trotting delivery courier, and pointed to the closest step-aside. “Too public.” Rada walked another hundred meters and stepped off the pedestrian track and onto a set of metal stairs leading down into a pocket garden with some trees and a shaded bench. Zabet minced down the stairs behind her and claimed the bench. From there the True-dragon could watch and see if the Traders had given up shadowing the two textile merchants. 


Rada logged into their account, reconfirmed the secure connection through the Dark Hart, and read the latest numbers. She caught Zabet’s eye and flashed a hand sign, her tail wagging with pleasure at finding a service bonus. Zabet signaled her understanding and went back to watching the passing pedestrians as Rada logged out. “OK, Boss, what do you want to do?”


Zabet’s whiskers twirled as the silvery-blue reptile considered their options. «Get something to eat, and see if we can find some embroidered panels, like so.» Zabet eased off the bench, rose onto her hind legs, and measured a distance with her forefeet. «And about so wide,» and she spread her talons.


“Any color or material in particular?”


«High contrast and not too loosely worked, no big loose loops or floppy trim,» the True-dragon cautioned. Rada nodded, tucked away her data-link, and after a glance around wiggled her wig slightly, making certain that it remained snug. She knew that the glue holding her whiskers in place held firm because it pulled and stung. She’d gone tabby again, posing as a Feltari pilot. Zabet walked back up the stairs and waited for a gap in the flow of Mart guests. «Let’s go, Pet.»


The partners rejoined the stream of merchants, shoppers, officials, and the merely curious visiting the Hanso Soft Goods Mart. Every other Hanseri year, a month-long Mart offered textiles, threads, tools for cloth-working and cloth-making, and related goods. Fixed shops, portable booths, and wandering sales-bots overflowed with colorful materials, while long sheds housed heavy weaving equipment and some of the less-toxic (at least for the local species) chemicals used in textile processing and finishing, including dye-stuffs. Rada and Zabet paused at the display-projection of a lace and cutwork maker. Rada pointed to a long strip of white and pale blue threads worked into a pattern like breaking ocean waves and noted, “You could overlay that on a backing material.”


«Yes, but that means finding someone to do the work. Unless you’ve taken up a new hobby,» and Zabet strolled on after poking Rada with her tail tip.


True-dragon and Wanderer studied several menu displays and two more trim dealers before settling on a café that specialized in protein- and vegetable-stuffed pastries. Rada entered her preferences and basic restrictions, as did Zabet, and customized menus appeared in their table. The mammal had to look up two of the grains, and made a face as she read the data entry about one of them. No, thank you: food-induced hallucinations tended to interfere with business. Rada and Zabet ordered, and called up a Mart map on Rada’s data-link. 


Zabet started to tap the display, caught herself, and swept the back of her talon along one side of the main textile section. «Let’s go there after we finish. I recognize a few of the names, and if they don’t have what I want they will know where to look for it.»


Rada gestured her assent, distracted by the quartet of creatures squeezing into the booth on the other side of the table, behind the privacy divider. They seemed about two meters tall, bipedal with long forelegs and short, thick club-like tails. Silky looking fur with a faintly iridescent sheen covered everything but their oral cavity, two eyes, and a third sensory receptor between the eyes and mouth. Rada tried not to stare as the fur moved, rippling into various patterns as one or the other of the creatures spoke and gestured. Zabet pulled her own data pad out of the case on her carry harness and began looking up more information on some of the specialist Mart merchants, ignoring her new neighbors.


One of the four held up a translator box, asking, “Should this be reset?” Mart rules required that everyone not fluent in Trader have an operating translator device with them at all times during Mart open hours, for safety reasons.


“No. Our business no one else knows,” a second creature averred. They spoke a curious variant of Trader and Rada strained to understand the dialect. 


 “What do we wrong?” the palest of the four asked.


“Nothing do we wrong,” a darker grey individual on Rada’ side of the booth stated, its fur sweeping back and forth. “Offer entertainment and food do we. Our music is very popular now. Our food popular will be, is growing in market already.”


Rada guessed that the quartet were Silmali, since she’d seen no other groups or businesses offering both food and entertainment. 


The next speaker, seated beside Zabet, confirmed Rada’s deduction. “Price for goods is correct. Humans always take free.”


The first speaker’s fur surged into a chaotic mass as it protested, “Then why are no humans taking the offer? Four times tried have we. Supervisor is displeased with we.”


Zabet slid her data pad out of the way of the food delivery mechanism as two platters emerged from the machine at the end of the table. The reptile’s sapphire-blue eyes widened and her round ears flopped back as she heard the Silmali’s next words.


“Widen the entrance will we.” The fourth Silmali’s dark fur fluttered before slicking down into a sleek, solid pelt and the Silmali added, “not only pure humans tonight. Pure humans best but others usable and have already said are interested in free concert and meal.”


Rada took a bite of her meat-and-cheese-filled pastry and sucked a little air to cool her mouth. “Very fresh,” she managed to explain. 


Zabet rolled her eyes and flipped her talons in the sign for “dummy.” Rada, busy devouring the hot and tangy stuffed bun, ignored the comment. Neither did Rada say anything when Zabet discovered for herself just how freshly baked the bread-rolls were, flopping her tongue out of her muzzle to cool it. The Silmali’s order arrived and Rada observed how their fur moved away from their mouths, staying clean. It must be nice to be able to control your haircoat, the Wanderer sighed to herself. 


Rada and Zabet finished eating and returned to business. Zabet led the way, stopping at five different shops and two booths before Rada heard the magic words, «ah hah! Those are perfect,» inside her mind. 


Zabet locked on target like a laser-guided missile, all but dragging Rada through a cluster of Floaters and past an irritated Trader Trademaster. «That is exactly what I have in mind,» the True-dragon declared. 


Rada studied the lengths of fabric hanging on a display rod. The brightly colored bands, as wide as Rada’s hand, sported brilliant embroidered patterns, some figurative and some in random shapes and zigzags or swirls. One especially striking pure white piece sported stark black floral patterns interwoven with lush green chain stitch. Rada heard the hiss and pop of Zabet’s teleconverter and the artificial voice inquired, “Where are these from?”


The crustacean behind the “counter” tapped some plates with a narrow claw, keying its own translator. “The weave strips? They source Rieger’s World. Weaver mort, were last set. Half sold, set broken.” That explained why no color combination repeated, and Rada sighed silently. Given the pieces’ length, two of the turquoise embroidered, dark blue bands would have made a luscious hem panel on one of her dresses.


“Oh? Too bad. I am looking for full sets,” and Zabet drooped a little, disappointed. Or so a stranger would think. Rada, one eye on Zabet’s tail tip, knew better. The little quiver betrayed her boss’s excitement and desire. “How much for the black and white one?”


“One hundred twenty credits, regional standard. The others are one hundred, or two for one hundred eighty.” Rada winced; the sales creature knew its stock.


For once Zabet did not try to dicker the price down. “I’ll take the lot. Perhaps I can find someone to duplicate the patterns,” and she presented her credit ring. The blue and brown crustacean took the ring with one claw while removing the fabric strips from the display using two other forelegs. With deft motions the salesbeing laid the material on a length of protective cloth, then folded everything into a secure, crease-free bundle. At the same time, the crustacean processed the purchase and returned Zabet her ring and her receipt, leaving Rada amazed at its coordination and precise movements. 


Zabet passed the bundle to Rada. The mammal stowed it in her carry bag, activating the touch lock. The bag’s metal mesh lining would frustrate any muggers or cut-straps attempting to rip open or cut the container, or even remote scan the contents. “Next stop, Boss?” 


«Something to drink, and then we leave and deliver these to the final buyer,» the lithe reptile ordered, dropping onto all four feet and striding away at a brisk pace. Rada hurried to catch up. «Do you want to look into that ‘free’ concert and meal?» The question took Rada aback until she caught the True-dragons’ meaning.


The Wanderer answered silently, «No. We’re not local law enforcement, and I have no idea what the Silmali have in mind. And you are not humanoid. I’m not either, at the moment,» Rada reminded her employer. «If the Silmali want humans, they should raise their prices, especially given how popular Silmali music is.»


Zabet swished her whiskers in agreement. «Humans out here don’t go for ‘free.’ Free equals junk, or so the humans at the Mart seem to think. I’m inclined to agree with them.»


“Unless it is ‘free thing if you listen to our sales pitch, or free if you buy one at full price,’ I agree too,” Rada trilled in Feltari. The Trader walking the other direction eyed the Wanderer-hybrid. The lean, pale woman noted the ears, stripes, tail, and lateral-whiskers, and ignored the Feltari. «Boss,» Rada added silently, «that was a Trademistress.»


Zabet acknowledged the warning, neither slowing nor hurrying her steps. Rada and Zabet left the textile section and strolled along the pedestrian path, watching the thinning crowd and studying the signs. They’d spotted a few “no mammals allowed” notices and Rada had no desire to have to drag Zabet out of a bar argument about discrimination. Rada also kept her eyes open for any Traders. Zabet had undercut the Trademaster from da Peerlan the day before and if looks could kill, both True-dragon and Feltari would already be explaining themselves to their respective gods. Rada glanced over her shoulder and spotted four Traders shadowing her and Zabet. The mammal slid her hand into her jacket and loosened the safety strap on her pistol, just in case.


When Rada glanced back again, the quartet had stopped in front of the Silmali’s sign. “Wasn’t Rorik going on and on about Silmali music being the next trend?” one of the men asked.


The Trademistress nodded, her long white-blond braid blowing a little in the evening breeze. “Very popular in Silmal near-space and gaining in sales. Da Kavalle tried to get a transport contract but two groups went with Rowfow and the third opted to stay on Silmal, or so I heard.”


«Are you going to warn them?» Zabet hissed, breathless.


The senior Trademaster compared the local time with that on the sign. “We shall attend the concert,” he informed his subordinates before Rada could answer Zabet. The Trademaster pushed his knee-length braid of hair out of the way and pointed to the door. The journeyman opened it and all four Traders filed in. 


Rada fought to keep a straight face as her tail swished back and forth. “Do you want to explain that we were eavesdropping on someone at a Mart? That might give the wrong impression, Boss, even if we have the best, purest of intentions.”


Zabet started to reply, dodged several Floaters in a rolling transport tank, and shook her head. «No, they’d probably assume we’d committed some other impropriety besides eavesdropping. We don’t even know just what the Silmal want with them. And they could probably stand to learn about the value of free things. Hey!» The two females dodged another transport tank, joining the other pedestrians in flashing signs of disgust with the Floaters. «And transport tanks are not allowed on the pedestrian walk!»


“Quite true, Boss, but I don’t feel like arguing over right-of-way.” Nor did she feel like rescuing the people who had been stalking her. “This place has spiced fruit wines and juices,” and the mammal pointed to the digital notice with her tail, flicking her ears.


Zabet read over the list and thumped her tail against the doormat. «Perfect. First round is on me.»
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3: A Failure of Discipline


“I have come to pay the blood debt owed to House Garrlow,” Rada told the gathered True-dragons. Out of deference to Garrlow’s Head, only the dimmest of lights could be seen, casting the seven reptiles into deep shadow. Utterly exhausted and sick in heart and soul, Rada Ni Drako stood at parade rest and wondered how hell could be any worse than what had brought her here, to this cavern on the western edge of the Wildlands.


She soon learned. Show us, Naldori, the House Head, ordered. The others turned toward the albino, linking their minds to his. Show us all, he repeated. The force of his mind’s power drove Rada to her knees and she bowed her head, opening her memories and reliving the last twelve days and nights.


Rada and her boss, Zabet, had been on Jilko III, walking back from supper or whatever the Joirey called their evening meal. Rada’s remote communications link with the Dark Hart began chirping. The humanoid female shrugged her tail and clicked the secure link from her ear-piece into the small device. “Commander Ni Drako receiving, go ahead,” she answered in Azdhag. She listened to whomever or whatever was speaking and frowned. “And when was the last time the post replied to a call?” Zabet’s whiskers twitched with curiosity as she tried to catch more than just Rada’s end of the conversation. The mammal glanced at her True-dragon employer and made the forefoot sign for “stand by.” The silvery-blue reptile flattened her ears and gestured back, “hurry.” Rada replied with a single extended digit as she said, “Understood. Please inform his Imperial Majesty that I will arrive on Drakon IV in four hours. Ni Drako out.”


«What’s up?» Zabet demanded as soon as Rada disengaged the “talk box.”


“Damn if I know, Boss. The Defender post at Edgehill estate stopped answering calls three days ago. Now Lord Karsee is no longer replying to hails from the Capitol and there are rumors of an unauthorized landing in that area. So Defender Nree has his tail in a twist and King-Emperor Schleer demands that I do something about it.”


Zabet sent Rada a mental image of her opinion of the two Azdhagi. The mammal shook her head. “Don’t tempt me, silver dancer. You know I can’t permit myself to think that sort of thing about his Imperial Majesty, even if it might be true.”


The True-dragon entered their passcode for the spaceport entry field. A soft chime sounded and the pair hurried through the weakened energy field, then passed between two heavy metal panels. Zabet paused long enough to read the arrival and departure board and confirmed that it would be safe to cross the distance to where the Dark Hart waited. «No one had better do an engine test while I’m on the ramp or so help me I will fillet the...»


“Nope. My turn. You can hold the idiot and I’ll fillet them,” the mammal corrected with a warped grin. “Where do you want to go?”


The reptile considered the question as they skirted the main landing pad. Trader and other timeships parked behind a vision barrier here; their constantly shifting and flowing exteriors made the natives working at the spaceport feel queasy and nervous, so it was safer for everyone just to keep the timeships out of sight. Rada noticed a new arrival and hesitated, then relaxed. It was a Rowfow ship. The steerer looked at Rada and Zabet, and deliberately turned its visual organ away from them. The partners exchanged a look and grinned. The Trader clans and the Rowfow detested each other heartily, meaning that the steerer would not say a word about Rada’s presence here, even if asked.


Rada stopped grinning shortly after leaving Zabet on Dusky’s World. She couldn’t raise Edgehill, even on the automated emergency call system. Worse, she sensed a very strong potential developing in Drakon IV’s timestream that should not have been there. It did not seem to be an imposition, meaning that no one else was attempting to manipulate Drakon IV’s past, but a strong sense of not rightness permeated the planet’s timestream, as if a series of events were combining to cause a change in the world’s history that should not happen. The ’Hart did not care for the knot and let Rada know very clearly. She reassured the psycho-symbiote that she would sort out the problem as best she could, then concentrated on working with the ship to get them safely to the Azdhagi home world at the time she had specified.


Once the ’Hart landed, the symbiote informed Rada that it would not go any closer to the disturbance than its current location. The Wanderer soothed the creature, fed it a little, and then poked her nose out of the ship. She smelled wet loam, ozone, and half-tasted, half-smelled the bitter flavor of blackleaf trees. North wind and rain. Looooovely the felinoid sighed to herself.


One of her troopers appeared from the evening shadows as Rada walked quickly toward the military wing of the palace complex. “Lord Mammal? Defender Nree says that you are to proceed directly to the lesser audience chamber,” the quadrupedal reptile began. Once they reached a pool of light, the soldier hesitated before suggesting, “Ah, perhaps a brief stop by the Lord Defender’s quarters might not cause undue delay, Lord Mammal?”


The corner of Rada’s mouth quirked up. “Are you suggesting that my current robes are not suitable, corporal?”


“Oh, no, my lord. Not at all, just that,” the reptile sputtered something unintelligible, then fell back to take up a position behind the Lord Defender as Rada entered her passcode and let herself into the building. Since Rada had intentionally arrived early in order to have time to change into her uniform, she didn’t rip the reptile’s tail off. She did let him stew, however.


Half an hour later the mammal knelt, studying the intricately patterned wooden floor of the lesser audience chamber. Footsteps on tile clicked briefly, then “uugh-whunf!” as King-Emperor Schleer levered his heft onto the bench-like throne on the dais. Once the reptile caught his breath, he ordered, “You may rise.” Rada got to her feet, standing at parade rest.


The King-Emperor and Lord Defender studied each other with cordial mutual loathing. Rada kept her face politely neutral and attentive while Schleer held his spines down and tail still by sheer force of will. “Something is wrong at Edgehill. Fix it,” the grossly overweight reptile grated. “Take two squads and some reserves, but only if you really need them. Tomorrow morning should be soon enough. You are dismissed.”


The Wanderer unclenched her fists before her claws drew blood. “Very well, Imperial Majesty.” She bowed, backed five paces, then spun and strode out, taking care to make no whisper of sound until she reached the corridor. Then her boot heels rang a warning to anyone unlucky enough to cross her path.


Rada went to her office and checked the time marker. It was eight hours after midday at the Palace-Capital, so it would be six-and-a-half hours after midday at Edgehill and Lord Karsee’s estate of KarsTown. The next closest Defender post would be, what? Rada called up a map and measured distances from both settlements. “The next closest posts are Cloudsnare and Drystream. Hmmm.” Rada finger combed the end of her tail as she considered her options. Cloudsnare was thirty kliqs closer, but only if one flew and the weather stayed good. By road it would take at least three extra hours for them to get to Edgehill. “Nree?” Rada called.


Rada’s second-in-command failed to respond. “Defender Nree, come to my office at once,” Rada repeated, raising her voice. She heard talons on stone, and the sound of a bench moving, but nothing else. A very broad, toothy expression appeared on the Wanderer’s face and she undid the safety strap on her sword. Rada stalked out of her office and found the NCO on duty.


“Sergeant Daik, where is Defender Nree?”


“Ah, my lord, I believe he is with, um, he’s entertaining company in his quarters.” The reptile twitched with discomfort. “Shall I call him in?”


The expression on his commanding officer’s face terrified the dark green male. “No, thank you, Sergeant Daik. I will speak with him personally.”


Rada stalked up to the officer’s door, her boots silent on the stone floor. Although Nree had turned on the non-disturb field, he’d failed to lock the door. Rada bared all her teeth, her ears flat against her skull, her tail fur fully expanded. 


Rada slammed the door open, bursting in to find Nree fully engaged with a pleasuremate. “You, female, out! Take your fee and go,” Rada barked. As the tan reptile somehow ducked out of Nree’s grip and slid out of the way, Rada stormed to Nree’s sleeping platform and grabbed his exposed genitals with one hand while jabbing his throat with the tip of her sword. “You are on duty, Captain Nree.” Rada twisted her wrist and Nree moaned and squeaked. “Can’t speak while I’m holding your brain, Nree?” She twisted again.


“No, my lord. That is, my lord, forgive, I,” he began babbling as her grip tightened and she pushed her forefinger on an especially sensitive spot. “Aaaiiieeee!” the dark brown male wailed.


“By rights I should execute you for dereliction of duty right here and now,” the Lord Defender warned her former executive officer. Rada released his genitals and leaned more weight on her sword blade, drawing blood before she straightened up. She bared her teeth as she heard talon scrapes and mutters from outside the open door. “Edgehill and KarsTown have vanished. And you are sticking your favorite toy, such as it is, into a female rather than seeing what has happened to the males under your command and the civilians living near them. Lucky for you, or perhaps not, I need you to—” and she dodged backwards as he lunged for her.


“Hair-covered storm,” and the rest of his words dissolved into gurgling and whistling as Rada stabbed and twisted, slicing his throat open.


She turned to find every Defender who could fit in the doorway staring at her. She raised one eyebrow. “Problem?”


“Ah, no, Lord Mammal,” Captain Tarkee replied. “You do recall that he was the King-Emperor’s nephew?”


“Illegitimate nephew, Captain. His sire never acknowledged him, and I can see why,” Rada reminded the other officer, her voice and manner composed. “Have someone see to the remains, please.” Rada wiped her blade off on a discarded lounging robe and stalked through the gathered soldiers.


Once back in her office, she dropped into her chair. “Ah, fewmets.” More paperwork. She really had not wanted to kill Nree, just discipline him. But he’d taken that option out of her hands when he attacked her. “Blast it.” Rada ran a hand over her hair and rubbed behind one ear before calling Drystream base.


“This is Drystream, go ahead,” came the immediate answer.


“Drystream base, Commander Lord Ni Drako. I need two squads to meet me at the attached location and at the specified time.” The location and time data went under the video transmission, twice encrypted. Rada had to assume that someone else was monitoring her communications.


“Understood, my Lord Mammal. I have a squad that can depart now, if necessary,” Lt. Tyree offered.


“Good to know, but no, Lieutenant. If we are dealing with anything more than a simple communications problem, I want to see what I am walking into. And how long has the satellite coverage been out in that area?”


“Understood, my Lord Mammal.” The young officer hesitated, and then admitted, “Ah, my lord, we’ve increased patrols since the storms last week, and are encouraging civilians to stay away from Edgehill. I don’t like the silence, my lord. And the satellite coverage failed just after Edgehill stopped responding. I wanted to widen our patrol range, but Defender Nree ordered us to stay in our usual territory.”


I should have killed Nree before I left. I may kill him again. Rada rubbed her temple. “Well done, Tyree. I should be there by ten local time. Report anything you might see or hear in the meantime.”


“Ten our time and we will report anything we find,” he promised.


“Good. Ni Drako out.”


“Drystream clear.” 


After the communication terminated, Rada sat back in her chair and drummed her claws on the table. She should have been en route to Edgehill right that very moment, but something stopped her. Something strange that bothered her, gnawing and skittering just at the edge of her awareness, warning the mammal off. She retreated to her tiny excuse for quarters within the Defenders’ barracks. She had no trouble sleeping and if she dreamed, she did not remember it.


The Lord Defender departed the palace well before sunrise. She flew in her personal fighter, Night’s Claw, with a series of escorts from the various Defender posts en route. She managed to cross the Wildlands before the wind really picked up. Summer mountain crossings could make even Rada queasy. Still wary, the mammal did not try to fly directly over either Edgehill or KarsTown. Instead she skirted them, radios tuned to the civilian frequencies. She did not even hear static and her sense of trouble grew stronger. If the power’s down, I should hear static. Instead I hear carrier but no message, as if something is interfering with both my equipment and theirs, but I’m not getting a jamming alert. By the Debt Collector’s black heart, what is going on?


Lt. Tyree and his senior sergeant met the Lord Defender at a fresh clearing in the forest a kliq or so from the main road. Rada stood on her seat after unplugging her helmet and armor cables and hoses. “That was quite a storm, Lieutenant,” she observed, pointing with her tail to a freshly downed tree.


“Yes, my lord, it was. Can we interest you in shares of lumber and firewood?” Tyree leaned onto his strong-side legs and spat a cud of something out of his muzzle. His sergeant flinched at the informality. 


“Brief me as we load up, please, lieutenant.”


Sergeant Leeks hesitated, rocking back onto his hind legs and tail. “My Lord Mammal, how many do you require to secure your transport?”


“None, sergeant.” Rada turned back and watched as the security interlocks finished connecting. “It has a genetic lock along with the standard mechanical systems. And no Azdhag smaller than the Great Shi-Dan can reach all the controls. And Shi-Dan couldn’t have fit into the cockpit.”


Tyree and Leeks both tipped their heads to the side. “Cockpit, my lord?” Tyree sounded the word out as best he could.


“A term for where the pilot sits, lieutenant. Derived from a colloquial term for part of the male anatomy, or so I’ve been told.”


Since the Azdhagi used a similar term to describe the recessed area behind the main gun on their armored personnel carriers, the two males gestured their understanding and led Rada to the waiting ground vehicles. 


“My lord, to start at the beginning,” the green-striped officer began. Rada made a forefoot gesture of assent and he took a deep breath. “The storm blasted through, beginning just before noon three days ago and continuing until dawn the next day. The last report, a standard weather update, came in from Edgehill late on the afternoon of the storm, five hours after noon?” Tyree glanced at Leek, who made a confirming tail motion. “Five hours after noon. The satellite feed died around two hours before midnight, as best we can tell. The storm took us offline and I refuse to send men out to look at antennas when trees are falling on our heads.”


“Unless we are at war there’s no point in endangering people unnecessarily,” Rada agreed, climbing into her seat in the third transport. 


Tyree followed and continued his narrative once they’d plugged into the intercom. “Edgehill missed the midnight update but so did we and so did Cloudsnare, KarsTown, Hotrocks and a few other places. When we heard nothing at dawn, my comm tech tried to raise KarsTown. They responded, so we assumed that Edgehill just had equipment or flooding problems. When they still failed to reply later that day, we asked permission to go visit and were denied.”


Rada’s stomach began sinking as her fur bristled. “What about KarsTown?”


“Last heard from them yesterday morning, maybe.” Tyree made sideways swooping motions with one forefoot. “A burst of sound came over the emergency band from KarsTown but cut off.”


“Mmmm,” Rada grunted. “And nothing on the satellite net.”


“No, Lord Mammal. The Palace says they show nothing and no problems.”


The mammal gritted her teeth. “That’s because they were looking at the test pattern, lieutenant. No, I am not joking,” she warned, preempting his next question. “If you know of any good comm and image analysis technicians who would be willing to do a tour at the Palace, let me know. There are going to be openings. The satellite is no longer in orbit, or if it is it has gone completely dead.”


Tyree and the other reptiles shifted in the seats, uncomfortable. What else might have gotten through if the satellites failed? Where were the Imperials, whose job it was to keep uninvited guests out of the Drakon system?


“So, our first stop is where?” Rada leaned against the improvised safety harness so that she could see Tyree’s in-armor display.


Tyree called up a map. “Here, at Little Meadow. They are on our route and may have heard something, if Edgehill’s short-range systems worked for longer than their long-range ones did.” An unlikely prospect but possible, and Rada could tell that the lieutenant truly hoped they were only dealing with a series of coincidences. Rada shared Tyree’s hopes, but her sense of dread had grown stronger as the kliqs passed.


That sense of dread led Rada to order one squad of twenty Defenders to bypass Little Meadow and stop on the other side of the hamlet. Half of the troops with Rada dismounted outside the settlement while the rest, including Lt. Tyree, buttoned up and rolled in ready for battle. 


As soon as she dismounted, Rada smelled death. So did the Defenders with her, and several of them swung their gas guards over their nostrils. Rada hooked her own mask into place, activating the helmet’s electronics suite, including the infrared overlay on her optics. The soldiers advanced with great care, scanning each dwelling and other building for any signs of life. All they found was death—death enough to make Rada’s fur stand on end.


She’d seen dead Azdhagi before, of course, but never an entire village of dead Azdhagi, many of them bearing the marks of torture. The attackers had murdered even the youngest juniors, and the sight forced Rada to turn away and count to two hundred in order to regain her composure when she found the pile of little bodies. They’d been killed early on in the massacre, judging by the state of decay and the marks on their dams. The females had struggled to reach the juniors, or so Rada and her soldiers guessed from the marks on the females’ bodies. Rada fought back tears and nausea both. The sadism matched the worst she’d seen in her long career and boded ill for Edgehill and KarsTown.


“Lord Ni Drako, all the settlers are accounted for,” Sergeant Leeks informed Rada, his eyes locked on the mammal. He’d already lost the contents of his stomach, as had many of the Defenders. Rada would have too except for her training. You never, ever vomited inside a helmet’s facemask, not after the kind of conditioning she’d endured.


“Thank you, Sergeant.” She looked around and made a decision. “At the risk of alerting our enemies, I think we need to prepare a single pyre.” There was no point in doing more forensics than the basic battlefield analysis required. Her men would probably mutiny if she ordered anything more. 


“Agreed, Lord Mammal.” He rose on his hind legs and studied the sky. “If we work quickly, we can use the afternoon storm to cover the smoke, at least at first. And if we use the central meeting square, the fire won’t spread.”


“Do it, Sergeant.” Rada herself carried the juniors to the pyre, laying them beside their dams and the other females. As the males gathered fuel from the houses and workshops, Rada thought about the dead villagers’ killers. They inflicted pain for a reason; that could be seen in the manner of the Azdhagi deaths. But why? To leave a message for whoever found them? Possibly, although when people did that, they usually left at least one person alive to emphasize the point, and that did not appear to be the case with Little Meadow. Could they have been after information? Maybe, but what kind of information could be gleaned from the ground that was not available from monitoring Azdhagi civilian communications? And why not booby-trap the bodies, unless the attackers did not expect anyone to follow? Rada stared up at the clouds building into an afternoon storm and let her thoughts roam. 


A third possibility came to mind and made Rada’s skin crawl. Whatever murdered the Azdhagi had needed them to suffer. Master Thomas had mentioned once or twice during Rada’s training that some species fed on the products of stress hormones, and that a few researchers had theorized that it might be possible to feed off the energy released by certain kinds of physical suffering. Oh, I hope not. Blessed Bookkeeper, please may that be nothing more than academic supposition and spacers’ tales. When it came to cases, Rada suspected that her first guess was correct. The invaders had landed near Little Meadow and had massacred the witnesses in order to either discourage investigation or to draw the Defenders in. Or had they landed near Edgehill and spread in two directions? Or at KarsTown, which meant the attackers could be very close to the Defenders at that very moment.


One of the men also served as his squad’s priest, and he officiated over the burning. Rada stayed out of the way, praying not to the Azdhagi Ancestors but to anyone else who happened to be within range. She’d ordered the Defenders still outside of the town to remain there, securing the perimeter. Rada recalled that some Azdhagi troops on Sidara had gone berzerk after a similar massacre during the colonial war, and she needed at least some of her troopers to remain in control of themselves when they met the enemy. As the black smoke rose into the dark clouds, Rada snarled. Someone would pay and pay dearly, and not just the invaders if she had her way.


The two heavy squads encountered nothing until a few kliqs from Edgehill. One of the outriders reported motion and the column stopped, ready for action. “Stand down,” a voice called. “Stand down. A friendly.” Rada poked her head out of the hatch and saw a royal blue and crimson True-dragon, his forefeet on the edge of the lead vehicle’s armor, talking to the vehicle’s commander. The Wanderer put her fingers in her mouth and whistled. 


«Who’s that?» roared into her head, almost knocking Rada out of her seat. She quickly brought her shields up, kicking herself for not keeping them up. She’d gotten lazy from being around the Azdhagi. Compared to her and the True-dragons, the Azdhagi were head-blind, impervious to telepathy and empathy both. 


«Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako. You have news?»


The True-dragon hurried back to Rada’s vehicle. «Something is happening at Sweethill. There’s a, well, see,» and he opened his mind to Rada, showing her what he’d sensed.


“Tyree, we need to get to Sweethill as fast as we can,” she ordered. “Can you fight?” Rada asked the True-dragon.


He gestured affirmatively. «I’m a militia leader and scout for House Garrlow. Got weapons on my transport. Name’s Unag.»


“Good. Come with us if you want, after you alert the closest Houses. Stay clear of Edgehill and KarsTown.”


The large reptile’s eyes grew dark and his tail swept the ground. «No worries there, my lord. Didn’t you get our message? KarsTown’s gone. They burned themselves to the ground.»


Rada’s troopers saw the transports first: low-slung, square vehicles with matte-black armor and no visible armaments. Then they heard the sounds. Rada, shields down again, almost lost her sanity when the emotions struck her, crashing into her mind like a rogue wave smashing a ship. Fear and physical pain came through the strongest, underlain with despair and an element of sexual arousal that made Rada stagger. She fought to regain control of her emotions and hormones. The Wanderer managed to raise her shields enough to protect herself, then separated her own feelings from those imposed from outside. The mental battle took only a few seconds but left her shaking and as tired as if she’d been in hand-to-hand combat. 


The Defenders missed the bulk of the enemy. They found only six of the creatures still in the village, along with four living Azdhagi. “Fire at will!” Sergeant Leeks ordered. The Defenders wasted no time, shooting the two wide, flat-looking, bipedal creatures that had taken up positions away from the Azdhagi prisoners. Unag nailed one of the others with a blast from the side. As Rada watched, the black creatures slaughtered the remaining male Azdhag and started doing something to one of the females. Rada sighted and fired, her weapon set to stun on the off chance of capturing one of the attackers. Although she caught the thing in the “chest,” the shot had no effect. The creature continued whatever it was doing and Rada shifted the power setting, killing the thing. Rada lowered her shields just a fraction, trying to read the enemy. As she did, the two remaining monsters drew back, and one fired a canister toward the Defenders. They scattered as the grenade exploded, giving the two enemy soldiers time to flee, dragging a junior with them. 


Rada fired again, then closed her eyes. Forgive me, little one. Better a clean death than whatever the monsters intended to inflict on the small male.


The two surviving female Azdhagi screamed, their cries drawing the attention of every Defender within earshot to the scene. Rada felt the men’s bloodlust rising as they saw what had been done to one of the females and to the remains of her not-born. Rada tried to reach the dam’s mind and found nothing left. “Medic,” Rada called quietly, under the shrieks.


The corporal held up a spray injector and Rada nodded her order. The screams fell silent. 


Unag came up and joined the other reptiles. He started to touch one of the two living females and drew back as if scalded. Instead he rested his tail tip on Rada’s shoulder. «Lord Mammal,» he warned, «there’s something besides Azdhag in her mind.»


“Thank you. I’d wondered if that might be the case.” Which left Rada with a terrible dilemma, since she did not have a mind healer on staff. She knelt down beside the younger of the two females and very tentatively extended her Healing touch, just to see if she could find anything.


Rada saw gray sky and treetops that swayed in time with her throbbing head and pounding heart. “Lord Mammal?” someone whispered. “Ah, Lord Mammal, can you hear me?”


“Yes,” Rada grated.


An angry tenor voice informed her, and everyone in earshot, “You are a fool, my lord. Keep your damn shields up.” Rada rolled onto her side and worked herself into a sitting position as Unag glared at her. “I warned you that they’d put a tap into the females’ minds.” The True-dragon had switched on his helmet’s teleconverter, letting everyone hear the conversation. 


“Did not think could back-work through Healer,” the mammal explained, or tried to. The Defenders exchanged confused glances and several rumpled their tails in shrugs. It wasn’t their business.


A turquoise eye stared at Rada and she felt as much as heard Unag’s snort. “Well, apparently it can, my lord,” he informed her quietly. “I had to yank you out of the contact. How do you feel?”


Worse than that time that I had three glasses of keritang on an empty stomach, the mammal thought. Mindful of the soldiers around them, she only said, “I’ve felt better.”


Unag gave her a forefoot and she staggered to her feet. Once the world stopped spinning, she limped over to where several of the Azdhagi had clustered around one of the fallen enemy soldiers. The reptiles parted and Rada got a good look at their foe. 


The mammal studied the remains, using her walking cane to move part of the thing’s black uniform to expose blue-gray skin and almost black bones. She’d never seen anything like it and she crouched down for a better look. The creature reminded her vaguely of a bat from Earth, with membranes connecting the upper limbs with the torso. Also like a bat, or a bird, the thing’s bones appeared light for its size. Originally from a low-gravity world? Or descended from something that glided, or possibly swam in some way? Rada shook her head but made a mental note to record her speculations. The thing’s strange strength for its size bothered her, but it could be using augmenters and skill to make up for its lack of mass. The enemy’s head lacked defined sense organs, aside from three dark orbs in recessed pits in the center of the front of the skull, where a humanoid’s face would be. “Visual sensors, my lord?” 


“Possibly, but we are not equipped for an autopsy,” Rada told the speaker. She looked around at the gathered reptiles. “Did any get away?”


“Yes, and we are tracking them, Lord Mammal,” Lt. Tyree said. “Unag had a spy-flier and we’re following it now. We think their camp is near Edgehill, in the barrens there.”


“Good work, gentlemen.” Rada stood up from her crouch. The planet did not spin as much this time. “The survivors?”


“There were none, Lord Defender,” the medic explained, barely containing his fury. Rada’s eyebrows rose with an unspoken question but Cpl. Deerk’s muzzle remained shut, his neck spines trembling as he struggled to remain in control of himself.


“Understood.” Rada looked around. “Move the bodies of the civilians into a house. Then we’re leaving.” She felt as much as heard the wave of anger and protest gathering and she held up one forefoot. “They are already dead. There are other villages within the enemy’s striking range. Tyree,” she pointed to the officer. “Send four scouts to the closest villages and order them to evacuate. Leek,” she looked around until she spotted the brown sergeant’s waving tail. “Get a datapacket together for an emergency send to both the Palace and to bounce up to the Imperials. This may be a scout ahead of a larger force and they need to know what we’ve found. Unag, have you warned Garrlow?”


The True-dragon swept his strong-side forefoot in affirmation. “Yes, Lord Defender, and Habsrau as well. They are next closest.”


“Thank you. As soon as the datapacket goes out, we start moving. Be ready.” Rada left the details to her squad leaders and Lt. Tyree. She noticed Unag vibrating with something, probably impatience, and she made a snap decision. “Unag, come with me, please. You,” she pointed to the two Azdhagi who had been acting as her guards, “stay with the other Defenders. Unag can keep me out of trouble between here and the parking area.”


She took the long way back to her transport, Unag paced along beside her. He turned a switch on his helmet. «Can you hear me?»


The sending felt like a mild UV burn on her brain, uncomfortable but not life threatening. «Affirmative. How long was I unconscious?»


Unag bent his head around and stared at her. «You were never unconscious. You began ordering the troops to mount up and to follow the tracks of the enemy. Except you were speaking something other than Azdhag. That’s when I forced my way into the contact, saw the taps, and broke them.»


“Oh shit,” Rada stopped, looking down at the late-summer grass and her boot toes. She took a deep breath and centered herself. “Right. Thanks. I’m going to go back into my memories, to when we first dismounted from the vehicles. Link and watch and tell me what you sense,” she ordered, adding, “please” as an afterthought.


The sensations hurt just as strongly the second time and Rada had to divide her concentration between playing the memories back and on feeling her body, on the ache in her leg and the twig under her left boot, in order to stay centered and present. She shouldn’t have had so much trouble, but she assumed that exhaustion caused the problem.


«They are feeding,» Unag said at last, after Rada stopped the memories.


“Damn.” Rada kicked the stick out from under her boot and started walking again, the True-dragon beside her. She began running through attack scenarios, trying to plan through the lingering pain and fog in her mind.


«Send for reinforcements.»


“Tyree tried while we were en route, after you told us about KarsTown.” Rada stopped again. “Our request was denied quote ‘at the highest levels’ end quote. I cannot order you to leave, but I strongly recommend that you continue your patrol away from the Defenders.”


Unag reared back at her words, his eyes churning with anger. «What do you mean at the highest levels? I heard nothing from Lord Naldori.»


Rada shifted to a private sending. «King-Emperor Schleer ordered the Defenders to remain in place and they will not disobey him. He wants me dead. If that means not responding to this invasion until after the invaders kill me, and the soldiers with me, then he will hold the Defenders back. I recommend that you leave,» she repeated, reminding him, «You do not come under my command structure unless the militia is activated.»


Unag looked away, tapping his tail tip with irritation. «I see.» With that cryptic statement he stalked off. As Rada watched he got onto his transport, ran through the starting sequence, and drove off.


Unag had left the spy-flyer with the Defenders, and Rada, Tyree, and Leek studied the broadcast. The mammal rubbed under her chin, considering the terrain and how best to approach the enemy encampment. They seemed to have only one main transport ship, roughly the size of an Azdhag scout carrier, and five ground vehicles. Rada had to assume that the enemy knew of their approach and surveillance. “Tyree, to your knowledge are there any transport-safe routes leading from the encampment north?”


The green-striped reptile swirled his forefoot in a negation. “Not that I know of, my lord.” He held up a map display, highlighting the ridge of dark rock that cut the valley off from the next watershed. “There is supposed to be a road and tunnel, but the tunnel was never built and the ‘road’ is only passable on foot. No one lives here yet, so no reason to improve things.”


“So if we come through here,” and Rada circled the area between two rock outcrops, “we control vehicle access at least.” Damn but she wished she had air support and a way to jam whatever the beasts used! Rada pointed to a gash in the land south of the creatures’ camp. “And this is a canyon?”


“Yes, Lord Mammal. Unless they can climb, their only exits are here,” and he pointed with a talon to the small pass, “or here, through the forest, without their vehicles. Lord Karrsee has a tanglefoot plantation in this area, or so rumor has it.”


Sergeant Leek made a snorting sound and Rada shook her head. Tanglefoot couldn’t grow east of the Wildlands, something for which Rada gave thanks every time she encountered the noxious plants. “Very well. We attack at first light, from here, and here, with the initial starting point here. I want to get as close as possible with vehicles, then turn off here,” she tapped the projection. “As if we were going to Edgehill first.”


“Shouldn’t we attack now, Lord Mammal?” Sergeant Leek shifted his weight back and forth, unhappy with any delay.


Tyree made a negation. “No, Leek. There’s a storm coming, and if it has much lightning our night-vision gear will be useless. And there’s probably going to be a few more falling trees, ones loosened in the last storm. And this is slime-clay.” He pointed to the trail between the rocks.


Leek groaned. Rada sighed, so much for having one transport as an armored reserve. If it rained even two drops, the vehicle would never make it up the road without bogging or sliming, stuck fast until the slime-clay dried completely. 


“Lord Mammal, could you use your transport for air support?” Tyree ventured.


Rada folded her arms. “I could if it had been armed for ground support instead of air-to-air combat.” Which she’d told the armorers to do before she’d left on her trading run. Rada had snarled when she saw the package loaded on the Night’s Claw but it had been too late to change it out. And she did not have the skills to rewire the missiles in the field, bypassing their safety systems so that she could use them as dumb bombs or air-to-ground missiles. Somewhere Sergeant Grasso’s ghost is saying ‘I told you so,’ and ‘you must know everything about your weapons,’ and ‘how can you get the most use out of anything if you do not know how to repair or bypass?’ Rada could hear the sergeant’s grating voice in her memory and she suppressed a wince.


Late that night, Rada stood her watch and flinched every time lightning licked down. Nighttime storms in the woods bothered her for some reason. She tried to remember if there had been any during her kitling years. Maybe that was where her fear came from. Well, whatever her own feelings were, the rain made attacking the enemy, the “Death Lovers” as her men had started calling them, harder. Their transports could cross high water but the mud defeated even the Defenders’ treaded vehicles. Rada allowed herself to imagine King-Emperor Schleer trying to walk up a ramp of slime-clay and she smiled. 


Her smile twisted into a snarl. She’d get her men home and defeat the Death Lovers no matter what Schleer wanted to happen to her. I’ve outlasted meaner reptiles than you, she thought toward the distant Palace. And outsmarted more intelligent ones, too. It really was too bad that Schleer had been the only male in his generation of the Imperial family to live to adulthood, Rada mused for the thousandth time. She hoped his offspring would prove better rulers and leaders.


«Lord Ni Drako, raise your shields!» The force of Unag’s sending made Rada’s head pound. He stalked up to her position. «My lord, you are too used to being around Azdhagi.»


“Yes, I am.” Neither telepath could bluff the other and the True-dragon and Wanderer glared at each other, then ducked as a tree disintegrated not far from the Defenders’ camp. “This is one of the few times I am glad to stand close to the ground.”


«The Houses are set to evacuate once the storm clears.»


“Good. The Azdhag villages in this area have also been evacuated.”


Unag wiped rain off his helmet’s visor. «If you were planning on using the Two Butte Trail, it’s impassible.»


Rada nodded, then made the Azdhag gesture of agreement. “I’d assumed that it would be. Slime-clay is the only thing more tenacious than—duck!”


Unag dropped to the ground as Rada fired over him. They felt a mental screech and heard something drop into the thick layer of evergreen needles. «They feel unclean,» Unag observed, slithering over to confirm that the Death Lover was dead. «Did you see it?»


“Affirmative,” Rada puffed out her breath as she secured her sidearm. “And yes, they feel corrupt, like a wound left too-long untreated or a warped and poisoned soul.”


Four hours later, Unag watched the Lord Defender shaking her head, as if trying to clear water from her ear holes, while the battle ebbed and surged around them. The True-dragon had sent a message through House Garrlow to House Moytu, warning them of the King-Emperor’s failure to assist the Lord Defender. Then Unag returned to the Azdhagi, tracking the Defenders through the night. Lord Ni Drako had sent him away, but Unag needed to watch so he could warn the Houses if the battle turned against the Azdhagi.


Unag was not a professional soldier but even he knew that the Defenders should not have tried to corner the Death Lovers. Especially once the Lord Defender knew that the enemy could target her, that they had the taste of her mind and could locate it precisely. Now Unag shot with care from his half-hidden position among the rocks, picking off another of the black creatures trying to swarm the encircled Defenders. Lord Ni Drako had badly underestimated the number of enemy in the big transport. Very badly underestimated. And why hadn’t her troopers questioned her? Unag felt the vibration that warned of a low gas can charge and he switched ammunition cans and fired again.


Unag’s shot seemed to deter the Death Lovers for a moment at least, giving Rada and her troops time to reposition and reorganize. She cursed herself. She should have known that the Death Lovers could turn emotions against the Azdhagi just as easily as they fed off the reptiles. If Rada blocked the sending, she exposed her own mind to the Death Lovers’ attack. So she compromised, half-deflecting the Death Lovers from the troopers while keeping as much of her own shielding up as she could. The effort and distraction exhausted her, leaving no energy for managing the battle.


She panted, leaning against the rock beside her as she counted muzzles and tails. Of the thirty-six Defenders that had been part of the initial attack, only twenty-one remained alive, and two of those, including Lt. Tyree, had been badly wounded and were unconscious. They’d used up most of their grenades already, leaving them with rifles and determination.


Private Deel put a fresh gas canister in his blast rifle. He gave Rada a curious look, as if he wanted to ask something but did not quite dare. “Yes, Private?”


“Um, Lord Mammal, what will happen when we die?”


Rada kept her eyes up, watching for movement. “If the priests are correct, you will go to the Hall of Judgment. Since you and the other Azdhagi have fought so well, I’m sure the Judges of Hell will reward you with a very good afterlife, and your descendants will remember you for the duration of your lineage.” She started to engage one of the Death Lovers but it dodged and she held her fire.


The dusty green soldier perked up, then frowned. “But what about you, Lord Mammal?”


“Oh, I suspect I will have a little explaining to do and some debts to pay off before I get to move on.”


“That’s not fair. Ah,” he caught himself. “Ah, that’s not fair, my lord.”


Rada grinned behind her facemask. “A fair is a place where you buy, sell, and trade, Private.” Then the grin faded and she leaned forward, bracing for a better shot. 


She heard swearing on frequency, then someone calling, “enemy at our rear, enemy approaching from behind.” A quick glance that way showed a glimpse of black, and several troopers pivoting and firing.


Aw fewmets, we have to fight through to our vehicles. Damn, damn, damn. Well, at least we can fire in any direction now. She toggled her helmet to broadcast on the Defenders’ emergency frequency, “Prepare for attack. Fire when ready, fire at will.” A wave of black shapes surged toward the outcrop, and just as Rada’s finger squeezed the rifle’s trigger, a second battle began, this time for Rada’s mind.


Rada, grown complacent, had failed to fully raise her mental defenses and now she paid the price as the Death Lovers concentrated their attention on her. Pain and terror, sexual arousal and fear—all these lashed her mind, overriding conscious thought and intention. Only her basic training saved her as Rada’s muscles and eyes sighted their targets, fired, cycled the rifle, sighted, and fired again. Her mind seemed to detach from her body as she fought off the energy attack along with the physical ones. Private Deel slumped forward, his chest vaporized by a rifle shot. The mammal wanted to drop her weapon, to give in to the lust or the terror burrowing through her inner shields. She’d never felt anything on the scale of the emotional attack and she fell back on her earliest training in a desperate attempt to stop the Death Lovers’ assault on her brain.


As the mammal’s mind fought, her body continued its own battle. She stripped Pvt. Deel’s ammunition pouches, feeding them into her weapon when she began running low. “Shoot to kill,” she heard her voice ordering. “Shoot to kill, not to wound.” The Azdhagi fell back to Unag’s rock, then farther, retreating upslope into a defensive circle as the Death Lovers pushed forward. Unag stopped to reload his own weapon and glanced at the Lord Defender in time to see her lose her silent battle.


As Unag watched, Rada’s defenses failed. She stopped firing, her back arched, and she screamed. The earlier breach in her mental defenses had left a path for the Death Lovers and one of them found it. The others followed, reaching into the depths of the mammal’s memories, swarming her. Unag felt the shift, felt the monsters taking over the Lord Defender, preparing to turn her against the Azdhagi as they stripped her mind of all the information that it held. The True-dragon had to break the attack.


Unag bellowed, “Garrlow!” He galloped out of the formation and into the Death Lovers, broadcasting fury and anger with all his might. The charge distracted the black swarm and they shifted some of their attention from the Lord Defender to the True-Dragon. Unag fought hard but the sheer numbers overwhelmed him. He threw his head up for another battle cry and saw a flash of silver as an Azdhag fighter aircraft appeared, followed by four more. Unag screamed pure triumph, knocking the Death Lovers out of their mind net for an instant. The first danger-close blast from the fighters shattered that net. He never saw the second blast.


Rada shrieked as the energy backlashed through her brain. Someone shoved blue-hot metal along her nerves, searing them raw. She felt the shockwave and sting of debris from the second blast, felt forefeet dragging her under cover, but Rada’s body no longer answered her mind. Pain rippled and danced like auroras until her nervous system shut down and she sank into a numb trance. She heard someone calling her on the radio, but could not respond, other than two clicks of acknowledgment. Azdhagi in Defender uniforms appeared, firing at the remaining Death Lovers, killing all of them. Rada closed her eyes.


“Lord Ni Drako, report,” a deep voice ordered. Rada opened her eyes and found a very large Azdhag in full battle armor standing in front of her. He turned his head and she saw the helmet markings of the Palace Guard, underscored with the mark of the royal lineage. Somehow, Rada moved enough to get to one knee.


“Royal Highness, we found evidence of an invasion and tracked the enemy to this, their base. The Defenders’ fought to the best of their ability and held the enemy to this ground.” Rada’s voice grew harsh as she explained, “My errors and stupid underestimation of the enemy’s skills and numbers led to the loss of almost two squads of Defenders, as well as the death of Unag of House Garrlow.” She took a deep breath to continue but the Prince Imperial raised a gauntleted forefoot.


“Stop, Lord Defender. We received your message four hours ago and scrambled as soon as we realized the urgency of the situation.” He said something else, but Rada never heard it. Her exhausted body could take no more and the mammal fell onto her face, unconscious.


When Rada awoke, Prince Imperial Keershan had taken over but refused to relieve her. “You remain in command, Lord Defender Ni Drako,” he repeated. “You have done nothing in error, or so your men swear.”


Rada could not muster the will to argue. She oversaw the survey of the battlefield, and agreed that the bodies of the Death Lovers had to be burned. The oily smoke drove everyone as far upwind as possible and Sgt. Leeks later swore that he saw the trees trying to bend out of the way of the foul, black miasma. Rada made her initial report and leaned on Prince Keeshan and the others as much as she could. She functioned in a fog. Her body did what was necessary, but over half of her mind failed to respond, except to throb or to send stabbing pains like spears of fire through her brain as she tried to think.


Only one certainty remained: that Rada owed blood debt to House Garrlow. She and she alone had caused Unag’s death. If she’d listened to his warnings, the Death Lovers could not have gotten to her so easily. She’d not have walked into the trap, not have surrendered to their attack against her mind. Rada’s soul had died in the final attack. Now her body and all else belonged to House Garrlow for their judgment. She suspected what the verdict would be and she welcomed it. Rada eased herself out of command, delegating as much as she could without being obvious about it, accepting recommendations with more grace than usual.


On one thing, however the Lord Defender had been implacable. Unag’s pyre received all the care given to those of the fallen Defenders. Even the priest acquiesced without challenging the mammal’s orders and offered the same prayers and praises he would have given a fallen Azdhag. The flames burned high, too high, but Lord Ni Drako remained in place until Prince Keershan forced the mammal back and beat out the scorched spots on the noble’s uniform. 


The next day Rada formally turned command over to the prince. “I am debt-bound, Royal Highness, and so am unfit for command until that debt is released.” Rada’s voice sounded dead to her ears, as dead as Unag and the other warriors, as dead as the villagers and manor folk she’d failed to protect, as dead as her soul. Keershan did not understand but neither did he try to stop the Lord Defender from going alone into the Wildlands.


“When will you return, Lord Ni Drako?” he’d asked, talon poised over a message recorder.


“When the blood-debt is discharged, Highness.” She bowed, turned and then hesitated. “When that happens, you will know.” The ’Hart would send a death message to the King-Emperor before destroying itself, another life taken by her hands. “You will know,” she repeated before limping into the night.


And so the Lord Defender’s account ended. Lord Naldori severed their mental connection and the mammal slumped to her side on the cool stone. There was nothing left for her but to wait for judgment. She felt darkness seeping into her mind once more and she let it come, too spent to resist or even to pray. Nothingness swallowed her.


The merciful respite of unconsciousness could not last. Muscles cramping from lack of motion, head pounding with dehydration, Rada awoke. No, she cried silently, no, please, have I not suffered enough? She tried to move but something restrained her arms and legs, while soft leather covered her eyes. The mammal lay still again.


Rada heard steps draw closer as a tail dragged over stone. She felt her head being lifted as something soft but supportive slid under it. Careful talons released the cuffs holding her wrists and ankles. «Your pardon, Lord Ni Drako,» a female voice whispered into her mind. «When I examined your eyes you began having seizures and the senior healer feared that you might be injured further if you fell.»


Thus warned, Rada moved very carefully indeed, not trying to roll or shift her position but just drawing her arms and knees in to ease the cramping. She felt better until the scent of cooked meat reached her nose and her stomach reacted violently. Before she could make a total mess of herself, cool forefeet steadied her head as Rada’s gut tried to empty. There had been nothing in it to begin with and the effort left the mammal drained of any energy she’d regained from sleep. «Drink this; it is nothing but water,» a new, older male voice commanded and Rada felt a Healer’s touch as well. She did as ordered. 


After Rada finished the water, she managed to eat a thin, soupy sort of something, again with the Healer’s help. «You need to sleep,» and before Rada could protest she’d been pushed into dreamless rest. She awoke on her own and stretched, running her fingers over a soft pelt of some kind. Multiple pelts, actually, she discovered as she traced very small and even stitches. It was a leather blanket-quilt, stuffed with tree-fluff. Now fully awake, Rada moved the coverlet, folding it as she sat up and looked around.


«You are aware?» The deep male tone rang in her head and her heart sank as she beheld an albino True-dragon walking toward her.


Slowly and painfully Rada shifted onto one knee, then got to her feet. “Yes, Lord Naldori,” and she bowed.


He studied her, his expression grave. «The House has decided on the price of the blood debt owed,» the reptile announced without further preamble. «And it has been paid in full. More than full. As soon as Healer Vorlau gives his permission, you are free to leave, Lord Ni Drako. The gods go with you on your journey.» Before Rada could reply, the pink-white form turned and departed into the depths of the mountain.


Some time later grey and dark-red Vorlau finished examining the Lord Defender. «You need to eat and rest, my lord. Otherwise your body is sound.»


“And my mind?”


Vorlau answered honestly. «You have been burned. Time will heal the wounds but there will always be pain when you extend your reach to the full limit.» His whiskers fluttered slowly and he gave the mammal a sympathetic pat with his tailtip. «The scarring means that nothing from outside your own mind can ever manipulate you through your gift again without your knowledge, if that is any consolation.»


“Thank you. That is reassuring, Healer Vorlau, and your words sooth my spirit.” The mammal clambered to her feet, using the wall of the cavern mouth to help her. She looked out at the soft green land below them, where the foothills rolled gently toward the distant blue sea and soft, white, fair-weather clouds drifted on a light breeze. Rada imagined the landscape as it would have been had the Defenders lost and her mind flinched from the thought.


«No, Lord Defender,» Vorlau cautioned, carefully resting his forefoot on her shoulder. «Keep the wounds clean or they will scar even worse. But you know this.»


“I do, Healer. Thank you for your care and may your House prosper in peace.”


«The gods be with you,» he replied, then turned back and vanished into the warm shadows of Garrlow’s Retreat. The female mammal waited long enough to show proper respect to the House, then turned back toward the waiting kingdom. Clean anger surged through her, giving her limping steps speed and confidence as she strode down a faint trail toward the place where she’d left Night’s Claw. Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako had cleared her debt. Now it was Schleer’s turn. 
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4: Building Storms and Mending Minds


Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako’s reappearance elicited consternation, dismay, relief, and in one case, intense disappointment. After all, according to Azdhagi religion, the dead never walk the world. Although Rada had told Prince Keershan the results of her meeting with House Garrlow and her plans to return to the Palace, he, being possessed of a twisted sense of humor as well as a keen sense of politics, kept the information to himself. As a result, when Night’s Claw landed in its usual place beside Rada’s timeship, the landing field guards fled, certain that the dead Lord Defender had returned, seeking revenge. 


Rada opened the canopy, stretched, and clambered down the aircraft’s fuselage. She opened a hatch and pulled her stuff-satchel and walking cane out of the tiny cargo compartment, inspected the ’Claw to make certain that everything was as it should be. She also made a note that the voice communication equipment needed repair: she’d not been able to call in to Palace Control for her landing clearance. Rada sighed. The entire mission had been a cluster-fuck of planetary proportions, so radio failure came as no surprise. At least the wings hadn’t fallen off.


She limped into the wardroom in the Defenders’ and Palace Guards’ wing of the palace complex and looked around for the officer on duty. Captain Tarkee poked his muddy-tan muzzle out of his office, gasped, and sank to the floor. “Tarkee?” Rada poked him with her cane, then knelt and felt under his foreleg for a pulse, extending her Healing touch just enough to confirm that the stocky reptile did not have a medical problem. “Well I’ll be jiggered,” the mammal declared, smiling for the first time in a sixt. 


Someone else gasped and Rada turned in her crouch, nose to muzzle-tip with Sergeant Nahrk. “Lord Mammal, you’re back!” The dark green reptile made a warding gesture with his forefoot and tail. When Rada remained solid, he backed up a step. “Ah, what happened to Captain Tarkee, my lord?”


“He fainted.”


Several other Defenders and two Palace Guards had wandered into the main area, and Rada heard the huffing sounds that served Azdhagi as snickering. The priest, a lean, gray male originally from Rada’s own holdings, walked up to Rada, nudged her, and confirmed, “Lord Mammal is alive and in bodily form. Tell the servants to quit spreading rumors as if they were nutroot paste.” 


Rada got to her feet, hiding a wince as the muscles in her weak leg tried to cramp. “We do have physical training in the morning, do we not?” The soldiers scattered back to their barracks. A live Lord Defender was not worth losing any more precious sleep hours over. “Father, if you would check on Tarkee when he revives, please?”


“Yes, Lord Mammal.”


Rada flopped out on the sleeping mat in her “closet,” asleep as soon as her head touched the padding.


The next morning the Lord Defender joined “his” soldiers in their morning drills and exercises. Rada did everything but run. The physical activity hurt her still-recovering muscles and joints, but she needed to quash any rumors about her being weak. She did indulge in a long soak in one of the hot pools, however. High tech cleaners and sanitizers are wonderful, but nothing beats hot water and soap, she mused. Suitably cleaned and exercised, Rada strolled to her quarters. She changed into her usual garb, sent in an electronic request for a late midday meal, and began writing up her report of the past days’ events.


The rough draft took four hours and left Rada shaking. She got up and walked over to the large bay window, her tail thrashing back and forth and her claws pricking her palms when she closed her hands. The muscles on her head ached from holding her ears flat, and she took several deep breaths. Be calm, be centered, be detached, she chanted over and over in her mind. The mantra triggered deeper breathing and slowed her heart rate. Her ears came up and her fur settled. Now Rada could look outside, ignoring the activity in the courtyard in favor of staring at the soft, hazy blue sky. She heard the “secret” door to her quarters open, followed by the scratch of talons and metal on stone and tile and she turned, twisting the head of her cane to unlock the sword blade and starting to draw it.


“At ease, Lord Defender,” Prince Imperial Keershan ordered. Rada dropped to one knee but did not bow her head. The heavyset reptile walked around the mammal, studying her. “You may be seated.” She sat where she was. “My honored sire is not pleased with your return.”


“I see. If I might ask, your highness, is he displeased with the manner of my return?”


Keerhsan snorted and walked over to the window seat. He rose onto his hind legs and studied the window. “Is this sand glass?”


“Yes, your highness. I’ve been told that it dates to within a few years of the Great Relocation. The panes are removed and rotated once a century, to keep them from puddling.” Keershan tapped one of the panes with a talon and Rada hoped that he would not break the irreplaceable material.


“Fascinating.” The brown and grey reptile strolled back to face Rada. “My honored sire is displeased with the fact that you survived to return at all, Ni Drako. He would prefer that you had died or been executed or enslaved by House Garrlow. Then the Imperial family would have received all credit for saving Drakon IV from your incompetence.” Keershan’s tone told Rada that he was quoting his father, but the words still made the fur on her back stand up.


“Royal Highness, the Imperial family did save the Defenders and Drakon IV from my stupidity.”


Keershan jammed his muzzle in Rada’s face, enunciating every hissed word so that Rada could not mistake him. “No. Fewmets, Ni Drako. The Defenders stopped the Death Lovers before my troops arrived at the battle. We just cleaned up and you know it. So shut up and listen,” he snarled when Rada took a breath to argue. “Schleer wants you dead and he thinks that you want him dead. That makes you dangerous, in his mind. Do not go anywhere near the Imperial wing without at least two guards, Ni Drako. I will not approach you directly again.” Keershan backed up enough that Rada could no longer tell that he’d had very fresh paddletail fish and a glass of derzhin for the noon meal. “Your concubine needs to be here for the end-of-summer festival, Lord Ni Drako.”


Rada bowed where she sat. “I shall summon her at once, your highness,” she murmured.


“Do that.” Keershan turned and stalked out of the public room, through Rada’s sleeping area, and out the same hidden door he’d come in. 


Rada flopped onto her side, then rolled onto her back, arms spread, staring at the ceiling. What the hell did I get myself into? She asked the universe for the thousandth time. And what the hell is wrong with the King-Emperor? Well, she could guess the latter. So fat that he could barely walk, let alone fight, Schleer’s dissipation and resulting medical problems meant that if someone tried a coup, he’d be unable to defend himself. And he’d never cared for Rada, even when he was crown prince. For her part Rada loathed Schleer’s blatant favoritism and his diverting funds from the Defenders to the Imperials. When minister of war Lord Daetak is protesting on the Defenders’ behalf, it’s pretty damn blatant.


Rada rolled onto her stomach and pillowed her head on her folded arms. If he’d tried to kill just me, I would not be so mad. But putting Defenders at risk like that? Allowing so many civilians to be killed? Rada’s stomach churned and she took a deep breath of the cool air near the floor, then another, and a third, calming herself yet again. Well, napping on the floor would only get her a stiff back and scare the servants, so Rada levered herself onto her knees and stood, then returned to her desk. She’d worked for another hour when someone klopped on the main door. “Enter.”


A servant in gray robes pushed a meal cart into the chamber, bowed, and fled. Thus warned, Rada removed the dish covers with great care. The soup and kurstem balls in red sauce looked and smelled safe. Instead of a main dish, however, Rada found an apologetic note. She read it twice, initialed it, and used her signet to put a wax seal on the bottom before returning it along with the dishes. Then she sent a discreet message to the steward of Burnt Mountain lodge. 


Three days later several large boxes of smoked and preserved meats from Rada’s private cache arrived. She pulled out a pair of sausages and stored the rest of the food in her sleeping quarters, locked away from tattle-tales and spies. She needed to eat out the oldest stock anyway, since hunting season would start in two double-moons. 


Zabet walked in that afternoon and found the sausages. Rada barely heard a voice say, «Yuck, that had better not be,» as the door to her quarters opened. She thinned her shields a little as the voice continued, «Oh scales, I thought you’d quit eating that.» Zabet stalked in, looked around, and spotted the offending meat. «Really, my lord? Must you?» She broadcast to anyone who might be eavesdropping.


Rada leaned back in her chair, stretched, and almost knocked her weapons stand over. “Yes, because one always eats the oldest stocks first. You know that. And hello to you, too.”


The silvery-blue True-dragon stiffened her whiskers and gave Rada an arch look. «No civilized person uses that much bitterberry in sausage.»


Rada returned the look with a raised eyebrow. “And who, do tell, likes her cheese with more blue mold than cheese?” When no reply came, Rada nodded toward a small pile of invitations. “Those are for you, and for us. At least two are from Lady Klae.”


Zabet started toward the stack and then stopped. «Lady Klae. She’s Prince Keershan’s mate?»


“Not quite yet but I suspect he’ll make it formal in the near future. A large number of things are on hold pending short-term developments.”


Zabet did not press the matter. Instead she took the invitations to the window seat and after arranging herself in the sunshine, began opening and reading the ornate cards, sorting them into three groups. The smallest group contained those to be refused, either because of schedule conflicts or for reasons of rank. The second group Zabet would consider. The third pile, only three invitations, required either Zabet or Rada, or both of them, to attend. «One is from House Kirlin, an invitation to an art viewing. It sounds entertaining. Two are for me from Lady Klae, both small afternoon events.»


Rada nodded, more interested in trying to find anything at all about the Death Lovers than in her associate’s social schedule. At least, that was until Zabet added, «one of the invitations from Klae is in code.»


“Ah,” Rada observed aloud. Silently, she sent, «Klae may be planning to relay information from Prince Keershan. He has to avoid me for security reasons,» Rada explained.


«That’s messy.»


Very messy, Rada thought only to herself. She looked back down at the display as a message from Himself appeared. She opened it.


 “Dear Miss Ni Drako,” the missive began. “I regret to inform you that my records currently contain no information on the species that you recently encountered. However, I took the liberty of passing your query to a former associate. Kthporli suggests that you look into the history of the Morinci Confederation, notably their last phase. Your observations reminded Kthporli of a legend, Kishthzu 24 in that compilation. I look forward to adding the results of your researches to my collection. Sincerely,” and Rada noted his sigil, meaning that Master Thomas wrote as a professional contact and not as her mentor.


The next afternoon Rada stared into the distance, trying to process what she’d found on the Morinci Confederation. The Azdhag Imperial Archives provided some basic information, to both Rada and the archivists’ surprise. “They tried to invade the Empire fifty years after the Great Relocation,” the whip-thin researcher on call explained. “Or so it was thought. The invaders were actually fleeing something that happened in the Morinci System,” and he pointed to the note attached to the official document.


That, plus hints that Rada picked up from an old text about the development of psychic talents in various species, gave her a great deal to think about. She laced her fingers together behind her head and stared into the distance, ignoring the routine sounds outside her office in the Defenders’ area. The Morinci called the Death Lovers “the twisted ones.” The dominant species on Morinc-loy used emotional energy as a way to locate prey, predators, and each other. Over time this ability shifted so that a few individuals could use those energies as a secondary form of sustenance. Some clans deliberately interbred until energy absorption became their primary energy source. Rada understood the basic idea. After all, plants used a similar process to photosynthesize, and the symbiotic creature in Rada’s time ship did something very similar using temporal energy. But then something on Morinc-loy changed.


As Rada began writing out the story, she felt herself growing nauseated again. The Morinci’s energy source apparently altered over the course of a few generations, from all emotions to only negative or sex-related emotions. Whether the shift predated or followed a planetary civil war Rada could not determine, but it accelerated the break-up of the Morinci Confederation and caused the unchanged Morinci to flee Morinc-loy. Rada wondered who else the “twisted-ones” had attacked over the past three hundred Azdhagi year-turns. She could learn nothing more about their habits or biology, although Prince Keershan had brought two bodies back for study. Rada made a note to go check on the progress with the autopsies. The lack of information made Rada suspect that once the Death Lovers, “twisted ones,” or whatever one called them landed somewhere, no one survived to tell the tale. With that, Rada had to stop. She saved the file, sent draft copies to the minster of war and Prince Keershan, and went in search of fresh air before she either broke into tears or started screaming at the King-Emperor. Or lost her breakfast as another flashback started building.


Rada preferred not to be in Drakon IV’s capital during late summer and her stroll reminded her why. She walked out of the well-shaded gate leading to the spaceport and started panting the instant the sun touched her. She gritted her teeth and kept moving, lest she turn into a furry puddle of equal parts misery and sweat. She continued along the outer wall of the old palace, limping with grim determination until she reached the forest on the north side of the massive complex. Yes, she could have brought a vehicle, but she needed to walk and think. 


The shade of the old trees made the afternoon almost bearable. Rada scratched her claws on the trunk of a smooth-barked specimen before venturing deeper into the remnant of the bottomland forest. A few birds and lizards skittered and fluttered through the branches. The normal sounds soothed Rada’s spirit. She found a rock outcrop overlooking the north face of the river bluff and sat on it, staring out at the city and plains surrounding the small plateau. No boats plied the Zhangki River this time of year because of the low water. As Rada watched, the scene grew dark and she imagined that she could smell rotting flesh and the sharp, foul smoke of a burnt-out city. “No,” she gasped, clutching the rock. “Blessed Bookkeeper, that is not real. We stopped them, what I see is not real.” The feel of the hot, gritty rock under her hands gave her something to lock onto and she fought off the flashback. She panted, her head aching and hands sore from clutching the rough stone. Muddy, sour, river smells and the susurration of wind in the trees replaced her hallucination and Rada relaxed. 


She’d had a spell in her quarters the previous night and Zabet had demanded to know what was going on. Rada refused to tell her anything beyond “The fighting was bad, Boss. Very bad. I can’t say more than that until I’m authorized.” Schleer had put a seal on the episode, consigning it to the most restricted military files. 


The lack of civilian survivors was the only reason his ploy worked, or had worked thus far—Rada snarled, tensing again. Schleer had gone so far as to order Defenders to demolish the remains of Edgehill, Sweet Stream, KeersTown, and Big Meadow, putting the area under interdict for thirty year-turns at least. A mist of red replaced the green of the tree canopy and Rada forced herself to calm down. She needed to protect Zabet from the information. The True-dragon did not deserve to get caught between Rada and Schleer if it came to that. “No, when it comes to that,” Rada whispered in Trader. 


Zabet could sense something wrong in Rada’s brain. Rada kept her shields very high, enough so that she could barely hear Zabet at times. “What is wrong with your mind?” Zabet had demanded just that morning, resorting to using a vocalizer when Rada failed to respond. “You sound hoarse and feel prickly.”


“I can’t say, Boss. It will improve and yes, I’ve seen a Healer already,” she had assured her “concubine.” Zabet had given Rada one of those looks, the ones that let Rada know that her business partner knew that something was up besides the temperature and the price of game. 


Rada heaved herself into a sitting position and watched a carrion-eater circling on a thermal, the bare skin on its wings shining in the hot sun. The oily sheen reminded her of Schleer. To their mutual surprise, after breakfast that very morning, she and Schleer had discovered that they actually agreed on something: Lord Daetak’s failure to spend appropriated funds had put Drakon IV at risk. “What were you thinking?” Schleer had demanded, bellowing at the minister of war as Rada tried to be invisible. Anger had restored at least the illusion of health and vigor to the King-Emperor, something Daetak failed to notice.


“The satellite net has multiple redundancies, Imperial Majesty, and the loss of one unit did not justify expending the allotted funds,” Daetak had whined. 


“And the loss of three satellites?” Rada’s fur had risen at the deadly quiet question.


Daetak had heard the menace too, and had prostrated himself on the floor of the lesser throne room. “Imperial Majesty, we failed to anticipate the debris that destroyed the out-facing unit,” he admitted. Debris released by the Death Lovers to mask their arrival, as it turned out. “And the storms would have concealed the landing from the...”


“Enough!” Schleer had bellowed. “Ni Drako, you are dismissed.” Rada had jumped up, bowed, and fled the room before Schleer changed his mind. She’d ensconced herself in her office, reviewing personnel lists in order to find candidates for the now-vacant position of Defender. Less than an hour later, someone had klopped on the doorframe and Rada had looked up to see Sergeant Nahrk trying to hide a grin. 


“Yes, Sergeant?”


“Lord Mammal, Minister of War Daetak needs to draw on our stores of medical supplies.”


Rada had blinked and considered the request. “Give him whatever he needs but make certain to document everything.”


Nahrk had backed partway out of the door, stopped, and had walked into Rada’s office, drawing very close to the Lord Defender. He whispered, “Ah, Lord Mammal, which burn salve do you recommend that he use? The Healers did not specify.”


Rada had thought about the question. “The older water-leaf preparation, Sergeant. Black lid and label if memory serves, although the medics will know better than I do. It is clear and scentless,” she’d explained, expression sober.


“Thank you, my lord,” and Nahrk had bowed, tried to turn around, and decided that backing out of the cramped space entailed less risk. 


Rada had stood up and slid the door closed after he left, activating the privacy field as well. Then she’d leaned against the wall and begun laughing. She laughed until tears ran down her face and she had to gulp air. “Oh, fewmets, he’s going to be so miserable,” she’d wheezed, gut-muscles aching. Water-leaf accelerated healing but did nothing for pain. In fact, after a few days use, the surrounding skin began itching as the healing effect reached its peak. The older the preparation, the stronger both effects became. Lord Daetak would be writhing in itchy misery within the next few days, and Rada indulged in a very broad, nasty smile. And blaster burns hurt like hell anyway. The Lord Defender had wiped her face, regaining her composure before she opened the door and returned to work.


Now a small, vicious smile returned to Rada’s face as she considered her theoretical superior’s plight. She’d have executed the bastard rather than shooting off his strong-side hindleg and scorching his tail, but leaving Daetak somewhat intact did send a clear signal about failure to do one’s duty to the Empire. And Schleer’s physical condition precluded his killing Daetak with his own talons, as Shi-dan would have done. Rada savored the memory of the minister of war’s suffering a little longer and then dismissed it from her mind. She had no illusions as to what Schleer wanted to do to her, if given the opportunity. In fact, she was a little surprised that he’d not had her killed when she returned.


The answer to that little puzzle appeared that evening. Rada returned to her quarters, hot and cranky, and found Zabet stretched out on the sleeping platform, snoring away, a large lump in her middle suggesting that the True-dragon would not be interested in supper. Rada washed up and found a note, written in Trader, tucked under a stack of papers on her desk. She gnawed on a stick of talkak jerky and read, “Schleer furious at you. Is waiting until you propose new Defender before attacking you. Keershan talked him out of executing you without a successor in place.” Zabet’s sigil ended the message. Rada shredded it, burned the bits in the stove, and then tossed in a cleaning log. The ancient stove needed a cleaning anyway, and the log burned hot and fast, especially after Rada opened the window to catch what evening breeze found its way over the walls. 


The Wanderer spent the next sixt working diligently on administrative matters. She even filed the quarterly budget early. The Lord Defender also reviewed the recommendations for the new satellites, adding some information about features that she’d heard were being used in other systems. To Schleer’s growing anger, the Lord Defender deliberated with great care over all possible candidates for Defender and regional commander, to the point of inquiring with Minister Lord Daetak about possible candidates from the Imperials, should any of his officers have expressed interest. 


The tension in the Palace built like the storms gathering just beyond the northern horizon, hidden from view but felt by every living soul. Zabet showed Lady Klae some new fabrics and provided her with spice samples that Zabet had found on her travels. Klae in turn passed her lord’s messages to Zabet, who translated them into Trader and left them for Rada.


«This is worse than a bad holo-vid» Zabet grumped at Rada. She’d stretched out on the tile floor of Rada’s public quarters, spread as thin as she could get. Rada sprawled with her head on Zabet’s flank, trying to will her body heat into the tiles.


«Tell me about it,» Rada thought back. «Some of the servants are going to explode from trying not to sneeze, lest they attract someone’s attention.» She’d submitted her paperwork on the promotion question the previous afternoon, which explained why her blaster lay on the floor beside her hand. She had no desire to be the victim of an assassination. Schleer would have to do his own dirty work.


Zabet continued, «And this heat is not helping. Klae says Keershan wants to move into the shadow pool in the private gardens and not emerge until the start of hunting season.» Zabet sent a mental image of the Prince Imperial, nothing but his nostrils visible in the dark water. 


Rada barked a laugh. She had no sympathy for the Azdhagi. Even in her most Wanderer form, the heat took a horrible toll on her, much worse than the Azdhagi suffered. “What’s the spread?”


«Fifty-fifty over under.»


Rada blinked and shifted a little, surprised. «That’s a lot closer than I would have thought.»


Zabet whunffed a sigh, her whiskers fluttering. «Schleer, hmmm, how to phrase it? His Imperial Majesty’s ill heath worries the court. Some have expressed concern that his illness might be affecting his judgment on some matters. No,» Zabet tried again in a much more formal and grave tone. «There are great hopes that Schleer’s return to health will be soon and full, so that he will be able to devote more time to matters which are currently, and rightly, beneath his notice.» She broke pose, adding, «Yeah, that’s it.»


Rada snorted before replying aloud. “Indeed. Prayers for the King-Emperor’s good health are always appropriate. May the Ancestors grant him continued prosperity and ever-renewing strength.” Then she clamped a hand over her mouth to smother her response to Zabet’s obscene and very funny interpretation of the last phrase.


Both storms broke the next day. Rada answered a summons to the lesser throne room three hours after noon. She’d seen clouds building to the north when she’d done her morning exercises, and warned Sgt. Nahrk to be ready for heavy weather later in the day. “At least they are not calling for twist-winds here,” and she’d pointed to that part of the weather briefing. 


“No, Lord Mammal, and that’s a relief. The ground crew will move your ships to shelter even so.” 


By one hour after noon, everyone in the Palace twitched, rustled, and kept looking to the sky. Rada wanted to shoot her staff with tranquilizers just to stop their constant motion. The arrival of one of Schleer’s bodyguards came as a relief. “Lord Ni Drako,” the huge male announced, “his Imperial Majesty wishes to see you in one hour.”


“I hear and shall obey.”


Rada left her weapons, aside from her sword and boot dagger, in her office. She walked through the corridors at a steady pace, neither hurrying nor dawdling. She nodded to the two Palace Guardsmen standing outside the doors to the throne room. One reached over and opened the door. Rada stepped inside, waiting until she heard the door shut and the lock slide home before advancing toward the throne. Out of the corners of her eyes she noted six of the Great Lords standing on either side of the door. Apparently Schleer wanted witnesses.


Two of the King-Emperor’s bodyguards seized her. They grabbed her arms, pinning them behind her back. Rada heard as much as felt the metal restraint cuffs snapping shut on her wrists and arms. The big males shoved her to her knees before pushing her to the floor and grinding her face against the wood. Rada stayed calm. If she died, it would be on her terms, not dancing to Schleer’s tune. 


Rada heard the door to the imperial family’s wing open, heard Schleer snarling, “And if you do not stop protesting about laws and contracts, you too will be explaining your failures to the Judges of Hell!” Four sets of feet entered the room, and two sets came down from the dais toward Rada. She heard Schleer wheezing and smelled illness on his breath as he panted, “Pull the furbearer upright.”


Armor-clad forefeet dug into Rada’s elaborate crown of braids and pulled her up by her hair. She kept her face impassive. Schleer would get no pleasure from her pain. Rada saw Keershan standing on the dais, watching his sire, one of the King-Emperor’s bodyguards close beside him. Keershan hid his disgust well, Rada thought. Only a faint tremor in the Prince Imperial’s tail tip gave him away.


Schleer gasped for breath. “You. Failed. Drakon IV.” He sucked air between each word and Rada wondered why he’d not brought a medic with him. “You. Killed. My. People. Mammal.”


He backed up, moving so that he stood directly in front of Rada. She held her silence. The guards beside her stepped out of the way as Schleer drew a blast pistol. “What,” he fought to breathe. “What. Say. You. Mammal?”


“I have kept my vows.” No trace of emotion colored Rada’s words or appeared on her face. She knelt at attention, serene and motionless, as if content with whatever fate held for her.  


Schleer stared at her. “You. Lie,” he growled with disbelief and disgust. The King-Emperor began raising the blast pistol. He hesitated, making choking sounds, his eyes bulging. Rada reached for him with her healing touch but stopped herself as one of the guards clamped his forefoot onto her shoulder. She looked to Keershan, but the other bodyguard held the prince back. Behind her, she heard the Great Lords rustling. No one spoke.


Schleer gasped and choked. He’d dropped the pistol and began clawing at his own chest, ripping first his robe and then his skin open as if trying to get air into his lungs. Schleer rolled onto his flank, then his back, and Rada saw brown and white foam on his muzzle. Oh fewmets, she thought. Roll him onto his flank! The forefoot on her shoulder moved to cover her mouth, preventing her from warning anyone. Schleer vomited up bloody phlegm, then inhaled it. He tried to cough but his failing heart and liquid-filled lungs could not take the strain. The reptile shuddered and twitched, tongue lolling. Rada felt his terror and anger both before she raised her shields again.


Only after the body stopped moving did the four guards permit Keershan to move, still holding Rada on her knees. Keershan darted out of the throne room, returning with a medic. The six nobles walked forward until they all had unimpeded views of Schleer’s remains and they watched the medic closely. The purple-clad Azdhagi bowed to the body, then to the Great Lords. He sniffed the King-Emperor and felt for a pulse under the foreleg and again at the base of the lower jaw. Then the medic turned to the dais and bowed low. “His Imperial-Majesty is dead.” 


“Open the doors,” Keershan ordered, his voice harsh. The guards obeyed his command and as the brown-green prince stalked down to the main floor, the Great Lords, still silent, spread out and bowed to the Prince Imperial. He in turn bowed to his sire’s corpse, then wiped Schleer’s muzzle clean with the hem of the late king’s robe. “Release the Lord Defender.”


Rada shifted position, bowing until her head touched her knee as the guards, Great Lords, and medic all prostrated themselves before the new King-Emperor. She heard thunder rolling. The storm had reached the Palace. Rain began pounding the roof.


“Call the priests,” Keershan commanded. “Lord Defender, notify the minister of war and the Palace Guard that King-Emperor Schleer has joined the Ancestors. His obsequies will be held at an auspicious time. You are dismissed.”


“It shall be as you command, Imperial-Majesty,” Rada murmured. She got to her feet, limped backwards five paces, bowed again, and departed. Behind her she heard Great Lord Shu intone, “the Pack is satisfied.”


«What in the name of unhatched eggs happened?» Zabet demanded that night.


“His Imperial-Majesty died of heart failure.” Rada finished a bite of sausage in berry sauce and then poured the rest of the sausage and sauce into her bowl of watergrain. “In short, of natural causes.” After all, it was only natural that Schleer’s heart would fail under strain when he had two fully blocked arteries, compromised cerebral circulation, and the worst looking lungs Rada had seen outside of a teaching specimen. She wondered just what Schleer had been smoking or inhaling to cause that kind of damage. The Healers refused to say.


«If I didn’t know better, I’d say the Azdhagi Ancestors were looking after you. That or Schleer just wanted to scare you and went a little too far.»


Rada rumpled her tail in a shrug. “So, what coronation and mate-taking gift are we getting for his Imperial-Majesty and the Queen-Consort?” 


Rada had already decided that Zabet did not need to know just how close her Pet had come to dying, nor how the Great Lords and Schleer’s bodyguards had accelerated the succession. If anyone tries to tell me that there are no checks on the King-Emperor’s power I will skewer them, Rada thought behind her shields. So much lies below the surface here. I don’t think even I will ever understand the Azdhagi. She suspected that the reminder of the power of the Azdhag Pack had shaken Keershan to the core. It had certainly focused Rada’s attention! 


Zabet, already finished eating, pulled up the gift list. «A kilo of powdered cassia bark, two small tapestries of hunting scenes, and enough first combing millow fleece for two winter robes, short length.» Zabet poked Rada with her tail tip. «And the fleece needs to be combed and baled.»


“Of course.” It had to be complicated. Nothing in her life, even accession gifts, could be simple. Rada shifted and winced as the edge of the heavy body armor under her dress dug into her hip. She’d wait a few more hours to take off the armor. The air should have finished clearing by then.



[image: -]




5: Stray


“He wants a set of what?” Rada blinked at her ‘Boss’ with mild disbelief before looking at the goods request again.


«You can read» Zabet snapped, tapping the printout with a silvery talon. «There are at least four antiquities Marts that deal in sets like that.» The True-dragon sniffed, her whiskers stiff and ears tipped back.


Rada rolled the document and tucked it into her belt-case. This wasn’t the place or time to argue over the Marts, not with passers-by already staring at them. Local regulations limited where mammals could go without getting travel passes, and the Wanderer-hybrid didn’t want to attract official attention. “There’s no point in lingering, is there Boss?”


Zabet whapped her pilot’s leg with the end of her tail and then stalked toward the closest transport hire stand. «Quit dawdling and get your tail over here.» Rada’s ears started to flatten and she felt her own tail bristling but she followed without a word, spoken or otherwise. The colony dome made her uncomfortable as it was, and the sooner they got to the landing pod, the sooner they could leave Darekie’s World. 


The True-dragon peered at the destination selector through a translation scanner, selected the landing pod, and stepped back gracefully as the warning chime sounded. A rusty brown vehicle trundled up to the hire stand. A door opened and Zabet stepped in, Rada close behind. The mammal made absolutely certain that all of her tail had cleared the door before putting her credit ring into the payment receptacle. An unpleasant squawk sounded, the ring emerged from the box and the transport rumbled onto the pick-up point for out-bound trams. Rada braced as the suction gate opened, pulling the tram-capsule into the flow.


As she worked to balance on her feet during the half-hour passage, Rada mused yet again that bipedalism was overrated, at least when it came to moments such as this. Her four-footed form would have no trouble balancing. But then not only could she not carry anything, she’d have to be on a lead. No, absolutely not, no I am not going to be led around by Zabet, not on this planet, she snarled silently. Damn parochial crustaceans. Her weak leg started aching before the tram was halfway to the landing pod. Add that to the Mart problem and Rada had more than enough material to use for a grump, working herself into a truly foul mood by the time the tram-capsule brushed the bumpers at the spaceport entrance. 


The pair stopped at a display projection and glanced at the departure and arrival times before going out to Rada’s ship. The position of Darekie’s World’s three moons had shut off normal transport for the moment and no inbounds or departures appeared on the listing. «Good. Let’s go,» Zabet pronounced. The True-dragon led the way through an airlock, down a long tunnel, and through a second airlock to the section reserved for timeships. Only the Dark Hart appeared when the door opened, much to Rada’s relief. The planetary system’s odd gravitational flows interfered with her ability to sense the distortions in the time threads that warned of other time ships traveling through the area. As soon as Rada stepped inside the cramped vessel, the psycho-symbiote in the ’Hart let her know that it did not care for Darekie’s World one bit, confirming Rada’s discomfort.


As Zabet began calculating what sorts of fees and commissions she’d be willing to pay to obtain the client’s desired item, Rada and the symbiote selected a destination. The two creatures established mental contact as Rada entered the coordinates of the place and time into the master-processing computer. Then she began singing under her breath and closed her eyes. The symbiote took the information and reached into the time threads, pulling temporal energy through the ship’s power system. A second voice joined Rada’s as the creature, boosted by the power system, guided the Dark Hart along a time thread. Rada watched inside her mind as the creature showed her the six-dimensional track of the time ship. This would be a quick first trip, just far enough to clear Darekie’s System and to return to four-dimensional space. Rada selected a nice, stable moon of an uninhabited planet with a quiet star, and soon the creature’s harmony returned to Rada’s melody, then faded away as the ship appeared in “real space.” 


«All right,» Zabet began as soon as her pilot ‘woke up’ from the steering trance. «Here are three antiquities Marts and a fourth that sometimes handles exotic textiles. We should have no problems getting a tapestry set from any of these.» The reptile tapped some keys and the data appeared on Rada’s computer screen. 


“Un huh, sure, Boss. Number one is run by Da Kavalle, number two is Da Peerlan’s main depot ship, and number four belongs to Boozer and his clan. Do you really want to try dealing with those crooks again?”


«Oh Hell no! Boozer still says that I owe him four thousand credits and the slimy scrap of protoplasm undercut my final art bid at Crissels last month, that scum-dwelling bastard of a foot-rot fungus.» The images that accompanied Zabet’s hot words made Rada grin a little, and she made sure that she kept her back to the irate reptile. «Well fewmets. I thought the Brotherhood still ran that first Mart.»


“They still own it, but they turned the daily operations over to da Kavalle until the Brotherhood finishes with a crusade.” Rada suspected that tarqi da Kavalle would be the order’s next target once the Brothers saw how blatantly the Traders skimmed the take, but it wasn’t her job to police the universe. “I hate to say it, but I think we’re going to have to go to the source for these tapestries.”


Zabet grumbled and went back to her computer. Rada stretched, then fished around in her travel satchel and found some dried meat to gnaw. Only people who did not have to travel on a Trader scout ship ever imagined that the experience would be fun, Rada thought. If Zabet had been a normal-sized True-dragon they’d never have been able to do what they did. As it was Rada had been forced to steal external cargo pods for some of their larger cargo, including the requested tapestries. Four two-meter by at least two-meter rugs will not fit in here she decided, no matter how we fold and vacuum pack them.


Zabet sat back and groaned, her whiskers twirling and her forefoot to her eyes in a theatrical gesture. «We have to go to Earth, to the mid Pre-Industrial era, to find anything along the lines of what Glik wants. To the European continent.» She sighed aloud and gave her pilot a very pained look. 


Rada hid a smirk as she entered coordinates. Zabet would not be able to do anything outside the ’Hart, forcing her to rely on Rada, because humans in that time and place did not recognize the commercial rights of other species. Not that it would be much easier for Rada, but she’d been to that general time and place before and knew enough of the common language, Latin, to get by. Plus she could pass for human, something her boss most certainly could not do! “Did Glik specify a type of image or sequence it wants, or should I just look for something nice?”


«Something nice and not religious, maybe something with gardens on it? Apparently garden scenes are becoming popular again.» Zabet sent a general image of what she thought their client had in mind.


“Ok, tapestries, four, generic with gardens. As I recall, the best weavings came from the far western part of the continent, Burgundy and Flanders I think they called it,” Rada offered as she got ready for the jump. 


«That sounds right.»


The trip passed smoothly, although Rada and the symbiote noticed an odd little knot in the time thread, a few weeks at most prior to Rada’s intended destination date. It seemed mild enough that Rada opted to ignore it and to land at the original destination. As they got closer Rada and the creature ever so carefully shifted the exact spatial place of arrival, trying to find an uninhabited location not far from her goal. To her mild surprise they found one very easily, and not in one of the swamps or rivers that filled the area. The time of year would be mid-autumn, in 1349 by the local calendar. 


Rada checked her clothes. She wore a long-ish skirt over breeches, a shirt with long sleeves and a high collar, and a long, loose vest, all in shades of cream and brown. Practical boots and a wide belt finished the outfit. According to the computer, “respectable” women covered their hair, so with a grumble and mutter the Wanderer found a long enough piece of pale brown fabric and improvised something close enough to suit. As she did so, Zabet sorted enough specie to pay for what they wanted.


«Try to use more silver and copper than gold, OK? And don’t flash the cash,» the True-dragon ordered her “House pet.” Zabet poured the coins into a leather-looking pouch and tossed it at Rada’s head.


The Wanderer caught it backhanded. “Yes, Boss. I have as much desire to get robbed as you do,” she reminded the reptile. “First I get transportation, then tapestries, then we depart.”


«Correct. And don’t waste my money on crap!»


With that vote of confidence ringing in her head, Rada eased out of the timeship and looked around. They’d landed in a nice brushy copse of trees, near a road but not so close as to be seen. A light breeze rustled the leaves, some of them already turning brown and gold. Rada picked her way through the brush and started down the “road,” a rutted, wide, dirt track through the woods toward the trading center of Groenbos. She walked steadily. The sunlight felt pleasantly warm on her face and the wind kept her from overheating. Her bad leg twinged a bit at first, but the walking seemed to do her much-abused knee some good. 


Alert but relaxed, Rada strolled along and took note of her surroundings, comparing them to what she’d learned in class. The Dark Hart’s map had showed the town with a forest close by and farmland between the woods and the town. The arrangement made a certain sense, given that everyday life and economic activities depended on wood. Proximity to the town gave farmers both a market and a source of protection the next time someone came raiding or waging war through this area, while open fields served as a buffer zone and a refuse disposal system for Groenbos. The only reason Rada knew even the basics of western European history was because she’d had to study some of the battles and politics when she served with Krather’s Komets and the Adamantine Division. Now, being able to recite the lineages of the local rulers served as more than just a way to win bar bets. Not that she expected to encounter anyone besides peasants and merchants, unless her luck collapsed on her. Again. 


After walking for an hour or so, Rada stopped. She’d entered what should have been fields full of grain or fresh harvest stubble. Instead, weeds mixed with the crops and untended pasture, interspersed with tilled but weedy strips. Rada looked around, shrugged, and kept walking, now looking for a more prosperous farm with livestock. She saw a large house-like building set back from the road, and after watching for guards, Rada turned toward the complex. No smoke rose from the structure, nor did she hear sounds of daily life. She stopped, listening very carefully for any hint of activity. Nothing. Senses on full alert, Rada risked lowering her shields, extending her mental senses to try and catch a whisper of human emotion or thought. Only silence and emptiness filled her “ears.” She brought her defenses back up and slipped forward, easing from a low wooden piling fence to a heap of stones, head constantly moving, scanning the buildings and fields for activity. 


The main building stood across a courtyard from a heavy, partly open gate. Rada noted a small cart parked not far from a wellhead, and a few chickens pecking around that startled and fluttered off, squawking. Rada eased in, still silent, and inhaled, trying to catch human or other scent. Horses she smelled, but no humans. Although—and she pivoted, nostrils wide, she caught a hint of decay. That’s not good. Was there a raid on the farm? But that made no sense, and made less when she followed the smell of horse to a small stable-type pen. 


Three animals whickered at her. They looked healthy, but their water container felt dry when she reached into it. Rada filled a wooden water carrier from the well and slowly gave the trio a drink, then another. She didn’t want them foundering or bloating, and she grimaced at the memory of the lectures she’d had about caring for beasts of burden. Blessed Bookkeeper but Major Majorica droned on and on and on! Rada gave the horses a little food and some more water, then let them out of the primitive stable. Two of them headed for the pasture outside the open gate but the third lingered, looking quietly at her. Rada checked the animal over and it seemed healthy, if not young, and a bit underweight. An idea struck her. Rada found a rope and soon had a loop around the animal’s neck. She tied the brown horse to the side of the cart, then went back and found very primitive leather harness. It fit the animal, and after a few missteps Rada remembered the trick to getting the horse into the shafts of the cart.


She used a rock to scratch a message in Latin on the crumbling plaster wall of the stable, to the effect that she’d bring the cart back and pay rent. “Get up,” she ordered. The brown horse didn’t understand the language but recognized her tone, and started pulling the cart and driver toward the road. Rada waited, and when no one called or tried to follow her, she shivered. Something very strange is going on. I hope Zabet’s OK, she thought. The horse walked on, then turned toward town as if this was what it was supposed to do. Rada shrugged and looked around, ready to dive for the weeds or bluff her way through if someone challenged her. “I am just borrowing you, after all. Renting, really, if anyone pushes the point,” she defended herself to the placid animal. It seemed content to walk along at a steady pace, undeterred by the teeth-rattling ruts and holes in the so-called road. 


After a half-hour or so, a puff of breeze brought a sticky-sweet, dark scent that raised Rada’s neck hair and brought the horse to a stop. “Oh fewmets,” Rada whispered. She got out of the cart and took the reins in her hand, walking alongside the nervous equine. That seemed to calm it a little and the brown horse walked forward, coming around a curve before Rada stopped it. Without thinking she made the Azdhagi warding-off gesture with her left hand as she took in the scene.


Dead humans lay on the side of the road, outside the walls of the town. Bloat already inflated some bodies, but others looked freshly dead. Rada tied the horse to a sapling near the road, then pulled a microbe mask out of her pocket and slipped it on, along with a pair of gloves. A quick inspection revealed no wounds, or at least not enough to tell of a battle or massacre. Most of the people had taken off some of their clothes before they died, Rada noticed, as if overheating or trying to get more air on their skin. She picked her way farther into the encampment, then saw wooden booths and abruptly realized that this had been the fair! A large dog ran up at her, barking angrily, and she drew her hold-out blaster and stunned it. It would stay quiet for an hour or so. Had anyone else heard the commotion? She looked and listened, but she found no one except the dead.


Whatever killed the merchants also scared off two-footed scavengers. Metal pots, bolts of cloth, lengths of ribbon and lace, and kegs of drink remained untouched, as did more valuable items. “I wonder,” Rada said under her breath, looking more carefully. Could her luck have struck this time? She ignored the dead except to avoid them, and went hunting among the carts and wagons pulled up close to some very nice tents. “Well, well, look what I found,” she murmured, smiling. Tapestries, six of them, had been neatly stacked and stored in one of the canvas tents. Rada looked some more and found an account ledger. 


She fished her link to the Dark Hart’s databases out of a pocket and called up a translation program. Rada guessed she was looking at a German dialect and tried that dictionary. She’d guessed correctly. To her delight, under “orders” in the ledger book she found six tapestries of garden and hunting scenes. The prices seemed lower than what she’d planned to pay, meaning that the weavings might be smaller than standard for this time period. Rada set the ledger book down and picked up one of the weavings. She could lift it and the short length hinted that her guess had been correct. The Wanderer half-prayed under her breath, “By the Paymaster’ Purse, oh, please don’t be too good to be true.” The ledger contained the name of the recipient and Rada entered that into the translator. Heinrik van Guelden failed to register. Things looked better and better for Rada and she decided to act. 


Rada returned to the cart and horse, untied them and led them back up the road, then through several fields and over to the back of the fair, out of sight of anyone watching from the town wall. The brown horse sidled and shied, unwilling to approach the decaying bodies, so Rada tied the gelding to another tree. She’d rather carry the tapestries a few meters extra than risk losing her transportation. Afternoon crept into evening, and when no people appeared Rada set to work. She loaded the weavings one at a time into the cart, left a few small coins to assuage the spirits of the dead, and cut out that page of the ledger. As she turned to leave, a soft noise caught her ears and she turned toward a patch of brush and grass. 


Behind the grass she saw the bodies of an adult female and a child. The child moved, then moved again, and Rada hesitated. “Ma?” the infant rasped. “Ma?”


Rada slipped over and felt for a pulse. The plainly dressed woman had none, but the body seemed slightly warm. It had not started bloating yet so Rada turned it over, face up. The black color to the woman’s neck, face, and hands confirmed Rada’ suspicion and she shivered. It was flea plague, the fast-spreading blood-born version. “Ma?” the child pled again.


For reasons she never, ever admitted to Zabet, the Wanderer picked up the child. It seemed to be about three years old or so, and healthy. A quick peek showed that Rada had found a girl. “Shhhhh, shhhh,” Rada soothed, reaching with her mind to quiet the youngster. The girl latched onto Rada’s mind and sent a spate of fear, hunger, thirst, and loneliness. “Te mater morte ist,” Rada explained, or tried to. The child started crying and clung to her discoverer. 


“Oh, bugger.” She couldn’t leave the girl to starve. Rada carried the little one over to the cart and planted her firmly in a trough between two of the tapestries. Then she untied the horse and led him away from the field of death. Still no one called to her, or tried to stop her, and Rada shivered. She wasn’t really robbing the dead, she told herself yet again, even as she repeated the warding sign. Besides, they couldn’t do anything to her and they didn’t need the money from the tapestries anymore. Rada decided to do a quick check of the weavings before she delivered them, just to make absolutely certain that she wasn’t disrupting a time-thread, either by saving the tapestries or by saving the little girl.


They had gone about half-way back to the Dark Hart when the girl began whimpering again. “Habeas sitis?” Rada asked. Are you thirsty?


When the girl just stared at her, Rada mimed drinking. “Ya, ya,” came the answer. Or at least that’s what Rada thought the girl said. There seemed to be some daylight left, so Rada turned the cart off the path at the deserted farmhouse and got the girl some water. She drank it happily. Rada also gave her a bit of dried meat, and that also seemed agreeable, especially when followed with more water. After some thought Rada slipped the child part of an anti-worm capsule. She carried them whenever she had to eat strange food anyway, and humans from this time always had parasites of some sort, something Rada preferred to leave in this time. 


With that in mind, she quickly built a small fire on the dirt of the courtyard and heated water in a metal pot that she found near the gate. Then she stripped the youngster of her loose garment and gave her a quick wash before boiling the garment. Fleas floated up in the water and Rada winced. They’d both need a good wash once they got back to civilization. Rada tossed the flea-stew and pulled up fresh water, which she gave to the horse. With the girl fed and cleaned (and her bowels emptied), Rada loaded the child and herself into the cart and urged the brown horse back onto the dark road.


By the time Rada got back to the ’Hart, the sun had set and Zabet could barely contain herself with impatience. «I certainly hope you got the right things this... What is that?» The True-dragon’s whiskers went rigid with surprise and dismay when she saw the small figure draped over the load in Rada’s cart.


Rada’s hand flashed up and clamped down hard on Zabet’s muzzle. “That is the only survivor of a plague. These are dead villages, Boss,” the mammal hissed very quietly in Trader. “She’s also a telepath, both projective and receptive, so you’d better direct your sendings until I can teach her to shield.”


Zabet’s blue eyes went wide, then narrowed and her tail stiffened. «Wait, wait just a minute, Pet. What the hell do you mean ‘teach her to shield?’ There is no way I’m taking a human out of her time, especially one that’s sick and has parasites. No. Absolutely not, Ni Drako. En.Oh. Take it back where you got it from,» the reptile ordered firmly.


“She’ll die.” The silver-eyed Wanderer folded her arms and locked eyes with her boss. “She’s starving as it is. I gave her a worm pill already when I fed her, and she’s been washed and de-flea-ed. I did a quick check,” and she tapped the remote link now hanging from her belt, under her long vest. “As far as the Hart can sense, the closest four villages, towns, hamlets, whatever you call them, have been totally depopulated. I can’t take her anywhere too far: they don’t like strangers, especially not now. And we might have been followed, so we need to load the tapestries and get out of here right quick pronto.”


«Oh fewmets. You’re serious,» the silver-blue reptile groaned. «I should have known you’d be the kind to pick up strays.» The reptile moved as she complained, opening the cargo pod grafted onto the time-ship’s hull. The partners quickly loaded the six rolls of weaving into the pod and secured it. Nothing living could travel there, a bonus for anyone worried about bringing insects or rodents along with the tapestries. «Is it housebroken?»


“I don’t know but she went just before we got back to the ship. Let me turn the horse loose so it won’t starve and we can go. And here’s your money.” Rada moved as she spoke, unharnessing the gelding and shooing it away. It would survive or not on its own, but at least it wouldn’t die of thirst in the stable or trapped in the cart. The Wanderer picked up the sleeping child and carried her into the ship, closing the door behind them. Anything watching would have seen the strange vessel disappear with a whistle and would have felt their ears pop as air rushed into the empty space. 


Fifteen Terran years later, Rada, Zabet, and the now-grown woman with shoulder-length curly brown hair sat around a table in a café on Delphi 2. “Ok, so why do you call me Anna?” she asked around a mouthful of steaming pasta. “Ow, hot food, hot food,” and she fanned her mouth before swallowing.


“Because, as best we could tell, we found you on the feast day of St. Anna Kim. You were Catholic, so Anna seemed to fit.” Rada explained before taking another bite of her sausage. “And when you woke up you kept saying ‘an an an an’ over and over.”


«And then you tried to eat my tail,» Zabet grumbled. Anna giggled at the True-dragon, who grumped as she picked her way through a large helping of salad.


“What became of the other tapestries, Mum?”


Rada grinned. “Zabet sold them, one to a collector and another to a museum.”


Zabet knocked back half of her mug of beer. «The ledger page that Rada forgot to get rid of served as a provenance, so the museum was willing to pay serious credits for the only survivor of a set of tapestries. Apparently they’d been ordered by a merchant in Leiden but never delivered, and the experts assumed that the order had not been fulfilled because of chaos following the arrival of an epidemic.»


“Instead, they were lost in transit,” Anna filled in. “You were lucky, Mum,” she told Rada.


Rada smiled and ruffled her adopted daughter’s hair. “Yes, I was.”
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6: Child Care


“Anna, you are a mess.”


Anna, aged three or four, just grinned and slapped her hands down in the warm mud again, delighted to have “Mum’s” full attention. She’d found the mud puddle within milliseconds of reaching the park and promptly converted the gloppy spot into her personal play space. Which meant that Anna would need another bath and change of clothes before supper, much to Rada Ni Drako’s chagrin. “Anna, you are a mess.”


“Br gurgle? Whee!” The little girl splashed more mud before clambering to her feet and holding out her arms for a hug. Rada couldn’t say no.


Later that afternoon—as she wiped the worst of the dirt off her adopted daughter after Anna tried to climb onto, and then fall into, a fountain—Rada wondered again how human women managed to raise children. It took so much energy! She could not turn her back unless Anna was asleep, and even then Rada kept one ear open for problems. I am so glad your parents got you housebroken before they died, Rada thought as she carried the now tired and cranky young lady back to where they were staying.


That night, once Anna had been tucked into bed, Rada sat down and began listing criteria for a semi-permanent base of operations. First and foremost, it had to be safe for a single female and child. A population open to the presence of mammals and humanoids was also close to the top of the list. Rada needed to be able to support herself and Anna, and had to be able to educate Anna. “Drat,” she complained very quietly. No way existed for her to bring Anna to Drakon IV, not at the child’s current stage of development and education. Although the thought of turning the energetic little human loose with Singing Pines manor’s junior pack sorely tempted Rada. No, with your luck she’d decide to revert to crawling from walking, just because everyone around her goes on all fours. OK, that leaves where?


After winnowing her list, Rada narrowed her options down to four planets. Tromari, Quildar, Dacey’s World, and Earth remained options, although Rada soon scratched Quildar from consideration. She’d be too close to accidently tangling her personal time thread, since she’d trained there with the Komets many years before. Rada tapped the edge of her data pad with her stylus. For some reason Tromari nagged her in a bad way, and she searched her memory. “Maaaaa?” the plaintive call interrupted Rada’s thoughts and she hurried off to comfort her child. 


Rada’s business partner reminded Rada of the problem with Tromari. They’d met in a children’s park, where Anna could play at the end of her tether without getting into too much trouble. Once again Rada blessed whoever had invented the baby harness, overhead line, and tether. It gave Anna almost three meters to run back and forth along without wandering too far astray. The park manager kept the grounds in that section free of small debris and dangerous objects, and a baby on one tether could not reach anyone on an adjacent tether. Rada and Zabet sat in the shade as Anna, brown curls bouncing, toddled back and forth along the line.


Zabet’s whiskers fluttered up and down. «If you go to Tromari, you are going to have to get permission from House Trobak to settle there. They own that world.»


“Oh. Good point. I’d forgotten that.” Rada watched Anna nibble some of the grass. “Anna, lovey, don’t eat that.” She got up and returned with the squirming child. As Rada sat, Zabet moved her tail out of grabbing and gnawing range. 


“An, an, an,” Anna gabbled as she tried to reach the tempting chew toy. “I wan’!” and she began crying from frustration.


“Shhh, shh,” Rada bounced her. “Boss, can you get the stuffed toy out of the bag, please? My hands are full”


Zabet complied. «Anything to keep her busy,» the reptile urged, passing the little girl her teddycat. Anna lunged, grabbing it out of Zabet’s talons, then settled down for the moment. 


“I think Earth is going to be the only option,” Rada sighed. 


«I told you that you had to put her back where you got her,» Zabet crowed.


“Not the least bit amusing, Boss,” Rada said, tight lipped. “Not at all. You didn’t smell the bodies.”


Zabet subsided. «When would you go?» If Rada picked a time after 2500, then Zabet could visit in the open. Otherwise things might get complicated.


“Probably the early to mid 2300s. There’s a window there where computer systems are easier to crack into. The Second Ideology War is over, but the humans’ outmigration is not yet in full flow. And the economy and cultures of the Northern Hemisphere are recovering from the humans’ experiment with collectivization.”


Zabet rubbed the side of her muzzle with one talon. «Humans can be slow learners, can’t they? I’d think the First Ideology War would have been enough to warn them off.»


“So would I, but their insistence on reinventing themselves tends to terminate their sense of historical perspective. And they do not have a monopoly on cultural foolishness,” Rada reminded her boss. Anna made a sound Rada had come to recognize and the Wanderer bought a little more thinking time with thick kurstem biscuit. “I’ll have to do more research, but if Tromari is not an option, Earth is it. There’s just a little bit too much Trader activity near the Dacey System for me to go there. I need both eyes on this little hooligan, and I can’t hold her and fight.”


“Mgrf?” Anna asked before choking on the biscuit. Rada turned her a little and patted Anna’s back until she coughed up the offending crumb, then wiped her snotty nose.


«I don’t know. I’d think a human toddler would make a very effective anti-mugging device. You could threaten to make the mugger change her clothes after she eats redroot.» Zabet sent a mental image of Anna’s one and only encounter with the brightly colored food. «How long before it wore off?»


“Almost two weeks,” Rada sighed. 


“Mrgf? ’Ink. Wan’ ink!” Anna brandished the remains of her snack and the two adults ducked out of the way.


Two weeks later Rada signed Anna into the day crèche in St. Elizabeth, Kansas. “Does Anna have any allergies, Mrs. Van Gadren?” the minder asked.


“None that I know of. She’s eaten peanuts, wheat, strawberries, oranges, and dairy products without problems. However, Anna likes to bolt her food, so I serve her small amounts at a time,” Rada, now called Rowena van Gadren, cautioned.


“Thank you for telling me. And how much English does she speak?”


“Less than she understands,” Rada sighed. “I try to speak to her in Dutch and English at home, but things have been stressful since her father’s death, and,” Rada shrugged.


The woman’s mouth made an “o” of surprise. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Van Gadren.”


“Thank you. Anna understands English and I’d prefer to have her learn more.”


After more discussion and paperwork, Rada eased out of the building, half-expecting to hear an ear-splitting wail. Nothing. She smiled with giddy relief as she hurried off to meet with her new employer.


Mr. Matt Gochenaur studied his new paramedic. “I must admit that I’m surprised that you have U.S. certification, Mrs. Van Gadren.”


She shrugged. “I was given the option of dual certifications and decided it might be worth the extra effort since I already spoke English.” She glanced away, as if trying to control herself before adding, “I had no idea it would become so necessary, I assure you, sir.”


The blond shift supervisor nodded. “I understand.” Rada relaxed a bit. If he accepted her story, than everyone else should. “Well, let’s start getting you familiarized with our set-up and local protocols.” He got up and led the way into the main work and waiting area.


When Rada collected Anna that evening, she couldn’t help smiling. The brown-eyed girl saw Rada coming and staggered to her feet, calling, “Mum! Mum!” Rada scooped her up and cuddled her, ignoring the sticky on Anna’s fingers and face.


“Hello love,” she said in Trader, then switched to English, “have you been a good girl today?”


Energetic nodding answered the question and Anna snuggled closer. “Wuv Mum.”


A few days later, Rowena and Anna van Gadren attended the family mass at St. Joseph’s Catholic Church. Anna stayed somewhat quiet, content to stand on Rada’s lap and look around. Afterward, Rada introduced herself to Father Patrick Moore, asking, “Is there a time when I could speak with you about Anna’s religious education?”


“Certainly, Mrs. Van Gadren. Tuesday mornings I’m free.”


That Tuesday Rowena van Gadren enrolled Anna in the parish pre-school and Sunday School. “Her late father was Catholic,” Rada explained. “I’m not really a believer, but Anna’s father wanted her raised in the faith.”


“Certainly, Mrs. Van Gadren. Do you by any chance have Anna’s baptismal certificate with you?” the priest inquired.


Rada started, then stopped and swallowed hard. “It and many other family papers were lost at the same time that Geert died, Father Patrick.” She shook her head, her expression terribly sad. “I know that she was baptized, but because of difficulties I had at that time, I don’t recall which parish it was in. Geert and I never discussed it. I assumed that he would always be here.” Every word, aside from the man’s name, was the pure truth. 


Rada risked lowering her shields to read the priest. She felt sympathy and understanding, and his decision not to press matters. He assumed that her husband had died in the terrible storms and flooding that had literally decimated the Netherlands the previous year. There was no need to upset the grieving widow, Fr. Patrick thought. Rada withdrew with a silent apology for the invasion of his privacy. “You are aware of our parish school, Mrs. Van Gadren?”


“Yes. When the time comes I will enroll Anna there if circumstances permit,” Rada assured him.


Rada left the church with a list of books and information sites about Catholicism, and an invitation to join the parish mothers’ group. She had just enough time to get to work before her shift started, and Rada smiled, then frowned. Things seemed to be going too well.


Two months later the proverbial shoe dropped. “Rowena!” Clark called from across the workroom, his hand on the telecom mute switch. “Lady from the crèche for you.”


“Hello. This is Rowena van Gadren.”


“Mrs. Van Gadren, you need to take Anna home. She’s running a fever and has spots.”


Indeed, when Rowena arrived to collect her daughter, Anna sported a very impressive set of brilliant red polka dots. Miss Helmland apologized profusely. “I’m terribly sorry, Rowena. Irwin Biffle sent Cliff here last week after he’d been playing with a child in their neighborhood with cowpox.”


Oh well, Rada thought. Better cowpox than smallpox. She dosed Anna with a mild painkiller, gave her a bath in warm water with bicarbonate of soda, and put her to bed in damp pajamas to help her cool off. Rada hoped that she would not catch the disease herself! That would be awkward, she snorted, shaking her head as she called in to see who could cover for her for the next few days. 


“Rowena, are you sure there’s no one who can watch Anna?” Marcy begged. “We’re so short-handed right now, and with the end of the budget year Mr. Gochenaur doesn’t want any overtime.”


“Look, I know, believe me, Marcy. I’ve tried four sitters and a lady from church, but no one can come in and watch Anna until she stops being contagious.” Rada ran a hand over her hair as she peeked in on her daughter. “I suppose I could bring her in and just tuck her into that unused equipment cubby in...”


“No! No, no,” Rada smiled at the vehement interruption. “I’ll call Andi and I think Preston said that he’d be willing to fill in if we were short.” Marcy had three children at home, none of whom had gotten cowpox yet, Rada remembered after finishing the call.


Rada considered Healing Anna, but decided against it. She wanted to, especially as the fever rose that evening and the little girl began coughing. “It never rains but it pours,” Rada sighed, quoting Clark from work. She set up a vaporizer to help humidify Anna’s room and then rocked her, humming a lullaby after giving her a dab of cough syrup. “I’m sorry, lovey,” Rada apologized in a whisper. “I do not have the energy and you need the immune system boost.” And Rada had specialized in trauma and emergency medicine, not pediatrics. She could too easily cause as much harm as good. Once Anna fell back to sleep, Rada tucked her daughter back into bed and lay down to nap on a pallet on the floor by the door. 


Oh, Rada wanted help. She dearly wished that she had someone who could take a turn watching Anna and who she could talk to about the little girl. And about other things as well. A man’s face floated up from Rada’s memory and she heard friendly laughter in her mind’s ear. Yori would know what to do, Rada recalled. He had three siblings, and how many cousins? And he liked being around children. Well, even a HalfDragon couldn’t live forever, and he’d be, what? She tried to recall. At least three hundred years old, well past the lifespan of HalfDragons, and Rada felt a shiver of sorrow at the thought. Oh, stop that, she scolded herself. He’s long gone and you know damn well that you’re courting disaster as it is, by staying in one place for this long. With that firm reminder, she dozed off.


She shot bolt upright when she heard Anna choking. Rada grabbed Anna and tipped her forward, pounding her back until the girl coughed up a plug of mucus. Rada moved to a seat in front of the vaporizer, sitting the girl upright to help drain more mucus from her airway. “This is not just cowpox,” Rada whispered, now truly scared as Anna coughed, choked, and whimpered, clinging to her. Exhaustion be damned, she reached out with her Gift, adding her energy to Anna’s own immune system response, speeding up what would have taken another day. At the same time she tipped the girl forward, patting her back and helping her cough up some of the phlegm in her lungs. I don’t know what Your name is, other than god, the alien prayed to the Catholic deity. But Your little one really needs Your help right now. The priest says that You especially love children, and this one is in trouble. Help her, please.


For the rest of the night Rada held Anna, rocking her. The fever broke just after dawn, leaving Anna drenched with sweat, her hair plastered to her head, pajamas soaked through, but sleeping soundly. Rada laid the girl down again and, bone-weary but relieved and grateful, fell asleep on the floor.


Four years later Rada thought back on that night as she watched her daughter, now clad in a white dress, white shoes, and little white veil, walk down the aisle of St. Joseph’s church, her new rosary held firmly in her folded hands. Father Adam smiled at the cluster of children gathered for Confirmation and First Communion. Rada smiled too. You’ve kept an eye on her thus far, she told Anna’s god. I hope You are ready for the next few years, because she’s going to be a handful for both of us.


Rada still was not certain how she and Anna had survived the “why” phase. And having to explain to Anna that, even if one’s mum did occasionally sport fur, cat-ears, and a tail, one did not inform the rest of the kindergarten of this little fact. Nor did one talk about Aunt Zabet’s scales and talons. And then there was the well-meaning lady at the parish school who insisted on trying to spoil Anna out of pity for the “poor orphan.” Since the “poor orphan” had been caught a few hours earlier trying to climb out of an office window that she’d pried open and climbed through while she was supposed to be at recess, Mrs. Van Gadren had been less than patient with the dear old soul. Which only made the lady try harder, Rada sighed. It had been an educational four years.


To Rada’s astonishment, Anna van Gadren grew up to be as normal as one could expect of a girl raised by a Wanderer and with a True-dragon aunt. “Gee, Mum,” Anna sighed ten years later, rolling her eyes as she and Rada followed Zabet through a market on Delphi 2. “Of course I’m normal. You never gave me a chance to be strange.”


There just might be a hint of truth in that, Rada thought. She’d encouraged Anna to spend as much time as possible with her friends’ parents, seeing how relationships worked and what marriage could be like. 


“Speaking of strange,” Rada replied aloud, cutting off another exposition on why strange was cooler than normal. “Am I correct in understanding that you want to go to art school?” Anna had finished the required education courses earlier than usual for her cohort.


“Yes. I found one in New Mexico that has sculpture and ceramics as well as painting and computer art and that stuff,” she waved her hand.


“And I assume you cannot take a sculpture course over the computer,” Rada observed.


“Of course not, Mum. Be real.” Another eye roll. 


I wonder if I was like this at that age, Rada mused. No. Because I’d have been floated out the airlock. She shivered, imagining what the Traders would have done with a free spirit like Anna had turned out to be.


“And they are offering me a really good scholarship,” Anna mentioned as an afterthought.


Zabet looked over her shoulder without breaking stride. «Sounds promising. I could use a fine-arts appraiser. There are not many outside the auctions and big Marts who do sculpture,» she reminded Rada.


“See, Mum, Aunt Zabet thinks it’s a good idea,” and the young woman leaned against Rada before dropping back to make room for a Berpart pushing a large, square something on an anti-grav pad.


“I can’t win, can I?”


Two voices, one silent and one a laughing soprano, replied, “No!” Then all three women laughed, Rada shaking her head at the strangeness of it all.
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7: Drak’s Café


“Come on, Mum,” Anna fussed, dragging Rada Ni Drako by the arm, or trying to. Anna’s last growth spurt left her taller than her adoptive mother but not as strong.


Rada braced against the pull. “Young lady, just what is your hurry? It is only 1700.” She did not have to be at work until 2000.


“If you want to get a table, we need to get there early,” Anna insisted. She pushed part of her hair out of her eyes. “Everyone is eating at the new place and you have to try it.”


“Very well.” Truth be told, Rada just wanted to go home and prop her leg up for an hour or two before going on duty. She’d been on her feet most of the day already and her bad knee throbbed. Rada followed Anna down the block and around a corner to what had once been a very nice house. Rada thought she remembered one of the other paramedics reading about the house in the local news feed and asked Anna, “Isn’t this the house that required all the permits and the zoning change?”


“Yeah. Someone thought it was a real original Queen Ann and not one of the replicas.” Anna snorted, sounding very much like her Aunt Zabet. “As if anyone with an eye couldn’t see the differences.” Architecture was Anna’s current fixation and she’d begun hinting that Rada’s rented house failed to meet her new aesthetic standards. Rada liked the garish red, white, and hunter green colors of the place, but wondered just what one needed with a tower built into the structure.


“From what I understand of the preservation board, anything old-looking comes under their purview, or so they believe.” Rada leaned on the handrail as she followed Anna up the steps leading to the front door. 


A young man opened the door from inside. He smiled, “Welcome! Table for two?”


“Yes, please,” Anna agreed, and the ladies followed a hostess to a table near the kitchen door.


“We’re expecting a very large party at six, so this is all I have right now, unless you want to eat on the terrace.”


“No, this is fine,” Rada told her, accepting a menu card.


“Great! If you need translations, there’s a reader in the table, along with the ordering software. Mike will be your waiter.”


Rada and Anna slid their menu cards over the discreet scanners. A complete translation and ingredient list appeared on the tabletop and Rada hurried past the vegetarian selections and the pasta to find something with meat. “Beef curry, medium,” she decided. “And Thai iced tea.” She looked at Anna. “Do you want something before the main course?”


“Yes, please, Mum. They have those little skewers of roasted meat,” and Anna scrolled up to the item. Rada ordered two servings. Then she took a good look at the menu card.


The little pictures along the top seemed familiar and Rada pulled her loupe out of its pouch and studied the designs. “Hmmm.” They looked like sigils. There were Houses in central North America, and perhaps one had provided the seed money for the restaurant. Rada shrugged and put away her loupe. The patterns could also be decorative devices with no meaning at all.


As the ladies waited, Anna launched into a description of her school day. Rada pulled her House signet on its chain out of her collar and played with it. “And then Sister Scholastica forgot to log out of the instructor mode and so we could see all the test answers along with the questions.”


“Oh dear. So do you get any credit for the quiz?”


Anna flopped back against the padded bench and gave a loud sigh. “No. We have to take a make-up quiz. Sister Scholastica is no fun.”


“Thai iced tea?” A man asked. Rada raised her hand and the waiter, Mike according to his nametag, set a large glass of milky-looking tea in front of her. “Water?” Anna nodded, studying the dark-haired young man intently. “And two satays, with sauce.” 


Rada thanked him and he bustled off to another table. “How are you doing in your other class?”


“I’m sooooo frustrated,” Anna threw her arms open and almost drowned the satay when she back-handed her water glass. “Oops, sorry,” she caught the glass as Rada snatched the meat out of harm’s way.


Rada gave Anna a stern look. “You know better than that, Miss Anna.” 


“Yes, Mum.” A more subdued teenager gnawed one of the satay sticks, dipping it in the peanut sauce between bites. “Anyway, I hate drafting.”


“I thought you liked it last week?”


A gusty sigh followed and Anna started brandishing the skewer. She caught herself before disaster ensued and set the sharp stick down. “That was before we started drawing parts and pieces. There’s nothing creative about drafting. I can’t add any details and the instructor is soooooo picky. Besides,” she added, “everything drafting is done on computer now.”


“Beef curry, medium hot?” Mike set the plate in front of Rada. “And here’s a pitcher of water.”


Rada laughed. “I don’t think I’ll need that, thanks.”


As he slid Anna’s mild vegetable-coconut noodle curry to her, Mike asked, “Have you eaten here before, Ma’am?”


“No, but I’m used to spicy food.”


Mike straightened up and smiled. Rada caught a flash of amber colored eyes with slit pupils. “You might be surprised, Ma’am.”


Rada waited until he’d left before taking a bite of the golden curry. Warm flavors bloomed on her tongue and she chewed carefully. When nothing untoward happened she swallowed and took a larger bite. Not until she’d begun the third bite did the full power of the curry strike her. She felt her face flushing as every muscle in her esophagus ignited, her tongue began to smoke, and the lining of her sinuses commenced throbbing. She could still taste the complexity of the sauce, but fire joined the flavors in her mouth and nose.


With great dignity she reached for her glass of tea and took one small sip before eating more curry. Anna dug into her own meal, inhaling it like the growing teenager that she was. Rada took more time. She would be damned before she admitted that she’d met her culinary match!


Mike came past their table again. “How is everything?”


“Great! This is delicious,” Anna gushed.


“Quite good, thank you,” her mum managed, hiding the pain and perspiration as best she could.


Rada finished the beef and most of the sauce before draining the rest of her tea and pouring a glass of water. After the ladies finished, Mike whisked their dishes into the kitchen. He emerged with two small dishes of what appeared to be cream pudding. “On the house,” he explained, then wove his way between tables to confer with the hostess about something. 


The rich, creamy mango custard eased a little of Rada’s pain. She heard a polite cough and glanced up to see a True-Dragon peering out of the kitchen door. When neither Rada nor Anna shrieked or fainted, more of the black-scaled True-dragon emerged. Rada spotted a white chef’s scarf tied around the long neck. «Pardon me, but how is the custard?»


Anna replied for them, «It’s great! The mango cuts the butterfat and the texture is perfect.»


«The custard is excellent, as is the beef curry,» Rada confirmed.


Black whiskers floated up and down, and the round ears came up from their worried droop. «Oh good. Thank you. I’ve been adjusting the custard recipe and was a little concerned about the balance.» A voice from behind the kitchen door called, “Drak? Is the sauce supposed to separate this soon?” and the True-dragon shook his head a little. «If you will excuse me, my lady, miss.» He vanished back into his domain.


“Well, that was interesting. I thought dragons only worked at grills and bar-b-ques,” Anna grinned, winking. «And how did he know that you are a House head?»


“You have been reading far too many local legends,” and Rada read over the bill, then slid her bankcard under the scanner and confirmed the charge. «Mike the waiter must have seen my sigil.» “Good choice for supper, love.”


“Can we come back?”


“Yes, but only for treat nights.” She did not care to find herself turning into a fire-breathing feline!
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8: Autumn Haze


Rada Ni Drako, or Rowena Vangadren as the neighbors knew her, leaned against the wooden rail of the back porch and blew lightly on her tea. She heard Anna foraging in the pantry and shook her head at the human girl’s voracious appetite. “Mum, there’s nothing to eat,” came the familiar plaint.


“There’s venison sausage in the cooler. Scramble it with a few eggs and some flatbread,” Rada suggested, loath to leave the porch. She liked watching the cloud shadows sliding across the pine-filled valley behind the log and stone house. 


“But Mum, that takes time and I have to be... never mind.” Anna knew better than to whine. Rada heard the hum of the fast convection cooker and glugging sounds like milk being poured. Something dinged, followed by, “ow, ow,” and puffing breath. Rada smiled at her adopted daughter’s impatience. Anna pushed the back door open with her shoulder, carrying a glass of milk and a steaming sausage dog. “You hid these!” the brown haired, brown-eyed young woman accused, waving the bread-wrapped meat and cheese. 


“No, I put them up so that she-who-buys-the-groceries might at least get to try one before the rest vanished into the gravitational singularity that is Anna,” Rada explained, straight-faced. Since both females all but ate their body weight in food in a month, Rada’s teasing contained a large element of truth. “So. What are your plans for the day?” 


Anna took a few more bites before answering. “I need to finish that art project for my portfolio. And we’re doing inventory at work, but that’s just making certain that everything matches the computer record. So I’ll be home around seven, Mum. Has Todd called?”


“No, but you said last week that it would be at least two weeks before he finished looking at all the design submissions,” Rada reminded her. 


“Oh yeah.” Anna finished her sausage dog and chugged the glass of milk. “Gotta run. Short bus schedule today, remember?” She kissed Rada on the cheek and smiled before rushing off, leaving the glass on the table. 


“Don’t forget your pastels,” Rada called into the house.


“Mum! I never,” and the door shut with a firm thump. Rada counted to ten, heard the door open very quietly, followed by rummaging sounds, and an equally stealthy closing noise. She shook her head and finished her herbal tea. Anna could be almost as scattered as Rada at times, and the Wanderer often speculated whether it was imitation or just similar natures.


Rada poured the last of the tea and returned to watching the pine forests behind the small rented house. The property manager must have all but danced with joy on the day that “Rowena Vangadren” signed the long-term rental papers. No one wanted the place: too small for a growing family, too large for one person, too remote from town at the end of a long unpaved driveway, old appliances, a “quaint” outbuilding of exactly the wrong size, and tied up in an estate fight that precluded either sale or short-term rental. Rada appreciated the house’s strong bones and stout walls, the shed for housing the Dark Hart, and good views. Anna had loved the real logs in the walls, the wood-burning fireplace, and the smell of trees and dirt. Zabet had pronounced both mammals “utterly mad” and had stolen Anna’s flame-browned marshmallows after draining the cider jug during the housewarming party.


What Zabet did like were the textiles Rada found. She’d poked and prowled until making the acquaintance of the son of one of the local indigenous tribal leaders. He vouched for her to his mother, who had agreed to include “Rowena” in the group’s next auction. “Rowena” bought the seconds and odds, passed them to Zabet, and made a tidy sum for Zabet and herself. That provided the starter cash until “Rowena” reestablished her credentials as a paramedic and “alternative medicine” therapist. She still sold a few rugs and blankets to Zabet, but neither partner wanted to flood the market or to inspire curiosity. 


Rada finished her tea. Returning indoors, she put in her contact lenses to hide her eye color. Then she hunted around until she found what Anna had done with her hats. The young woman pronounced them “embarrassing,” and “outdated” and borrowed them at least once a week. To her surprise Rada found every hat on the hat rack in the hall. She selected a soft one with a rounded crown that neatly covered her ears without pinching. The color also went with Rada’s skirt. Not only was the fluffy, ruffled look trendy, but long skirts and hats let Rada stay in her true shape, tail and all, when she went shopping. 


Rada washed her empty mug, made certain that everything had been turned off and that Anna remembered to close the cooler door, confirmed her shopping list, picked up a folding cart, and walked down the hill to the bus stop. In keeping with the town’s deliberately archaic image, the public people-movers resembled 20th century diesel buses, without the smoke and fumes. Rada nodded to a few people she recognized, put her thumbprint on the debit screen, and found a seat. The vehicle hummed along on an air cushion as it proceeded toward town. “Back to short routes for the next weeks,” a man commented.


“Un huh,” an older woman nodded. Between summer season and the onset of skiing, the town stopped running the busses out to the park, meaning that Rada and Anna needed to find other ways to go places. Every year they and a few others on their route complained and every year the council invented new reasons to trim the routes in spring and fall. Rada grumbled, shrugged, and ended up renting a private transport since Anna had to get to class.


Rada smiled when one of her occasional clients boarded the bus. The elderly man nodded and smiled back. He found a seat closer to the front window, leaving Rada’s thoughts to wander back to their previous trail. Trust Anna to find an educational track that required her to be physically present at school, Rada snorted. Anna could have gone into computer science, or business, or medicine, but no, she insisted on taking art courses. Art courses that required her to be in the sculpture, pottery, and mixed-media lab, as well as doing painting and graphic design from home. Aunt Zabet had encouraged Anna, much to Rada’s irritation. “Neither of us does plastic art. If she does, she can appraise and contract for that and we’ll have another market line,” the True-dragon had pointed out with impeccable logic—at least, impeccable for a reptile who did not have to deal with the vagaries of intentionally archaic public transportation in the back of beyond.


The bus glided to a stop at the edge of the market district and Rada hopped out. She bought early apples and two bags of pine nuts before procuring vegetables for Anna, then visited the meat cart and bread stand. She took a quick glance at the line and decided to come back to the dairy section later, once the crowd thinned. She rented a cool box on the square and she put her purchases inside, then locked it. She’d return later in the day and take everything home. 


A bit of motion caught her eye and she glanced around. An unfamiliar man seemed to be staring at her as she stored her purchases. She used her hand to cover the combination on the food-keeper as she spun the dials, scrambling them in case he was trying to learn the combination. As she watched, the man frowned, looked down, looked up, tilted his head, and glanced down again. As the market crowd thinned for a moment, Rada saw a sketchpad in his hands and relaxed. Either she’d gotten in his way, or he wanted “quaint local color” and decided that she’d provide it.


“Hola Rowena.” Rada looked around, smiling when she saw Father Pedro, the parish priest.


“Buenos días. How can I be of service?”


He shook his head, smiling back. “Please remind Anna that she agreed to lead the youth hike next Sunday.”


“Remind Anna that she is leading the youth hike next Sunday. Does she need any supplies or equipment?”


“No. Just good shoes and a sense of humor. They are going to the chapel beside Mirror Lake.”


“I’ll remind her, and put it on the calendar,” Rada promised. 


“Thank you,” and the priest strode off in the direction of a woman selling strings of ripe chilis. Rada ducked into a doorway and jotted the note into her portable data pad, lest she also forget. She finished her marketing and had a quiet word with a woman about trading labor for a kilo or two of shelled pine nuts. Then she unfolded her cart, loaded the groceries, bread, and some cleaning supplies, and joined the short line for the next “bus.” 


As she waited, Rada saw the sketching stranger again. He now occupied a bench in front of the old mercantile building, with paper and several small boxes that looked like charcoal or soft pencils spread out beside him. She shrugged. At least he wasn’t blocking the road like that lady from the eastern coast had back in spring. That had been a mess and a half, with her threatening to “tell all her artist friends not to come to San Pablo” because “people were so unkind and didn’t understand art.” And she didn’t understand that even in the twenty-fourth century, large motorized vehicles have to make deliveries and remove construction debris, Rada thought with a derisive snort. The bus arrived with a pre-recorded wheeze and rumble and getting herself and her purchases on board took all of Rada’s attention.


Once back home, Rada surveyed the chore list with a sigh. “Might as well start now.” Anna loved the wood-burning fireplace. Anna’s “mum” hated parting with perfectly good credits for firewood. So after putting away the perishables, and eating one of the sausage dogs, Rada changed into heavy work clothes, tucked her tail securely into her belt, and walked down to the wood shed. She’d already sharpened two axes, cleaned the wedges, and stacked the rough-cut wood in order of harvest, the oldest closest to the front. The Wanderer wrestled the first section of dead tree into place, picked up an ax, and began swinging.


“Mum?” a voice called from the house. “Mum, is that you?”


Rada stepped out from the back of the shed. “Yes, it’s me. You’re home early.”


“It’s almost six o’clock, Mum!” Anna sauntered down from the porch and studied the chest-high pile of cut and stacked firewood. She pushed back a few stray brown curls with one hand before folding her arms and whistling. “Wow. Who made you mad?”


“No one. I got a rhythm going and lost track of time.” 


Anna gave her adoptive mother a look of pure teenage disbelief. “Right. And Aunt Zabet just joined the Little Sisters of the Poor. What’s for supper?”


“Something heavy on the animal protein. You can go from there while I get cleaned up.” 


After supper, Rada worked on the monthly budget while Anna studied. “Oh, before I forget, Father Pedro asked me to remind you that you are helping with the youth hike on Sunday.”


The lean young woman stretched and twisted, making her back pop. “Thanks. We’re having early vespers at the private chapel by Mirror Lake.”


“So I don’t have to get you up for early mass, then?”


“No. Sunday is the Feast of St. Matthew, so there’s going to be a full mass at ten thirty—chanting, choirs, incense, everything. Father Pedro says early mass will be bare-bones, so I can sleep in.” Anna ran a hand through her wavy hair, shook her wrists, and went back to studying. After a few minutes she looked back up. “Mum, where are my baptismal records?”


Rada thought back. “Erm, probably lost during the Dutch wars against the Spanish, or Louis XIV’s wars, or destroyed in WWI. Assuming I could find where you were baptized, which is tricky at best.”


“But you know I was baptized?”


“Absolutely. You were born alive, in northern Europe prior to the Reformation, so you were baptized by a Roman Catholic priest. Do you need a certificate or would a note from me suffice?”


“A note should do it. The diocese is getting picky again about only wanting Catholics to teach Catechism. I’ve got my confirmation certificate, but they want baptism as well. Can you write up something by tomorrow morning?”


Rada decided to use the same story she had when Anna was small: her records had been lost in the terrible flooding in the Low Countries that had forced them to emigrate to North America. She called back, “I’ll write it this evening if you’ll do the rest of the dishes.” 


Rada heard muttering, then the sound of running water, a few thumps, and the whirr of the dish sanitizer. “Mum, have you heard anything about another kidnapping? A girl my age, this time from Chama?”


“No, but I missed the morning news feed.” As she spoke, a shadow of uneasiness touched Rada. She set aside the ledger she’d been battling and opened her portable computer, linking it to the Dark Hart and calling up local news. “Here’s a little announcement that one Melissa Baca was found unharmed. The state police are asking people to be careful, but no other details, except this is the third catch-and-release in six weeks.”


“Catch-and-release? Did someone really write that?”


Rada pointed to the screen, shaking her head at the reporter’s strange sense of humor.


Anna peered over Rada’s shoulder. “He did. The police say ‘be careful.’ Oh, that is so helpful,” she rolled her eyes. “Be careful of what? Strangers? Mountain lions on roller skates?”


Rada scrolled down. “No, mountain lions walking dogs,” and she pointed to a story about someone losing a small pet.


«Idiot. If they saw tracks, why did they let the dog out?» Anna snarked into Rada’s mind.


«Because it only happens to other people,» her mother reminded her. “What time do you have to be in tomorrow?”


“Noon. But Mr. Chee assigned us a plein air project: sunrise lighting a historic building or structure. I picked the Atocha shrine, so I’ll need to be up by five.”


“Good night, then.” Rada turned off the computer, wrote the note for the diocese about Anna’s missing baptismal certificate, and returned to the ledger. 


Anna started to snap a retort but yawned instead, then yawned again. “Good night. Love you.”


“Love you too. Sweet dreams.”


The next morning, after escorting Anna to the bus stop, Rada spent some time with the Dark Hart. She’d not been exactly honest the day before: she’d lost track of time not only because of the rhythm of chopping and stacking firewood, but also because she’d been in a light link with the ’Hart. This time Rada sank fully into a trance, connecting her mind to that of the creature that lived in the timeship. Together the Wanderer-hybrid and the psycho-symbiote studied the time-threads surrounding their current location. They found a split developing, one that could affect Rada and Anna, but Rada could not tell precisely what it meant. At least four separate threads branched off from the primary but none of them seemed especially probable. Rada also sensed a different sort of energy, the kind she’d come to associate with the creatures she called Powers. Do the Powers respond to temporal energy flows and potentials? That might explain why I’m sensing both.


Rada emerged from the trance and fed the creature a little high protein chow and a few treat flakes. She wondered once more if a purebred Wanderer could see split potentials clearly, or if all personal threads blurred. Her Trader instructors had never talked about it. Yes, well, the Elders and Trademasters never gave apprentices or journeymen any options, so it never mattered to us, and so why mention it to us? Which brought up another troubling thought: what to do about Anna?


Rada made some catmint tea and retreated to the back porch to think. Anna had reached the humans’ age of majority as well as the Traders’ and Azdhagi. At this point she and Rada faced some hard decisions. Anna could stay here on Earth and make a good living, but that would mean not seeing either Rada or Zabet very often. She could join Rada and Zabet’s business, travel the stars, and run the risk of the Traders’ wrath. The Traders still wanted Rada dead, and they’d either kill Anna as well or dump her back into the mid 14th-century, where she’d probably die before she could find a protector. And then there was the little problem of the Azdhag Empire and Rada’s position there. It was one thing for Zabet to pose as Rada’s concubine, but to bring a young female mammal to Drakon IV? “The old lizards would have vapors,” Rada half groaned, half laughed, imagining one especially hidebound noble collapsing onto a fainting couch and calling for smelling salts. Well, it would be for Anna to decide, Rada reminded herself as she sipped her tea. 


That evening, when a very draggy Anna slouched in from work, she smelled roasted apples and other spicy seasonal things. “Hullo, love. Supper’s ready when you are,” Rada informed her. 


“Oh, good.” She sounded as flat as she looked. Anna put up her bag, washed her hands, and started laying the table. “Mum, can I take a pistol on the hike Sunday?”


“I don’t see why not,” Rada began, distracted by slicing the pork loin. “Wait,” she turned around, brandishing the carving knife. “Take a pistol on the youth hike?”


“Yeah.” Anna brushed her long, loose curls back from her face.


“Eat first, then we’ll talk about it. How many slices would you like?”


Anna peered over her mum’s shoulder. “Two please, with extra apple mush.”


“Apple compote and you can serve yourself.” Anna did just that, until the meat vanished under an apple avalanche. “Hungry?”


“I didn’t feel like dinner. Do I smell bread?”


“Yes, and there’s a loaf cooling already. Slice that and we’ll save the one in the oven for the weekend.” Rada served her own plate and set it on the table, brought the bowl of compote and a fall salad over from the counter, and sat down. She’d poured her milk already, and Anna opened a pumpkin beer for herself. 


After they’d eaten and washed up, Rada unlocked the gun safe. “How rough is the trail?”


“Pretty rough. I was thinking about the revolver,” and Anna reached for the pistol. 


Rada caught her wrist. “Why?” Silver eyes locked with brown and Rada waited as her daughter fidgeted.


“There was a guy at the shrine this morning. He watched Maria, Jake, and I pretty closely, kept moving closer to Maria’s spot, asked Jake about his vehicle, where we came from.” Anna shook her head. “He felt wrong, Mum. He didn’t harass us, or make a pass at any of us, but,” she looked very lost and young. “He felt wrong. And he showed up at campus just before I left for work.”


Rada’s hackles rose and she thought aloud. “Right. If it was the same person I saw yesterday, a guy who was sketching the market, he’s probably one of the tourist art types. The little museum on campus was open?”


“Yeah. And he did a nice charcoal sketch of the chapel. But Mum, something really bothered me.”


Rada studied the weapons again. She shook her head and undid the belt under her skirt’s waistband. “Here.” It was her holdout blaster. “You do not have a firearms permit for a pistol yet, and Father Pedro probably doesn’t approve of open carry on youth group activities, outside of deer season.” Anna managed a smile. Father Pedro loved deer hunting.


“I’d rather carry something larger and more, you know Mum, normal.”


Rada’s eyebrows went up. “If you do need to defend yourself, heaven forefend, you are going to have trouble if you use a conventional weapon. Use this,” and she pointed to the holstered weapon in Anna’s hands, “and no one will know what killed your attacker.” Granted, Anna would have to be at close range for it to work, but the same applied to the revolver. “And this is easier to conceal.”


“OK, Mum. You win.” Rada hugged Anna, reassuring her.


While the door stood open, Rada took a second shotgun and a sleeve of shells out of the safe. “Keep this in your room. It’s bear season.”


Anna confirmed that the shotgun was unloaded before carrying everything to her room. Rada double-checked the shotgun in her own room, as well as adding a second gas canister to her usual carry rig. Anna spent the rest of the evening reading while Rada caught up the rest of the accounts and books. “Mum, how did you get your concealed carry permit?”


Rada did not look up from the columns of numbers. “I put it into the computer system, the same way I put in my tax information and I.D.”  


“You didn’t test for it?”


“Yes, I did, as an interstate transfer, not as a new holder. And I qualified with semi-auto and revolver. Age wasn’t a factor.”


“Yeah, Mum, how long have you been twenty-one?”


“Long enough not to have to put up with cheeky remarks, Miss Anna.” The young woman subsided and returned to her book. 


Rada started a 48-hour paramedic duty shift very early on Friday morning. Aside from the usual heart attacks, a chainsaw accident, a few false alarms, and two patient transfers, nothing wildly exciting transpired. Both Rada and Anna remained alert but relaxed, and Rada went through her weapons drills as best she could without irritating or upsetting her teammates. Early Sunday morning, when she got off duty, Rada took her computer down to the Dark Hart to charge it. She also decided to leave her sidearm in the ship. The presence of the weapon calmed the creature in the ’Hart. “You can’t use it, you don’t know how to use it, so why do you like having it here?” Rada asked the aquatic organism. It swam close enough to the surface of the fluid for her to see wet-looking orange skin. Then the symbiotic animal sank back into the translucent liquid of its home. Rada shrugged and went back to the house.


A friend brought Anna back after mass and stayed for lunch. “What do you like on your sandwiches, Tony?” Rada inquired as she sliced the bread.


“Whatever you have, Mrs. Vangadren,” Tony Anaya replied, picking a nibble off the cold pork roast.


“Stay away from the mustard in the red jar. It bites back,” Anna warned, slathering chili-spiked mayonnaise on a slice of bread as Rada brought several mustards and spreads out of the cooler.


Rada held one of the glass jars up for the humans to see. “Love, what’s this?”


“Cleaning compound. I put it in the cooler so I won’t forget it tomorrow.”


Tony laughed. “My dad puts things in front of the door so he remembers them.”


“Does it work?” 


“Not really, although he’s slipped on a folder of papers a few times.” Tony spread cactus-fruit chutney on his slice of pork roast as Rada handed Anna the cleaning compound and pointed to the girl’s art-supply case. Anna made a face but put the jar in her bag.


The three ate a good lunch before Anna and Tony went back to St. Matthew’s to get ready for the hike. Rada waved them on their way. After doing the dishes the Wanderer sat down to read. 


Two hours later, Rada’s phone rang. “Vangadren,” she answered it.


“Rowena? It’s Felicia. I really hate to bother you, but is there any way you can come in early?”


Rada looked at the clock. “Yes, but I can only work twelve hours, since I got off at 0600.”


Relief filled Felicia’s voice. “That’s fine. Just come in as soon as you can. I owe you.”


Rada changed clothes, gathered her kit and started checking her holdout weapon. “Ah, damn.” Anna had it. And she couldn’t carry a conventional pistol at work because handguns terrified the shift supervisor on duty. She growled under her breath as she rushed down the driveway. She could catch the lone Sunday bus if she hurried.


Panting and limping a little, Rada skidded to a halt at the bus stop. “Good. I’ll catch it,” she grinned, “and maybe before those clouds turn into rain.” She knelt beside her kit bag, meaning to get out the cheap e-reader she kept for whiling away wait time. Seconds later she heard tires and looked up to see a muddy, older, off-road truck pull to a halt at the curb. Her internal sirens began screaming as the doors opened. Before Rada could do more than get to her feet and start moving, two men grabbed her, clamping a thick rag over her nose and mouth. She fought as hard as she could but something smashed into her skull and the world turned black.


After three calls for medical aid went unanswered that afternoon, a San Mateo county sheriff’s deputy stopped by the ambulance depot and found paramedic Felicia Rosario bruised, bound, and gagged in the back room. “Find Rowena! They made me call her in,” the woman sobbed.


The sheriff never found Rowena Vangadren. Deputy Anaya stopped at Rowena’s house long enough to find the door open, the inside a mess, and no one home, then radioed for back-up. Just before noon the next day searchers found Anna Vangadren’s body, along with those of four assailants, in an abandoned cabin near Piney Lake that looked like the setting of a horror film.


Blood, hanks of what looked like Rowena’s hair, and other things littered the floor and stained the walls. Shards of metal and ripped-up wiring suggested that someone had smashed several pieces of electrical equipment, but what they had been none of the investigators could say for certain. A fifth man had expired outside of the cabin, bleeding to death from multiple stab wounds and deep slashes, like claw marks. What or whoever had attacked him had all but shredded his face, making identification difficult. Sheriff Martin Coldpony took one look at the scene and called in the state police for assistance. The New Mexico State Police identified four of the men, all criminals or individuals wanted for questioning in other states, but their databases contained no information on the fifth man. Neither did the database for the North American Confederation’s criminal investigation department.


A second visit to Rowena’s rented house revealed evidence of a search, with clothes, art supplies, and papers scattered all over. The searchers had failed to get into the women’s gun safe, but they had smashed two computers. The chaos provided no clues to Rowena’s whereabouts or the identity of the intruders, and after some discussion Sheriff Coldpony and the state police decided that at least one of the dead men in the cabin had searched the house, probably just after he or his associates kidnapped Rowena. Heavy rain the night of the discovery had obliterated any tracks around the house and sheds, but tread marks in the soft dirt driveway roughly matched the size of the tires on a vehicle found at Piney Lake. 


Although he left the case open, Martin Coldpony considered Rowena Vangadren missing: presumed dead. It would not be the first time that animal scavengers found a body before human searchers did. He wondered if Rowena’s late husband, the one she never talked about, had been involved in criminal activities, but he never mentioned his speculations aloud. The two women’s deaths caused enough pain in the small town without his adding to it. 


Father Pedro officiated at the young woman’s funeral mass. Afterwards, he shook his head, his sorrow plain for all to see. “Anna got a phone call not long after the youth group got back from the chapel. She said it was her mother and that she needed to leave before the dismissal and blessing. I should have called you and had someone go with her.”


Deputy Frank Anaya, Tony’s uncle, sighed. “We’ll never know if it would have made a difference, Father. It just might have made things even worse.”


When repeated advertisements failed to locate any of Rowena’s relatives or heirs, the county auctioned off the contents of Rowena and Anna’s house. The proceeds paid for the costs of the investigation and for a plain headstone for Anna’s grave.


I failed you. If only I’d taught you better, if only I’d been stronger. Oh Anna, I am so sorry. I failed you, child, I failed you and it killed you. Two thousand years in the future, on a planet well inside the second spiral arm of the galaxy, the being known as Master Thomas pressed his hooved forefoot against Rada’s shoulder, steading himself as he leaned forward and draped a bit of cloth over the little polished metal cream-pitcher on the tray in her lap. His staff had already hidden or covered every other mirror and reflective ornament. As he lowered the cloth, he warned, “No, Miss Ni Drako, you are not yet ready to carry what you will find reflected.” With that she knew, in what little remained of her heart, what she would see.
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9: Famine, Fortune, and Justice





Chapter 1: Storm Warnings


Rada knew she looked bad. Just how bad remained unknown, because she had not dared to look in a mirror after seeing the expression on Master Thomas’ face when she had staggered into his office several days after... it. His eyes had widened and he’d been on his feet and half-carrying her to his medical consulting rooms before she could say anything. Bless him, he’d not asked any questions until after calling in an expert in maxillofacial-reconstruction. Only then, once she’d survived the necessary procedures, did he demand her tale. It had taken her several tries to tell it all and, at the end, he’d not criticized her or condemned her actions. Because he didn’t need to—he could hear and see how she punished herself for her weakness and failure.


Blessed Bookkeeper, who’d have thought I’d look forward to Drakon IV as a restful haven, Rada Ni Drako mused, checking her weapons before opening the Dark Hart’s entry-hatch. She stepped out of the timeship and peered into the midnight darkness. Neither of Drakon IV’s two moons shone. She smelled the damp, rich, and slightly bitter odor of exposed mud that meant the Zhangki River was at its late-summer low. She stretched, then began walking across the ramp of the Imperial Palace’s spaceport toward the Defenders’ barracks in the military wing of the Palace. She hadn’t gone three paces when the sound of talons on stone stopped her and a voice called, “Halt! Who goes there?”


“Commander Rada, Lord Ni Drako,” she replied.


“Advance and be recognized,” the guard ordered, and she smiled approvingly at the quick response, especially as she heard the whine of a blast rifle building a firing charge. The mammalian humanoid walked slowly toward the guard’s light, keeping her hands clear of her blaster and sword hilt as she did. The light played over her middle, the height where the head of most Azdhagi would be, then rose up toward her face. As it reached her head, the guard cursed with surprise and Rada tried not to cringe. As badly as the injury had hurt, and as much reconstruction had been required, she guessed the results would be ugly. But if the reptilian Azdhag soldier sounded like that, Rada knew she had to be hideous. A long silence passed before the guard remembered what he was supposed to be doing. “You may pass, Lord Defender. Ah, shall I notify a Healer of your arrival?”


“No, thank you, corporal. But please inform the head of the Guard that I’ll be at sunrise practice,” she replied, already walking toward the Palace.


“Yes, Lord Mammal,” he said, and then resumed his rounds.


The Wanderer was careful to turn her head more than usual as she went through the hallways. She’d smashed into enough obstacles and door frames already, thank you. Rada nodded to the few servants she saw on night duty, then let herself into the Lord Defender’s official quarters in the wing where mid-ranking nobles lived while at Court. She divested herself of her weapons, took the last of the antibiotics the bone specialist had prescribed, and rearranged the cushions on the sleeping platform so that her head would stay higher than her heart, again per doctors’ orders. Rada lay down and closed her eyes, feeling the lid on her now-blind side scraping over a bit of debris. More bone or glass working to the surface, she sighed, then composed herself and fell asleep, hoping that she wouldn’t dream.


She was up before sunrise the next morning and put on her light practice armor before going down to the Palace Guard barracks for practice. Now she would find out just how much relearning and effort her blindness would cost her. Since the Azdhagi nobility favored one-on-one blade combat to settle “philosophical differences,” she’d be at a terrible disadvantage until she learned to compensate for her new weakness. 


Ni Drako strode into the barracks, acknowledging salutes and ignoring stares as she cut through the officers’ wardroom to get to the outdoor practice area. She was one of the first out and she found an unoccupied corner and began warming up, stretching carefully before starting the most basic of blade drills and exercises. Her muscle memory remained true, and even without seeing herself Rada could still attack and block. However, when she faced off against one of the noncoms, the reptile had her at a serious disadvantage. Part of her difficulty stemmed from slow reactions as a result of her still-healing body, Rada knew. But her obvious disability invited attacks from the right and it took four losses before she first read, anticipated, and managed a draw against the sergeant.


“Thank you sergeant,” she said, saluting the reptile. “Good bout.”


He returned the salute. “You’re welcome, Lord Defender.” The mottled green Azdhag turned his attention to some of the new recruits who had stopped what they were doing to watch the Lord Defender. “You find something interesting, cadet?” He asked in a dangerously deferential tone.


“Sergeant, I thought the Lord Defender was better than that,” the young brown quadruped said.


The sergeant advanced until he was muzzle to muzzle with the speaker. “Well cadet, if I poke your eye out, bash in your muzzle and then hand you a blade and tell you to defend yourself, just how well will you do, hmmm?”


“Uh, not very well, sergeant,” the cadet admitted, sinking a little closer to the dirt.


“Correct. Now, I suggest you get back to what you are supposed to be doing, before I find something for you to do.” His ‘suggestion’ generated a flurry of activity as the cadets scattered back to their assigned practice patterns on the double.


The senior Palace Healer was waiting in Rada’s office and all but pounced on her as soon as the Lord Defender opened the door. “Lord Mammal, your servants informed me that you had been injured. What happened?” the purple-robed female demanded, sniffing Ni Drako carefully for signs of possible infection or pending illness.


“The bone under the eye shattered upwards, along with the colored glass lens I was wearing.” Rada didn’t try to put Healer Shay off, because the female would not leave her prospective patient until she had done her duty. Instead Rada sat down at her desk and let the Healer examine her.


Shay rose onto her hind legs, tail tip swishing a little as she inspected Rada’s eye and cheek. “Try to look over this way,” and the Healer watched the motion. She pressed against the skin around the eye, and waved her talon in front of the blind eyeball. “Whoever did the primary work did a good job on the micromuscular reconstruction,” she admitted grudgingly. “But the debris will cause you problems, my lord, until it all works out. Assuming your tissues behave like the mammal books describe. And I recommend you find a way to cover the eye.” 


“So I don’t scare people?” Rada quipped.


The reptile dropped back onto her forefeet. “No, my lord, to protect what’s left of the eye. You seem to have lost sensitivity and blinking reaction and something could easily strike you, causing more trauma before you realize it.” 


The mammal remembered Master Thomas saying almost the identical words and she ducked a little. “Very well, Healer Shay. I’ll have the Mistress of the Robes see what she can come up with.” The Mistress had charge of all sorts of fabrics, backings, stiffeners, and notions and could create something workable faster than Rada could.


“Good. And don’t hesitate to call me if you start having problems in the other eye,” the Healer ordered, seeing herself out as Rada sat at her desk and shook her head at it all. She opened a drawer to get out a set of writing sticks and caught a flash of light from the mirror she kept in the desk for checking her hair if she got called to Court after a bout or work session. Might as well see how bad it is. She ran through an exercise to settle her nerves and then picked up the mirror and looked.


The Wanderer stared at her reflection, her stomach churning. She’d never been pretty, but now! Now I know what the Debt Collector looks like, Rada thought as she surveyed the remains of her face. Where a silver-grey eye had once been, a blood-speckled, eye-sized mass of white scar tissue confronted the world. Below it, the scars from the initial injury and the surgery that had replaced shattered bone with a semi-flexible ceramisteel honeycomb glowed red against her pale skin. Rada closed the blind eye and the lid concealed some of the damage, but the scars remained, as did the livid bruises on both sides of her face. 


“That’s the price for failure,” she informed herself quietly in Trader. “Instead of dying like you should have, you get to carry the evidence of your debt for all the universe to see.” Rada put the mirror back and began sorting through the documents awaiting her signature, trying to lose herself in paperwork.


Although she’d been away for four years, the nobles and Palace servants remembered what Rada had looked like and word of her injury spread like wildfire. As a result, Rada wasn’t surprised when she was summoned into the Imperial presence the next day. She was, however, taken aback at her first sight of King-Emperor See-kali and had to bite her tongue to keep from exclaiming at his terrible state. He’d gained tens of kilos and moved awkwardly, his joints obviously hurting him a great deal. His skin looked oily and his muddy green eyes were dull and listless. Rada didn’t need to be a Healer herself to know that the King-Emperor was gravely ill.


“Rise, Lord Ni Drako,” he wheezed, and she got to her feet, five paces from the throne. He studied the Lord Defender. “You have been injured.” 


“Yes, Imperial Majesty.”


“We understand that Our Healer has examined you and pronounced you fit. Is this correct?” He sounded skeptical and Rada didn’t blame him.


“It is correct, Imperial Majesty. I must guard the eye somewhat, and am learning how to compensate for my reduced vision, but the Healers have found no cause for me not to resume my duties.” Although they probably would if you asked them to, or if I gave them a chance, she added silently.


The old reptile coughed, then nodded. “Very well. You are dismissed.” Rada started to bow, then froze as he added, “Know that We have changed Our plans. Our third son, Shar, is now the Prince Imperial.” Rada blinked as he continued, “Shar will report to you after the nooning to be informed of the status of Our Defenders. You may go, Lord Ni Drako.”


She finished her bow, murmuring, “Thank you, Imperial Majesty.”


Rada had a very light meal and then returned to her work. She was frowning at the recruitment numbers when an orderly scratched on the doorframe. “Lord Defender?” The mammal looked up to see a deferential corporal standing next to two of the royal offspring. “Prince Imperial Shar and Prince Heest, Lord Defender.”


Rada stood as the two siblings entered her office and took seats on the benches in front of her desk. Shar she remembered from earlier encounters when she’d supervised him in the practice salle before he’d gone off to serve with the Imperial Forces. He had an average build, although he was long for his weight and fairly limber in the tail. His common green-brown coloring and grey-green eyes let him blend in well wherever he went, a valuable skill for the third son. Heest, the youngest of the six Imperial offspring, looked around Rada’s office. He was a scholar, she remembered vaguely, and noted his very dark brown hide and pale green eyes.


“Imperial Highness, Prince Heest, how can I be of service?” Rada inquired after sitting back down. Here she was their equal, a point she liked to reinforce whenever possible.


Shar took the initiative. “I assume you are aware that I am now Prince Imperial?” At her nod he looked at Heest, who got up and shut the door. Shar continued “I will be direct, Lord Defender, soldier to soldier. My elder brothers have proven to be more interested in glory than in the work of ruling, and so our Honored Sire has revised the succession. The Healers give him perhaps two moons.” Shar looked down for a moment, then back at his Lord Defender. “Tell me what I need to know about the state of the Defenders. My brother needs to learn better self-defense and about military operations. He’s a good scholar of military history but I want him to understand the why behind what we do so he can advise me better when the time comes.”


Rada’s eyebrows rose a little at the Prince Imperial’s declaration. She looked at Heest, trying to decide how to begin with him, then caught herself; that was the job of her sergeants. “Very well, your Highness. What do you know about the Defenders?” The trio settled in and after an hour or so Rada was satisfied with the princes’ knowledge of current events and the status of the Defenders. They in turn seemed to have had their questions answered and finally Shar gestured for Heest to open the door. As he did, Rada inquired, “Your highness, have you been to the Defense Command Center?” 


“No, Lord Ni Drako. I’ve always been more concerned with the Imperials,” Shar reminded her. Heest perked up, curiosity obvious. Then he caught sight of something on a low table at the rear of the cramped office.


“Lord Ni Drako,” he asked a little diffidently, “Who’s that?” and he pointed to a statue.


Rada smiled as she lifted it from its throne-like stand on the velvet-draped table, making sure not to bump the unlit incense sticks behind the stand. She set the obsidian figure down on her desk, then sat back. “You should be able to tell, Prince Heest, since you know history.” The two reptiles studied the black stone figurine, looking closely at the gold slivers used for the pupils of the green-black jade eyes and at the native silver talons.


“That’s Shi-dan?” Heest suggested.


“Correct. It’s the only portrait he ever allowed while he lived,” and she smiled down at the statuette. The sculptor had caught Shi-dan’s controlled power and his scary appearance to perfection. The princes sat back and Rada returned the figure to its place of honor. “If you wish to learn about the challenges of ruling, my lords, his documents and those of his successor Ku-Shkii would be a good place to start,” she observed as they stood and led the way out of her office.


After they finished touring the D.C.C., Prince Shar stopped and looked up at his Lord Defender, rising up onto his hind legs to better study her face. “Lord Ni Drako, how were you injured?”


Might as well tell the truth. She took a deep breath to settle her stomach. “I was tortured, your highness. Someone wanted information I had.”


The two princes exchanged worried glances. “Was it one of our enemies?” Shar demanded.


“No, your highness. It was not at all related to the Empire,” she assured them.


“Good,” Shar dropped back onto all four feet. “Now, let’s see about getting Heest started on weapons work.” The younger prince didn’t look as excited as his older brother sounded and Rada glanced away for a moment to hide her grin. Ah, siblings never change.


The Lord Defender set up the pair with two of the tougher drill instructors currently working for the Defenders, then finished her paperwork and retreated back to her quarters. When she got there, she found a small bundle bearing the mark of the Mistress of the Robes waiting for her. Inside were five different patches, each on a ribbon or cord of some kind. Rada immediately discarded two as either too large or too small to do the job. She tried on a soft, cushioned selection. It felt nice until she blinked. Then it rubbed on her eyelid and she suspected it might catch on the debris working out of the eye. The second try was better. It was stiff enough to stand away from the eye but didn’t dig her still-tender cheekbone. Rada tied the ribbon and shook her head, trying to dislodge the patch, but it stayed put.


She got up and went back into her sleeping quarters, where she had a small wall mirror. I look ridiculous! No, I look stupid is what I look like, Rada snorted. Anna will and a flash of pain staggered the Lord Defender: she heard the young woman’s laughter in her memory and all the feelings that she had shunted aside crashed down on her again. As Rada tried to get herself back under control, she heard the sound of her business partner sauntering into the main room, her talons scratching the tile floor. 


«Anybody home?» the familiar, cheerful alto mind voice called.


“I’m back here, Zabet,” Rada said, adjusting the patch until it fully concealed the remains of her right eye.


«Hullo Pet! How’s Ann... oh fewmets and fumaroles! What happened?» The silvery-blue True-dragon approached slowly, looking rather sick as she stared at her friend.


“Anna’s...” Rada could hardly say it. “She’s dead, Boss. Took her attacker with her, if it’s any consolation.” She sounded harsh, but the pains were too close and bitter for the Wanderer to soften the news. Zabet’s whiskers went rigid, then completely limp, and her tail and round ears drooped while her sapphire eyes bulged in shock.


Fortunately, she knew her friend better than any save one still living and didn’t ask what happened. «Oh Rada! No! Oh, I’m so sorry!» And she came up, curling around her friend and offering comfort and shared sorrow.


“Thanks, silver dancer,” Rada managed around the lump in her throat. “As to what happened to me,” she gestured to her face. “I was tortured. I can’t say any more yet.”


Zabet’s blue eyes held sympathy and sadness and she didn’t say anything, just held her business partner, mourning with her. Finally she released her friend, backing up a little. «Are you going to the estates?»


“Yes, I think I will. I need to mourn and to learn how to fight without seeing anything on this side. The eye is completely gone and Himself and I couldn’t figure out a way to make a prosthetic work. At least not until the bone regrows and stabilizes, so we know what we have to work with,” Ni Drako sighed. 


«Weren’t you able to get to your ship’s medical equipment in time?» Zabet asked. «Considering what it’s patched up before, an eye and broken bone seems mild.»


The mammal’s stomach churned at the memory. “It tried. But two things went wrong. First, the computer got confused when it looked at the genetic patterns for reconstruction. Apparently, when I’m in my true shape, my eyes are more Ka’atian than Wanderer and the software rejected the differences and hung up. Second, when it finally did do something, the tissue formed so quickly that it trapped the bone and glass shards inside the eye. At that point the program shut down without trying to rebuild the orbit.”


«Oh ick. That sounds miserable.» The True-dragon sounded queasy and Rada didn’t blame her. 


“It feels miserable too, Boss.” Rada agreed. In her mind’s eye she saw her mentor frowning at her for only giving Zabet half of the truth and Rada tried to push the image away, then gave in and acknowledged it. 


After hearing her explanation for the equipment’s failure, Master Thomas had observed, “And that system won’t heal what the patient doesn’t want healed, if rumor is correct.” Well, since what I wanted was for it to end my pain by stopping my heart, it’s probably no wonder it wouldn’t completely repair my face, if what he said is true, Rada admitted to herself, very far behind her shields. Then she dragged her thoughts back to the present.


“So, I’m going up to Singing Pines for a while. Care to come along?” she invited her “concubine.”


Zabet considered for a moment. «I think I’ll join you after a day or two. I have some business I need to wrap up. The tiff between the Traders and the Navigators’ Guild flared up again and is slowing shipping outside the Empire, and some items that you contracted for only just arrived, two weeks behind schedule. I’ve got to get them delivered to the buyers.» Zabet left the sleeping quarters as she “spoke” and pulled up the information on the computer for Rada to see.


“Owch, yes! How much are they asking for expedited... by the Bookkeeper’s tally, that’s larceny!” The mammal exclaimed, distracted from her grief for a moment. “Blast it, Boss, you should have called me for the pick up. It would certainly be cheaper.”


«I almost did. But you see who just took over daily operations of that auction house?» A silver talon delicately tapped the computer screen. «Too risky, given how frustrated the tarqina are at the moment. No point in jogging their memory.»


Rada sighed loudly and ran a hand over her plait. “Agreed. You know, someday a tarqi is going to irritate the wrong party and there will be utter hell to pay. They don’t have a monopoly any more.”


«Try telling them that,» the True-dragon snorted. «I outbid a trademistress from da Malnavi for the ceramics and she tried to threaten me.» Zabet smiled sweetly while flexing her talons. «Cute little dragon didn’t play nice,» the reptile snarled as her business partner shook her head.


“She won’t stay trademistress if she keeps misreading competitors that badly.” Three Palace servants appeared with food and tea and Rada waited until they finished and she’d thanked them before continuing. “You know, for a group that is so cutthroat when it comes to business, the Traders certainly are risk averse everywhere else.”


«I most certainly hope you’re not complaining!» Zabet declared as she took her place at the table and served two plates. «According to the current rumor crop, the reason they’ve not been after you recently is because they’re both distracted by the guild mess and reluctant to take you on now, given your reputation.» The reptile ate some of the lightly-sauced fish. «Good dressing.»


“That makes sense. By now I certainly know more physical dirty tricks and weapons techniques than any individual Trader does,” Ni Drako reminded her friend. “I suspect there’s a fair amount of sloth involved as well, especially since I stopped trying to slip into the Meets and Marts. After all, when it comes to cases, only da Kavalle really has a duty to come after me, despite all the hot exhaust the greater Elders’ Council has blown.” She sampled the fish. “This sauce would go well with nutroots, too.”


«You’re not supposed to know about nutroots,» the reptile twitted, then winked.


“And you’re supposed to be a harmless, decorative scatterbrain,” came the riposte, to which Zabet fluttered her whiskers, tipping her head over to the side, and looking as vacuous as deep space.


Rada started to laugh, then froze as she remembered how Anna had imitated Zabet’s acting. The Wanderer choked down the rest of the meal before retreating to her sleeping quarters, wishing again she’d never woken up from the medical procedures. The True-dragon slipped in and stretched out beside her “lord,” draping her tail and head over the grieving mammal.


The next day, wearing stark black clothes and a pink mourning scarf, the daimyo of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain retreated to “his” estates. The two properties remained the possessions of the King-Emperor, but he allowed Ni Drako to manage them for him (in truth to oversee the Royal Steward who did the real work) and to collect ten percent of the produce and to take ten percent of the hunt. It was an odd arrangement but everyone seemed satisfied. Rada did her best to stay out from under foot while doing her duty by the estate residents and they in turn bragged a little about having Lord Ni Drako as their daimyo and not one of the more obnoxious nobles. Since the King-Emperor was only present during hunting season, most of the Azdhagi living on the two properties never saw their true manor lord, which suited all parties. Uplanders had always been quite independent, even after the Great Relocation.


Rada spent the first day of her visit in seclusion, letting herself grieve for her adopted child’s death. Then she visited with Sh’eet, the Royal Steward, and got caught up on goings-on at the two properties. Things were not going well despite his efforts and Rada pushed her sorrow away again as she listened to his description of the year’s events. He concluded with, “My lord, there’s something you need to see.”


He went with her down to the grain fields and she studied the problem. Almost half the kurstem, which should have been starting to turn purple-red as it finished maturing, was covered with a white dust and looked withered and thin. Rada sniffed some of the bad grain and wrinkled her nose at the foul smell.


“Has this been spreading to the healthy plants?” She asked, looking over the fields and trying to figure how much had been ruined.


Sh’eet nodded his blocky head, mimicking her. “Slowly, Lord Mammal, but yes. I was going to have the workers cut down the bad and burn it on the river flats, where it won’t spread to what’s left.”


“That sounds like a good plan, but have the workers scrub their tools when they finish, and whatever they use to carry the infected grain, burn it too, so the rest doesn’t get contaminated after harvest,” Rada ordered. “We can’t take any chances.”


Sh’eet frowned as he thought about it. Then he perked up. “We have a number of old sacks that we’ve been using to cover the spring seedlings. They will work, and no great loss if they burn up,” the steward decided. “Yes, that’s perfect, my lord. I’ll have work start tomorrow since the wind is supposed to be calm.” 


As the two walked back toward the manor, Rada stopped him. “It might not hurt to have the juniors and Elder Uncles and Aunts start marking nutroot plants and other wild edibles, to use to stretch the harvest.” The steward backed a pace: what Ni Drako suggested was not permitted this late in the season, lest it disturb animals before the hunters arrive. “There’s not going to be an Imperial hunt this fall, Sh’eet,” she informed him quietly, as if reading his mind.


“Why not?” He demanded, neck spines starting to quiver with worry.


His lord’s words froze him in place. “Because his Imperial Majesty will be joining his honored ancestors very soon, Royal Steward, and I suspect that his new heir will be too busy to hunt this year-turn. And this goes no farther, do you understand?”


“How do you know this, Lord Mammal?” 


You’re right to be suspicious, Rada thought. “I’m a Healer, Sh’eet, and I know the signs of incurable disease when I see them,” she reminded the reptile. He bowed a little at the rejoinder and the two royal servants walked back to the manor house, both considering what to do next.


Rada began checking in with the other estates, inquiring discreetly about their harvest and if they would have any grain to sell in case Singing Pines ran short that winter. Burnt Mountain seemed to have been spared the blight but most of the larger lowland estates had the same problem as Singing Pines. Blacklands had lost its entire harvest already and even the straw was useless because the domestic stock like shootee wouldn’t eat it. And if the herd beasts wouldn’t touch the stuff it had to be utterly rotten, since shootee normally ate anything even vaguely plant-like.


When Zabet arrived the next day, she had more news of interest. She downed half a pot of tea and then toyed with a mug of the local beer. «Pet, something’s in the air. I can’t put my talon in what, but things feel wrong.»


Rada sat back in her chair, glad of the distraction from her increasingly bleak mood. “Howso wrong, Boss? More than just worries about the grain failure?”


Zabet started counting off on her deadly-sharp talons. «The harvest is definitely one thing, plus the usual tension around a pending Imperial succession. But there’s something else. Not so much among the nobles I did business with, but that merchant family.»


Ni Drako pulled up the account. “Deeskat? The ones who bought the ceramics to use as part of a mate-gift?”


«Yes. Apparently they are scaling back the celebrations around both the mate taking and around their second son being named to the Foreign Ministry.» Zabet frowned, obviously concerned. «And they were much, much more discreet about the delivery than usual. As if they were trying to keep a low profile.»


“That does suggest that at least someone is worried,” Rada agreed. “Of course, it could be the fear of getting a revised tax assessment from a new King-Emperor that’s causing them to lay low.” 


The True-dragon made a noncommittal noise, not convinced. The computer chimed and the reptile’s business partner pulled up the incoming file. She skimmed it and then reread it more carefully. “And it’s going to be a lean winter. I hope it’s going to be a mild one,” the mammal frowned, not optimistic. “The Palace isn’t going to distribute any of the official grain reserve until, quote, ‘there is proven cause,’ quote.”


«Spiffy. That sure helps the estates that get cut off from bulk deliveries in the winter.» Zabet’s sarcasm was fully justified in Rada’s opinion, although she didn’t say anything.


“Now I really hope there’s not an official hunting season this year, if only so we’ll use less food.” The mammal made a note on her calendar to take her Tenth in meat animals and not predators or hide species.


«And in further good news, Lord Schlee learned how to swim,» Zabet announced as she finished her beer.


“Huh?”


«He went over Great Lord Shu’s garden wall and fell into the Whitestream when Shu got home early last sixt.» Zabet, in her role as courtesan and concubine, had her talons in all the gossip and Rada snickered at the mental image of the vain reptile dragging himself out of the rather ironically and inaccurately named Whitestream.


“Slow learner,” she observed with mock gravitas.


Zabet nodded. «Indeed.»


Things remained quiet if somewhat tense for another moon as harvest, such as it was, got under way for those who had grain left to harvest. Rada was sound asleep when “Lord Mammal, Lord Mammal!” someone pounded on the door to her quarters. The Wanderer was up, armed, and at the door before she even fully awoke.


“What?” she demanded. The junior on message duty looked frantically from the Lord Defender toward the communications center and Rada brushed past him, charging down the corridor. She was in her seat and typing access codes before the messenger caught up with her.


The Wanderer listened to the formal, official phrases of the Imperial death announcement and shuddered. She sent back an equally formal acknowledgement of the news, her condolences to the Imperial family, and renewed her pledge of support for the people of Drakon IV. Then she signed out. “Print the announcement and post it,” she ordered the technician on duty. “Full mourning will begin at noon, estate time.”


Rada’s abrupt departure had woken Zabet, who waited in their quarters. Rada closed and bolted the door, then took off her weapons belt and sat heavily on the edge of the sleeping platform. “His Imperial Majesty is dead. I have a nasty feeling that things are about to get very, very interesting.”


«How interesting?» Zabet wanted to know. «As in ‘was remembered fondly for decades’ or as in ‘historians now consider the event to have marked the start of the collapse of’ et cetera and so forth?»


“As in ‘I want you off this planet’ interesting.” Rada sighed, reaching over and scratching around Zabet’s ears. “There’s just too much tension at Court and in the country for this to bode well, somehow. I hope and pray that I’m wrong, Boss, but it feels like the air just before one of those twist-wind storms on the eastern plains.” And guess who might end up getting to collect the broken pieces after the storm passed, Rada thought very privately.


«You’re serious about my leaving?» Zabet’s tail lashed back and forth, scattering pillows.


“Very. I’ll have to go to the Palace tomorrow, and you come with me. That way, when you leave it won’t be too noticeable.”


The reptile shook her head. «Then you lose your ears and eyes on the back hallways,» she pointed out. «And I can take care of myself.»


“I know you can, silver dancer. But you are incredibly visible, and to be honest? You eat a lot, no offense.” Rada was apologetic but she knew Zabet would get her point. “I can do fairly well on tree-fuzzies and field pests, in a pinch.”


«Fewmets, you think it’s going to be that bad?» Rada nodded. «Then leave too. Come with me and you can return if needed.»


“Thanks, but something says I need to stay here. Call it a hunch,” she said. 


Tensions ran high at the Palace for the next sixt. The King-Emperor’s cremation ceremony was simpler than some Rada remembered, but then he’d always been skilled at reading the wind. King-Emperor Shar looked uncomfortable as he took the oaths of the Court nobles and she sympathized. He’d had only a few moons to go from planning a military career with the Imperials to being ruler of the Azdhag Empire. At least his sire had insisted that all his offspring learn about government. Prince Heest was almost as uncomfortable, although in his case it had to do with the bruises he’d been collecting from the drill sergeants. He was making very good progress but Rada didn’t tell him, lest he get lazy. The older princes, especially the second son Daetak, made their unhappiness plain to their siblings but kept their muzzles shut about it in public. Who knew—they could just have been irked at having to give up sporting with their courtesans and drinking friends for the two sixts of formal full mourning. 


As per her primary vows, Rada saluted King-Emperor Shar as commander of the Defenders and ruler of Drakon IV, but did not swear personal allegiance to him. His sire’s reign had been long enough that the Court had forgotten about her unusual situation, and she heard the murmurs and whispers beginning almost the moment the last words left her lips. Any gossip and rumor about her drowned under the flood of stories already coming in from the estates. Whispers about the Lord Defender’s obvious blindness also flashed through the nobles and servants’ ranks and she caught several people watching her carefully for any other signs of weakness. Rada made certain that her weapons practices were observed. She remained good enough that no one beat her easily, a fact that dissuaded a few young hotheads from being terminally stupid.


 Fall shifted into winter and Rada alternated between the estates, visiting Defender posts, and the Palace. Normally she would have stayed in the uplands, but Sh’eet knew better than she did how to manage things and Rada and her guards were three more mouths to feed. The first snows fell early and the Royal Meteorology Department’s forecast for a hard early winter seemed to be coming true. The Lord Defender missed her “concubine’s” presence, but drew on her own contacts within the lower nobility and Palace servants, as well as the Defenders’ own intelligence sources. As a result, she was less surprised than many when restlessness became revolution.


The Lord Defender was spending the afternoon with Lord Sirlah, a minor noble related by mating to House Kirlin. Sirlah had been in the Defenders many years before, and the two soldiers sat in the small garden within Sirlah’s compound, soaking up the weak winter sun and comparing notes. The old reptile sighed and drank more tea, his blotchy dark-brown tail swishing back and forth restively. His estate, like others in the coastal lowlands, had been spared the blight so his people were fairly well stocked with watergrain, and some kurstem as well, although it was very far south for the latter. However, a rare frost had cost them some of the legumes they used for extra protein.


“I don’t like it, Lord Mammal,” he stated at last. “Soldier-to-soldier, my lord, something is going to snap. The hunger is bad enough, especially for the mid-country estates and towns, but his Imperial Majesty should not have let Lord Daestar get away with killing that Healer.” Sirlah shook his head, a grim expression in his yellow-green eyes. 


Rada chose her words carefully as she watched a bright blue nirrso bird back-wing neatly to land on a crimson fanleaf branch. “I am inclined to agree with you, Sirlah. Apparently several of the Great Lords and others do as well, because Blee is going to present a motion to the Planetary Council making Healers a protected class, no matter their birth rank. He has the backing of at least four Greats and about a score of other noble houses.” The mammal accepted a tea refill from her host and nibbled on a sweetened piece of star melon.


The old reptile snorted hard enough to disturb a few of the gold and red leaves that had fallen on the stone flags around the sitting area. “That’s not the problem, Lord Defender. The problem is the killing of a commoner without cause or trial. Especially by an ennobled lord. The commons won’t take it, my lord.”


“You’d prefer Daestar had killed a noble without cause?” Ni Drako inquired dryly, although she knew the answer. Sirlah and his relatives in House Kirlin had a reputation for “unconventional philosophies,” which explained both Sirlah’s relatively low rank and the family propensity for serving off planet, in the less tradition-bound atmosphere of the colony worlds.


“Yes, and I’d nominate a few! Protecting the Healers isn’t enough, my lord,” Sirlah snapped. “What about the merchants and artisans, hmm? You heard what Great Lord Zhi-king’s heir did?”


Rada nodded. “In glowing detail, Lord Sirlah. Gilded, burnished, and illuminated so all the nuances were visible,” she sighed. Just before she left, Zabet had given her pet an earful and a half about Zhi-king’s son’s confiscation of half of a textile merchant’s goods under the pretext of feudal dues. “If his sire would clamp down on his heir’s gambling and smoking ysh, Zhi-king might have fewer headaches and more young people staying on his estates.”


Talk shifted to less worrisome topics and the two soldiers got up and walked back indoors for the evening meal. Sirlah’s mate had just set a portion in front of the ancestors’ altar when a commotion arose outside the dining room and one of Rada’s guards slid open the swamp-grass screen. He sketched a bow and said, “Lord Mammal, Lord Zhi-king and most of his family are dead and Grass Sea manor has been burned to the ground!”


“Invaders?” Rada asked, not even blinking at the news. Lord Sirlah nodded to his mate, who had been hesitating, and she returned to her seat and directed the servants to serve the meal.


“No, Lord Mammal, as best anyone can tell. People from the manor,” Corporal Ssree informed his commander.


The two nobles exchanged looks. “Thank you, Corporal Ssree,” Rada said. “I will return to the base as soon as I finish my meal. Please continue to monitor the comm net and inform me if trouble arises elsewhere.” Her voice remained tranquil, her face serene and undisturbed as she picked up a pair of eating sticks. But her ears lay flat against her skull and the tip of her long black tail twitched under the hem of her skirt. Still, she and Sirlah ate calmly, enjoying the light but well-chosen dishes. Sirlah’s mate had created some of the recipes and Rada complimented her hostess on the flavors and presentation. The female acted properly modest, but fooled no one as she basked in the recognition of her effort and talents. Commander Ni Drako reluctantly begged to be excused after the fruit course and Lord Sirlah insisted that she stay, as etiquette demanded, before escorting his guest to the gates of his small manor. 


“Eye to your tail, Lord Defender,” he offered instead of the usual road cup.


“I will. Thank you for your hospitality and be careful,” Rada bowed, then swung into her seat in the transport. Sirlah watched her leave, then went back inside, wondering if his world had just changed. He and his mate were not young, but they could still defend themselves and the noble trusted his bodymen. The blotchy-brown reptile sighed to himself, mourning for what might be starting, and lit two sticks of incense at the ancestral shrine before retiring to the family rooms in the house.


Years later, to Rada’s grim amusement, Azdhagi historians still speculated as to the exact cause of the eruption at Grass Sea manor, crediting hunger, poor management, outside agitation, and even possible psychoactive effects of the grain smut. People with a less rarified view of their world firmly believed that the story centered on a female. If Lord Daestar’s killing a Healer in a fit of pique had not been enough to outrage the average Azdhag, just the rumors of what Great Lord Kar Zhi-king had done sent frustrated and hungry reptiles over the edge. 


A custom dating back to the Great Relocation allowed the manor lord to make use of one female from the estate per year-turn. The tradition had almost died out and even where it was practiced, the noble was careful to placate the female’s relatives by supporting her and providing a mate gift when the time came, if he didn’t keep her on as a concubine in his household. In a fit of, “utter, complete and absolute stupidity worthy of immortality as the God of Fools and Dung Pits,” as Lord Kirlin eloquently phrased it, Zhi-king had done none of those things. Worse, he’d taken a mated female, used her roughly enough that she needed a Healer afterwards, and then turned her out of his chambers to make her own way back to her dwelling. One of Zhi-king’s bodymen, the only one to survive what followed, helped the female get to shelter and called for the Healer.


That was the spark to the tinder. Popular legend maintained that Zhi-king’s people, led by the headman from one of the estate villages and the female’s mate, attacked the Grass Sea manor house. Zhi-king’s bodymen gave only token resistance and soon died at the talons of the angry commoners and peasants. The noble’s two concubines, the servants, and any juniors were allowed to leave, but the crowd massacred Zhi-king, his grown sons, and his mate. The manor house burned around the bodies once the manor residents had stripped it of anything usable or edible. There were stories that Zhi-king and his heir had not been dead when they burned, but the other Great Lords did not care to look too closely into the matter.
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Chapter 2: Times that Try


Rada kept her eye and ears open for further explosions in the sixt that followed the Grass Sea killings in much the same way that she monitored the seismic equipment at Burnt Mountain. She couldn’t stop a pending eruption, but she wanted every warning she could possibly get. 


The situation remained quiet until just after Breakdark. Rumor and conversations revealed that the other nobles assumed that now that one of the worst offenders was dead, things would settle down and relax. Besides, everyone worried about food, be they commoner or noble. The royal weather forecasters had, alas, been correct in their predictions of a hard winter, which meant that people needed more food and fuel to keep warm. The snow-drifted roads made it harder to reach some of the towns. 


Rada sat on the Planetary Council in her role as Lord Defender, although she was better noted for her absences from the sessions than for her contributions. When she did attend she normally restricted her comments to those matters directly within her purview, but one late-winter day she waded into the discussion. “My lords, we have to get supplies to Schree’s Rest. And to these other towns,” she stated, calling up the information on the other councilors’ computer displays.


“Are they having actual shortage, Lord Defender?” Kirlin frowned, studying the map.


“These are, my lord,” and she highlighted a dozen or so towns, most in the forests and hills a few hundred kliqs north of the Palace-Capitol. “There was a grain riot in Schree’s Rest last sixt, Great Lord. One of the merchants was accused of overcharging and hoarding, so the locals raided his store, shared out the contents, and paid him what they felt was a just price.”


“Typical blood sucker,” Lord Blee snorted, “those merchants take every advantage they can.”


Lord Shu made a cautious gesture, waving a talon at Blee. “They may well be ‘bloodsuckers,’ as you put it, Blee, but they also transport and distribute most of the foodstuffs consumed on planet. If we don’t at least support the best of them, we could well face even more problems later on.”


Green-grey Kirlin tapped on his keyboard, then looked to Ni Drako. “Lord Defender, can Schree’s Rest be resupplied?”


Rada nodded. “Yes, Great Lord, as can the other towns. If your Imperial Majesty and the Council will allow it, the Defenders can carry supplies in using half-hovers and those new snow carts.” She’d been lobbying for treaded winter vehicles, and finally (after a century!) got them. “We can use it as a training exercise as well as a relief mission.”


King-Emperor Shar rubbed the tip of his muzzle, the nodded. “Very well, We authorize the Lord Defender to take six keesoi of tribute grain out of the Royal stores and deliver it to Schree’s Rest.” He looked at the map, “We don’t believe that these smaller places can be supplied until We know how spring will be, in case the grain blight returns.” 


Rada started to correct her overlord, then caught herself. You have no supporters on the Council right now. Don’t antagonize anyone: you might need support later this winter. 


After King-Emperor Shar dismissed the meeting, Rada walked out of the chamber to find Lord Zlee-kae waiting for her. He was rather impossible to miss and she almost covered her eye against the blinding colors of his robes and the flash of metallic embroidery on his gloves. It was a good thing he sat on the second row during the Council meeting, Rada thought, or we’d all need eye drops. “Ah, Lord Ni Drako! Just the person I was looking for,” he called cheerfully.


She bowed to the gaudy reptile. “My lord Zlee-kae. How may I be of service?”


“You can come with me to look at some new furnishings that I received. I understand that you know the value of luxuries and I’d appreciate your judgment,” he informed her, swishing his tail so she could better see the paintings on his appendage. Rada almost brushed the reptile off but her gut stopped her. He’s never approached you before and he has information sources you don’t, she reminded herself.


“I have nothing pressing at the moment, my lord,” she replied. 


He grinned. “Excellent! Come then, and you can also sample some of the tea I’ve been blending,” he declared, turning and mincing off down the hall.


I’ve never seen an Azdhag mince before. Oh well. Rada shrugged and fell in behind Zlee-kae, wondering if he could be any more flamboyant. The plainly dressed soldier and colorful noble made their way to Zlee-kae’s chambers in the wing where the upper-ranked courtiers stayed. He ushered her into his public rooms. The decor matched the rooms’ current resident and Rada blinked hard at the overflow of lush ornamentation. At least he has very good taste in interior design and the colors blend and flow much more harmoniously than do his robes, she thought with a touch of relief. He gestured with his tail to several comparatively plain pieces of furniture and two vases.


“Are these the items, my lord?”


 “Yes. My agent and I already checked the styles and makers’ marks, but still,” he swished his tail and one forefoot, sighing, “one can never be too sure.”


She looked over the furnishings in question, turning one small table upside down and inspecting the finish with her loupe. “My lord, I can assure you that you have not been had. These are genuine, in fine to excellent condition, and your investment is more than reasonable for the quality and age.”


“Goody!” He practically capered in delight. “Skee,” he called to a servant who hovered just inside the other room, “Bring some of my new blend, the melon tea, and the proper accompaniment, for two.”


So much for a quick return to work. Rada sat where Zlee-kae indicated and his servant returned with a pot of steaming, lightly-scented amber tea and small slices of candied melon, star-stalk, and hot-root. Rada took a sip of the delicate tea, looked up, and went on alert as Zlee-kae dropped all hint of levity. “Lord Defender, we’re screwed,” he informed her.


“How so, my lord?” She didn’t doubt him.


The fop spread his talons. “The Great Lords have alienated large numbers of the merchants and the peasants are also unhappy with the merchants. There’s going to be blood come spring.”


Rada reached around and pulled her plait over her shoulder, stroking the length as she thought. “You’re absolutely certain, my lord?”


“Absolutely. I have my contacts and sources just as you do, Lord Defender. Unless something major happens to relieve the hunger or to bring the Great Lords to their senses, preferably both, one group or another will start trouble.” He sipped his tea, pale brown eyes watching his guest closely. “And I wager it’s already started.”


The Lord Defender nodded, saying dryly, “Pardon me if I don’t take you up on that wager, my lord. My revenue is a little short at the moment.” Whatever else Lord Zlee-kae might have been, Rada knew that he was well connected with the merchant and artisan classes of Drakon IV.


The reptile giggled, resuming his usual persona. “Oh, and what do you think of the second prince? Isn’t he,” the reptile gave her a very suggestive look, “such a male? And think about those luscious young males he spends his afternoons sparring with! Mmmm,” he licked the end of his muzzle. And made the gesture that served the Azdhagi the way raising an eyebrow served Rada.


“I will take your word for it, my lord,” Rada waved her hand, mimicking him. “My expertise is in weapons and antiques, since I am both.” She also made a note to check into what Prince Daetak might be up to, besides all hours of the night with his drinking friends.


The rumor mill ground on despite winter storms and short meals. According to both Rada’s and Zlee-kae’s sources, the common Azdhagi placed the blame for hunger and death squarely with the Great Lords and merchants. Fortunately, Rada thought as she tried to massage away a headache, those who blamed one party didn’t blame the other, and no one was blaming the King-Emperor—yet. Prince Daetak had joined the Planetary Council in a non-voting role and much to the irritation of some Great Lords had pressed the case of the commoners, sparing Rada from the task.


Meanwhile, Zlee-kae began weapons work again, claiming that he wanted to regain his trim figure. He favored an archaic style that reminded the Lord Defender of the swordsmen of ancient Earth’s island of Nippon—two-footed, overhead attacks and broad, sweeping sidestrokes with a single-edged blade. She worked him herself, studying how he adapted that style to counter the modern, quadrupedal technique. He might be a soft-spine but he could fight with the best, which explained why he remained alive and at Court. And the practice gave him and Rada opportunities to exchange information.


As they had feared, the smoldering conflagration burst into open flames just after the spring equinox, fanned into life by a grain protest that turned into a murderous riot.


“Why didn’t the Defenders stop this?” Lord Blee demanded, pounding his fisted talons on the table in the Council chamber. Several of the other reptiles cringed as something in the table popped. A whiff of electrical smoke spiraled up from near his display screen, marking the death of a computer circuit. “That’s what they are for, are they not?”


Rada managed to keep her ears from going flat and her tail remained still but it was not easy. “That is not correct, my lord. We are for planetary defense, unless specifically ordered by his Imperial Majesty to act for the benefit of the Azdhag people. Lieutenant Tsree felt that nothing could be accomplished aside from turning the rioters against the Crown if the Defender unit at Blackwood tried to stop the riot.”


Blee’s neck-spines snapped out, as did several other nobles’ and a growl rose from the Council. “It is not in the interests of Drakon IV to allow common-born to rampage! They must be kept in their place!” Great Lord Schee-tak snarled.


“Might I remind my honored council fellows that Great Lord Zhi-king died espousing that very philosophy?” Lord Zlee-kae pointed out in a deadly quiet voice. Great Lord Kirlin gestured his agreement, as did several of the secondary Councilors. Rada released her grip on the hilt of her boot dagger as Blee and the others settled for the moment.


But only a moment. Prince Daetak shifted his weight restlessly and Rada thought she could feel him debating something in his own mind. Then he spoke. “Perhaps a compromise, honored councilors?” The other nobles, even Zlee-kae and Kirlin, froze, completely shocked, as the prince suggested, “Perhaps we should invite the most responsible of the merchants to form a body secondary to the Planetary Council? I am thinking of something like the city councils of Zhangki City and Nightlast.” For three heartbeats the silence in the council was so complete that Rada felt as if she were in deep space. Then the Azdhagi nobles erupted, bellowing blasts of denial hot enough to singe her ear fur.


Ni Drako sat back and watched, trying to guess where Daetak had found that idea and how big his pair must be for him to broach it. Zabet would be leading the charge to the ballot box she shivered. Bookkeeper’s Tally, but he’s got guts. Not smarts, but guts. Amidst the commotion, snarls, bellows, thrashing tails and flicking spines, Rada caught King-Emperor Shar’s eye. She looked a question at him and tipped her head toward the door. He signaled his permission and she eased off of her cushion and slipped out of the room. I do not need to be in that shouting match! The council room was not big, in part to make it harder to draw a blade and then leap across the table and assault another council member, and all the motion made the room feel even smaller. Just now, Rada didn’t care to be in small rooms, even ones not packed with angry, sharp-taloned reptiles. She rubbed under her blind eye, massaging the itchy new scars. Poor Shar. I hope he can get them back under control. Maybe he’ll do what Shi-dan would have done—rip out the throat of the most intransigent offender, then ask if there is any interest in further debate. She snorted to herself, imagining the scene. No, he’d probably let the older reptiles blow off their steam at Daetak, then settle things down.


Just before the evening meal, Lord Ni Drako and Lord Zlee-kae traded blows, circling carefully on the sandy floor of the outdoor practice area. He swung down and across and Rada jumped the arcing blade before lunging for his exposed flank. His heavy tail hit her as he spun but she scored on him, using his blow to drive her blade’s edge across him in a nasty slash. The fighters allowed their momentum to separate them, then resumed circling. “You missed the excitement, Lord Defender,” Zlee-kae informed the mammal, his eyes narrowing as he dropped onto all four legs and charged her. 


She sidestepped him, barely managing to sting his tail before he reversed. “How so, my lord?” She panted.


“His Imperial Majesty is young but determined. And very, very good with his talons and tail.” Now Zlee-kae backed as Rada charged him, feinting at his head. “After he reprimanded Taeshi, who’s clan Healer is good enough that he might not lose more than a third of his tail, the King-Emperor settled the councilors and tabled Daetak’s proposal.” As she processed his words, a Palace Guard cadet stuck his muzzle into the practice area and Rada turned and looked over to see what the soldier wanted. Taking advantage of the Lord Defender’s weakness and distraction, the noble rose onto his hind legs and pounced. The Wanderer registered the movement a fraction of a second before his weight smashed her to the ground, knocking the wind out of her. Zlee-kae didn’t crush the mammal, much.


“I deserved that,” she finally squeaked, accepting his forefoot to sit up once she got her breath back. He didn’t comment, being too interested in admiring the physique of the waiting cadet. “Not until he finishes training, my lord,” she hissed, noticing his attention.


The reptile’s tail slapped her in the ribs. “You presume too much, Ni Drako.” Zlee-kae’s tone lightened as he backed away and sheathed his blade. “Orange fruit is pretty but brown has a fuller taste, and I prefer well-bodied wines.” 


Rada held her peace—she’d gotten her message across. Instead she clambered to her feet and went over to the wide-eyed cadet. “You have a message, Cadet Lea?”


“Um, ah, I mean yes, Lord Mammal! Lieutenant Kilsee commed from Whitevale and requests permission to move the dependents from two merchant families into the base for their protection.” The cadet recited the message as he stared at the sweat-drenched Wanderer and her unruffled opponent. Zlee-kae pretended not to have heard the smaller reptile. 


Rada nodded curtly. “Thank you. You are dismissed.” Lea turned to go, caught himself and saluted, then trotted back indoors where it was warmer. Zlee-kae nodded to the Lord Defender, his eyes grave as he tapped the butt of the small blaster tucked into his swordbelt. Then he departed, leaving the mammal with a mess on her hands and a very sore back and head. Rada took a deep breath and wiped her face with one hand. It came away bloody and she hurried to her office. “Oh bugger,” she hissed at the mirror, watching drops of blood ooze from the corner of her bad eye.


After giving her approval for Lt. Kilsee’s idea, Rada took herself to the Healers’ chambers. Shay examined the eye carefully and then sat back on her haunches so she could wave a talon in admonition. “You burst a blood vessel, Lord Ni Drako. I warned you to protect that eye for another moon or two, did I not? Do you realize what will happen if that eye gets infected?” The irritated reptile dropped onto all four feet and stalked over to where she kept anti-bacterial preparations. “You will very likely go blind in the other eye. And then what will you do, my lord?” Tail swishing, she returned and handed the contrite mammal a small container with a mini sprayer attached. “Here. I had my assistant get this because I knew you would do something stupid, with all due respect. One shot twice a day until it is all gone and keep that eye protected! Am I clear, my lord?”


“Yes Healer Shay.” The penitent soldier accepted the prescription and promised to bring back the emptied container so it could be sterilized and put up for future use. As she left, she caught the sound of one of the younger Healers asking something to the effect of: are all males that stubborn? Rada only heard a loud snort, but she suspected that Shay was thinking an emphatic yes, even though Shay knew full well that Rada’s biology remained female despite the Lord Defender’s legal status as a male. The mammal got cleaned up, applied the first dose of medicine and ate supper, then stretched out on the sleeping platform and fell asleep instantly.


That was the last untroubled sleep Lord Ni Drako had for quite a while and over the moons that followed she frequently wished that she had not awoken at all. A crisis erupted the next day. Technically, the minutes of Planetary Council sessions were sealed by law, even from Councilors who were not in attendance at a particular session. No one without express permission from both the King-Emperor and a majority of the councilors could publish or speak of what was debated and decided at the meetings. What usually occurred was that at the end of the meeting, the councilors would take turns formally requesting the release of all or part of the minutes, and after brief discussion the release would be granted. Rada was quite surprised the next afternoon when the seldom-used secure council message box on her office desk chimed. It had been so long that it took her almost half a minute to remember how to answer the damn thing. “Commander Ni Drako.”


“Lord Ni Drako, come to the lesser throne room immediately.” That sounds very bad, she thought as she slung on her weapons belt and charged out of the office door, almost flattening an orderly in the process. For the first time in centuries, Rada ran through the palace corridors and the servants and others cleared her path as if the god of war himself were pacing the halls. The mammal skidded to a halt outside the lesser throne room, a bit out of breath. Apparently she was not the only one out of shape, because Great Lord Kirlin clattered up moments behind her, panting in his haste. The door opened and he hurried in, followed closely by the Lord Defender. The vizier, Lords Shu, Blee, Zlee-kae, Taeshi, and Prince Daetak were already there, and Rada heard talons on wood behind her as other council members trotted in.


Before anyone could ask what was going on, the door to the royal chambers opened and King-Emperor Shar stalked into the room, his neck spines rigid with fury. Oh fewmets, someone is about to die or wish they had, Rada thought as she sank to her knee while the others prostrated themselves. Shar’s grey-green eyes snapped with anger and his talons dug into the tiles at the edge of the imperial dais. Instead of taking his seat, the King-Emperor stood beside it, studying his councilors. Then he rose onto his hind legs and carefully, slowly, walked down the steps to where the other reptiles and the mammal waited, still flat to the floor. Rada could almost smell the fear in the air and she wondered what had happened and whose blood would stain the dark wooden floor this time.


The King-Emperor took an eternity as he walked among the nobles, studying them intently. “Someone broke the oath of discretion and word of Our actions and of the decisions reached in yesterday’s council meeting has been spread abroad.” Shar stalked up the dais steps and took his place on the throne, gesturing with a forefoot for the others to rise. Rada and Zlee-kae were among the first on their feet. “This despite Our clear warning and Our refusal to release the council minutes,” the lean reptile continued. His voice remained as quiet and calm as if he were reading the menu for the Sunblessed banquet, Rada noted, and he held himself very still. Only the slight vibration of his steel-tipped spines and the fire in his eyes betrayed his anger. “It would seem that someone within the Council believes that he knows better than We what Our people should know of the recent deliberations and decisions and We—will—not—tolerate it!” Absolute silence followed his words and Rada noticed Lord Taeshi shaking a little. Well, the bandage on the end of what was left of his tail explained that. 


Lord Shu gathered his nerve and spoke. “Imperial Majesty, what exactly was released?”


“Prince Daetak’s words about governing Drakon IV.” Instinctively, Rada glanced to Lord Zlee-kae. He met her look and made a tiny gesture of denial with the tip of his tail. It had not been him, then. Well, he’s not suicidal, just... sparkly. What is in the fabric of that robe, anyway? She dragged her wandering attention back where it belonged.


“Perhaps someone felt that it was in the best interests of the people for them to know what their rulers discussed and the options being considered,” Prince Daetak’s low voice rumbled. He took a step forward, eyes narrowing with challenge. 


And so it starts. Rada felt nothing but resignation at the realization. She closed her eye for a brief moment, trying to shut out what would surely come next.


“You are dismissed, except Lord Ni Drako and Daetak,” Shar replied, the tip of his tail starting to vibrate. “Lord Defender, take your place,” he ordered as the others bowed very low and left as quickly as was seemly and safe. Rada bowed as well, then climbed the dais, taking the Lord Defender’s place on the fourth step at the King-Emperor’s left forefoot. The heavy wood and iron door shut behind Lord Blee’s tail and Shar flipped a switch in his hindleg rest. The steel bar slid across the double doors and an energy shield hummed to life, further sealing the exit. The hum, and the reptiles’ breathing, were the only sounds in the wood-paneled hall.


“So your oath means less to you than do your wild ideas,” Shar stated quietly. He could have been a statue except for the tremor in his tail.


Daetak took a deep breath. “No, little brother, my oath is voided when the government does nothing for the people it is supposedly sworn to protect.” He sounded as conversational and calm as the King–Emperor.


“We have released supplies and made arrangements for their distribution. We have signed into law the protection of Healers, and are considering limiting or even forbidding expropriations from merchants not under liege-oath or House-oath to the noble in question. We are also considering inviting a mycorrhizal botanist to come to Drakon IV to find a cure for the kurstem blight.” Rada blinked hard at the last statement. That would be unprecedented both in terms of admitting a problem and because gen-mod was banned. “What more would you have Us do, Prince Daetak?” Shar concluded.


“You should give the people the rights of governance that are theirs by birth. Azdhagi are sentient and fully capable of self-governance. All of us, little brother, not just the favored nobles and those who buy their privileges at others’ expense.” Daetak advanced a pace as if forgetting to whom he spoke. His brown eyes narrowed further and a shiver rippled over his tawny hide, making the fabric of his robe whisper. Rada’s ears flattened against her skull and she unfastened the safety tie on her sword. Her blaster was already free with a shot charged. “I was once Prince Imperial, Shar. I studied the files; I know what you know, and more, about governing and justice.”


“Then you know that what you propose will cause chaos at the exact time that Our people don’t need it!” Shar riposted. “First We must end the hunger deaths and the attacks on merchants and secure law and order for the stability of the Pack. Then, and only then, can We even consider what you suggest, Daetak. Now is not the time for change—only bloodshed will come of it now.”


The heavier reptile turned and paced, then spun back to his lord and half-brother. “Shar, you are a complete fool if you don’t think that blood has been and will be shed, one way or another! I was trained to rule: I know what Drakon IV needs right now and secrets and concealment are not it. Damn it, Shar, get off your damn throne and serve your people!” Daetak’s light-brown tail slammed into the floor with each word, emphasizing his points and his anger. The two siblings glared at each other and Rada’s left hand drifted up to the butt of her blast pistol. If Daetak went after the King-Emperor, she would only have seconds to kill the former crown prince.


Instead, after what felt like three moons of silence, Daetak swore. He pulled the bone-hilted knife from his sash and slid it across the floor toward the foot of the dais before charging out of the room via the door to the Imperial chambers. Rada started to intercept him but the King-Emperor’s voice cracked like a whip, “No, Commander. Let him go. Don’t make him a symbol, even if it is only in his own mind.” The younger reptile bowed his head for a moment, then gestured toward the far door. “You are dismissed. No word of what passed here shall leave Our presence.”


Rada bowed very low, drew her blade and saluted. “As you command, Imperial Majesty.” She backed the ritual five paces, bowed again, sheathed her weapon and turned. The hum of the energy barrier stopped and the door bar slid out of sight. She left the chamber silently and shut the heavy door behind her. I am so glad that Zabet is not here. First her child dead, now the closest thing she had to a home was probably about to rip itself apart and take her with it. At least Zabet was away and safe. Well, if a civil war does erupt any farther, the Traders won’t dare try and come after me, because their own hides will be in danger. Rada snorted as she walked back to her quarters. No, not tonight, and she diverted her path. Tonight the Lord Defender’s quarters held too many memories, even if Anna had never set foot on Drakon IV. 


Instead, Rada opted for “the Lord Defender’s Closet,” the tiny chamber attached to the wardroom where she stayed during alert drills or wartime. Oh fuck. Wartime. If a civil war erupted, Drakon IV and the entire Empire would seem like a very ripe target once word got out. Right, I need to talk to Lord Tseerr about the Imperials going on alert and augmenting the satellite coverage. As she entered the military wing, the floor changed to stone and her boot heels rang out a warning of her arrival. The Defenders positively vibrated with curiosity but didn’t dare ask what had sent their commanding officer running through the Palace. For her part, Rada acted as if nothing at all unusual had happened.


After reviewing her current troop levels and skimming the latest intelligence reports from the Imperials, Rada summoned an orderly. He entered the doorway hesitantly, obviously afraid of getting flattened again. “Please give this, with my respects, to Minister Lord Tseer, and wait for his reply.”


“Yes, Lord Mammal,” and he trotted off on his errand.


That night, after treating her eye, the Lord Defender stared at the low ceiling, fingers laced together behind her neck as she wondered what she had done to have all this crash down on her head. Not that the universe had ever been kind or fair to her, even before her birth. As she lay in the darkness, the Wanderer sifted through the different philosophies she’d encountered and thought about the people who’d held them. Colonel Adamski’s people believed that existence was a pair of scales that always balanced—each good event countered by a bad one, and vice versa. Adamski’s system didn’t make sense to Rada, not least because it seemed that the universe owed her an awful lot to balance what had happened in the past few moons. Thinking back, she seemed to recall that Ingwe Adamski himself had not held to that philosophy, other than to make token noises much as Rada did for the Bookkeeper and Paymaster. 


In contrast, Capt. Sziliar had maintained that fate rewarded good deeds and punished bad ones, although he’d been vague as to how “fate” knew. Yes, well, we were all vague by that point, Rada smiled briefly. We were also very mellow and absolutely certain that we’d solved all the great philosophical questions of the Universe. And we were miserably hung-over the next morning, too, but it was worth it. Those had been good days, although she’d only vaguely known it at the time, and the woman let her memory dwell on the laughter in those long-ago decades. She heard the watch changing shifts, dragging her back to the present and its woes and crises. Blessed Bookkeeper, but what the fuck was I thinking when I signed a contract with Shi-dan? Or dragged a human child out of a plague-slaughtered village and into my life? And what am I supposed to do now? Sleep, or she’d be useless, and the Wanderer forced herself into a trance that deepened into coma-like unconsciousness.
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Chapter 3: Casting the Die


Lord Ni Drako did not have anything resembling a delicate sensibility nor was she unaware of the cruelties that people could inflict on their neighbors in the name of philosophy, economics, or even less understandable causes. But even she was glad that the Azdhagi telecommunications system had not advanced to the point that smells were transmitted along with sound and visuals. She made note of the location and asked, “how many dead, Lieutenant?”


“We think eight, Commander Lord Ni Drako, but, well, it’s hard to be certain,” the junior officer admitted. He flipped his tail in a gesture of apology.


“Understood, Lieutenant. I trust the situation has calmed down for the moment?”


“Yes, my lord. Most people are out in the fields or otherwise at work. I took the precaution of closing the brewery and distillery, and only the Healer can get kacho,” the lieutenant reported, referring to the intoxicating stimulant leaves favored by some of the more aggressive reptiles. 


Not that the officer’s actions would do more than slow the locals’ consumption and irritate them, Rada knew. She’d smuggled her share of intoxicants into various places in her day. All for medicinal use of course—she smiled bitterly, then hauled her wandering mind back to the current reality. “Very well, Lieutenant. There are no changes to your orders.” 


He obviously wanted to know more but stopped himself. “Yes, my lord.”


“Ni Drako out,” and she cut the comm link. In what was becoming a habit, the mammal rubbed under her blind eye as she finished her notes and got ready for the next incoming report. It was just as grim.


Hsae and his mate and juniors had just barely been in the Azdhagi nobility, through distant cousinage with Clan Shu. Rada would have called them gentry, living in a fortified farmhouse even smaller than the hunting lodge at Burnt Mountain. Some stones remained of the dwelling and smoke rose from the hollow walls and empty doorway. “The entire household?” the Lord Defender asked Sergeant Kslii.


“Affirmative, Commander Lord Mammal,” he agreed. He looked over his shoulder at the ruin, then back to the comm screen. “The housekeeper and junior-tender got out, but the other two servants didn’t make it. We’ve found Lord Hsae and his mate, and four of the five juniors. The smallest seems to be missing. He has less than one turning.”


Rada hoped that one of the attackers or the junior-tender had felt pity for the little one and had taken him home to raise as a commoner. More likely, the body had burned completely. Juniors of less than a year had very thin bones. “And no witnesses, I assume.”


Kslii made a negation gesture with his forefoot and shifted uncomfortably. “None that we’ve found so far, Lord Mammal.”


Rada made more notes. “Thank you, Sergeant. Carry on, and try not to antagonize the locals too much.” The last thing she wanted was to lose Defenders to armed peasants. They’d already had a close run in Sunnyvalley, and only some quick thinking and luck had got the situation calmed down and the squad out of danger before an ugly pack turned deadly. 


“Yes, Commander Lord Mammal,” the senior noncom agreed. Rada signed off and turned away from the screen. It was a good thing that those were the last of the reports, because she’d had as much as even she could stomach for the nonce. The mammal felt no sorrow for the deaths of Great Lord Zhi-king and his heir, nor for the loss of some of the more unsavory merchants. There had been one reptile in particular that she would never shed any tears over. Slavery is banned and that’s what he was selling, even if he called it “long-term labor contractors.” I’m surprised he didn’t sell Dreamtapper as well, the slimy ngeedak. But the others...


Rada looked at the impersonal numbers on the spreadsheet projection floating over her desk. Thus far the fatalities had been isolated and limited to single families or individuals, but thirty-six adults and twenty-three juniors were far too many. And those were the deaths that could be proven and were known. She suspected that there were more bodies rolling down the bottom of the Zhangki or buried in dung heaps or ditches. The mammal sat back and closed her eyes. Unbidden, an image of Anna floated up, the girl laughing at Zabet’s recounting of the misadventures of one of Singing Pines’s bolder juniors. She’d pestered Rada to let her come to Drakon IV, to see the juniors and the other Azdhagi, and to hunt at the side of the only mother that she could remember. Rada cut off the memory with a savage snarl.


A few hours later, the Wanderer ate a solitary nooning and skimmed her personal messages. Zabet had scored a very promising contact and was following up with the individual and its company. There was a reminder that Rada and Zabet’s auction registration at Diomara was about to expire, and did they care to renew? Probably not, since Tarqi da Terbari had taken up the auctioneering contract, but Rada forwarded the notice to Zabet in case she wanted to maintain a solo bidder slot. And there was a personal note from Prince Daetak.


Rada hesitated for several minutes before opening it. He had been banished from the Palace-Capitol by the King-Emperor, a move that Rada considered exceedingly stupid, because it would have been much easier for Daetak to suffer an unfortunate accident if he’d stayed within sight at the palace. However, no one had asked her. Shar was a decent creature at heart, which made life more difficult for those trying to keep him alive and in power. Rada would have terminated Daetak when it became obvious that he was incorrigible, despite her sympathies for his beliefs. Now she wondered if she should even open the message file. Consider it intelligence work, she told herself, and then read the missive.


“Lord Ni Drako,” it started, “I know that you are wiser and more knowledgeable than we Azdhagi often give you credit for.” Rada snorted at the flattery. “And that you have sources of information prohibited to Azdhagi and to many other species.” Uh oh, and she braced herself for the next lines. “You no doubt know what the future holds for Drakon IV and how best to shape that future to serve the people of this world. I do not ask you to support me, but only to think about your vows and promises to the greater population of the Empire and of Drakon IV.” The message closed with the usual phrases and signature. Rada noted that it had been sent through two other comm nodes, blinding easy track-back to wherever the prince was. The Lord Defender stripped her personal address from the data, forwarded the message to the vizier and after a moment to Lord Zlee-Kae as well, and then purged it from her own files. 


By the end of the day, even with only partial reports from the Defender bases closest to towns and cities, it was obvious that a civil war was about to break out on Drakon IV unless Shar moved very fast. Prince Daetak had given a rallying point and a cause to those who were unhappy, discontented, or just interested in personal gain. And enough cities, towns, and guilds did have councils and did contain rudimentary democratic institutions that the average reptile could imagine ruling himself. 


All the ingredients were there, the Lord Defender sighed, they just needed the right ignition point. The kurstem blight and subsequent dearth and dearness, the cold winter that made hunger worse in many places, an untried King-Emperor, seemingly corrupt nobility that appeared out-of-contact with most reptiles’ daily reality, unfair traditions that remained extant even if they were never enforced, and merchants caught between the peasants who thought they were being gouged and starved and nobles who looked at them as parasites or walking cash-boxes or both—they all fed the flames. Yeah, all we need is plague or some geologic or meteorological disaster to make life perfect Rada groaned. The Pack is divided against itself and the Pack leaders are squabbling, so why not form a new Pack with new leaders? What could go wrong?


The next Royal Council session came to order two days later. Rada brought her mental defenses up as high as she could against the emotions churning under the reptiles’ calm demeanors. If even she could feel them, things were at a breaking point and she braced for chaos. The meeting began with good news—according to the latest reports, the early kurstem crop was budding well with no sign of the previous year’s blight. And the severe cold had killed field pests as well as Azdhagi, so there would be less crop loss on that count. The Foreign Minister reported that quiet trade negotiations for grain and other non-perishable foodstuffs were proceeding apace, although Minister Tseer worried that buying food might suggest weakness when the news got out. Those were the only pieces of good news, however. After the ministerial reports, the King-Emperor raised a talon and stilled the chamber. “Our half-brother Daetak has been stripped of his rank. He has chosen to disobey Our orders and has broken his oaths to Us.” The grey-green eyes looked sad for an instant, then hardened as they swept over the nobles.


I really hope Daetak didn’t just become a martyr of some kind Rada thought. Shar’s next words brought any musings to a sudden halt and made Rada’s fur stand on end.


“We are informed that you are planning to sell one of the settlements on your property, Lord Shu,” the King-Emperor stated. “Is this correct?”


Dark green Shu twisted a little. “Ah, that is, yes, Imperial-Majesty. Under the law I have the right to sell ThreeRocks and I intended to do so. Lord Kaeseer has expressed interest because he needs the labor to expand his holdings.”


Zlee-kae’s tail shot into the air and the King-Emperor acknowledged him. “Kaeseer’s holdings are on Sidara, are they not,” the fop inquired in a deceptive, quiet voice.


“Yes. He has a mining and farming estate there,” Shu agreed.


“With all due respect, honored and respected Great Lord Shu, are you too stupid to find your way out of an egg without printed instructions and outside aid?” Zlee-kae hissed. “What are the commons going to think? What wild rumors is this going to feed, you fool? There are already stories going around that we,” and his waved forefoot took in the entire council chamber, “have suborned the King-Emperor and are working with the merchants to reduce the commons to bond-slaves. And there is talk in some circles that the kurstem blight was deliberately introduced, in order to starve people into submission. Selling a village off-planet may be legal but it will cause a disaster, oh so wise Great Lord Shu.” Even Kirlin winced at the vicious sarcasm and bitterness in Zlee-kae’s tone.


“Honor challenge!” Shu replied, leaping to his feet and drawing his blade.


Rada’s blade slammed down on the table between Shu and Zlee-kae. “Hold!” she thundered before anyone else could move.


Shar intervened. “We deny the challenge, Shu. Your proposed actions are both legal and foolhardy. This is not the time to be reviving traditions best left for dead, including sales-right,” the King-Emperor stated firmly. But he did not forbid the sale, Rada realized. She waited until Shu returned his weapon to its place before sheathing her own and returning to her seat. “Zlee-kae, your objection is noted.” The meeting continued rather quietly after that and the Wanderer noticed several of the nobles eyeing her, their expressions unusually thoughtful. 


Near the end of the meeting, Lord Taeshi raised his still-bandaged tail and inquired, “The revival of ancient traditions was mentioned earlier Imperial Majesty, my lords. Is the full role of Lord-Defender to be revived as well?” There was a flurry of talons on keyboards as several councilors searched the records to see what the striped brown reptile was referring to.  


“Lord-Defender as imperial champion or as the King-Emperor’s sword?” Shu inquired, giving the person in question a nasty look.


“Both.”


Shar considered the question for a very long minute. “At present We see no need to do either unless the Council or Lord Defender believe that it is necessary. We are quite capable of fighting Our own battles,” he reminded them with a pointed gesture at Taeshi, who tried to hide a flinch. “If there is no further business for Our attention, this session is adjourned.”


Prince Heest, who had been sitting in on the council session, stopped Rada as she left the council chamber. “A question, Lord Ni Drako.”


“Yes, your highness?”


“I am a historian and scholar, Ni Drako,” the dark reptile reminded her. “I have never encountered the Lord Defender being called the ‘emperor’s sword’ before this meeting.” He looked up at her expectantly.


“Your highness, this is not the place to discuss that, with all due respect.” She waved toward the departing nobles and passing servants.


“Come with me,” and he stalked off toward the archives. Rada followed reluctantly, wondering what Taeshi had read or heard. Once in the prince’s office, he activated a silencer field and Rada raised her eyebrow. “I do not care to be disturbed,” he stated, stopping her question before she asked it. “Explain the reference,” and he took his place behind a desk piled high with computer equipment and old documents.


“There was a time during Shi-dan’s reign that I was called the ‘emperor’s sword,’ your highness. I am under oath not to discuss the matter that led to the name.”


Heest’s tail thrashed and his pale-green eyes narrowed. “Oath to whom, Ni Drako?” 


“I swore it on my claws to Shi-dan.” Rada’s quiet answer stopped Heest cold. Most vows lasted only for the life of one party, but a talon oath bound its giver until his death and beyond. Heest shifted back a little on his bench as he took in her words. The priests had some especially lurid tales about the fate of oath-breakers, and talon oaths were the single most sacred promise the Azdhagi had.


“I see. You are dismissed,” he replied, disappointed but unwilling to probe further. Rada bowed and left, just in time to meet a breathless servant.


“Commander Lord Mammal, you are needed in the Defenders’ practice area,” the smaller male informed her.


“Thank you,” and she limped off that direction. What now? she asked the ceiling.


“What now” proved to be a battered Lord Shu and a calm Zlee-kae circling in the outdoor combat practice ring. The two males fought an honor combat despite the King-Emperor’s command. Rada shook her head at their behavior: Shu had taken his opponent for the weak fop that he seemed to be and was learning the truth the hard way. Several of the watching soldiers winced at an especially firm blow that must have made Shu’s head ring like worship chimes. He’d gotten a few hits on Zlee-kae, but not many. “Ah, Lord Mammal, should we call it off?” the training supervisor asked a little nervously.


Rada waited until Shu finally managed to land another blow on his opponent. “Time!” she roared in her loudest parade-ground voice before striding into the fray, startling both combatants. “My lords, I apologize for interrupting your bout, but your time is up.” She bowed slightly, adding, “If you wish to practice more later, the area will be free in three hours.” Both nobles blinked in surprise at the disruption.


“Excellent, Lord Defender. My Lord Shu, will three hours be enough time to attend to your duties?” Zlee-kae inquired, covering for both of them since they could have been accused of disobeying the King-Emperor if someone wanted to make a point of it.


Shu hesitated, torn between attacking Zlee-kae while his guard was down and accepting the offer. Rada’s hand crept toward her blaster and she gave him a look. “Yes, I believe I can see to matters within that time.” He sheathed his weapon, sketched what might have been a salute toward his opponent and stalked off. Zlee-kae made a rude gesture toward Shu’s back but left without comment via the other exit. Rada stifled the urge to shoot both of their tails off and limped to her office.


She shut the door, leaned back in her chair and covered her eyes with her hands. “Blessed Bookkeeper, what did I do to end up playing referee to a bunch of overgrown tree-creepers?” she groaned in Trader. “And don’t answer that, please.” She was not surprised when neither Great Lord appeared at the third hour after nooning. Rada took advantage of their absence for a private practice with the chief training sergeant, who beat her once in four matches. She returned to her office exhausted but satisfied, only to find an unsigned, unsealed note lying on her desk. 


The Wanderer sat down and stared at the thick paper, then read under her breath: “As we suspected, it has started. Guard your back, Lord Ni Drako.” The report waiting in her document queue said as much—a self-proclaimed “Justice Council” at Zhangki City had announced that they supported the “people’s prince” and his ideas about government. The revolutionaries’ supporters had killed a number of the merchant-oligarchs in the city council and were expropriating their “unjustly acquired property.” Rada acknowledged the report, then went and got cleaned up from her bout. After the Defenders had retired to their barracks for the night, she disconnected the smoke detector and burned the letter in the wardroom heater, changed into an old and warm uniform, and slipped through the shadows to find a quiet and dark corner of the public gardens.


Rada might well have been a statue as she sat in the moonlight, staring out of a small pavilion at the still-barren ground. But her mind moved restlessly, circling and turning the options laid out before her. She could flee, but it would mean betraying her vows and might well undo all that she and Shi-dan had set in motion those centuries before. She could hold the Defenders out of the fighting, ordering them to withdraw from most of their bases and into a remote location to wait out the chaos, if they would follow her. Daetak wanted her on his side and part of the Wanderer agreed with him and his ideas for remaking the government and Empire even as she shuddered at the knowledge of what the cost would be. And then there was Shar, who had not asked Lord Ni Drako to become involved in the war. She suspected that distraction had a role in his decision, but she hoped that trust and respect also influenced him. Underlying all of it, Rada sensed Drakon IV and the Empire reaching a knot in their time-thread. 


Without tapping the Dark Hart’s resources she couldn’t read all the options, but the Wanderer felt four primary threads emerging from the skein. One brought the Empire to an end and Rada knew that she could not follow that future: in her birth-time, the Azdhagi had an even larger sphere of influence than at this present moment. But of the other three she could not say which was correct, since they ran so close to each other at this juncture, all so similar in their major intertwinings and folds. All she had in the end was her own heart and mind to determine her course.


Shibo, the greater moon, had set before the mammal reached her decision. She got up from her cushion and limped over to the little altar in the corner of the small pavilion. Rada did not believe in the Azdhagi gods and had lost faith in those of her father’s people, but she lit an incense stick anyway. It couldn’t hurt and it meant a lot to the males under her command. Then she slowly walked to her quarters and put on her combat uniform, body armor, and weapons. 


At dawn Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako commed her senior officers. “I will be brief, as I know that you have much to do. The Defenders will support King-Emperor Shar and will assist him in maintaining order on Drakon IV. Those of you and your men who cannot abide by this have three hours to leave. You may take two days food rations but no weapons or uniforms and you will be paid through to today,” she stated. Some of the males seemed relieved, if only because a decision had been made and things were clearer. Some obviously disagreed, but most looked as if they would support her, at least grudgingly. “Let me know what your decision is, and report to me or have someone else report to me how many of your people leave. I don’t want to know who, just how many from each rank. May your gods be with you.” She terminated the conference without giving anyone time to argue. It was done. 


An hour later the mammal knelt and bowed low before her liege lord. “Yes, Lord Ni Drako?” he asked, obviously wary of what news she might bring him. Rumors had been swirling about what the Defenders and their commander would do and who they would support, if anyone. Thus far no one had suggested that she might sit out the fray and then use the Defenders to take control “for the good of the people of Drakon IV” but she suspected that Shar had thought of that possibility. For his sake she hoped that he had—paranoia and longevity went forefoot in forefoot among the Azdhag ruling class.


She took a deep breath and looked up to meet his grey-green eyes. “Your sword awaits your forefoot, Imperial Majesty.”


The young King-Emperor stared at his Lord Defender before he realized what the one-eyed mammal was saying. “Thank you, Rada.” He looked away for a moment, then made his decision. “Bring all the data and reports that you have received about the current state of affairs to the DCC in one hour. We will begin there.” She waited until he left the small reception chamber before getting to her feet.


“This is the situation as of this morning, Imperial Majesty, Highness,” Defender Shai began, calling up a map of Drakon IV’s two main continents. A mixture of green, red and white speckles marked the location of towns, cities, and estates. “Green are those places that remain loyal to the government or are under the control of a loyal noble.” The blotched brown reptile tapped a switch and the green faded. “White marks places in active rebellion, or currently rioting against the local nobility or merchants, or all of the above.” Shar’s neck-spines twitched, the only sign of his dismay with the number of white dots on the projection. Those also faded. “Red means neutral or unknown—places we’ve lost contact with but that seem to remain friendly.” Shai looked at his commanding officer, who nodded her support. She stood in the shadows behind the King-Emperor, her arms folded as her mind ran through all the possible ways to convert white and red back into green.


Prince Heest tipped his head to the side, thinking. “Majesty, the highest enemy concentration seems to be here,” and he circled part of the southeastern highlands with his talons. “If they are cut off and defeated, it should take care of much of the problem.”


“Bring up all colors,” Shar ordered, and Shai did as told. The King-Emperor made a gesture of negation. “That would work if these were only rebels, Heest. But they are not.” He pointed to the red and a few green speckles interspersed with the white. “We do not care to alienate all of Our people,” he reminded his brother.


Rada hid a wince at that statement. Well, that screws my idea for using precision munitions to bomb the most recalcitrant and then ask who wants to surrender. Nuking the area also seemed out of the question. Maybe she could get permission to obliterate the worst offenders and then take in troops, the Wanderer thought. It’s so much easier when you just do the mission and then leave cleanup and reconciliation to the locals, she sighed. 


“Lord Ni Drako, your thoughts?” The King-Emperor’s voice brought Rada back with a snap.


“I would suggest making a proclamation that those who surrender, turn over murderers and arsonists, and take an oath of allegiance to you will be pardoned, and give a hard deadline. Then eliminate those who do not. And I mean completely eliminate, Imperial-Majesty,” Rada growled from the shadows, voice cold and eye hard as durasteel. “Don’t leave anyone alive to grumble or to create martyr legends.”


Prince Heest’s lower jaw gaped open with shock at her words while his half-brother stared at the map’s intermixed markers. “Ni Drako, how can you suggest that? It will just make the rebels more determined to fight and it will drive off the neutrals!” Heest’s spines had slammed up into full defensive display and even the Defenders on watch in the DCC murmured and stared at their commanding officer. Defender Shai gave her a concerned look but remained silent.


“What about arms among those who do surrender?” Shar inquired, still considering the map display.


She’d thought hard about that. “I would leave basic defense weapons and comm gear, so that the Defenders can be summoned if the village, settlement, or estate is attacked by anyone or anything. Let them see that you trust them and accept their word. If they break it, then melt the ground.” Given her own preferences, Rada would have disarmed the population and then slowly returned weapons privileges, granting them to all social levels but only gradually and only after peace returned. But that wouldn’t work with Azdhagi and Shar needed solid support fast. Leaving weapons would also cut the forefeet out from the “revolutionary councils” in Zhangki City and StarCrown, since the deposed oligarchs had not tolerated an armed populace. As if one can consider a fully-grown Azdhag to be ‘unarmed’ when everyone has talons longer than my hand, the mammal snorted to herself.


“Hmm.” Rada and the others waited quietly. “Emperor’s Sword, take Our forces and cut out the heart,” and Shar’s talon circled a cluster of four villages on the eastern plain. “Do not give them a chance to surrender, just eliminate all of oath age. Then We will make our offer of pardon.” The reptile turned to his Lord Defender, adding, “and let Captain Taedar make the announcements and broadcasts.” Rada winced inside at that. Taedar was a vicious bastard with a talent for psychological warfare. If the King-Emperor was going to use him, it meant that he’d decided how he was going to rule, and Rada felt a little sorry for the reptile. But only a little.


“It shall be done, Imperial Majesty,” she said quietly, bowing from her place.


Two days later Rada studied the first village through her new helmet monocular. A few people stirred in the pre-dawn darkness and that raised the mammal’s hackles. There should have been no motion, since Azdhagi had very little night vision, but two or three individuals were up and about in Red Hill. The mammal ground her teeth: it would have been easier if the Defenders had complete surprise and caught everyone on their sleeping platforms, but once again the Universe didn’t give a damn about what Rada wanted. “Right, let’s get this over with,” she said under her breath in Trader. “Fire plan Delta, fire at will,” she broadcast over the unit network. The soldiers hesitated for an instant, then rained death onto the rebellious village. One soul tried to fire back and Rada made a note to find out where his weapon had come from. Then it was over and the Defenders’ armored vehicles rolled into the smoking and silent hamlet. The armed and armored reptiles flowed out of their transports and went from building to building, ensuring that there were no survivors.


It was the first time Azdhagi soldiers had killed their own people since the Great Relocation and Rada was not surprised when some of her men recoiled from what they had done. “Suck it up, rattail,” one sergeant growled to a hesitant corporal. “If they hadn’t broken their oaths, then they wouldn’t be dead. Now get moving.” The King-Emperor had personally addressed all the Defenders, reminding them of the criticality of oaths and that those in rebellion, including the former prince Daetak, were oath-breakers and thus outside the bounds of normal law. For her part Rada had hand picked the soldiers under her direct command out of those who had volunteered, since they would be doing the worst of the wet work. The alien Lord Defender embodied justice and judgment, while King-Emperor Shar stood for mercy, at least in all the propaganda Captain Tadeak was producing. 


The Defenders quickly cleared the houses and shops in what had once been Red Hills Village, executing every creature they encountered. When they finished accounting for all known residents and visitors, Rada gave the order and the place burned to the ground. It was over within an hour and the Lord Defender nodded impassively as she watched the flames.


“Next target,” the mammal ordered, swinging gracefully back up onto her perch atop the lead vehicle’s turret. The column moved out briskly and the morning air blowing past dried Rada’s tears before anyone else could notice them. “Damn dust,” she muttered. The other three villages disappeared almost as quickly as the first had. It was not warfare as Rada knew it; it was slaughter, because even those villagers who had weapons lacked the training and armament of the Defenders and those Imperials who had come out of retirement to fight for their King-Emperor. Those civilians who tried to hide or flee died just as quickly as those who stood their ground or groveled for mercy. That was one thing the Commander insisted on—quick, clean kills. She caught a private toying with a female and Rada terminated the trooper herself before shooting the female. There were no repetitions or overt challenges to her action, but the mammal knew she’d have to sleep in her armor and helmet for the foreseeable future. Meanwhile, as the soldiers finished their work and prepared to be extracted, Captain Taedak was relaying the news by means of every communication system available. The King-Emperor would make his offer of mercy the next day, but Shar wanted his people to have time to think hard about what was coming.


As the days passed it became apparent that, to Rada’s surprise, in many cases the tactic worked. No more neutral settlements or manors defied the government, and by the end of the sixt about two-thirds of the rebellious groups surrendered and gave their oaths. Several year-turns later when she asked Great Lord Zlee-kae about it, he laughed without humor. “You are still a foreigner, Lord Ni Drako: we Azdhagi respect strength and force over all things. The shock of the erasure of the first rebels plus his Imperial-Majesty’s promise of no retribution, plus fuller bellies, turned the tide.” The fop looked at her sideways, “After all, it wasn’t an Azdhag who butchered the guilty.” It did not take more than three sixts for the greater part of the rebellion to be quashed. They were long sixts for the Lord Defender, who insisted on leading from the front.


Prince Daetak, for all his promises, could give his followers nothing but the chance to be slaughtered, while Shar represented peace and order, and in the end the average reptile wanted the security of a stable Pack more than self-rule. At least for now Rada reminded herself one night. She was looking at the images of an estate in the foothills on her portable display set and gritted her teeth. Lord Selsii had given his oath of loyalty the previous sixt, but her private sources suggested that he was not entirely forthcoming about his contacts and loyalties. There had been a few too many vehicles coming and going from the estate for Rada’s comfort and she didn’t trust Selsii’s words and temperament. She and her picked troops were overnighting six kliqs from Selsii’s main residence, enjoying something other than field rations for once courtesy of the noble’s kitchen staff. Ah well, she didn’t have proof and in his place she would have been reticent as well.


She turned off the display and reached for her water bottle. As she started taking a swig, she spat it out, took the cap off and sniffed the contents. There was a sour under-scent in the water. “Corporal Teelak?” she called quietly.


The reptile appeared in the doorway of the Lord Defender’s shelter. “Yes, Lord Mammal?”


“Where did you fill my water bottles?”


The soldier replied quickly, “From the casks we got at the manor house, Lord Mammal.”


“Find all of them and empty them onto the ground, now,” she ordered, getting to her feet and reaching for her helmet. “And get my guards and Lieutenant Tsree.” Teelak bobbed his head and ran off as Rada carried the bottle to the Healer’s section of the camp.


Healer Schalsee sniffed the container and recoiled. “Jadestem, Lord Mammal,” she reported, her tail thrashing angrily.


“Get ready to treat a lot of the command for poisoning,” Rada informed the medics and Healers. “I assume this is in every water cask we got from Selsii, and possibly in the food as well.” She spun on her heel and stalked out to where her personal guards waited. “Selsii lied,” the furious Wanderer stated quietly. Her ears lay flat against her head and her claws tapped against the armor on her thigh as her bottle brush tail thrashed in the darkness. 


Tsree ran up, a bit out of breath. “You called, Lord Mammal?”


“Treachery from the manor, Lieutenant. Selsii or someone among his people poisoned the supplies he gave us. See to the camp while I sort out the oath-breaker,” and she gestured to her guards to follow.


It was very dark, the new of the moons that night, but Rada did not intend to let whoever had tried to kill her men get away. Two armored vehicles rolled up to the gate of Hillfoot manor, then rolled through the unblocked wood and iron doors. They had barely stopped moving when the command hatch on the lead vehicle popped open and Lord Ni Drako jumped out. “Get me Selsii,” and heavily armored reptiles surged from the transports, taking the manor guards by surprise. The little resistance they encountered stopped very quickly and the manor servants and others made themselves scarce while the Defenders searched for the manor lord and ransacked his communication suite. In the main courtyard, two of Rada’s bodymen lit ancient wood and sap torches and red flares. The Lord Defender waited in their crimson and black shadows, a figure out of Azdhagi Hell.


Within minutes two of the Defenders dragged Selsii into the torchlight. “What’s going on? Who are you?” The noble demanded, snarling and fighting as best he could.


“You know fucking well who I am, you oath-breaking furbearer,” Rada hissed, drawing her sword and emerging from the darkness. She lowered her shields and reached for Selsii’s mind, reading his emotions. Anger, confusion and... “Why do you think I’m here?”


“Because you’re an idiot who can’t tell friend from foe and who sops up every crumb of power you can touch, fur-covered alien bastard,” the lithe reptile snarled. “Daetak was...” and he stopped as he realized what he’d almost said.


“Daetak was what, Lord Selsii,” she inquired quietly, playing the tip of her blade against his throat while leaning on his mind.


He spat, “He was right about you and the fool you pretend to serve. I should have killed you the first time you set talon on my estate, you hair-covered mixed-breed female!” Then he screamed as the mammal’s blade sliced down, partly disemboweling him.


“If you had challenged me, I would have accepted it and let your people go no matter the outcome,” she informed the writhing form as she lopped off one foreleg at the first joint, neatly dodging the spray of brown blood. Two brave souls shot at the Lord Defender, missed in the flickering torchlight, and died instantly in the barrage of returned fire. “But you choose murder and treachery, o altar-less fewmet from an unmarked lineage,” Rada concluded in a quiet, deadly voice. Selsii screamed a curse as she removed his other foreleg, this time at the shoulder. “Drop it,” and her bodymen released the dying Azdhag. “Load up and pull out.” 


As soon as the two vehicles had cleared the danger zone, Rada activated her comm system. “Ground One to Air One, fire zone clear, fire when ready.” The Defender aerial units had been airborne and on the way as soon as she and her men had left their camp en route to the traitor’s manor.


A voice hissed back from the darkness, “Fire when ready, Air One.”


“Shelter up,” one of the guards called and everyone ducked into the vehicles, locking down hatches and turning off the ventilation systems and night vision gear. They heard a whooshing whine, then a loud “whoomp!” and the light armored personnel carriers rocked from the blast two kliqs away.


“Move out,” a cold voice ordered within one of the dark vehicles and the pair trundled back toward the Defenders’ camp. Behind them, fire and melted stone marked where Hillfoot Manor had once stood. Above the scene, the stars of the Royal Highway marched silently across the clear sky, as distant and cold as the Lord Defender’s justice.


“Only two dead, Lord Mammal,” Lieutenant Tsree reported the next morning. “They had both drunk two canteens full before we emptied the casks and purged them.” Rada nodded and swallowed a last mouthful of dried field meat. She’d arrived in time to light the pyres. “Eight sickened, but Healer Shalsee and her assistants saved them. Two won’t be coming back, but the rest should fully recover.” Jadestem was a neurotoxin, Rada had learned that night, paralyzing the body while causing hallucinations and other effects. Eventually the victim suffocated, chest muscles and diaphragm locked as nightmares played through the mind. The Healers had given the worst affected reptiles heavy doses of sedative, so they would not be awake for the end. 


“Very well. Prepare to go...” and her earpiece crackled, interrupting the order.


“Lord Mammal, Prince Heest on the Imperial channel,” a voice stated.


Rada gave the hand sign for “wait for me” and walked away from the vehicles. “Go ahead,” she ordered. “Security confirmation ‘hairball’.”


“Security confirmation ‘mustang’,” a new voice replied. “Lord Defender Ni Drako, return to the Palace immediately. Daetak has emerged and wants to talk.” Heest sounded smug as he informed her that, “It seems that the actions at Zhangki City persuaded him to see reason.” 


Rada cringed at the prince’s words. Zhangki City had been a disaster, at least as far as order and future stability were concerned. The “Justice Council” had refused to step down and instead had threatened to call up their supporters and destroy the harbor facilities if the Defenders tried to enforce the King-Emperor’s commands. Apparently, the majority of the city residents did not care to see their livelihoods eliminated and they took the King-Emperor at his word. The result was street fighting, fires, and the slaughter of as many of those who had murdered the oligarchs and their families as the mob could catch. Captain Doitae had held the Defenders out of the fray until a clear victor emerged, then marched in, executed the worst of the killers on both sides and locked the city down with the help of Lord Kirlin’s and Lord Blee’s personal bodymen. 


“I will return as quickly as possible,” Ni Drako confirmed, then waited until the prince signed off before calling for air transport. By the Debt Collector’s black heart, now I know why Col. Adamski never, ever accepted a contract to clean up a civil war. It was one thing to fight off an invader or to support one side only. But trying to stop slaughter, revenge and reprisals was another matter entirely. The Defenders had taken casualties, losing ten soldiers in one ambush alone. That settlement no longer existed, except as a cautionary tale and a smoking hole. “Lt. Tsree, you have command,” Rada informed her local number two.


“I have command, Lord Defender,” he replied. “Start moving,” the green reptile ordered the rest of the ad-hoc unit, and Rada and her two bodymen watched as the group headed down the valley toward the next patrol area. She loosened her helmet’s chinstrap and lifted the heavy cerametal enough so she could rub under her blind eye, easing the itch of the taut scar tissue. For the first time ever she wondered if it was not such a bad thing that Anna would never know what her “mum” had done. Any rational creature should be ill from what the mammal was involved in, and even knowing that she operated under orders and that peace was quickly returning to Drakon IV did not help Rada’s increasingly bleak mood. She was exhausted, sick at heart, and angry at both Daetak and Shar, and at fate in general.


But this was neither the time nor the place, she reminded herself firmly, pulling herself together. “So, Sergeant, how far away do you think the half-hover will land this time?”


The stocky reptile considered the sky, the terrain, and his commanding officer. “Only a kliq this time, Lord Mammal. But I’m an incurable optimist,” and he rumpled his tail in a shrug. “Probably try to land in that damn tiny clearing back there,” and he pointed with a hind foot, “instead of this nice clear meadow.”


“And then complain about our not being there, Sarge,” Rada’s other guard added meditatively.


“Unhuh,” the first reptile grunted. Rada bared her fangs and watched the horizon. Was there any species that fielded a military or warrior force whose members didn’t bitch about their support troops? Probably not, since that was one of the universal constants that defined “military,” she decided.


The transport landed at the edge of the big meadow, to the sergeant’s disappointment. But it arrived twenty minutes late, allowing his opinion of “sky climbers” to remain unchanged.


Two hours later, Rada and her guards dismounted the half-hover and made their way into the Palace-Capitol. There had been no briefing materials on board, so she had caught up on some sorely needed sleep. As they walked into the military wing of the sprawling complex, it became apparent that at least some of Shar’s hopes for how the Azdhagi would view matters were coming true. The few servants the three soldiers encountered did their best to avoid even looking at the Lord Defender, and one or two made discrete warding signs toward the alien. Their rejection hurt more than Rada had expected it would and sent her bleak mood plunging even further. They fear me and probably hate me as well. Which is more or less what was supposed to happen. I’m the evil enforcer, the Emperor’s Sword, and Shar is the benevolent, merciful and caring ruler.


Anger spiked in the woman’s heart and she snarled, her ears flattening. Shi-dan wouldn’t have done this to me. Shi-dan would have done his own damn wet work! Except Shi-dan had not, not on the one occasion when he probably should have. Once more Rada buried her feelings, knowing that she would pay for it later. “You are dismissed,” she told her two guards as they entered the Defenders’ barracks. Then she went and got cleaned up so as to be presentable when she reported to the Imperial Council.


Fifteen large reptiles sat around the curving table, watching intently as the Lord Defender limped into the council chamber. She recognized all of them, of course, even if she had not worked with many given that her interests lay solely with the defense of the throneworld. Commander Rada Ni Drako stopped, knelt to the monarch, and waited in silence.


Shar watched the mammal closely, noting his return to “his” uniform color of gray accented with his House color, and noting as well that he still wore his body armor and carried his blaster even within the Palace. It seemed to the King-Emperor that he could smell smoke on the alien. “You may rise, Lord Defender,” Shar announced to his servant and Ni Drako used a cane to lever himself back onto his feet. The Councilors rustled a little, but Lord Ni Drako stood motionless, not even the tip of his tail moving as it usually did. He might have been a statue of durasteel for all the life or emotion he showed, the reptile observed, and wondered why. After all, Ni Drako had been following orders and had not done anything extraordinarily harsh or brutal.


“You know why the Council has summoned you?” Vizier Klee began.


“No, honored Councilor.”


A rustle whispered around the Council tables. Klee continued, “Daetak has emerged from hiding, his supporters are surrendering or dead, and he wants to speak with his Imperial-Majesty personally.” When the pale mammal made no response the vizier looked to Shar, who nodded for him to elaborate. “His graciousness will meet with the traitor, of course, but not alone.” He fell silent, waiting for Ni Drako to put the pieces together.


“Is he surrendering?” Rada asked, voice flat and colorless.


Minister of Defense Tseer made a gesture of negation with his foreleg and tail. “He has not said, although rumor suggests that he wishes to challenge the King-Emperor to single combat.”


“Which cannot be permitted as there is no heir at present,” the Minister of Finance added. Shar’s neck spines twitched, as did Rada’s eyebrow. What about Heest? And there are at least two cousins that I remember from five year-turns ago. Oh well.


Now Shar spoke, his voice grave. “We will meet with the traitor, but We also expect treachery and are planning accordingly. Thus Lord Ni Drako will stand as Our bodyman. Daetak has been given safe conduct to the Palace gate and will arrive at the nooning tomorrow. Prepare yourself, Lord Defender. You are dismissed.”


Rada’s eye widened and she started to protest the entire plan, then shut her mouth with a snap, bowed, backed, turned and left the Council chamber. She walked the back passages to the mid-rank courtiers’ section, closed her chamber door and threw herself onto the chair behind her desk. After several minutes of fuming, she couldn’t hold her temper in check any longer. “What damn fool, stupid, idiotic ngeedak came up with this disaster-in-waiting?” She demanded of the air, in Trader. “If someone knows where the slime-skull is, he should be terminated so he stops wasting precious oxygen! This is nothing but an engraved, formal invitation for an utter fuck-up.”


A low voice growled, “It was my idea, Ni Drako,” and Shar emerged from the Lord Defender’s private quarters, his spines stiff with anger, eyes snapping. “As was learning Trader,” he continued, circling around to face the woman now kneeling beside the desk. “You and I do not have the luxury of anger—not now, Ni Drako,” and his forefoot and tail lashed out, knocking her into the wall.


“Yes, Imperial Majesty,” she replied in quiet Azdhag.


He made himself comfortable on some of the cushions Rada kept in the public areas, while the mammal remained sprawled on the hard tiles where he had left her. “Be seated,” he ordered at last, and she heaved herself into a sitting position on the bare floor. “There is no choice, Ni Drako,” he started, anger draining quickly. “I must face Daetak myself and I do not trust him. While you were out in the field, the Imperials intercepted a shipment of off-planet weapons. Apparently a smaller lot of personal weapons was smuggled in first, and this was a probe to test security and to see if Daetak’s supporters had gained control of the military.” Shar’s eyes narrowed and he looked away from Rada, toward the bay window. “We have not yet caught the original smugglers, and at least some of whatever they brought reached Daetak before his followers began leaving him.” Shar fell silent and Rada considered the implications of his news.


“Imperial Majesty, do you think he will try a suicide strike?” she ventured at last.


“No,” and his tail slapped the cushions in emphasis, releasing a puff of tree fluff from the seam of an older pillow. “No, he will combat challenge Us, winner take all. And We cannot dignify the challenge by responding, nor can We simply execute him as he deserves, since we are blood bound.”


That sure as hell didn’t stop Shi-dan Rada growled, then stopped. Shi-dan had never executed his siblings, as far as she knew, and Shar was not Shi-dan. “And so the tradition of Royal Champion will be revived, as the Sword has been revived.”


“Correct. And you are still a match for Daetak, even half-blind.” Shar heaved himself to his feet and Rada knelt again, her bad leg protesting. “And you should know that We are proposing a change in the laws, so that in case of future ‘domestic disputes’ the settlement peacekeepers and watch will be brought under Our direct command and control, so that the Defenders never again have to act against Our subjects unless they are actively assisting an invader.”


“Thank you, Imperial Majesty,” Rada sighed with heartfelt relief.


“And you are off duty until tomorrow dawn,” and with that the King-Emperor left by the main door, slamming it shut with his hind foot. Rada started to get to her feet and the room swam.


Rada thumped back onto the floor. I think I’ll just sit down for a moment.


 Not long after, one of the orderlies scratched on the door. Receiving no reply, he carefully eased the door open and looked inside. The Lord Defender lay on his flank on the floor, whistling softly in his sleep. The corporal decided that since it wasn’t an emergency, and since he liked being alive, he’d just tell Captain Taedar that the Lord Defender had been out. Which was true, even if not exactly in the way the officer would interpret it.


Rada awoke just after sundown with a horrible cramp in her back, a twisted neck, and supper waiting on a tray a meter in front of her nose. The mammal ate, washed, then went to sleep again on her sleeping platform, her weapons close at hand. She was up before dawn the next day and prepared carefully, giving all her weapons and equipment a very careful inspection and eating a hearty morning meal. There was a new helmet waiting for her to try, but she decided not to bother. After all, a helmet wouldn’t stop a blaster at that range, nor would it save her from a sword cut. And she changed back into the black clothing that she’d been wearing until the spring. It was now high summer, and miserably hot and sticky, but if she was going to be an enforcer then she was going to look the part. Plus her blood would show less on black.


She was going to die. Unless Daetak really was as bad at fighting as Shar thought, the former prince would wear Rada down, overpower her, or use her blindness to defeat her. And then what? Shar could kill Daetak, maybe. Or allow his half-brother to go into exile outside the Empire. But Shar would lose a lot of prestige if Daetak defeated Shar’s champion, even if the rebel was then executed. Rada took her time walking toward the Palace’s central gates, thinking as she walked. 


Shi-dan had hired her so that the Azdhagi would never forget that aliens should not be underestimated. Could he have imagined that peace on his throneworld might depend on a crippled, half-blind female mammal who had been so weak as to allow her child to die while she watched? Probably not, she decided. And he would have just ordered her to win and assumed that she would. Rada wondered why the long-dead reptile haunted her thoughts so much, then shoved all such thought aside as she rounded the corner and strode toward the gate.


She clung to the shadows of the wall until she heard footsteps, then turned and knelt. Shar, fully armed and armored, gestured to his guards to return to the inner courtyard. The reptile advanced alone, stopping to stand beside his Lord Defender. “You may rise,” he grated and she took her place behind his left shoulder, far enough back that she could see him in her peripheral vision. The two waited silently, watching for movement.


As the sun reached its zenith, a vehicle pulled to a stop some distance away and the driver emerged. He walked toward the King-Emperor and Rada noted the new arrival’s close-fitting armor, his blaster, and sword. Her eye narrowed as she recognized the shield projector strapped to his belly plate. Shar had been right to suspect trouble—shields were banned by custom from single combats. Rada wondered what model it was and how to counter it. And what other surprises Daetak might be concealing.


Daetak stopped four sword lengths from his half brother. Neither reptile spoke, instead weighing each other. 


Shar broke the silence. “You couldn’t match deeds to words, Daetak. You never could.”


“And you are too weak to do your own butchery, Shar,” the light brown reptile snarled. “You hide behind an alien, a mammalian alien at that,” he spat, “and then dare to claim that you are being generous and merciful. I was in the crowd at Skytouched, Shar. I heard what you said. You are as treacherous as you accused me of being.”


Shar ignored the insult. “We grant you this, Daetak: you had good intentions and thought you were doing what was for the benefit of Our people. For that, We will allow you to leave Our throneworld and Our Empire,” the grey-green Azdhag replied calmly. “Or you will die.”


“Damn it, you hairy fool!” Daetak’s forefoot swung up and he triggered his personal shield. “Stop killing your own people! I came here to talk reason into you, to end the massacres. Execute the mammal, give the people some say over their own lives and let me show you how to govern, little brother. Or get out of the way.” As he spoke, the traitor rose onto his hind legs, advanced and drew his blade while releasing a blaster strapped to his other foreleg.


 Rada caught Shar’s almost imperceptible gesture and bowed a little, stepping aside as he backed away from her and Daetak. “No, Daetak, it ends here,” Rada said quietly, drawing only her sword. There was no point in trying to use her blaster until she got through his shield. 


The Lord Defender and “people’s prince” circled each other. Then she attacked, trying to snap around him and come in behind where she guessed his shield ended. Instead, he spun much faster than she anticipated, dropping onto all four feet while pivoting on his hind leg, slamming her blind side with his tail and lunging forward. She took the blow, rolled with it, and found herself jammed against his right foreleg as he struck her hand with his gauntleted hindfoot, numbing it. Rada tried to cut upwards but her blade was too long. Before she could slash his other foreleg, Daetak jumped up slightly and came down hard, pinning her with his left forefoot and smashing most of wind out of her as his mass crushed her chest. She twisted her head, barely saving her good eye as his right forefoot talons swept over her face, slicing through skin, muscle, and scar tissue.


“Yield and I kill you quickly, Commander Ni Drako,” the reptile hissed. “You obeyed orders and did what you thought was right, I grant you that.”


Rada made a choking and gasping sound as he pushed down and she felt ribs starting to crack. She scrambled for purchase as if trying to get back on her feet. Instead, all she managed was reaching the knife in the top of her boot. 


“Not going to face reality, are you?” Daetak sounded a little sad, even as he felt for the edge of her chest protector with his other forefoot. “Pity, but you’re out of your time anyway, Ni Drako. You should have lived before the Great Relocation, when Court honor and loyalty meant something.” He leaned harder, settling his weight down onto one forefoot and further crushing the mammal’s chest, talons piercing her flanks at the seams of her armor as he did. Rada, now inside Daetak’s shield, closed her eye, exhaled and stabbed upwards in a last-ditch effort to stop him. Her boot dagger found the control box for his shield and sparks flew as metal touched metal and the circuits shorted. Rada had just enough breath left to cry out, “Now!” before a talon pierced her lung.


At that instant, four blaster bolts hit the green male’s flank and he staggered, releasing a little of the deadly pressure. He turned his head and saw his brother, eyes sad as he sighted for a fifth shot. “I’m sorry, Daetak,” Shar told him. “You had your chances.” Daetak tried to say something, but only blood came out of his muzzle and he collapsed onto his side. Shar approached and put a last shot into his brother’s skull. 


Shar pulled his Lord Defender away from the body. He wasn’t a medic but even he could tell that the mammal had been badly hurt. Blood trickled out of the corner of Ni Drako’s mouth, poured out from around his blind eye, and soaked his clothes at the edges of his armor where Deatak’s talons had carved into him. The mammal remained conscious and was trying to speak. Shar leaned close, touching Ni Drako’s forefoot. Imperial Majesty, get me to my time ship, please, the reptile heard in his head.


“Into your ship?” he demanded of Ni Drako, who nodded. Shar waved in two of the waiting Palace Guard and the three hurried to the Defender’s vessel. “In here?” the King-Emperor pointed to the only thing that looked capable of holding the mammal, but the Lord Defender had passed out. The guards lifted him onto the padded platform, then one soldier pulled the lid closed and pushed a green button on the side of the machine. As they watched, white vapors of some kind filled the chamber and the Lord Defender went still, his chest no longer moving. A series of red lights appeared on a display, then slowly began turning green as blood stopped flowing from the mammal and his chest lifted and fell again.


As much as he wanted to watch the miracle, the King-Emperor had other things to do and Commander Ni Drako, as he himself had bluntly put it many year turns ago, was expendable. If he died it would be a loss, but no greater than all the other losses the Empire had seen in the past moons. In some ways it, Shar realized, would be better if Ni Drako died because the King-Emperor could put all guilt for the necessary killings on the mammal and start clean. It was an idea and one to keep in mind, the reptile decided. Shar stepped out of the cramped ship, swished his tail back and forth, and took a deep breath. “Stay here, and report to Us if the Lord Defender emerges or if he dies,” he ordered one of the Guards. To the other he commanded, “You, come with Us. Then call someone to begin disposing of the traitor’s body.”


“Yes, Imperial Majesty,” the reptiles bowed, and Shar didn’t look back as he strode toward the Palace. 


A few hints of afternoon breeze rustled through the Imperial family’s garden as the young King-Emperor looked over his shoulder at his Lord Defender. Ni Drako seemed to have aged, even beyond the injuries he’d suffered two days before. Shar understood why: he too felt older, as if he’d lived centuries in the past sixts and moons. And now he had to rebuild, to heal and strengthen Drakon IV so that this never happened again. How to begin, he wondered? And which of his Ancestors had he so horribly offended to be cursed with having to even think about doing so?


At last the Lord Defender spoke. “Many, many years ago, your honored ancestor Shi-dan called me to this private garden for a final audience before his death. We said little but discussed much, including an event about which I am sworn never to speak. We agreed that duty can be a very bitter thing, Imperial Majesty.” Shar didn’t gape at the mammal’s words, but he did turn and stare a little at the Wanderer. He’d forgotten how old the alien truly was and for just how many generations Ni Drako had served Drakon IV. The mammal’s mouth twisted up on one side, acknowledging his overlord’s reaction. “Imperial Majesty, if Shi-dan found it so, how can it be less for mere mortals such as his successors and descendents?”


Shar returned his gaze to the quiet haven of the pleasure garden. “You claim to be merely a soldier and not a statesman or councilor, Lord Ni Drako, but your words suggest otherwise,” the reptile observed quietly.


“I have been blessed, or cursed, with a long enough life to make more mistakes and to survive the consequences than most creatures do, Imperial Majesty. I am not wise, just experienced.” The mammal started to continue, then fell silent.


Shar mulled his Lord Defender’s words. “Then what does your experience suggest We should do as a first step to preventing another event such as this?” The young reptile wanted to know.


He heard Ni Drako taking a deep breath. “Perhaps slow, steady, and quiet changes, Imperial Majesty? Reduce the rights of nobles over their people gradually, beginning with sales right and mate right? They have been fading, but make it a law. Then remove some of the restrictions on trade and rank so that more Azdhagi can move into the businesses, both here and elsewhere in the Empire, if they wish to? Shi-dan started that when he ennobled some of the trade families, but it has lapsed over the last hundred and fifty year-turns.” The mammal thought some more. “Allow those who own property to carry weapons for self defense, no matter their rank. Beyond that I can’t say, Imperial Majesty, and those are just guesses and personal thoughts, with as little value as the breeze.”


Shar gave the Lord Defender a reproachful look. “They are more concrete and better considered than most of what We have heard recently, Lord Ni Drako. We will study them in due course.” He paused, considering how to phrase his next order without grossly offending the mammal. “And We... grant you leave to travel for the next year-turn or so, unless We need your services sooner.” He knew that Ni Drako would read his meaning and indeed, the warrior made the forefoot and tail gesture of understanding. Peace would come more quickly if the Sword were out of sight. Shar returned his attention to the reflections dancing on the pond. “You are dismissed.” He didn’t turn, but heard the mammal bow, back ten paces, bow again and then turn and walk quickly out of the garden.


Rada had just returned to her quarters when her portable communications device, the one linked into the Dark Hart, beeped at her. She’d left it on auto answer and after taking a seat at her desk, she called up the message. She read the transcription carefully, thinking. Back to Earth so soon? But over four hundred years earlier, not to North America, and he wouldn’t be calling me if it wasn’t important. And I can grieve there as well as here. Ni Drako noted the sender’s temporal and spatial coordinates and replied with a possible meeting location. Since she had to leave Drakon IV, it didn’t matter when or where she went. Earth would work as well as anywhere, and she didn’t feel like catching Zabet up on events just now, or telling Himself the tale of her latest doings.


The Dark Hart disappeared from the landing pad sometime in the blackest part of the night. The next morning, Prince Heest began compiling the accounts of the rebellion, from all sides as much as possible, for future reference. And a deceptively average-looking reptile studied a drawing of a half-blind, humanoid mammal and wished the alien peace.
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10: Tyrolean Troubles


Joschka waited as the late evening darkness turned the trees into vague dark shadows and wished he’d worn heavier gloves. He also wondered if Commander Ni Drako would still be willing to help him after she heard the full story. It had been a long time in both their lifestreams since their paths had crossed and by now she might have other duties and responsibilities, or even have simply retired, although he very much doubted the latter. He shivered in the icy late November wind, turning to glance back at the road. He spun around to face the thicket as he heard quiet footsteps coming up behind him.


“You called, Yori?” A still-familiar voice inquired from the shadows of the old trees.


Joschka smiled. “Yes, I did. Welcome to the Drachental, Commander.” His smile faded as she walked into the torch’s dim light and he saw the patch covering Rada’s right eye and the angry red lines of fresh scars across the cheekbone below it. 


The small woman nodded, “I know. It’s not pretty, is it? I’m still relearning how to fly and how to fight, among other things. What can I do for you, Herr,” she paused, leaning forward and noting his insignia, “Colonel?”


Joschka gathered his wits and pushed his questions to the back of the queue. “Lieutenant Colonel Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg. We seem to have a little problem with vanishing people, a curse, and technology that probably shouldn’t be here yet. Are you interested in taking a look?” 


She considered for a moment and then smiled. “Yes, I am. Assuming you don’t mind providing room and board for the first day. I’m a bit shy on the local currency at the moment, but I’ve got pounds sterling I can convert.” She stopped as he chuckled.


“What kind of host invites an expert and then demands she pay her own way? Besides, I’m a bit better off than when last we met, Commander. Come with me and we can begin solving this problem in the morning,” Joschka offered and she agreed. «It’s good to see you, Rada,» he sent as she picked up her bag and handed him a hard-sided case.


«Likewise, Joschka. I’m using Rachel Na Gael now, just so you know. The hunters got a bit close, among other things, and I’m back on the run,» she sighed. 


Rada made an effort to shake off her bleak mood and continued out loud, “You’re looking well! Austria seems to be suiting you,” and she grinned up at him.


“Not just Austria, Commander.” He held up his right hand, showing the wedding band. “We’re not that far from my home, so I’ll introduce you to Magda and the children. It’s also a secure base for you to stay at until we get things arranged with the Army,” he added.


“Congratulations! That’s wonderful, Joschka! I’m glad you’ve found someone.” Her joy was unfeigned and he relaxed a little. Amazing: after all these years, he still wanted his former senior officer’s approval! He laughed at himself and studied his associate. Small but muscular, she now wore her straight brown-black hair in a waist length plait. “Rachel” wore a black sweater and skirt, with a pale-pink scarf tucked into her collar. The black patch covered her right eye and she also limped, favoring her right leg. Joschka wondered what had happened to her.


Either he’d let his shield slip or she anticipated his question, because Rada sighed. “The wages of overconfidence. I got careless during an infantry maneuver, let my guard down and didn’t realize that one of the enemy had infiltrated my lines. He shot me in the leg and came bloody close to killing me,” she explained. “I’m not ready to talk about the eye yet, so please don’t ask.”


He heard the pain in her voice and made a note not to inquire. Joschka understood her feelings: he had stories of his own that he’d just as soon forget. They’d reached his car and he opened the door for her. She slid into the rear seat with commendable grace and set her bags on the floor, settling back into the smooth leather with an appreciative smile. “I trust there is a house to match the car?”


“Oh, my wife’s family has a small place at the head of the Drachental, Commander. I think we can find room for you, if you don’t mind antiques and old books—and a few horses and children,” he allowed. Rada made an interested noise but did not ask anything more, letting him concentrate on driving along the twisting mountain road. Only after the Daimler turned onto the private road leading to the old house did she speak.


Even by moonlight Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg was imposing and Rada smiled appreciatively. “Not bad, Colonel von Hohen-Drachenburg, not bad at all. I’m going to have to learn your secret for landing on your feet,” she enthused, admiration clear. “I wish all the troopers I’ve worked with turned out as well as you have.” He stopped in the gravel-covered courtyard, taking her bag as she eased out of the car. She followed him up the broad, low stone steps to the main entry and the heavy wooden door opened before them.


Servants took their coats and she set her bags out of the way in a small niche apparently designed for just that. Joschka led her into a large, wood-paneled room with a high, carved-beam ceiling and a blazing fire in the stone fireplace. “Papa!” a child’s voice called and two of the four children in the room swarmed the blue-eyed, brown-haired officer. The other pair, a teenaged boy and pre-teen girl, remained intent on their checkers game. 


Rada swallowed hard, working to keep her face from showing her emotions and her emotions from getting past her shields. You know this is no longer your portion, she reminded herself. Just be glad they don’t know what you now do. Then a light mezzo voice inquired teasingly, “Joschka, what followed you home this time?” The Wanderer turned as a tall woman with curly red-blond hair and brilliant green eyes came to meet them.


Joschka smiled broadly. “Magda, this is Commander Rachel Na Gael Ni Drako, an expert in odd happenings and one of the better teachers I’ve had. Rachel, my wife, Lady Magda the Gräfin von Hohen-Drachenburg.” 


Rada dropped an appropriate curtsy, making the noblewoman chuckle. “Welcome to the Drachenburg, Commander Ni Drako,” and she extended her hand.


Rada shook it carefully. “Thank you, my lady. It is an honor and privilege to be guest of such a House as Hohen-Drachenburg,” and as Joschka watched, she pulled a dark blue-green gemstone pendant out of her collar. 


His eyes widened. That’s a House signet! What have you been up to, Commander? he wondered. 


Magda raised an eyebrow and her smile widened. All she said was, “You must be tired and at least a little hungry, Commander Ni Drako. Since Joschka keeps such odd hours, we always have something ready for him in case he’s allowed to come home, and there’s plenty for a guest and friend.”


It was only after the children were in bed and Rada and Joschka had eaten that the stories were told. Joschka informed his former mentor, “I have no secrets from Magda,” and Rada took him at his word. As the human and her husband listened intently, Rada spun the tale of how she came to be Head of a Drakonic House, and about her True-dragon business partner. 


“Well, that helps explain why we got along so well, Commander,” Joschka suggested after she finished.  


“And why you are the first one after me that he turns to when something mysterious arises,” the Gräfin added. Joschka kissed his wife’s hand as Rada flushed slightly at the praise.


“Speaking of which, what is going on, Joschka?” Rada inquired, leaning forward in her seat.


Magda excused herself, leaving the two soldiers to their discussion. Joschka thought for a moment. “How much do you know about Austrian geography?”


“We’re on the eastern edge of the region known as the Tyrol. To the east-northeast is the Salzkammergut, while to the north the Alpine geologic province fades into the North European Plain. Farther east the mountains open into,” and she closed her eye, trying to remember, “Steirmark, or Styria as the English call it.” She opened her eye.


Joschka smiled. “Correct. We’re most interested in the region between here and the edge of the mountains. This area tends to be rugged, aside from the major river valleys, and isolated, although that has been changing over the past seventy years or so.” He looked away, into the shadows cast by the dim firelight. “There are still places that celebrate the First of May by jumping over bonfires and where midwinter celebrations draw a much higher attendance than does Christmas Mass. Normally this wouldn’t be something of more than local interest, except for the witches.”


Commander Ni Drako didn’t laugh, which made Joschka feel a bit better. Instead she frowned, “Self-declared witches, or do they have real access to Powers, or are they misinterpreting their own Gifts?”


“They’re none of these, or so I think.” Joschka matched her frown as he thought back over the past few weeks. “Roughly three months ago rumors began reaching me about a coven. I’m regular Army, Commander, and aside from personal interest, saw no reason to be especially curious. If they were breaking a law, that’s for the provincial police to deal with. However, two American soldiers vanished and things changed. I assume you are familiar with Austria’s current situation?”


She offered, “You have the challenge of trying to remain neutral when you are surrounded on three sides by, ahem, ‘allies’ of the Soviets, and are equally blessed with NATO members to the north and south?” When he nodded in agreement she gave him a sympathetic look that shifted to mild confusion. “Is that the curse?”


“That’s not the curse I was thinking of, but that sums it up. And both the Americans and Soviets are eager to find conspiracies, plots, and invasions where there might not be any.” Joschka had a long-suffering expression on his face and Rada smiled a little. “When the two soldiers vanished, the usual cases of driving drunk and crashing off a mountain road, deserting to avoid the angry parents of a local girl, or kidnapping by Soviets all proved negative. Or at least the first two are negative and the third highly unlikely, since we found the remains.”


He leaned forward, uncomfortable. “There was a, well, for lack of a better word, a scent of Power around the bodies, but twisted. Not like I’m used to. And I found these near the two corpses.” He got up and pulled a box out of a drawer in the heavy wooden sideboard, brought the box back, and opened it very carefully. Rada removed a loupe from her pocket and reached for the items, then paused, eyebrow raised. Joschka sat back. “I think you can touch them safely, Commander, but I don’t like to. They make me feel unclean.”


He sensed her checking her shields before picking up one of the two small pieces. It was square and shiny, like polished gemstone, except for the long, whiskery filaments trailing from the ends of the item. Rada held it closer to her magnifying glass, then flipped it over. “Do you have a piece of silk I can borrow?” she asked. Joschka gave her his handkerchief and she laid the cloth on the table, then put the strange thing on top of it and pressed her finger against the bottom of the central square “stone.” The thing seemed to flare with light in response to her touch and Rachel snatched her hand back. “Yech, that’s foul,” she grimaced, wiping her hand on her sleeve.


She examined the other, similar item, then set them both back in the box. She closed it and draped Joschka’s silk square over the lid. “You’re right about the out-of-time technology. These are control circuits for taking over a human brain. They are organo-crystalline and still contain the remnants of the last program commands that they transmitted.” Rachel wrinkled her nose and curled her upper lip, as if smelling something truly foul. “The technology was perfected, if you can call it that, here on Earth about 300 years from now. And banned 400 years from now, although it is still in use, as you can imagine.” Ni Drako sat back and stroked her long, dark braid, thinking as Joschka considered her words. 


She folded her arms and began counting off on one hand. “So you have illegal materials, brought back without permits or protections, meshing with a Power, in the middle of an international situation. Ye gods, Joschka, you still can’t do anything by halves, can you?” Ni Drako’s eye gleamed, and she gave him that old wry grin.


Despite the seriousness of the situation, Joschka had to smile. “Yes, well, you wouldn’t want me getting bored on this—what did Sergeant Reiker call it? Oh yes, wretched backwater.” Joschka sobered. “Are you willing to help me, ah, Rachel?”


“I don’t think I have a choice,” she sighed, rubbing the scars under her blind eye. “By the Laws, now that I know about this I have to try and stop the technology transfer. Aside from whatever someone did to those soldiers, the connection to a Power bothers me greatly.” Joschka hid his relief as she shrugged. “However, no offense Joschka, but it’s late and I’m still recovering from major medical problems. Can we pick this up in the morning?” 


The HalfDragon ducked his head in chagrin. “I’m sorry, Rachel! I’m charging ahead without thinking, as usual. Certainly, we can pick up in the morning. I have a day’s leave tomorrow, so we can get things sorted out better then.” He stood and came around to her seat, offering a hand, which she accepted. “This way,” and he led the way up a broad flight of stone stairs and down a hallway to a bedroom. “This is yours. Please ring a servant if there is anything you need.”


She smiled tiredly. “Thank you and your lady, Joschka. I’ll see you in the morning, then.” 


The next day Col. von Hohen-Drachenburg, his wife, and their guest sorted out how to present Joschka’s consultant to his superior officer. They settled on “Miss Rachel Na Gael,” an Anglo-Irish scientist. That gave her neutral status, explained her slightly odd accents in German and English, and matched her expertise. “Although it might make it a fraction easier to get your security clearance, we can’t use your military background. There are no women in the combat arms of the Austrian, German, or American militaries,” Joschka apologized over dinner.


She and Magda smiled. “Our time will come, Colonel, but don’t tell any of your superiors that,” Rachel cautioned.


Later that afternoon, the former mercenaries faced off with practice blades in Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg’s riding arena. After he beat her the third time, Joschka started feeling a bit of pity for his half-blind associate. That was a mistake, given her chronically short temper. «I’m an empath, not telepath, damn it Joschka!» she snarled into his mind, switching blade hands and taking her position yet again. This time Rachel pushed him hard and he found himself abandoning the formal patterns and rules of saber fencing as he struggled to defend himself against her reckless attack. He parried and cut at her blind side, forcing her into an awkward blocking stroke. After two more moves he got her in a clench, forcing her back. She opted to drop, rolling and cutting at him as she did. Joschka caught her halfway to her feet and scored. “Touché!”


“Touché,” Rachel agreed, panting and going back onto one knee. “I am so out of form,” she wheezed.


Joschka removed his mask and wiped his sweaty face with a towel. “And I should know better than to challenge you! You are left handed, aren’t you?” At her nod he thought aloud, “That’s what I thought I remembered. In that case, you need to focus on compensating and not so much on the right hand work. Although,” he looked over at an array of weapons set out on a bench near the gate. Joschka made up his mind and selected a long dagger, handing it to her hilt first. “Try knife in the right, sword in the left. If you can get them coordinated, it will help you protect your right side.”


They started again, and it didn’t occur to the Austrian until they finally stopped sparring how easily their old roles had reversed. As they put their weapons away and cleaned their practice padding, he observed, “You accept teaching more easily than I remember.”


Rachel nodded, giving him an almost resigned smile. “Joschka, I’m not quite a quarter-century shy of four hundred, with more kilometers behind me than Germany has Autobahns! I’ve been claimed as a House Pet by a lizard, study Healing with a gentleman who’s mostly a horse, and can hardly remember when I wasn’t on the run from someone. If I couldn’t learn to adapt and switch roles as needed, I’d have become subatomic particles centuries ago.” She’d switched to Trader as she said it and Joschka had to work to follow her. “And you’ve become a pretty good teacher, my friend. Fatherhood suits you well,” she smiled, a true, warm expression of respect and praise.


“Thank you. I take it you are still on your own?” As soon as he said it Joschka realized he’d made a mistake. Rachel’s eye closed and her face became a study of pain and sorrow.


“I am now.” She stood up and walked away before he could apologize. Dear God, I wonder what happened to hurt her that badly?


By supper Rachel was back to her usual cheerful self and she and Magda compared notes about Joschka, to his mild embarrassment. Not that he didn’t give as good as he got, but Rachel’s memory was a bit too good and brought up too many recollections of his own. Some of them he’d just as soon have buried and forgotten. He realized later that she’d also managed to completely distract him from his speculations about her past.


“What is your plan for introducing your visiting expert?” Magda inquired over dessert.


Joschka sipped his coffee before answering, “She will arrive at the Salzburg Hauptbahnhof very early tomorrow morning, and I will meet her there and bring her to Army Group headquarters myself.” He anticipated Rachel’s question. “General Esthergorm and the others have been warned that you are a woman, Rada, eh, Miss Na Gael.” I have to think of her as Rachel, otherwise there’s going to be trouble. Rachel, Rachel, Rachel. “Um,” he studied his coffee cup, “is there any way you can minimize...” and his voice trailed off.


“No, not at the moment. Until the debris in the eye works its way out, I can’t put in a contact lens because of the irritation. I will wear one on the other side, since there are not many grey-eyed brunettes walking around Ireland,” and she winked, “nor can I claim descent from a shipwrecked Spaniard.” The others smiled at the joke and Joschka was impressed that she had that much knowledge of “local” customs and history. 


The next morning Lieutenant Colonel Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg met Miss Rachel Na Gael at the train station and escorted her to meet his commanding officer and others involved with investigating the “odd local behavior.” He could tell that she was amused at the lengths the men went to in their efforts to avoid noticing her little problem. Rachel presented her papers for inspection, although how she’d managed to acquire an Irish passport (showing her with two eyes), appropriate visas and stamps, university certificate, and other items on one day’s notice he had no idea. He decided that he didn’t want to know. The documents passed muster, and General Frederik Esthergorm nodded his approval. “Everything seems to be in order, Miss Na Gael. Colonel von Hohen-Drachenburg has spoken highly of your skills and I hope you can help us sort matters out quickly.”


Someone behind the black-haired general coughed. “Excuse me, General Esthergorm, but I’m afraid I must remind you that my government requires me to verify the identity of any personnel introduced to this investigation.”


“Indeed, Major Peters,” and at the general’s nod Joschka handed Miss Na Gael’s documents to the cotton-blond American. The man scrutinized them but failed to find anything wrong, to Joschka’s great relief.


«That’s because they are genuine,» Rachel said into his mind. «I have friends in some interesting places, plus I tried to anticipate what might be needed.» He nodded slightly but didn’t reply.


 Peters handed the passport and other materials back to Rachel. “I’m sorry, Miss Na Gael, but I’m afraid I must insist that you remove your eye patch. For security reasons.” Major Peters did not sound the least bit sorry and Col. von Hohen-Drachenburg bristled. He started to protest, but broke off as Rachel’s hand moved to her face. His voice caught in his throat as he beheld what lay under the black fabric.


Rachel lifted the patch away, and the nasty part of her relished the humans’ reactions as they saw the ruin that had recently been her right eye and cheekbone. Joschka and some of the other men gasped or swore. She read their feelings all too easily: the injury was bad enough, but on a woman! Peters blanched, then leaned forward and inspected the mess closely, satisfying himself that it truly was scar tissue, glass shards, and bone fragments. “How did this happen, Miss Na Gael?”


“I was tortured, Major Peters.” 


Joschka and General Esthergorm exchanged a look and the General mouthed damn Soviets. 


Rachel continued calmly, “Someone believed that I had both access to and control over a valuable item. When I refused to help him acquire the item, he attempted to,” she focused her remaining eye on Peters, “persuade me. This is the result. He was wrong, in that I did have access but not control, and that error killed him. I am not in a position to go into further detail, sir.” 


She’d managed to keep her voice and emotions under control, but Joschka could read her body language better than any of the humans could and knew how difficult it was for her. He turned to the American officer, inquiring in a mild tone, “I trust you are satisfied, Major Peters?” 


The man saw the fire and steel in Joschka’s hard blue eyes and nodded. “Yes, sir. I am.” Peters turned to the quiet woman. “Thank you, Miss Na Gael. This is merely a routine security procedure, and...”


“I doubt that, since the British did not require a physical inspection, but you Americans are different, I suppose.” Rachel’s icily polite interruption caught the major off guard and he frowned. She left him wondering as General Esthergorm waved to Hohen-Drachenburg.


“Get whatever paperwork and pictures are required, Colonel, and both of you join me in my office.” He nodded at them and left. 


“This way, please, Miss Na Gael,” the colonel said as he led the way. «Please don’t cross swords with Major Peters, Commander. He can make things very unpleasant for everyone if he tells his superiors that we are stalling or not investigating the deaths properly.» 


She raised an eyebrow but acquiesced. «Very well, sir. If he pushes too hard, I can’t promise that I won’t respond, but I’ll do my best, Colonel.»


They reconvened in General Esthergorm’s spartan office. “I trust Col. von Hohen-Drachenburg has briefed you on the situation, Miss Na Gael?”


She nodded, “Yes General.” She pursed her lips before continuing, “If possible, I’d like to see the reports of the initial discovery of the bodies and any autopsy reports. I’m also aware of the delicate international situation, General,” and the “Irishwoman” gave him a sympathetic and knowing half-smile.


Esthergorm wrote out orders for the people in forensics and security and handed them to Joschka. “The reports will be available in an hour, Miss Na Gael. Do you have any ideas as to the killer or killers, based on what you’ve seen thus far?” He sounded a bit harried.


“Nothing precise, General Esthergorm. I suspect that the men were lured into a trap and used as subjects for a test. Since they died, the test failed, if my suspicions are correct. Which could mean that the perpetrators did not know how to do what it was they attempted.” She frowned as she spoke, trying to limit what she said without lying. “I hesitate to speculate farther, General.”


“That’s fine, Miss Na Gael. I’d rather have facts than fuzzy guesses.” Esthergorm stood up and Joschka and Rachel followed. 


“Have you eaten yet, Miss Na Gael?” Joschka asked as he held the door.


“No, sir,” and the two men frowned at her. They all but glowed with protective concern. Great. Joschka’s going native. I’d better warn him not to hover or something bad will happen, like my biting his head off.


Esthergorm ordered, “Joschka, have something sent to where you are working. And Miss Na Gael, do not hesitate to tell someone if you need help with something. I understand that you have a reputation for working longer than you should.” Rachel bristled at the General’s words, but limited herself to a quick glare at Joschka.


“Yes, sir. I’ll try to be more careful than usual.” I hate being wrapped in tree-fluff! I’m not a child, sir. Rachel did her best to look grateful for his concern.


Joschka didn’t look at his old friend, but he could sense her frustration and chagrin. He sympathized—he didn’t like having people make allowances made for him when he was injured. But he didn’t want her pushing to the point of collapse, either!


Rachel forgot her annoyance as she started reading the reports. In fact, she became so absorbed in the material at hand that it took two tries to get her attention when the afternoon tea arrived. “Miss Na Gael?” the orderly inquired, but she didn’t reply. “Miss Na Gael?” Still no answer. 


Joschka motioned for the corporal to let him by. He dredged the depths of his memory for the correct words, then snapped in Trader “Commander, wake up!”


That got her attention. She blinked and covered Joschka’s language switch by apologizing to the orderly, “I’m sorry, Corporal. When I get busy I tend to revert to Gaelic.” The soldier accepted her explanation and apology. 


After they finished their light meal, the colonel made certain that the corporal had left, then turned to Rachel. “What have you found?” 


“A problem. The autopsy results are consistent with stroke induced by use of an incompatible psycho-control device. But,” and she ruffled the pages, looking for one bit of information, “and you’ll need to confirm my translation since my technical German is still weak, but what killed them was heart failure. And that matches the trace I picked up from the circuit when I touched it.” The woman stood up and paced a little. “Someone stopped their hearts before the brain damage could kill them, Colonel.”


Joschka mulled over what she’d said as she walked back and forth. “Someone. Are we talking about that trace of Power that I sensed, Miss Na Gael? Or someone else?”


“At this moment I can’t say, although I’d lean toward someone else. Again, that’s based on what I picked up from the chips.” The Wanderer didn’t look happy and Joschka didn’t like where this seemed to be heading.


He tapped on her shields, «Commander, could those chips be used to control a non-human?»


Her answer reassured him a little. «No. Not those specific chips. You have to know the basic genetic code of the species you’re trying to manipulate, so for example I would be unaffected. Even if someone is half-human, the other half will prevent the device from working. It might kill them, but not allow control.»


She continued aloud, “I really should see where the bodies were found, Colonel. From there, it might be possible to track back to where the two soldiers had been prior to their deaths.” As she spoke, Major Tom Peters opened the door, listening in.


“And how would you do that, Miss Na Gael?” he asked, vaguely disappointed that neither of the others seemed surprised at his presence.


“Comparative mineralogy, Major Peters.” At his questioning look she explained, “Traces of soil and stone were found on the bodies. It is quite possible to compare those sediments with local soil where the soldiers were found, and with samples from the surrounding area. We are lucky, actually.” She smiled at him. “This area has a long history of mining, so there should be records of mineral compositions from almost every valley in the region. If what was on the soldiers doesn’t match where they were found, it is relatively simple to track down where the material on them came from. Time consuming,” she allowed, “but simple.” 


Peters’ jaw had started dropping at her explanation, then snapped shut. “Miss Na Gael, where did you learn that kind of thing?”


“My training is in the life sciences, Major Peters, but my outside interests include geology and business.” Which was true, Joschka realized, just not quite in the way the man would interpret the statement. Rachel did her best to be polite, harmless, and feminine and Peters responded, softening a little as the Austrian watched.


“Thank you. I’ll let you get back to your work Miss, Colonel,” and he shut the door behind him. The Wanderer gave him a few seconds and then winked at her friend, who had a sudden coughing fit.


That evening General Esthergorm caught Joschka after he had taken Miss Na Gael to the pension where she was staying. “Col. von Hohen-Drachenburg, how did you come to know Miss Na Gael?”


Since they had come up with a mostly-true story, he replied easily, “I learned of her while I was stationed in Vienna and she was attending advanced classes at the University there. A mutual acquaintance introduced us.” Just not when we were in Vienna Joschka thought privately.


The general seemed troubled about something. “That comment she made about the British was rather odd.”


“Yes sir, but I would not be surprised if she had indeed worked with them as a consultant. Despite her hot temper, she’s very discreet and serious about her work,” Joschka reassured his superior. “She had just left England when I contacted her, in fact.”


“That matches her passport. Well, I hope she can help us sort this matter out quickly. Major Peters was making noises this afternoon about our ‘overly methodical’ progress.” Esthergorm didn’t have to say anything more, and he dismissed the colonel. 


The next morning Col. von Hohen-Drachenburg and Miss Rachel Na Gael went to the valley where the two American soldiers had been found. She studied the ground along the roadside and surrounding grassy area with great care as he kept an eye out for “other interested parties,” as she had phrased it. All at once she made an intrigued sound and trotted down the gentle slope to the edge of a small stream. The Wanderer rolled up her sleeve and knelt, then fished something out of the pebbles in the stream, returning to her amused companion with her find.


“Herr Colonel, you mentioned a curse. Would it have something to do with not crossing running water?” she inquired, holding out an oddly shaped piece of metal.


Joschka studied her trophy, noting the pattern of fine lines engraved on the surface. He looked around to make certain no one else was in hearing distance. “Not per se. And that’s a micro-engraved circuit board.”


“Affirmative. One that won’t be used here for another five decades, at least.” She pointed to some fine thread-like wires dangling from the broken edge of the metal. “Not good,” she murmured under her breath.


Back at the crime scene, Joschka squatted down and poked at the soil with a knife blade. “Miss Na Gael, this doesn’t look like the material found in the victims’ uniforms.”


Rachel agreed. “No, it doesn’t.” She gazed around the landscape. “But I must say, if one were planning on waking up dead, this is a very nice place to do it in.” They were on the edge of a glacial valley. A few steep-roofed wooden houses clung to the slopes and cattle grazed in the grassy avalanche chutes between stands of pine trees. Fresh snow gleamed on the peak that dominated the scene and the air had a clean, piney scent to it. “And there’s even an opening to the underworld. How convenient,” she mused.


What on? Oh, and Joschka followed to where she pointed with her cane. He could just see a cave mouth, almost hidden in the trees. He used his binoculars to inspect the entrance and frowned. “Comman, er Miss Na Gael, that shouldn’t be there.” Joschka studied it through the glasses. “No. That’s too clean to be a cave.”


Rachel brushed a bit of hair out of her face. “How so, Colonel?”


He offered her the binoculars. “Here, look, oh,” and he caught himself and flushed a bit. She didn’t help by chuckling at his discomfort, then pulling a monocular out of her satchel. “Look at the edges of the hole, and the ground around the mouth of the ‘cave’.” Joschka told her.


“Hmmmm.” She did as he ordered. “It appears even and sharp. Like a cave in a geology illustration,” Rachel said.


“Correct. Not like a natural cavern or a mine should. There are no tailings or fallen rocks outside of the entrance, and the opening’s edges look smooth, not rough. Trust me, Miss Na Gael, I know what a natural cave should be like in this area, and that’s not it,” Joschka assured her.


“I think we should go see what’s up there,” Rachel suggested, smiling with excitement.


Her host shook his head. “Not without telling someone and bringing along more people, Miss Na Gael. I don’t trust whatever that is, cave or no.”


Back at Army Group headquarters they located a detailed geologic map of that particular valley. “No caves,” Rachel observed, tapping the sheet. She skimmed a mineral survey analysis of the area. “No mines, either. Or at least none as of 1935, because there are no commercially valuable minerals, according to the report. Although,” her voice trailed off and she frowned, riffling the pages. «Correction,» she sent privately «no currently valuable minerals. Some of these will be in high demand in a century or so.»


Joschka left for a moment to take care of some business. When he came back to the office they were borrowing, he found Rachel so lost in thought she might have been in a different galaxy. He tried to get her attention and failed completely. 


Nearly half an hour passed before she returned from whatever universe she’d been wandering. “Miss Na Gael, you’ve got to stay in the here and now,” Joschka chided, trying to hide his growing concern. “Or at least not get so lost in thought we can’t find you.”


Rachel seemed to be cogitating over something. Then she nodded abruptly, decision made. “Joschka, there is one thing that will penetrate, no matter how distracted or spell-bound I seem. If I give you that will you promise never, ever to tell anyone else?”


He considered, then agreed. She turned so she could see him clearly. “Use my real name. Rakoji da Kavalle. That will get my attention any when, any where.”


“Rakoji da Kavalle,” he repeated quietly and she waited, watching his reaction. “It’s pretty. A bit musical,” he said. “And it’s safe with me.” As are you, my friend, he thought to himself.


“I think I need to consult with Gräfin von Hohen-Drachenburg, if she is amenable,” Rachel said thoughtfully. “And to plumb your knowledge on local folklore.”


The next morning Rachel awoke to thick fog and an odd feeling in the air. Joschka seemed twitchy, so she didn’t tell him about the person who had been lurking outside the pension the previous evening. Instead, the Wanderer continued her research work while trying not to look over her shoulder too often or too obviously. 


That afternoon Joschka, Major Peters, General Esthergorm, and Miss Na Gael discussed what she had found so far. Joschka had brought the two chips in, after “finding them” at the crime scene the previous day. Apparently the Austrians had not seen fit to inform the Americans about his little discovery and Rachel also kept her mouth shut. 


“The men suffered strokes consistent with an adverse reaction to the attempted implantation of these devices,” Miss Na Gael began, pointing to the two chips. “Roughly an hour later, judging by the autopsy results, a concentrated electrical impulse was used to stop their hearts. That is the cause of death, although one suspects that they would have died anyway from the brain damage, just not nearly as soon. After death, the bodies were relocated to the place where they were found and either the killer or the person who implanted the chips left the scene, crossing the stream near the road at some point in the process.” She finished her outline and waited for the questions.


Major Peters frowned. “Why stop the hearts if the men were dying anyway?”


Rachel pursed her lips. “I’m not certain but I would suspect that it was to cover up the brain damage. No, let me correct myself. To limit the brain damage, so it would not be as obvious to a pathologist. Cause of death would then have been reported as simple coronary failure.”


“And what are those things?” Peters continued.


Joschka was very curious to hear how Rachel was going to cover herself. She didn’t disappoint. “Are you familiar with transistors and integrated circuits?”


The pale blond American seemed puzzled at the jump. “Transistors are used in radios and other things, Miss Na Gael. Beyond that, I don’t know much.”


She smiled. “The radio application is not that far from what these are. They are an unusual form of receiver for radio-type signals that then seem to act as remote controls. Medical experiments have been done with something similar using rodents and trying to control major muscle groups as a way to treat paralysis by bypassing the damaged nerves.” Rachel’s expression darkened and she grew very serious. “It appears a person or persons unknown selected these two soldiers as guinea pigs to test controlling an entire human body. I have heard rumors that a few researchers had advanced the technology to the point where such implants could be devised this small, but those were purely rumors. Until now.”


General Esthergorm and the other men looked at the chips, and at each other. “Who has this level of technology?” The black-haired general wanted to know.


“Possibly two labs that I know of in the United States, one in Britain, I assume at least one in the USSR, the French, and perhaps the Japanese through a joint academic project between the University of Tokyo and Cal Tech. These are all civilian,” she cautioned, “so there may be military projects that I’m not aware of.”


The American frowned darkly. “That sounds just like something the Soviets would do, especially if they have the chance.” He made notes and studied the Austrians’ consultant. “You seem to know a lot about this for a general researcher,” Peters observed with more than a hint of suspicion.


The edge of Rachel’s mouth twitched and she said quietly, “I’ve developed a rather intense personal interest in neurologic reconstruction over the past few months, sir.”


General Esthergorm redirected the discussion. “Do we have an idea where these men were before the bodies were moved?”


Joschka unrolled a map. “Yes, sir. The mineral traces match those found in this valley, here,” and he indicated a spot on the other side of a ridge from where the bodies had been found.


“Have any of the local people been able to describe who left the bodies?” Peters wanted to know.


“No. No one we’ve talked to saw anything or heard anything out of the ordinary that night—no vehicle traffic, no strangers, nothing,” Joschka told him.


The American wasn’t satisfied, but even he had to admit that there wasn’t much else that could be done along that line if the valley residents didn’t know anything. “Can you bring one or two in for more detailed questioning?”


General Estergorm shook his head. “No, Major. Unless we have a warrant or we find physical evidence connecting one of the civilians to the deaths.”


Peters looked less and less satisfied. “I don’t like your saying that the Soviets could have this sort of technology,” he told Miss Na Gael. “And to be trying it on American soldiers! That’s an act of war.”


“It’s an act of war only if it is, indeed, Soviet—a hypothesis for which we have no evidence or proof just yet, Major Peters,” Rachel politely reminded him.


“Are you defending them?” he demanded.


“No sir. However, I don’t want to rule out a possible third party, especially if that party is attempting to, as you would put it, frame the Soviets or the Austrians or someone else.” Rachel did her best to pacify the American. 


He snorted and said something under his breath about “women are always too trusting.” Peters continued briskly, “It seems that this has gone beyond your resources, General Estergorm. I’m going to inform my superiors what you’ve found so they can take proper action.”


The Austrians winced. “Major Peters, if you insist, I can’t really stop you. But be careful how you phrase your message,” Estergorm cautioned. “I’d hate for there to be an international incident based on a false accusation, one way or another.” The blond hemmed and hawed unhappily but acknowledged the general’s point. 


After more discussion of what had been found and how best to proceed, the meeting came to an end. Joschka was impressed with both Rachel’s managing to keep her temper in check and her covering his and her discoveries and extra knowledge. After General Esthergorm and Major Peters left, Rachel let her guard down a little and Joschka sighed. “He sees almost as many people in the shadows as you do,” the Austrian teased lightly.


“At least mine are really there! Colonel, I realize that he is supposed to be worried, suspicious, and aggressive, but he’s starting to wear. And whatever’s in the air is not helping...” Rachel’s voice trailed off and her eye narrowed. “Colonel, you mentioned a curse.”


“Yes. I can’t really translate the full shades of meaning into modern German, but it goes something like ‘Spirits taken, bodies bound, cursed be those who leave these grounds. Power walking, justice face, from the great book be erased’.” As he recited it, Joschka felt a bit of a chill and Rachel did as well, judging by her hunched shoulders. “The book I first read it in claimed that the curse referred to those who volunteered with the Hapsburg, Swedish, or other armies and left the region. It was so difficult to make a living here that the lost labor could starve a family, or so the expert claimed.”


“You disagree,” Rachel observed, smoothing the hair on the back of her neck.


He folded his arms, shrugging. “Look at the Swiss and parts of the Tyrol, Miss Na Gael. Extra men had to leave to support their families. And the language doesn’t fit. The word I translated as ‘power’ is not in German, or the local dialect. It’s in an older tongue, one that’s been almost dead for centuries.” Joschka didn’t say what language and Rachel raised an eyebrow but didn’t press him.


Instead she finished collecting her papers and followed him out of the meeting room. A sergeant was waiting for them. “Col. von Hohen-Drachenburg, Miss Na Gael, a message for you.”


Joschka read it and frowned. “Miss Na Gael, the innkeeper says that someone broke into your room. I’ll take you there so you can tell the police what is missing.”


She looked very upset, as one would expect. But what Joschka heard was, «Then someone may have gotten a nasty surprise.» 


Joschka had searched a few rooms in his days and whoever tried to rifle Rachel’s things had been singularly inept. Or wanted to look inept, he cautioned himself. As Joschka studied the crime scene, a nervous-acting Rachel wrung her hands and told the policeman, “No sir. I have no idea who might have wanted to rob me. I had some books, just novels, there on the table,” and she pointed to the small table under the broken window. “But nothing of great value, aside from some jewelry. A silver ring with a red stone, matching earrings, and a red coral necklace are missing from my bag.” She gave a pathetic sniff, “They were my only inheritance from my parents.”


The policeman did his best to reassure the Irishwoman. “It was probably just an ordinary criminal, ma’am. I’ll dust for fingerprints and Herr Andreas should have the window fixed by tonight. The pieces sound unusual enough that we should be able to find them fairly easily.”


Joschka seized the opportunity. “Herr Police Officer, considering how upset Miss Na Gael is, perhaps it would be better to have her stay with my wife this evening. That way she won’t be alone and Herr Andreas will have enough time to repair the window, should he have difficulty finding a glazer this late in the day.” He didn’t quite pat Rachel on the head but he came close. 


The policeman agreed. “That certainly seems wise, Herr Colonel.” The men seemed to find it natural and expected that the young lady would be distraught and terrified by a burglar, poor thing.


Rachel remained “scared and helpless” until they were en route to Hohen-Drachenburg. Then a voice from the back seat of his car growled, “Joschka, by the Bookkeeper’s tally, I’m going to get you for that.” 


“It worked, didn’t it, Commander? None of the local authorities will take you for anything but a typical woman.” Joschka sounded a bit smug, even to his own ears.


The response was a deeper growl, one that faded into a hiss. Then silence. It was a very good thing that Joschka did not glance into the rear seat until they had stopped at a railway crossing to allow a train to pass, because when he looked over his shoulder his heart almost failed.


 «Do not patronize me, Joschka. Even in jest.» A very large black jaguar-like feline snarled. Her heavy claws dimpled the leather of the front seat as the cat loomed over him. 


 “Yes, ma’am,” he squeaked, feeling once again like the young corporal he had been when they first met. Well, now you know what her non-Wanderer half is, part of his mind gibbered as the Commander glared at him, ears still flat against her head.


 «Now get your eyes back on the road, please,» and the cat dropped back out of sight of other drivers.


By the time they reached the Drachenburg, Joschka had mostly recovered from his shock. Rachel said nothing more for the rest of their drive nor did she speak after getting out of the car, although she had reverted to her more usual appearance. “Commander,” Joschka began. She failed to respond, and he felt his own temper getting a bit warm. “Commander Ni Drako,” he repeated, and still got no answer. Angry, he grabbed her arm and drew the small woman away from the schloss door.


“Rachel, answer me,” he ordered.


She glared up at him, defiant. “What?” she snarled, baring her teeth.


“Rachel, I don’t care for your attitude or for your startling me like that. You are the one who acted like a scared girl,” he pointed out. “And if you antagonize Major Peters any more, it could well be the end of my career as well as of your place on the investigation.”


Unrepentant, Rachel snapped, “Then don’t patronize me! You are the only person at Army Group who is taking me seriously for who I am and not ‘because she’s Col. von Hohen-Drachenburg’s associate,’ and I’m getting bloody tired of it, Colonel. If you too start patting me on the head and feeling sorry for me, I’m going to scream. Or rip someone’s throat out!” Rachel sounded deadly serious.


“Damnit, Rachel, what do you expect? That’s the only way that they know you until you prove yourself. And besides, you are a woman!” Joschka reminded her. “It’s our job to protect you.”


Rachel started to snarl but Joschka cut her off angrily. “And you have no call to be complaining about my behavior. I’m the one who’s been doing everything for you,” he growled, then tried to calm down. “Is it the jewelry that you are so upset about? It sounds easily replaceable, from your description.”


That stopped her cold. She turned away from him, hands closing into fists, head bowed, and voice dead. “Go to hell.” She started walking, away from the manor house and him.


Ach, Gott, what is going on with her? He watched his friend disappear into the shadows, running a hand through his chestnut hair as he tried to decide if he should go after her or not. The door to the house opened and Magda emerged into the night chill, looking around as if she’d heard a disturbance. To Joschka’s surprise, his wife hurried straight to where Rachel had vanished into darkness. Then he felt it. Joschka rushed over to the women. “Inside, now!” he ordered. Magda put an arm around the Wanderer and urged her along while Joschka assumed a guard position behind them. Rachel straightened up, pulling her pendant free from her collar and humming a fierce-sounding melody under her breath. Something within Joschka responded to the music and he realized she was summoning a mental defense of some kind. 


“What tune was that?” Magda asked once they were safely inside the ancient house.


“An old Scottish war-song called ‘Caber Feidh’. It was the first one that came to mind,” Rachel said as she leaned back against the wall, eye closed.


Magda pulled her husband aside. “Love, what’s going on?” 


He sighed. What isn’t going on is the better question. “It started this morning,” and he gave her a condensed version of the day’s events. He kept an eye on Rachel as he spoke. He was still angry with her, but concerned also.


After he finished Magda announced, “The first thing is to get some supper into both of you. The children already ate. Joschka, if you’ll help me with them?” At his nod she offered, “You go on up and I’ll join you in a moment.”


“Of course, dear,” he kissed her, then strode up the stairs to the family section of the big house.


As soon as he was out of earshot, Magda studied the Wanderer. “Rachel, what happened?”


“The one who did this to me,” and Rachel touched the remains of her eye. “He started off patronizing and patting. When that failed, he... hurt me.” She hung her head and stared at the age-worn slate floor. “I’m sorry my lady. I didn’t think, just reacted, and I hurt Joschka.”


“Yes, you did,” Magda stated firmly. “And when he and I get back, you will apologize to him. Then we’ll see what needs to be done about that,” and she gestured to whatever lurked outside the door. The redhead left Rachel in the entry hall.


When the couple returned, they found Rachel standing in front of the fireplace in the great hall, humming again as she stared into the flames. Before Joschka could say anything she turned and approached him. “I apologize for my harsh words, Joschka; I shouldn’t have let myself lose control. I know better than to read the past forward like that. And I’m sorry I hurt you. The jewelry was all I had left of someone.” She was truly repentant, Joschka could tell. 


“I forgive you, Rachel. And I apologize for patronizing you. Some of the local attitudes are wearing off on me and I also know better,” Joschka admitted. They hugged, and Magda took Joschka’s arm.


“And now both of you eat, while I talk,” she ordered. Rachel and Joschka both mimicked scolded children, drawing a loud sigh from the Gräfin.


As the two warriors devoured a heavy pork stew, the Gräfin told them her tale. “Like you, the day’s events started early in the morning. Meister Klaus, the head stableman, came to me because the horses were acting oddly, especially Pferdo.”


Rachel had to ask. “Pferdo?”


“Our oldest boy, Johann, named him after coming back from a summer in Italy. Johann was six at the time,” Joschka shrugged.


“As I was saying,” Magda silenced the pair with a look. “Pferdo refused to leave the stable. Usually I can settle him, but not this time, so we kept him and the other animals inside. Rachel, you need to know that Pferdo is Joschka’s horse. He is,” and she paused, “unusually sensitive. The stable cats also acted upset most of the day, never settling down, or napping only in groups of three or more.” Rachel’s eyebrow rose at that tidbit and she pursed her lips.


“Something bothered Peter and Elizabet all morning, until I had their tutor give them a history lesson in the chapel. They calmed down once they were in there. Johann said when he got back from school that it felt as if someone had been watching him. And there was someone, more than one, watching the house.” At this Joschka sat bolt upright, his eyes taking on a faint red tinge. Magda continued calmly, “They also tried to enter the Drachenburg but were... dissuaded.” Rachel felt the weight of something behind Magda’s words and shivered a bit. Joschka bared his teeth.


“Whatever and whoever it was, the presence faded toward sundown, until you arrived. I sensed it waiting, like a cat crouching in anticipation, and that’s what drew me out of the house to hear the end of your disagreement.” Magda sipped her coffee as the others contemplated her words.


Joschka spoke first. “It had that same flavor of twisted Power that I sensed from the dead soldiers. That’s why I bolted.”


“And it uses emotion much as I can, but to manipulate and control,” Rachel added, eye unfocused. She shook herself. “My Lady, I know a little about the Power now living in the southern San Juan Mountains, in North America. Can you tell me anything about what works its will here?”


Both Magda and Joschka remained silent and Rachel took it for refusal. “I understand. Your pardon for prying.”


Joschka rose to his feet and helped Magda from her chair. “Come to the library,” he ordered. Rachel fell in behind the couple and trailed them into a well-lit, book-lined room. Magda shut the door and Rachel realized that the room was “quiet” in a number of different ways. The colonel and Gräfin took seats facing each other in front of a fireplace decorated with twining serpents. Joschka pointed and Rachel settled onto a hassock near his chair.


“House Drachenburg is one of the oldest families in the Tyrol, Commander Ni Drako,” Magda explained. “We have been here since the late 800s and tradition suggests that part of the family arrived in the valley even earlier. Legends about the Drachenburg go back at least that far. The House allied with the local Power shortly after our arrival here. It is a minor House and a minor Power when compared to Logres in Britain, for example, but subtlety is strength, Commander. The people living in the area have venerated ‘dragons’ since before the arrival of the Celts and that has built up a greater reserve of energy than one might suspect.” Magda gave her husband a pointed look and he got up and fixed her a drink, then took up the explanation.


“I am of the House by marriage, but cannot yet claim the title. Apparently there’s something I still must do, but the House has informed neither Magda nor me of exactly what it is yet. By virtue of being a HalfDragon, I can communicate with the Power and the House, and am accepted or tolerated by both,” Joschka said. As he spoke, Rachel noticed that his eyes had shifted to a slit-pupiled gold from their normal blue. “The Graf of Hohen-Drachenburg is Guardian of the valley and the surrounding areas. Guardianship here is by place.” When he finished, the two Austrians watched Rachel as she considered their words.


“And a deep reservoir of emotional power would be very tempting to someone trying to tap feelings so they could control people,” she mused aloud. “Access to that could be through the House head, but since there is none at the moment, it is diffused. Thus the watchers following both of you. And my gifts can counter technological as well as psyonic emotional manipulation, and I’m a Healer,” she looked at the couple, “so I’d be valuable as an ally and dangerous as an opponent, assuming whoever it is can sense what I am. Greeeeaaaatttt.” Rachel groaned. 


Magda picked up the idea, frowning. “But to what purpose, Commander? There’s nothing of great value here, nothing important.”


Her husband leaned forward in his seat, eyes intent. “But what if this is the headwaters? As the old proverb says, ‘A child at the source can control the whole stream.’ If whoever is trying to tap the energies here has to work through someone, why not take over a Gifted person and use them?” Joschka asked rhetorically.


“And human neurophysiology shifts enough over time that what works 500 years from now might not do so at the moment: thus the experiments.” Rachel added. “My lady, do you think the Power gathered here could be used to gain access to other Houses that may have more resources, of various kinds?” Rachel looked troubled and Joschka understood why. That someone was willing to come back from somewhen to try to manipulate people and situations meant there had to be a very valuable reward for their efforts.


“I’ve never thought about it,” the redheaded woman said, then considered the Wanderer’s idea. “It might be possible but I’d have to ask the main House.”


“If you do, don’t tell me,” Joschka cautioned. “It might be better for me not to know, just in case.”


“Are there Houses in Russia or the Warsaw Pact lands?” Rachel caught Joschka’s eye and they had similar thoughts.


“Yes. They are having trouble, but some survive,” Magda told them, and the two comrades in arms both frowned. 


Rachel complained as she rubbed under her blind eye. “Joschka, can’t you get involved in something simple, like a multi-star-system war?” 


He smiled at Magda. “No.”


“That’s what happens when true love enters the mix, I suppose. Always complicates matters.” Rachel gave them her warped grin. 


 “Well, you of all people should know, Commander,” Joschka dared to tease her.


Magda looked from one to the other. “All right, what is going on here, my love?”


He just nodded toward the Commander, who stood up, stretched, and shifted to her normal form. Magda’s jaw didn’t drop, quite, but she did lean away from her guest. Rachel’s tail waved slowly as her ears rotated from one Austrian to the other. “Love was blind and I’m the result, my lady.” 


Magda recovered quickly. “I see why Joschka said you were a unique individual, Rachel. However, fascinating as this is, what are we going to do about?” She pointed to the window and what waited beyond the glass.


“Nothing tonight,” Joschka stated firmly. “There were snow clouds moving in earlier this afternoon and nothing will be accomplished by trying to fight an unknown at night in bad weather.”


“And if whoever broke into my room and stole the jewelry tries to ‘read’ the pieces, they will get much more than they anticipated. The last emotional imprint on them is rather... unpleasant.” Rachel’s eye darkened with an anger that made Joschka wonder about her sanity.


Magda deliberated for a moment, then agreed. “The House is ‘on alert’ as you would say, Joschka, and Father Paul and I strengthened the protections on the children this afternoon. I suggest we adjourn for the night.”


She and Joschka led the way from the library and Rachel stifled a few comments and a snicker at her friend’s obvious physical attraction to his lady, and vice versa. Once in her room, Rachel stared out the window into the snow and darkness, where something paced, watching. The Wanderer began singing to herself, “The storms and the waves will not harm thee/ Beneath the light of the Star—/ A guide to the lost and the lonely/ No matter how near or how far.” No reply came, but then she expected none, and went to sleep satisfied that at least she had made the offer.


The residents of the Drachental awoke to find ten centimeters of fresh snow covering everything. Rachel, a little chagrined at her lack of forethought, asked to borrow a heavy coat and Magda graciously loaned the Wanderer a thick wool walking coat dating to the late 1800s. By unspoken agreement, both Joschka and Rachel put their weapons in the car. She kept her nose pressed to the car’s window on the drive to Army Group headquarters, much to Joschka’s amusement. “It looks just like the pictures!” she exclaimed. 


Joschka wondered at her, amused. One moment you are a hardened warrior and the next you sound like my five-year-old. How do you do it?


It was a good thing Rachel and Joschka had cleared the air the night before, because an angry Major Peters pounced on her a few minutes after she and the colonel entered the office.


“Another American soldier was found dead! In the same place,” and he moved closer to the small woman. “Where you and the Colonel were two days ago.”


She remained calm. “Has a time of death been suggested, sir? Or a possible cause?” Her tone held nothing but honest concern and professional interest.


“No. His body was found this morning, in the same place as the others. And this was found with him,” and Peters held out a clear glassine bag with another of the control chips in it.


Rachel’s eye narrowed, but it was Joschka who asked the question. “Major Peters, how was the body located?”


“One of the valley residents saw it when he was out this morning,” the American said.


“Was the body on top of the snow or under it?” Joschka pushed.


“He didn’t say anything about snow,” Peters snapped, turning back to the Commander. “Miss Na Gael, my superiors are more than a little concerned with your presence on this investigation. If the killers are not found soon...” and he let the threat hang.


“Will they ask for my removal or arrest me for espionage, Major?” Joschka knew that twist of her mouth all too well, and glanced at her hands, which had started to tighten. Commander Ni Drako balanced on the edge of a verbal eruption that would make a nuclear test look tame.


Before she could explode or Peters could make good on his threat, the colonel cleared his throat. “Major, you are right to be so concerned. In fact, if it is possible I would like you to come with the security party that investigates the valley. During our visit Miss Na Gael and I found some evidence of unauthorized excavations on the hillside overlooking where the bodies were found,” he explained.


“Then we go as soon as the autopsy reports are done,” Peters announced, eyeing Rachel with deep suspicion.


There was more bad news waiting for them. “Colonel, could you check my translation please?”


Joschka read over what the Commander’d assembled from both Austrian and Czech papers and news reports. “That’s a large number of missing people, Miss Na Gael.” She nodded unhappily as he looked at the list she’d drawn up. He tapped beside two of the names. «House names,» he sent. Her hand went to her signet.


“Ah, Colonel, that curse. Doesn’t it mention something about possession?”


He recited, “Spirits taken, bodies bound. It could well be, Miss Na Gael.”


“Imagine this, Colonel.” She leaned back in her chair, looking up at him as she counted off on her fingers. “A person wants power of some form, and after doing considerable research realizes that there is a point and place when it could have been accessed relatively easily, using certain forms of currently, to them, available technology, which are then taken to that location. Whoever has brought the technology back needs local allies, ones that will not ask too many questions about the materials being used or the reasons why. He, she, or it learns of a local religious group that believes in esoteric materials, that has a long history in the region, and that is familiar with local residents and vice versa, so,” and Rachel’s eye narrowed as she tipped the chair onto two legs.


He took the next logical step. “So the person contacts the religions group, posing as something or someone they recognize or want to see. Like the coven that suddenly became more open this past summer. If one of their gods appeared and was able to do wondrous things, they’d be very inclined to support him.” Joschka did not like the way this was going.


“And if that person is expending so many resources, going back farther and planting an invokable curse would be a small extra expense.” The Wanderer gave Joschka a mildly guilty glance. “And just to add to your entertainment, Peters has a latent Gift of some kind. I read it when he was inspecting my face,” Rachel admitted.


The autopsy report arrived that afternoon, but without the American. Rachel skimmed through it, expression grim. “They’re almost there,” she whispered, pointing to some of the detailed findings. “He lasted several hours longer than the previous two victims.”


They were studying the report when Captain Eschenbach looked in. “Colonel, have you seen Major Peters?”


“Not since 0815, Captain. Is someone looking for him?”


Eschenbach frowned, “General Esthergorm. Apparently Peters hasn’t been seen since he checked out to go out for the midday meal.”


Joschka and Rachel swore in chorus, in three different languages. The colonel pushed past Eschenbach, Rachel hard on his heels. “Whatever’s going on, I’m coming along,” she announced.


“Yes, you are. You have your paramedic’s certification with you?”


“Affirmative, Colonel.”


Twenty minutes later the HalfDragon, a black-clad Wanderer, and ten Army soldiers were on their way to the valley. Joschka’d managed to grab their weapons from the car and realized why his friend wanted the heavy coat after her sword and blaster vanished under it. «Cute, fluffy, and harmless,» she reminded him as he looked a bit askance at how quickly she’d armed.


They left the vehicles roughly half a kilometer from the place where the latest body had been found. “How unusual,” Rachel observed, leaning against the front of the command car and pointing to the ground. The previous night’s snow stopped as if someone had drawn a line just ahead of their bumper. In front of them the valley remained green, although the ground was damp. 


“This makes no sense,” Eschenbach complained.


“It does if there was a large energy discharge in this valley last night or early in the morning,” the Wanderer corrected him. “There was a report of strange lights here a few weeks ago,” and she let her voice trail off. Joschka alone heard her add, «And just to warn you, a time ship arrived late last night, just after midnight.»


He managed to hide his reaction. «Oh shit.»


«Indeed. Think of it as an opportunity, Colonel. One of our perpetrators is here, available for removal.» Gone was the eccentric researcher, replaced by Commander Rada Ni Drako at her most intense. 


At Joschka’s command, the men began moving toward the “cave,” Miss Na Gael in the middle of the group and now also carrying his blade under her coat. They met no resistance until they reached the edge of the woods and began walking across the clearing toward the hillside, when a commotion behind them sent the men reaching for their weapons. Soon they were under attack and taking blaster fire from enemies within the stand of trees.


Rachel was at the side of the first Austrian hit as soon as he fell, and examined him. “They’re using stun at the moment,” she called to Joschka. “They want as many of us alive and uninjured as possible, I wager.”


In the heat of the moment, Joschka forgot his friend’s cover. “I hope you’ve bet right, Commander.” He turned to Eschenbach. “Take command of the men and keep whoever is in the woods from entering the cave.”


“Yes, sir,” the captain replied, obviously confused, but not questioning the order.


“Commander, with me,” Joschka called, starting toward the cave mouth.


“Yes, sir,” and she trotted toward him, crouched low.


By now, almost nothing about the Commander surprised her friend and he barely blinked an eye when she shed her skirt to reveal breeches and knee-boots. She ran beside him with his sword in hand, and they darted into the freshly cut hole in the hillside. Without a word she changed into her true form, then drew her own weapon. 


Before they could get very far, a shadow appeared behind them while a figure blocked their path ahead. “Let us pass,” Joschka growled to the person standing in front of him. The figure said nothing as he attacked. Huh? Joschka hesitated for an instant in surprise at seeing a blade and not a gun or blaster in his enemy’s hand, then centuries of training came to the fore. Behind him, Rachel bared her fangs then raised a battle cry. “Azdhagia!” rang out as she lunged at her opponent and Joschka echoed with “Drachenburg!” as he raised his own blade and parried.


Metal rang on metal, and Joschka ducked another blow, countering and parrying as the Commander guarded his back. “This is the 20th century! What the hell?”


She didn’t bother trying to answer, too busy with her own opponent, a humanoid who had a much longer reach than the Wanderer and held two blades to her one. Rachel started humming quietly, trying to find the rhythm of the attacks and work it into her “spell.” She could sense Joschka losing himself in battle rage and tapped his anger and fury, weaving it into her own blade work and giving her strokes an extra bite of emotion. It had been so long since they had fought as partners and yet it came back so easily! The confines of the “cave” worked to their advantage, allowing the fighters to concentrate on one challenger at a time.


Gifts boosted by her proximity to Joschka, Rachel could sense the Army soldiers outside, fighting against the witches’ possessed minions. The small part of her brain not wrapped up in the fighting wondered if now the American major would believe them that this wasn’t a Soviet attack. Probably not, and she saw her opening. She blocked her attacker’s down-stroke “wrong” and allowed him to bring his knife hand in. At the last second she grabbed his knife hand and twisted, coming into a clench. Rachel felt him exalting, certain that he had the smaller, half-blind woman where he wanted her. Then she fed all the anger and battle-rage that she’d collected into him and as he staggered, she shoved hard, knocking him backwards. He reached behind to catch himself and Rachel swung, slashing him across the gut with her blade. The result was most satisfactory, from her point of view, and she finished the job with a twisting stab between his ribs.


Joschka had already defeated his opponent, clearing the way into the inner chamber of the cave. The two entered carefully, guards up. Joschka squinted a bit against the brighter light and Rachel whistled. “Very nice, very compact, and very illegal.” To his left Joschka noted an operating table and medical equipment that included items from his mercenary days, several thousand years in Earth’s future. Rachel gestured to a far corner and he averted his eyes from the strange, shifting, nausea-inducing edge of a time ship parked there.


An inarticulate snarl caught their ears and Joschka spun in time to see Rachel drop to the floor, clutching her left shoulder. Just beyond her, some sort of defense automaton walked forward, aiming a blaster at the small woman. She cursed and rolled to her feet, trying to get out of the way as the robot tracked her. The robot turned sideways to Joschka and he took a chance, ducking forward while drawing and firing his service pistol at close range. He got very lucky, because what ever he hit was not armored. Sparks flew and the matte silver figure hesitated, rocking back and forth. The man saw what he thought was the central processor through the exit hole in the automaton and he fired again. The robot froze, then toppled over. “Commander, are you all right?” he signed after holstering his weapon.


The small woman nodded and picked up her weapon. «Caught the edge of a stun shot. Arm’s a little numb, but otherwise serviceable.» The two soldiers looked around and realized that they had company.


Ahead of the fighters waited three people in dark red hooded robes almost the color of dried blood. One of figures, one of the witches perhaps, uttered an incantation and Joschka heard a hum. He lunged to the right as a beam flashed down from the ceiling of the cavern. The incantation grew louder, interrupted by a whine and a pop. Chips of stone and electronics showered down from a small explosion. On the other side of the entry, Rachel held her blast pistol muzzle up and grinned smugly. “Nice voice-activated stunner, but round one to the attackers.”


A second witch spoke. “You seem familiar with our tools.” 


Rachel didn’t say anything, so Joschka replied for them. “We are.”


“Then you understand what we are doing and what can be gained by helping us. We’ve been watching you for quite a while, Colonel. You want power, more than you can achieve on your own. We can grant you that.” The man’s tone and words were incredibly seductive and Joschka shook his head to clear it. “Power in your own name, wealth in your own name, and proper recognition for your talents and status,” the voice continued. “Your family can take its rightful place, controlling and guiding the lesser peoples of this world.”


It was very tempting. Joschka’s mind drifted back to his younger self’s dreams of wealth and glory. Wealth he had some of now, through Magda, but glory? None, and never would have in his chosen career and location. The HalfDragon’s imagination roamed for a moment, and he saw himself with crown and conquest, leading the Houses on this world and others. He could bring back the luxuries that he barely remembered from his home world and truly live in comfort and ease, respected and honored as befitted a man like him!


As Joschka dreamed, the speaker turned to Rachel. “And for you? No one will dare pursue you without your consent. You will be beautiful again and men will beg to be in your presence and to protect you from any possible threat or harm.” 


Rachel’s blade lowered while she holstered the blaster. The Wanderer took a deep breath. Her bitter, black laughter tugged Joschka out of his reverie. “Try something that doesn’t come from a fluffy novel if you want to truly temp me.”


The witch held out a hand, a new seduction in his voice. “I can give you a life of contentment and ease, with all the companionship you wish for and just rewards for all your efforts and talents. No longer in others’ shadows, no longer so alone...” At these words Rachel closed her eye and sagged as the fight left her. But something in Joschka slowly began waking and stirring.


“What do you wish, in exchange for all that you offer?” Joschka asked, only half-feigning eager interest.


“Only your cooperation, Colonel. Grant us access to the Drachenburg and help us find others like you. Not to share your power,” the hooded form assured him, “but to better serve and support you. We will teach you how to use the servants we will create for you; servants who never resist or disobey. What say you, Colonel, Miss Na Gael?”


“You offer nothing real, nothing of lasting value,” the Wanderer answered quietly. “I refuse.”


“Then you will become the next of our servants,” the third figure threatened. 


 She shrugged. “My body is no longer mine, my heart is already given, and my spirit died at the equinox. Do as you will.” Rachel sheathed her blade and spread her hands.


Joschka’s heart sank lower with each word her declaration. Oh Rada, what happened? His sorrow for her severed the last thread of his desire for the strangers’ offer. “I also refuse. All you describe is emptiness and false promise.” 


“Then see what you will suffer!” The first speaker hissed, pointing to the cave wall. A holo projector showed armies of controlled humans, led by the hooded figures. Fighting spread across the planet and the witches fed and channeled the fear and hatred, the bloodlust and rage, to power their own desires. Fear for his wife and children surged through the HalfDragon.


As he watched the images, the Commander limped across the cavern to stand at his left hand. She said nothing, did nothing, simply waiting for his decision. He held the key, here on this world, on his world, his home, home of the family and country he’d promised to protect. Joschka steadied, banishing the last of the dream fog from his mind. No. What you promise you can withdraw, murderers. I am Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg da Trobak and I fight for my own. I’ll die if I have to.


Rachel stood motionless, still waiting. Despite her earlier words he could sense her determined strength and the inner fire that burned despite her sorrow. Without thought or hesitation Joschka reached with his Gifts and felt her linking to him, boosting his shields as he brought them up.


“No! Neither temptation nor fear, trespasser and murderer. Leave here, take your technology with you, now, and release the humans you hold, or we will destroy you,” he warned.


“You cannot. Our minions have defeated your soldiers,” and Joschka heard, far behind him, a man’s voice calling “fall back! Fall back to those rocks!” 


The witch continued, “And we notified the Traders of our discovery a time ship not far from here, for them to come collect. Our pilot was most interested in the find, I assure you.”


Rachel paled but said nothing. The second speaker, all seduction gone from his voice, warned them, “You will suffer for your defiance as has he,” and he pointed to a blond man lying on the floor, half-hidden behind some electronics equipment. “While we strip your minds, you will see the worst you can imagine come true. All that you dread will come to pass before your eyes.” Joschka shuddered at the pictures that sprang from his imagination even as he braced himself to defy the witches.


Beside him, Rachel listened, apparently unmoved by the witches’ threats and curses. Then she smiled, if such a bitter, pain-twisted expression could be called a smile. “Don’t bother. The ‘worst you can imagine’ has already happened.” As Joschka watched, she walked toward the hooded figures and began to sing. Joschka slammed his shields up as Rachel turned emotion into a weapon.


Joschka could never remember what song she had used, but he never forgot how much it hurt, twisting his heart even through his shields, and he could only imagine what it had been like for her and for those she focused her anguish on. He caught fragments of images—a pretty little girl with curly, dark brown hair and an infectious smile, the girl as a young woman, confident and eager to take on the world, and a glimpse of Rachel’s own face in a small mirror, wounds new and raw. Even with all his defenses up Joschka sensed her emotions: sorrow, anguish at loss, a parent’s love for a child, hideous guilt, and longing for oblivion that all poured through Rachel’s song as she forced the three robed figures to feel what she had suffered. 


The “witches” had no defense against true, raw experience and all the love and pain of a full life. They staggered and collapsed, leaving Rachel, Joschka, and an unconscious Major Peters alone in the torch-lit cave. The song ended quietly and the small woman at the heart of the emotional storm looked down at her handiwork, backed a few steps, and hid her face in her hands. Joschka approached her, guard up and wary for other possible attacks, but none came.


“Commander?” he asked gently.


She shook her head and turned from him. “Forgive me, Joschka. I, what I did, so wrong. I should have died too.” He could barely hear her whispered words and without thinking he reached to take her into his arms. “No.” She pulled away. Joschka let her go and after a moment she regained control of herself. “Let’s see what sort of nastiness we have to clean up, Colonel.” Joschka didn’t care for the new darkness and emptiness he saw in her but they did, indeed, have work to do.


Rachel found the time ship’s pilot, slumped in a corner. He’d gone catatonic and a quick peek into the timeship revealed the ship’s creature floating dead in its tank. “Emotional overload of the symbiote,” she explained tersely. As Joschka unplugged all the electronics he could find, Rachel dragged the Trader into the vessel and did something inside. Then the Wanderer shut the door and the vessel’s shape warped and twisted before it vanished without a sound, making their ears pop. “Break the Laws, pay the price,” Rachel stated coldly. Joschka started to ask what she’d done to the ship, but saw the sorrow on her face and changed his mind. “We’re tied to each other and when one dies, it often hurts or kills the other,” she told him later.


“Colonel, you need to check on your men,” Rachel reminded him after the ship left.


Despite what he’d heard, or thought he’d heard, Joschka found Captain Eschenbach and the soldiers alive and on guard outside the cave mouth. With them were several lost-looking civilians, with more civilians lying on the ground near the edge of the trees. “We tried to avoid using lethal force,” Eschenbach explained, “but they pushed us back. Then, it was the oddest thing, sir. It was as if someone had flipped a switch, and they stopped fighting. Some of them collapsed and others clutched their heads or necks.” Joschka confirmed for himself that everyone was all right and then he sent two men to contact Army Group and to have General Esthergorm come with more soldiers.


He ducked back into the cave and found Rachel standing with her hands on her hips, glaring at the holo display and other equipment. Major Peters seemed to have come around and Joschka went over to the groaning American. He checked the man’s eyes for signs of a concussion, but Peters was more interested in Rachel than anything else. “Wha’s t’at?” He pointed, finger wobbling back and forth as he tried to follow the swaying black thing.


“That’s Miss Na Gael’s tail.”


“What is she?” Peters demanded of Joschka, his unfocused eyes still following her tail as it swished back and forth.


“She’s a friend, Major. That’s all you are cleared to know at this time.” Joschka helped him stand, then started walking with him back out of the cave. Rachel had pushed back the hood on one of the three “witches” and Peters gasped. Rachel just wrinkled her nose.


A little more clearly, eyes wide, Peters whispered, “What’s that?”


“Hmmmm. A human-Oudaveh chimera, I’d guess. Created by someone, obviously,” she dusted her hands on her breeches as she stood. 


“By the Soviets?” Peters breathed, a horrified expression on his face.


Before Joschka could say anything, Rachel laughed. “Not at all, Major, not at all. These were sent from elsewhere, much farther away than Moscow, and were part of an attempt to draw the US and USSR into another major war. Fortunately, your insistence on investigating this cave convinced Colonel von Hohen-Drachenburg to get here as quickly as possible and the plan failed.”


Joschka picked up her theme as he cajoled and urged the human out of the cavern. He heard blaster shots from inside and returned a third time. The stench of burnt plastic and electronics scorched his nose and made Joschka’s eyes water. Rachel, one arm across her nose and mouth, coughed into her sleeve, “That’s taken care of, then. I’ve destroyed the most dangerous bits and any things that the humans should absolutely not see. The rest can be explained away.” She sounded satisfied but gloomy. “Recognize this?” and she tossed him a transmitter.


His lip curled. “Sonic suggestion augmenter. Typical.” He dropped it and let it shatter. No wonder he’d succumbed to their blandishments so easily at first. 


As the pair turned to go, the lights in the cavern died. A black form loomed against the light in the entry passage. Joschka went on guard, putting himself between Rachel and the shadow. A low, old, but strong voice rolled through the cavern and he felt as if his very bones shook. Behind him, Rachel dropped onto one knee and bowed her head. Joschka remained on his feet, ready to fight, and he sensed pleasure and humor from the dark shape. Then a wave of energy flowing into him all but knocked the breath out of his body. As abruptly as it had started the sensation stopped and the shadow disappeared from sight.


Joschka turned to Rachel. The pale woman stood up, then drew her sword and saluted. “My lord, allow me to offer my congratulations on your accession.”


He shook his head. “Joschka, Commander. For you, always Joschka.”


Colonel the Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg and Miss Na Gael were the last to leave the scene of the incident. Despite her coat and pelt she shivered in the cold and he put an arm around her shoulders. This time she didn’t resist and Joschka pulled her closer.


“Did you find the missing items?”


She patted a pocket. “Affirmative. They were her coming-of-age gift from Zabet. She was wearing the necklace when,” her words choked off.


Joschka repressed a shudder. “What was her name?”


“Anna. She was a human orphan from the 1300s. I raised her.” She fell silent and Joschka didn’t ask anything more as they watched the first snowflakes touch the ground. He just hugged her to his side and prayed that he would never know how it felt to lose a child.


“Time to go see how much paperwork this will take,” he sighed at last. She made a rude sound. “I see that still has not changed,” he observed as he released her.


“No. And I’m sure Major Gupta’s ghost is looking down from paradise and groaning in pity for whoever has to read my reports,” she chuckled. Since that would be him, Joschka glanced heavenward, hoping there was truth to her jest!


Two nights later they sat in Joschka’s library in Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg, listening to a storm whip down the mountain and enjoying the fire. Rachel perched on a hassock between the Graf’s chair and the hearth, basking in the heat. The Graf and the Gräfin watched her with quiet amusement and Major Peters shook his head, still not believing his eyes. Rachel’s tail thumped the floor a few times to punctuate her points during her portion of the story, each time making Peters jump a little. «A wee bit high strung,» she thought to Magda and Joschka, who tried hard to keep straight faces. 


«Be nice, Commander. He’s just getting comfortable with the idea that enemies and allies can come from somewhere besides behind the Iron Curtain,» Magda chided her guest. Rachel just smiled, without baring her fangs. She did shake the basket of chestnuts roasting in the corner of the fireplace, wondering how high the major would jump once they started popping. The Graf reached over and she refilled his glass with mulled wine, then went back to listening to the others’ accounts of the past days’ adventures.


“Are you certain that’s the end of them, Colonel, Miss?” Peters wanted to know.


Joschka chose his words with deliberate care. “We are ninety percent certain, Major Peters. There is always an outside chance that they might be able to return at some point, but Miss Na Gael is going to do some more work and see about reducing the chances of a recurrence.” Rachel nodded, expression grave, as the Graf continued, “That should raise the certainty to ninety-five percent, but monitors will be put in place so we will have early notice if they try again.”


That seemed to satisfy the American. He sipped and finally tasted his drink, eyes opening wide at the quality of the Scottish whisky. The first chestnut popped and he startled, but less than Rachel had hoped. Soon the nuts were done and poured into a bowl for the quartet to nibble. Talk turned to other things and after a while the Graf looked at Rachel, speculation in his bright blue eyes. “Do you still sing, Rachel?”


“A little, when the mood strikes me,” she said mildly.


“Do you know any Christmas music? Aside from Stille Nacht and ‘In the Bleak Midwinter,’ that is,” Joschka added hastily at Magda’s grimace. 


“Hmmm,” the silver-grey eye narrowed as the woman searched her memory. “Do you know the Wexford Carol or Don Oiche Ud I mBeithil?” At the headshakes she smiled and sat up straighter. “Would you prefer something lively or a quiet selection?” 


The others thought a bit. “How about lively first,” Magda suggested, “then the quieter one.”


Rachel rose to her feet, took a deep breath, and began. Her clear voice soared to the arches of the library ceiling and the others listened intently. “Good people all, this Christmas tide/ Consider well and bear in mind...” She took it a little faster than she usually did but no one noticed. 


In the hanging silence after the piece Rachel reached inside for her Gift, then began “I sing of that night in Bethlehem/ A night as bright as dawn. I sing of that night in Bethlehem/ The night the Word was born.” Peace, wonder, and quiet joy flowed through the notes and into the stormy night, twining around hearts like the smoke from the fire, drifting and leaving a faint hint of something behind. They could almost see the shepherds cowering as the angels appeared and then the warm dimness of the stable, infant and mother sheltering from the cold outside.


This time the silence lingered like incense in the air. No one wanted to break the spell of the music, Rachel least of all. At last she sat down, drinking her cider and staring into the fire as the others slowly emerged from the music. Peters shook his head in wonder. “Miss Na Gael, that was amazing! Have you ever thought of singing professionally?”


“No, Major Peters. My voice isn’t suited to popular music and I don’t enjoy performing for strangers,” she explained. He looked disappointed but Joschka and Magda understood. 


The Graf sipped his hot wine and smiled, “Thank you, Rachel. I enjoy hearing new music.” The Commander smiled in return and bowed from her seat. 


«Not badly done for a non-believer,» Magda spoke quietly into her mind.


Rachel stared deep into her mug and didn’t answer for several minutes. At last, looking into the fire, she whispered, «Someone I knew and cared for loved ancient Christmas songs, my lady, and so I learned them and sing them still.» 


Aloud Rachel asked “How long is the storm going to last, my lady?”


“Probably another hour or so,” the Gräfin replied after some thought. “They hit the mountain hard, but the road in the valley and back toward Vienna will probably be clear by midnight. Definitely open by morning,” she stated. 


Major Peters looked at his watch and stood up. “As much as I hate to go, I’d better head out. I have a lot of reports to write and suspicions to calm before everyone leaves for Christmas. Colonel, Gräfin, thank you for your assistance and hospitality,” and he bowed to Magda, who agave him a gracious smile. “Miss Na Gael, thanks for your expertise and advice. I will be more careful in the future who I call a spy,” he said.


“You’re very welcome, Major. Speaking as one who has raised paranoia to an art form, I think you have every right to be cautious. Just don’t get so carried away!” She too smiled, taking away some of the sting of her words.


Joschka saw the Major out and then returned to where the women waited. “I hope you don’t mind my taking advantage of your hospitality for another night, my lord Colonel, my lady,” Rachel began.


“Not at all! In fact, I insist that you stay at least until the storm ends, Rachel,” Magda declared. “And when you go, take this with you.”


She held out a small box. Rachel scrambled from her hassock and took it from the fine-boned hand. The Wanderer opened the top and her eyebrow rose almost to her hairline as she took out a ring. The emerald-cut blue-green tourmaline had a familiar pattern carved into the top surface. Rachel slid the ring onto her left hand and a tremor ran up her spine, as if she had touched a live wire. Magda and Joschka had been watching her closely and exchanged satisfied smiles at her reaction.


“Among the Houses on Earth, it is customary for the Head to carry the signet on hand as well as elsewhere,” Magda explained.


Joschka nodded, “It is similar among my father’s people. Since you are Head, by gift and by service, it seemed appropriate for House Drachenburg to give you the ring.”


Rachel gave them a slightly twisted smile. “Head of a one-member House,” she started, but Magda shook her finger in correction and she subsided.


“That does not matter, Commander Ni Drako. You have taken the duties as well as the title, both here and on Drakon IV. If you do not have a House by blood, you have a larger one in those you have sworn to protect,” the Gräfin said firmly. “As Joschka has earned the title of Graf, so you have earned formal recognition of your Headship.” There was an odd presence in her eyes and Commander Ni Drako felt the fur on the back of her neck rising slightly. She bowed her head in acknowledgment and subsided. 


Just before dawn the next morning, Rachel and Joschka stood at the side of the road where he had met her. She kept glancing around warily and Joschka ached for her. “I’m sure they were lying,” he started.


“No, Joschka, they really did tell someone that I’m here. I checked the time ship’s com records. I have to leave before I endanger your family.” She picked up her bags and started turning toward the woods, adding, “I’ll let you know what I find about the chimera.”


“Rakoji,” he called quietly. She froze.


The brown-haired count put an arm around her shoulders. “Thank you, Rada of House Ni Drako,” he whispered in Trader. “God’s blessing be with you.”


She gave him a weak but genuine smile. “You’re welcome. And thank you.” Then she disappeared into the twilight shadows and he drove on to Army Group headquarters.
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11: The Seduction of Evil


«That’s impressive,» Zabet breathed, circling around her business partner and Pet. «I can’t tell that it’s not real.» The True-dragon rose onto her hind legs and lightly touched the false fur attached to Rada’s shoulder. The mammal’s skin twitched just like it did under her true pelt. «But did you have to cut your hair?»


The Wanderer-hybrid nodded sadly. “Yes. A wig won’t fool the biometric scanners and Tobashtorak don’t have long cranial fur like Feltari do.” Rada hated her newly cropped hair and did all she could to avoid looking at her head in mirrors or shiny surfaces so she wouldn’t be reminded of the short brown-black fuzz that had once been a waist-length mane. “And First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter doesn’t have enough kills to wear a trophy pelt. Yet.” She finished getting dressed, then checked the mirror again. Her tail swished, making the rank-ribbon woven around it flutter. She wore dark brown leather breeches tucked into short ship-boots and a matching vest over an open-neck black shirt that barely covered her (now furry) “assets.” Rada wore nothing else apart from half-gloves, and her weapons belt, and she felt very exposed. “I should have given it more thought before I decided on this species.”


Zabet shook her head, her sapphire eyes serious for once. «I think it’s the best choice. There won’t be any other Tobashtorak there, and since you are uncomfortable, you won’t forget and won’t break pose. As long as no one tries to bed you, you’ll be fine.»


Rada managed a laugh as she adjusted her eye patch. “If anyone tries to bed me, the First Claw will add another kill to her list and just tip the cleaners a little extra.” That was one of the factors she’d used to select her false persona. Tobashto society was a pure meritocracy and females as well as males had to prove themselves in their clan corporations. A female ranked as a First Claw had as much right to accept or reject suitors as a male of equal rank and she could not be compelled by a higher rank unless he or she defeated the First Claw in unarmed combat. “Besides, Rrahsh Foe-gutter would almost never mate out-culture.”


«True.» With that Zabet returned to her earlier pursuit of packing her carry-harness while Rada collected her weapons, datalinks, and other equipment. «Let’s go. The sooner we get to Zelowi the sooner we can get back to what we are supposed to be doing.» The True-dragon shrugged on her harness. Rada picked up her boss’s bag and the two females walked down the slope to where Rada’s timeship, The Dark Hart, waited. As soon as they were underway, Zabet began calling up market data and auction reports from the computer on “her” side of the ship. The pilot remained in what her boss termed a steering trance, working with the psycho-symbiote that maneuvered the ship along the timethreads. Eventually their path stabilized and Rada “woke up.” The mammal split the screen on her display, leaving half showing the route and hazards while she read over her credit account on the other. 


Rada leaned back in her chair and rubbed her stiff neck. “Boss, life would be easier if we didn’t have to change accountants so often.”


«And just whose fault is that, pray tell?» Zabet’s rounded ears twitched, then pointed toward the mammal. «I’m not the one who refuses to live in one place and time. It’s not my fault that you’ve dragged me across four hundred or so Azdhagi years.»


“Hmm, actually its probably more if you start from when we met,” the Wanderer thought aloud. “Which does not change the rather messy state of our finances. Before you shred something expensive, all the credits are accounted for, Boss,” she hastily assured her business partner. “They are just, well, you see what you can make of this,” and Rada waved her hand toward the display screen.


Zabet called the information onto her own display and started tracking the various accounts. The tip of her tail went rigid, then started tapping the floor of the Dark Hart with increasing speed. Rada noted the accelerating counterpoint of tail and talons as Zabet entered or skimmed data on the keyboard. «Fewmets this is a bunch of shootee droppings!» The reptile snarled after another few minutes’ inspection. The talon/tail rhythm slowed, then ceased abruptly. «What an incompetent, oblivious...» and she used some terms that left even Rada’s ears slightly singed, which was quite an accomplishment. The mammal stayed quiet and left the brains of the pair at work while she returned to steering the timeship. 


They landed uneventfully at the spaceport on Zelowi. This was where Rada would be in the greatest danger, because of the other Traders coming and going around the arms market, and neither partner had any desire to linger. The mammal stretched, slung her weapons belt around her waist and cinched it tight, then collected her bag. As Zabet watched, her mammalian associate shifted somehow. Her posture changed a little and her (now brown) eye hardened. The felinoid strode out of the timeship with a swagger, as if daring someone to challenge her. Which is what she was doing. First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter had earned her rank and position and she wasn’t going to tolerate disrespect from anyone. «Oh boy,» Zabet thought as she watched from inside the ship’s doorway. «The old Rada’s back with a vengeance. Look out universe.»


Rada appeared at the gate of the spaceport and after casually glancing around, found a place to lean against a “no loitering” sign. After a minute a two-meter tall insect strolled past, then stopped. They looked at each other and he gestured toward a waiting vehicle. Rada nodded and followed the white and yellow hive representative, sliding into the back of the hover car. The driver picked up one more new arrival, another insect, and whisked them to a secluded resort-estate several kilometers from Zelowi Mar, the main city. Rada and her traveling companion skimmed over the information data packets provided for them and she noted several dealers that she wanted to visit. It had been over a century since she’d been to an arms market, since the Azdhagi built their own weapons and the Marauders had locked a contract with the Silpaki Combine early on, and Rada wanted to update some of her personal equipment. 


She also wanted to find who had sent a human-Oudaveh chimera back to Earth in the mid 20th century in an attempt to start a war between the United States and Soviet Union using illegal and out-of-time technology. That was the real reason for Rada’s visit to the Zelowi Arms Fair. This was where the independents came to do business, both above and below the board, and Rada had tracked the specific technology to a dealer who would be here. After the pilot’s death she’d stripped the track-back data from the Trader timeship before destroying it, which gave her even more evidence. Now came the hard part—finding the specific guilty party and bringing them to justice. All while not revealing who she was and what she knew, and still trying to recover from her recent injuries. 


The hover car stopped and the two passengers got out, led by their driver. After a moment’s consideration, First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter let the insect precede her into the building, where a nondescript rodent of some kind stopped them. “Welcome to the Trade Conference, gentlebeings,” he said through a translator box. “May I see your credentials?” The felinoid handed over two ID cards and the fair notice as she waited. The black-furred rodent passed the insect and the driver went back out to pick up another guest. The rodent then ran a scan on the First Claw. He chattered a bit to himself, whiskers twitching at the data that appeared on his screen. “Ah, thank you, honored First Claw,” he said nervously, returning her papers. She nodded without baring her teeth and strolled through the now-open door to the check-in and registration portal. It scanned her, confirmed her ID a second time (or at least confirmed that the biometrics on her body and ID matched), and yet another insect offered the mammal a badge with chips for her room lock and credit account.


Rada left her satchel in the room, freshened up, and put on a different close fitting blouse under her vest before walking over to the dealers’ area. She presented her ID once more and the security guard passed her into the series of rooms with various displays, holo-demos, and equipment samples. The mammal opted to skip the section with virtual reality booths. Those dealers were selling equipment either too large to bring into the fair or of such questionable legality and/or safety that the government prohibited it. Considering how relaxed the Zelowi Ruling Council was about weapons (“Pay the registration fee and don’t kill our citizens unless they shoot first and you can prove it. Have a nice day.”), Rada didn’t care to waste time on nifty gizmos that terminated their users as well as their targets. Maybe later, after I’ve perused the rest of the mart, she decided. 


She started with the hand-weapons area. There were a few absolutely beautiful custom sidearms on display and she lingered over one with xibo wood grips and coordinating browning on the plasma guide barrel. But no, it was too costly for someone like her, too distinctive even if it had not been built for something with a differently shaped forefoot than hers. The felinoid perused a few other booths and displays before finding exactly what she wanted. The Sarpasigowu collective was just starting to get into the small arms market and decided to focus on small-batch sales rather than aiming for the industrial-size contracts, at least for now. They had brought a few of their demo models and “leftovers” to dispose of and Rada caught the attention of one of the attendants. “Your pardon, permission to inspect?” She inquired through an interpreter box, pointing at the object of her interest with her tail tip.


The creature entered a code into the back of the case and the dissuader-field weakened long enough for it to remove the pistol. The sales rep confirmed that the gas canister was empty before handing the pistol to Rada. The mammal repeated the safety check for herself before inspecting the weapon. It was love at first touch: the weight, balance and grips felt as if it had been crafted for her hands, and the pistol was outwardly unremarkable aside from the craftsmanship. But how did it fire? Rada decided to find out. She handed the attendant her credit marker card to hold while she went to the small test area. The rodent acting as range safety creature confirmed her identity and, after checking its records, offered her the appropriate gas receiver. Apparently the Sarpasigowu had opted for conservatism in this model, because the receiver was standard to several other weapons, making interchange and ammunition purchase that much easier. Rada waited until the range was declared active, selected her target, and fired.


That clinched it. She exchanged receivers and returned to the Sarpasigowu booth. “How much for weapon, holster, and three receivers, plus spare sights and craft tools?” The insectoid ran some numbers and handed her a flop-screen, tapping the total with its antenna. The price was high but less than she had anticipated. The sales clerk tapped lower on the “page” and Rada read the line of text. This was part of a batch that had been ordered, partly paid for, and then the customer had been defeated and couldn’t collect. Stank to be them, Rada shrugged. Some cultures would view the batch as being cursed, but Rada didn’t. Not that it would matter either way, considering how many other curses had been hurled at her head over the centuries. Rada signaled her agreement for the weapon and accessories and the insect took back the flop-screen, entered the data, and debited her account. As per show rules, her new toy’s case had a time-release seal applied to it that would expire after the show closed. 


With that checked off her list, Rada threaded her way through the crowd to the armor dealers. The Azdhagi made very good body armor, but she wanted something even more discreet than usual. And that was not sewn into her clothes, unlike Azdhagi custom. Her helmet had just been upgraded so she only sighed over some of the newer designs and then kept moving. After two hours or so of browsing, Rada was about to quit in frustration until she poked her nose around one last corner. This was the least fancy and most questionable part of the armor section but Rada’s ears twitched as she spotted something of interest. It was a booth staffed by two mammals and a Sarpasig selling ultra-discreet personal protection. Ah ha, Rada thought, looking at two pieces in particular. One was an armored breast support that extended down almost to the wearer’s waist. It lapped around the back and had no seams that she could see. The other item fit over one’s abdomen and lower back and had a sleeve attached to cover the torso-tail junction. 


After some measuring, the Sarpasig showed Rada where she could try on both pieces. The second would need to be replicated in her size, but even the too-large sample felt very comfortable, as those things went, and gave her full range of motion. The chest support was based on Hilorski designs and utilized lapping plates and a new super-dense but light fluid encased in a cut-resistant cover. The salesbeing helped Rada adjust the fit so that it was skin-tight but did not restrict her motion or breathing. “Come out and Husu will take the final measurements for the back-guard, honored First Claw,” the semi-reptilian insectoid Sarpasig invited and Rada did so.


As Husu, a blue-green marsupial, took careful measurements, even compressing Rada’s tail fur to be absolutely certain of the number of tail-joints involved, Rada sensed someone watching her intently. Husu finished and the felinoid turned around to face the main aisle. A Trader and another humanoid had stopped to observe the fitting and Rada gazed back at the two males. Well, she assumed that the second figure was a male. He’d had some custom body sculpting and alteration done, but the basic shape remained male. Small, darkly iridescent scales covered his hands, head and face and he wore a very subtly cut long coat of the finest tooroi fleece Rada had seen thus far. It had to be worth at least a thousand credits and Rada made a mental note of the garment and wearer.


He in turn seemed rather interested in her, although his escort radiated discomfort. Rada flicked her tail at the unhappy Trader and returned to the changing area, put her own clothes back on and emerged to find the scaly humanoid dickering over a small item with Husu. “This one will assist you,” the Sarpasig’s translator grated and Rada ordered three of the breast supports and two back guards. Since she did not intend to wear them except as under-layers, Rada declined the decorative options. No, I do not need beads or embroidery, especially not there, she snorted.


Rada picked up her cased pistol and started to leave. Her items would be ready the next day so there was no point in lingering when there were other things to see. As she began striding off, a male said in unaccented Trader, “A moment of your time, gentlebeing?”


Rada turned and replied, “Yes?” She’d been very careful indeed and two weeks spent with audio recordings in Tobashto showed in her accent.


The Trader made a small gesture of inquiry. “Your pardon, but you are...?”


“First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter, security specialist and technologies coordinator for ’Krrsskalee Sebentoe,” she replied without hesitation, her Tobashtorak accent thick. She reached into her belt pouch and retrieved an old-style hard copy data card and handed it to him. He inspected and began returning it when the other male intervened. 


“Your pardon, First Claw,” he said, smoothly pocketing the card. “My associate, Master Jiwal da Peerlan, is looking for a felinoid that is in Debt to several Trader tarqina.”


Jiwal shook his head, “But you are most definitely not her, First Claw Foe-gutter, and I apologize for having interrupted you.”


“Apology accepted, Master da Peerlan, gentle sir,” she pointed her tail tip toward each male in turn.


The three parted company and Rada considered going to the simulator section, then changed her mind. Instead she got something to drink and then went to another side area of the mart. Bioweapons and biomod were prohibited on a number of worlds, which of course did nothing to stop their production and use. Beneath her new pelt, Rada’s skin crawled as she thought about some of the nastier viri and nanotech infections she’d had to deal with. Her mentor abhorred weaponizing living things and refused to have any truck with them. He also insisted on learning as much as he could about them in order to treat their effects should the need arise. Rada followed his lead.


It was fortunate, the mammal thought as she looked at the first dealer’s product descriptions, that the vast majority of gen-mod techniques left identifiable traces. Chimerization did not, but the very existence of the chimera gave the process away. Rada browsed a few of the booths, even chatting up one company’s sales rep. Its products targeted reptiles specifically and, while she did not recall any being used against the Azdhagi, Rada filed away as much information as she could. The avian female offered to demonstrate one of the less lethal gasses on a lizard in a special tank, but Rada declined. She took a data file and promised to keep the firm in mind, should ’Krrsskalee Sebentoe ever have need of such wares.


Halfway down the row Rada spotted her true target. Filtak Genetics, a small subgroup of the Karoo Cartel, specialized in medical genetics. It should have had nothing to do with the creation of a human-Oudvah chimera and Rada had wondered at the time if she’d found a corrupted data set, reworked in order to protect the actual culprits. But no, only Filtak used the proprietary marker that she’d found in the chimera. Someone had been very, very sure that nothing like Rada (or Joschka) would find and sample the creatures that had been sent back to Earth. The mammal had snorted when she’d looked at the analysis: even she did a better job, and she was an amateur! So with a certain amount of trepidation the Wanderer-hybrid strolled over to the tastefully arranged booth.


The male salesbeing was talking to another customer and Rada used the time to look at the company’s advertising files. “Filtak Genetics—Your Source for Quality” sounded blander than white grain paste and Rada wondered who had squandered the advertising budget and on what. Then she read more closely into the file and watched the graphics clip. Interesting, she thought, eye narrowing in concentration and tail tip starting to flick. That’s not the sort of thing the Cartel has produced in the past. In addition to the usual products, Filtak offered custom tailored sentient and sapient organisms. But what caught Rada’s attention came under the delivery and shipping policy. Karoo does not do transtemporal shipments. Period. Over half of the Cartel’s members’ religions or philosophies forbade transtemporal activities for various reasons and the Cartel did not allow its component corporations to offer that service. But Filtak’s data suggested that it did, indeed, ship across time.


“Can I help you?” a cultured voice inquired in Trader. Rada looked up from her data receiver to find a second male salesbeing studying her. There was more than just professional interest in his look and she gritted her mental teeth.


“I’m not certain yet. My ’krrsskalee may be contracting for chem-sensitive creatures in the near future. The Strong Ones offered an initial proposal, but the larger council has yet to decide on our participation as a ’krrskalee versus a subgroup.” 


The male had trouble following her explanation between her accent and the unusual vocabulary, but he caught on quickly. “Does your,” and he pronounced the word carefully, “’krrskalee envision a quantity or quality transaction?”


“Quality,” the mammal assured him. “Only a double forefoot,” and she held up her clawed hand, “but semi sapient if possible. And reusable.”


He had been taking notes and looked up from his data pad. “How about edible?”


“Of course not. Everyone knows that is forbidden,” she replied a bit too intensely.


“It is indeed and Filtak does not condone the consumption of sapient organisms,” the male agreed, making conspicuous notes. After taking more information, he sent Rada an open file with the specifics, lead times and prices for the sort of animal she’d described. “All this is, of course, subject to the appropriate treaties and regulations,” he reminded his potential customer.


“Absolutely,” she agreed, saving the file. It had a secondary data set, she noticed. “Thank you for your time,” and she stowed her data reader and picked up the weapon case.


“Thank you for considering Filtak, ah,” he raised an eyebrow in query.


She smiled at the hint, only baring part of her fangs. “First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter.” The felinoid flicked her tail at the humanoid male to see if he would get the hint.


“Thank you, honored First Claw,” and he picked up a small knife from the batch behind the “counter.” “A small token of thanks for considering our products.” Rada offered her hand to accept it and he caressed her palm as he gave her the elegantly decorated blade.


Rada flicked her tail again, nodded her thanks and stepped out of the way of another potential customer. She looked at a few other booths and displays before going back to her room. Once there she carefully locked the door after Zabet cautioned, «Some people are having trouble telling which room is which.»


“Bad tagging again?” the mammal inquired as she sauntered into the main room to the two-section suite.


Zabet swirled her round ears and waved her forefeet. «Management not used to dealing with non-optical sensory systems. The» and she sent an image of a quasi-crystalline shape dragging an old-fashioned suitcase, «can’t detect the devices used to indicate specific rooms.» 


Rada put her new firearm down out of the way and got a container of water before perching on the edge of a sturdy-looking small table. “They are not used to those of us with a fifth limb, either,” and she gave an exceedingly over-upholstered, vaguely chair-like thing a sour look. “Unless that’s supposed to be art work.” Zabet failed to take the hint and remained sprawled over the couch. “Anyway, I need your computer skills, Boss.”


«What did you find?» Rada transferred the file and secondary data from Filtak Genetics over to her partner’s portable computer. The True-dragon skimmed through the data and then started to open the second, private, file and cursed. «Amateurs. The second dataset comes with a data-tap buried in it. It is one of the shoddiest taps I’ve seen in ages.» She worked quickly, setting up a second, dummy, area for the file to open in. «You want me to burn the tap or give it false goodies?»


“Go on and feed it Rrahsh’s data but be careful. If it is that obvious there may be a secondary or tertiary code buried under the visible one.” Zabet did as asked and then read the secondary data set. Her ears flattened and her whiskers stiffened with distaste. Blue eyes narrowed and she sent the cleaned information back to Rada. She read it in turn and her tail bristled. “Well, that confirms my suspicions rather neatly. Eager bastards.”


«That’s skirting very, very close to the edges of legality.»


“Legality? From an outfit that says it will violate one of the few inviolable rules of the Karoo Cartel if a customer so desires? It certainly pushes the edges of a number of cultures’ ideas of morality, including the Tobashto.” Rada drained her water glass and rolled her neck and tail, easing some tension. “I suspect it’s a test. If I don’t come storming back and slap his face with my flop-screen, he may push the edge a little closer.”


«Nasssssty,» Zabet hissed silently.


Her Pet got up and went to the necessary before answering. “Agreed. And it means I’m closer to answering my question. So how was your day?”


«Pretty darn good. Got some nice swag,» and the silvery-blue tail pointed toward a small pile of goody boxes and bags. «Too bad the Azdhagi are so far behind with allowing personal shields, because I found two that would be perfect.» Her whiskers twirled, then went limp and she continued, «I still might get one for use elsewhere and just stash it in the ‘Hart when we’re on Drakon IV. And you might take a look at the medical section.»


“Can’t. Will push my cover. Tobashto use strictly their own kit and Rrahsh Foe-gutter is security and tech, not medical.” Which Rada thought total foolishness on the part of the Tobashto, but maybe they’d been burned in the past. 


«Go look, pet. That’s an order. There’s something funny I want your opinion on, and if someone asks you could say that you are looking at what enemies might be using.» Zabet’s sending carried the weight of a command and Rada frowned. 


“Well, first I need food and to see if the salesbeing is really as charming as he thinks he is. You want me to order anything for you?” She got up, stretched, and made certain that the ribbons on her tail remained secure. Zabet shook her head and pointed to a small cart with empty plates and platters that Rada had failed to see earlier. “Got it,” and she pulled the room-service cart out behind her when she left. 


After getting something heavy on the protein, the mammal went to what she would call the bar. It was a place where one could buy a number of mild intoxicants or stimulants, but not real food, and it served as a convenient meeting place because of its central location among the different wings and sections of the resort’s main building. After considering just how clear she needed her head to be, Rada passed on the second-run keritang and ordered a medium karpotl, straight. The individual running the bar apparently agreed with her choice because it added a few drops more after filling the snifter. Rada raised her glass in salute and passed over her credit-carrier, swirling the liquor a little and sniffing gently as she did. The barkeep passed back her card as the mammal sipped carefully, eye narrowing with pleasure at the hint of “wildness” in the complex scents and flavors. Good stuff indeed, and she carefully inhaled over the next sip to get the full benefit of the excellent blend.


“First Claw Foe-Gutter?” a smooth and familiar voice inquired from behind the felinoid. Rada turned to find exactly whom she had been hoping to find, and she nodded her recognition as she took another sip of karpotl. “I was wondering if you might have any further questions about the products you were interested in?”


“No, thank you. The information has been sent to the ’krrsskalee First Fangs and it is their decision now.”


“Very good. Then perhaps I would not be out of line moving from professional to more social topics.” The male smiled and took the empty space at the bar beside her, giving her a chance to read his emotions. “The local dark,” he ordered, then turned back to Rada. “Pardon if I am too bold, First Claw, but I find you quite attractive.”


Yes, you would Rada snarled behind her shields. Never bedded a Tobashtorak and now’s your chance. His kind repulsed her almost as much as just plain rapists did. All he wanted was another species to add to his collection and had no interest in her as an individual. Disgusting cad. But she acted intrigued, if wary. “Thank you, gentlesir.”


“Please, call me Lothar,” he insisted before taking a swig of his beer. “Again, pardon me if I am forward, but have you had the evening meal yet?”


He certainly was in a hurry! Rada made a forefoot gesture of negation and Lothar looked confused. “Ah, forgive. I forget not all know the paw-speech,” Rada said. “Please call me Rrash and no, I’ve not eaten. I prefer to feed lightly and late in the evenings.”


Rada went back to her room, ignored Zabet’s look of concern, and headed straight into the washing chamber. She stripped off her clothes and scrubbed herself until her skin ached, then dried off and emerged.


«Someone wearing bad perfume or did they spill the vegetable platter on you?» Zabet inquired from behind an e-reader.


“Neither. I just seduced one of the sleeziest males I’ve ever encountered.” Before Zabet died of heart failure, Rada continued, “His imagination gave him a lot better time than I could have, Boss. And trust me, I would not bed that creature if he were the last male in the universe.” She got a large glass of water and sat down across from the True-dragon. “Especially since he let it slip that he was testing me for his boss.”


«Ugh! That’s revolting,» and Zabet’s whiskers went rigid with distaste as her tail whapped the floor behind her seat. «This is an arms-mart, not a flesh market.»


Rada drank the cool water and leaned her head back, eye closed. Manipulating Lothar’s mind left her feeling unclean despite the scrub, and the exertion had drained her physically as well. “Apparently his boss sees the galaxy differently. And they both like it rough, but only if they are giving it. Rough and not always voluntary,” she added. 


From the very beginning he’d wanted to restrain her completely, but she’d refused, only letting him secure her legs and blindfold her. At the first possible chance she put both hands on him and slammed his mind as hard as he’d wanted to strike her body. Once he was well into his fantasies she’d freed herself and sat back, monitoring him to keep things from going so far into unreality that he’d wonder about it later. As it was, Rada learned a lot more than she really cared to about that kind of congress. By now she’d thought she was familiar with most of the variations on recreational procreation but yeech. He wanted to “bag an exotic” and to make her feel pain, nothing more or less. Rada sent a silent prayer to whatever deity happened to be passing by that Lothar’s other partners had been consenting professionals who had been very well paid for their suffering. She also asked for justice for any unwilling innocent. Because even some professionals could have ended up scarred by the things he liked to do and see.  


«Are you going to turn him in?»


Rada opened her eye and stood up, stretching. “No, because Rrash Foe-gutter went willingly and enjoyed the evening, according to what his brain will tell him. After all, everyone knows that female soldiers really want to be dominated, no matter what they may say aloud,” and both women exchanged angry looks. They’d both disabused predators more than once.


Zabet used her tail tip to flick off the main light. «I hope it will prove to be worth it,» the reptile sighed as she eased over to her chosen sleeping spot.


“I think it will. If I’d actually had to bed that ngeedak it would be a different story.” Rada turned off the side light and lay down in her improvised nest on the floor but could not sleep. She’d almost blown her cover when he produced limb restraints and other toys. The mammal had felt a flashback starting and barely fought it off, covering her terror by acting excited. Once this is over, I will never, ever, ever do this again. Ever, I swear by all that anyone holds holy. She’d refuse the mission and take the strike on her file rather than have to participate in something like that again after this was done.


Rada dozed off. Suddenly, she couldn’t move and her body ached as if she’d been beaten and assaulted. She had been, and the woman struggled, unable to free herself as a human man ordered, “Tell me where she is and how to call her.” Jaws locked, Rada refused. He would not break her, couldn’t break her. Rape hadn’t worked; her conditioning and training held despite his bullies’ brutality. Beatings also failed and she kept her secrets locked away from him. “Tell me where she is,” he repeated, then began smearing something cold over the right side of her face. It stung but did nothing more, and a little bit of Rada’s mind wondered if whatever it was didn’t work with her alien biology, even as another part screamed in warning. 


The man, his face in shadow (why? She asked the memory, what’s going on?), lifted a device and held it to her face, pressing the metallic plate against her greasy cheekbone. The machine started vibrating and pain radiated along Rada’s bones as a high-pitched sound pierced her skull. Her teeth felt looser and she could barely see, her ears aching from the vibrations and the ultrasonic noise and her contact lenses clouding over as cracks crazed the glass. “Tell me where she is,” he demanded, turning the machine’s pulses higher and higher. Pain blinded, Rada cried out but refused to tell him. He removed the machine and the pain stopped, but before she could more than inhale his hand swung up toward her. Skin tore, bone and glass shattered, and she saw red and black as raw agony exploded from where her eye had been. The shock collapsed her shields and his anger, raw lust, and enormous pleasure at seeing her blood drove the woman’s mind to the breaking point as her scream cut through the stinking air.


Something cold slapped her face and the worst of the pain ended along with the memory. She stared into a dim room, gasping for breath, water dripping from her face. A silvery shape loomed over her and Rada flinched back, hands raised to protect her remaining eye before she realized that Zabet stood there, not her attacker. The mammal took a deep breath, then another, and another, calming her body enough that her mind might follow. Rada clasped shaking hands in her lap. “Thanks, Boss. Good thing I sleep on the floor,” she whispered.


«Oh hell yes,» Zabet replied, setting down the water bottle she’d used to wake her partner. «I’m surprised you didn’t wake the dead. What happened?»


“Flashback.” Before she could elaborate Zabet wrapped herself around the woman, supporting and holding her with cool, smooth scales and strongly muscled flanks and tail.


«Rada, have you ever talked to anyone? As in a professional?» Concern and more than a little fear came through the True-dragon’s sending and Rada stroked under her partner’s throat, soothing the reptile as well as herself. 


«I talked to Himself,» the Wanderer silently reminded her friend. «The letch’s emotions triggered the memory, I think; not evil but nasty, a user.»


The reptile craned her head around, giving the damp felinoid a close inspection. «Hmpf» came the thought, carrying with it concern, relief that Rada’s scream had not woken anyone else, and anger at the male who triggered the memory. The two dozed off together, and despite her fears Rada dreamed no more that night.


As per Zabet’s “suggestion” Rada looked over the medical area the next morning. At first she only found the usual med-kits, self-proclaimed universal bio-weapon defenses, and other combat medical things. Then she noticed the tastefully decorated booth off to the side. The corporations’ bland name and display set off the same bells as had the Filtak literature and Rada stopped, moving out of the main walk-through so she could see more of the display. “Kishon Biologics and Metallics” could mean anything or nothing and the name failed to trigger any memories or associations in Rada’s mind. She looked more closely at the data being projected on the sales display, sounding out the language. The company advertised custom pharmaceuticals, nothing unusual there. But something in the phrasing seemed strange and Rada kept watching the advertisement.


 There it was! “And our products have also been used successfully on Sarpas II, Kirschfeld’s World, and Mintao with no secondary effects or generational spill-over. We guarantee complete applicator satisfaction or we will return your credits,” blah, blah, the usual sales pitch. Only someone with a serious knowledge of mass poisonings and bioweaponry would see a link between those three planets and Rada blanched inside. That’s not coincidence. Which means I could be in over my head if I pursue this, she warned herself even as part of her wanted to grill the android that served as a salesbeing for Kishon. Instead she downloaded the basic files from the data kiosk and went her way. Just in case, she also downloaded material from a few other places as cover; if anyone asked she was simply taking back the latest information to her ’krrsskalee.


First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter found a place to sit where she wouldn’t crush her tail joints and skimmed through the material she’d collected. After this long working with Himself she’d read or seen almost every possible variation on “our stuff works really well, trust us. No side-effects, we promise!” But that’s not quite what Kishon promised. Rada cleared the screen on her datapad and stared into space, tail tip swinging as she sorted through some memories. Mintao, Kirschfeld’s World, and Sarpas II had all been hit with targeted biotoxins prior to being invaded. But that remained yet to happen; the Mintao invasion, earliest of the three, would not occur for another twenty of the regional years. And hiding bioweapons in staples shipments violated the Laws of War both “now” and in the future.


 OK, settle down here, she cautioned herself. First you need to see if there are any other possible connections between those three worlds that might have something to do with what Kishon produces. Then you have to confirm that someone did not just royally f’ up their advertising. People advertised what would happen in the future but only as a joke, especially when someone was talking about things military.


And then there was the neat little tag at the end of the file, identifying Kishon as being a subsidiary of the Karoo Cartel. The Cartel was a big company and the coincidence could very well be just that—coincidence. She’d encountered bad branches of otherwise decent companies before.


She returned from her cloudwalking to discover that the expensively dressed male from the day before happened to be standing in the lounge, apparently checking his own data receiver. Today he wore a form-fitting body suit that left no doubt as to his wealth and physical prowess. Blessed Bookkeeper, why don’t codpieces as fashion statements just die once and for all? Rada snorted. For the same reason that your shirt has no buttons above your cleavage, the acidic voice in her head replied. Yes, well, at least in her case it was not false advertising. The Trader from da Peerlan did his best to lurk discretely and Rada in turn did her best to ignore him. She tucked her datapad into the case hanging from her belt and stood, obviously intending to go elsewhere. 


“Well met, First Claw,” the wealthy male said before she could get away.


She dipped her head and made a tail gesture of acknowledgment. “Gentlesir.”


He closed out his file before continuing. “I trust that you are finding what you seek?”


“The scouting goes well,” and her tail rumpled in a noncommittal shrug.


“Is there something in particular your ’krrsskalee has need of? I ask because I have contacts with several companies here,” he offered. Something in his eyes triggered Rada’s suspicions and she lowered her shields just a hair. He was not lying that she could sense but it was hard to tell; the waves of lust pouring off him masked his other feelings.


The Tobashto female swirled her right forefoot in negation. “Thank you, gentlesir, for your courtesy but I am on a scout, not a stalk.” 


He covered his momentary confusion smoothly. “Then I wish you good fortune on your explorations, First Claw. Perhaps I may be of service at some point.” It was an invitation and Rada took it.


“Perhaps,” she shifted her weight and turned slightly as she rotated a shoulder, revealing more of her chest to his view. “If you will pardon me,” she inclined toward him slightly and began walking away.


“Of course.” He slipped a data card into her forefoot as she passed, and the contact was enough for her to read his surface emotions and to catch an image. Rada’s skin crawled under her fur and she wanted to throw the card in the closest incinerator. Instead she slid the item into her carry-case and meandered through the mart to the virtual reality section in order to catch the next demonstration of several pieces of artillery and anti-artillery. 


Rada found nothing new or exciting in the heavy weapons and transport displays, but it cleared her mind. The Azdhagi preferred their own designs and Rada knew about most of the weapons systems on display from her history research. Her interest lay in how the salesbeings envisioned their devices being used—what deployment patterns, support forces and technology, transportation requirements, and so on. Transportation also concerned both Rada and her cover persona for obvious reasons and she studied several displays with great interest. Although Tobashtorak built and used their own inter-stellar transports, a ’krrsskalee hired by a third party might well have to use their employer’s equipment and Rrahsh Foe-gutter downloaded several data files about the latest in drop shielding and other equipment. 


She also made note of a new, high-value shipping concern. Nori High Speed offered secure, “discreet” deliveries within this quadrant of the galaxy. Again, nothing unusual on the surface, aside from an emphasis on low-mass, high hazard cargos, but the darkness lay in the details. “In-time delivery guaranteed,” Rada whispered under her breath. Not on time, but “in time,” meaning a trans-temporal delivery option.


Rada found a hydration point, bought something to drink, and then found another out-of-traffic corner. OK, once is accident, twice is coincidence, but three different branches of the Karoo Cartel offering illegal services? That reeks of trouble. The rational side of her mind kicked in and Rada perched on the edge of a flat-topped, table-like piece of furniture and drew her computer out of her carry-bag. After checking for observers, she opened the link to the Dark Hart and quickly downloaded the current-for-this-time rules of warfare and the covenants for the closest active conflicts. The mercenary skimmed the data until she found what she wanted. By the Debt Collector’s dark heart this is getting deep. Rada terminated the link and shuffled the memory record so that anyone looking at her computer would see the most recent sales downloads but nothing more. 


The mammal wanted thinking space. She took her gear and swag back to the room, changed into clothes better suited to a hard workout, left a note for Zabet along with the overdressed humanoid Lyonel mer Olbaak’s card, and hunted up the physical exercise area. Rrahsh Foe-gutter needed to stay in form because she could expect a challenge as soon as she returned to Karmali, and the felinoid stretched carefully, working all her joints and testing for catches or pain. She felt nothing out of the ordinary and after clearing the area she set herself, began a series of basic hand-to-hand defense maneuvers before moving to more advanced drills and patterns. Then the mammal moved to the strength-training area, working especially intensely on her upper body. Rrahsh might not have any qualms about doing leg work, but Rada didn’t dare. Then she returned to stretches and cool-down forms.


Two other resort guests had joined her by the time she finished. A Sarpasig concentrated on balance exercise, or at least that’s what Rada hoped it was doing in a corner with a large agility ball. The other guest launched into weight work, in the process giving Rrahsh a very good view of his sculpted muscles and complete-body skin shift. Despite herself, Rada acknowledged the humanoid’s strength and physical attractiveness. Too many creatures indulged in body-sculpt and then failed to keep up the additions and modifications. Not Lyonel mer Olbaak; he put effort into his exercises and it looked as if he was stronger than she was, at least judging by the weights he selected. Strong usually means stiff, though, the female noted.


Rrahsh stretched up, rising on her toes, hands to the ceiling and tail swirling, then slowly bent forwards, palms to the floor. As expected, Lyonel watched the display and it did not require an empathic talent to sense his interest in the slowly moving female mammal. Grinning to herself, Rrahsh straightened up and twisted before bending backwards until her hands touched the floor and her abdominal muscles screamed with the effort. Slowly, slowly she drew herself upright, shook all over, and collected her light jacket, nodding to the humanoid as she left the exercise room.


Rada’s stomach churned and she swallowed hard, fighting to keep breakfast where it belonged. Blessed Bookkeeper! That’s disgusting. Her skin crawled under her fur and the Wanderer took a deep breath, settling her stomach and emotions before strolling through a more heavily-traveled corridor back to her room. Lyonel mer Olbaak reeked of lust, but not the healthy, playful kind. No, he wanted the Tobashto female so he could see how far he could “play” with the exotic toy. 


Rada needed to clear her mind before she attacked something, and she remembered seeing a meditation garden on the map of the resort’s grounds. After a few minutes the Wanderer found an empty, sun-warmed flagstone in the hedge-walled space and sat. She curled her tail into her lap and turned all her attention to the sound of the small fountain in one corner of the garden, letting the water’s splashing and trickling carry away her emotions. Warm sunlight flowed out of a clear sky, helping relax her taut muscles as the water washed her thoughts and feelings away from the source of her anger and distress. A small part of her mind wondered at how sensitive Rada remained to emotional threats, noting the problem for future attention. But most of her senses and thoughts focused on the present moment, the scents of warm soil, the sound of the trickling waters, the curving, gritty stone under her fingertips.


After an hour she rose to her feet, stretched, and returned to her room. “Gone shopping; be back after 1600,” Rada read aloud, shaking her head a little and smiling. Then she got cleaned up, poured a large glass of the local milk, and settled onto the low, wide arm of the couch. She then opened a custom program on her portable computer and set to work. Forty-five minutes later, Rada frowned at the results. “I do not like this,” she hissed in Azdhag. “Not at all.”


She’d sensed a pattern and that pattern now spread over the projection display. Three sub-corporations of the Karoo Cartel hovered in the air. Lines extended from each corporation’s logo to an illegal or questionable service that they claimed to provide. The lines overlapped in all cases. Filtak and Kishon offered goods of dubious morality and legality. Nori provided transportation for those specific types of goods, in a way that violated one of the few supposedly unbreakable principles of the Karoo Cartel. And Kishon advertised cures for diseases that did not exist yet. Rada sipped the last of her milk and then licked a few more drops out of the glass as she re-read the display. “By the Bookkeeper’s Tally this sucks like a singularity,” she whispered in Tobashto. “And then there’s Olbaak.”


Could he be involved with the three companies in some way? Rada considered the matter. Slow down, Pet, she heard Zabet’s voice in her imagination. Just because he’s a slime-sucking predatory bastard doesn’t mean that he’s part of the Karoo corruption. Which was, indeed, quite true: bastards came in all sorts, often unrelated by anything but tasteless behavior and immorality. Just because Rada thought that Lyonel mer Olbaak acted like the kind of creature that would break laws in order to gain power and wealth did not mean that he was currently breaking any of the laws that mattered to her investigation, his association with Tarqi da Peerlan notwithstanding. “Aw bugger,” she sighed.


Someone stopped outside the room’s door, hesitated, then activated the arrival chime. Rada turned off the computer’s projection display, put the empty glass out of harm’s way, slid the safety on her holdout weapon to “off,” and turned on the door identification monitor. It showed a Sarpasig carrying a bag of body armor. Rada opened the door.


“Gentlebeing, your purchases are ready for your confirmation,” it chattered through a translator box. Rada let it in and shut the door. She slid out of her blouse and usual breast support and then tried on her new chest protector. The insect used the second protector to demonstrate the clasps and fittings, while Rada mimicked it. The fasteners were not exactly intuitive but she got the basics sorted out very quickly. “And the soft-part guard,” the sales-being chattered, offering the lower half of the set. Rada excused herself and put it on in the other room, then returned. The Sarpasig’s antennae swayed back and forth as it studied her, using a foreleg to motion her to turn around, then bend. It tugged lightly on her tail, snugging the armor against the bones for a moment. Rada swirled her tail around, testing the range of motion. “Good” the insect said.


Rada pulled her clothes on over the armor and went to a mirror to check the fit. When she turned back around, the Sarpasig seemed to be studying her closely, its bright blue proboscis extended slightly from above the mandibles. “Gentlebeing, have you any business with Kishon Biologics?”


“Not yet. ’Krrskalee Sebentoe is self-contained at this time,” Rada said, leaning into the Tobashtorak accent, her guard up.


The pale-colored insect listened to the translator. “And in the future?”


“The needs of the clan might change over time and turn.” What did the thing want and had it been watching her? 


“This one is named Krsst,” and a jumble of hissing and clicks followed as the creature pointed toward its self. “This one watches Kishon and watches Olbaak. Olbaak watches you, so this one watches you. Hive leader demands.” Rada sorted out the literal translation. 


“Hive guards Sarpas II?” she guessed, eye narrow.


“Sarpas IV, eighty years from now. Trader watches you too, because Olbaak watches.” Rada’s sense of self-preservation began kicking into overload and she fought the urge to flee, especially when Krsst added, “And you taste of Trader as well as Tobashto.”


Rada decided to take a chance. “Why come back to now?”


“Rowfow pilot found a,” and the insect paused, antennae rubbing together as it looked up something on the translator’s tiny screen. “A ‘knot’ and a storm? This one does not understand but Hive does.”


“The Rowfow pilot said a storm? That is the word he used?” Rada leaned forward, listening very carefully.


The Sarpasig showed her the translator box’s screen. There it was, the term the Rowfow used to describe interference in the timethreads. Specifically, the word meant an interference that should not be happening in a known timethread. Rada leaned back and took a deep breath. The Debt Collector is all but treading on my heels if the Sarpasig is telling the truth. 


 “You want me to watch Olbaak like you watch Olbaak? And let you know what I learn about Sarpas IV or the Trader with Olbaak?”


“Yes. Find this one at the armor.” That made sense; Olbaak had seen her there, knew she’d ordered something, and probably wouldn’t make any connection besides the obvious one. “This one goes,” and the insect let itself out of the room.


Rada began stretching and twisting, getting the full measure of her new body armor. It fit better than her Azdhagi gear did and she really liked the single-piece tail guard. The upper fit closely but didn’t squish her breasts, unlike some armor that she’d worn. Yeah, but when you need metallo-ceramic plate you do not care about anyone knowing what sex you are, she thought with a touch of grim humor. After a few more minutes of testing, the mammal took off her new goodies and packed them away, changing back into her Tobashtorak clothes. 


Zabet returned a few moments after Rada refilled her milk. “Any luck?”


«Oh yeah! Catch,» and the happy reptile tossed a small object toward her partner’s head. 


Rada caught it and unwrapped the cover. “Shiny.” She pulled a jeweler’s loupe out of her carry bag and gave the stone a closer inspection. “And faceted. New hobby?”


«No, barbarian. Try using it as a focus.»


“As a what?” The mammal looked from the gem to the reptile. “I can’t use a focus.”


«I know. That’s why you need to try that one,» Zabet repeated. She draped her tail over her forelegs and sat on her haunches in a credible imitation of an impatient human.


“All right, all right, sheesh.” Rada held the stone in her fingers and concentrated, trying to push emotions through it. When that failed, she shifted mental tracks and repeated the experiment with healing energy. “Yow, that’s hot!”


For the thousandth time Zabet looked smug, her whiskers floating up and down. «So it will work. Good. I can charge double for it, then. It’s a new synthetic.» 


Rada put the gem back into the wrapper and handed it to her boss. “I had an interesting visitor while you were out.”


«Tall, dark, and nasty-minded wanted a second date?» Zabet guessed as she packed the focus away. «Someone offer the Krrsskalee a contract? You won the drawing for the anti-ship cannon?» 


“No idea, nope, and by the Bookkeeper’s Talley I hope not! The jerks are not including shipping costs. No, I’m being watched and I was asked to watch in turn.”


«Hmmmm,» Zabet sent, along with an image of a circle of people all watching each other. «The Trademaster from da Peerlan?»


“You guess correctly, of most perspicacious of reptiles,” Rada said with a grin. “Him and his current boss, which makes me really wonder why a da Peerlan Trademaster is acting as someone’s bodyguard and assistant.”


Zabet snorted and mimicked someone waving a credit ring, her ears and whiskers suggesting that the answer was obvious. Rada shook her head and idly finger-groomed her tail fur. “Not just credits, Boss. It means that the two are in a bound contract. Jiwal da Peerlan is involved in some very important aspect of his client’s business, something so sensitive that he needs to be physically present to manage and control things. I only heard of two such contracts during my entire apprenticeship.”


«That sounds odd, since most weapons and military transport contracts are not that picky, and high-value goods transports tend to be either one-time events or to have a separate department set up to handle the contracts and scheduling,» Zabet mused, getting herself something to drink before taking up a pose on the dark-blue couch. «Do you have names to go with this charming pair?»


“Jiwal da Peerlan and Lyonel mer Olbaak. And Gentlesir mer Olbaak takes maintaining his body-sculpt very seriously, which makes me think he might also have weapons training, which makes a bodyguard even odder. Here’s his card.” Rada handed the item over.


«Are you going out again?»


“Yes. I want to look at some of the small weapons displays. Petting the knives and all that sort of thing.” The True-dragon snorted again, this time shaking her head in mild disbelief. It was one of their old arguments. Rada wanted to be able to disable or kill anything at any distance, while Zabet preferred to talk her way out of trouble or shoot from cover. “Want me to look for something for you?”


«Of course not...» Zabet caught herself and reconsidered. «See if you can find something pretty that I can use. And no tail-mounted blades; those are just stupid.»  


“Yes, Boss.”


The mammal strolled through the small weapons booths and displays, weaving through the rush of browsers and buyers. She looked at a few decorative items, including stiletto-type blades chased with niobium and boasting aquamarine insets. Those almost went back to the room with her, because the colors coordinated with her House colors on Drakon IV. Then she remembered blowing her budget on the armor and Rada moved on with a reluctant sigh. A long knife with a pearlescent handle caught her eye. The manufacturer offered several varieties and sizes, but none quite large enough for Zabet to handle well. The smooth grip compounded the problem and Rada dismissed the item. A crowd clustered around one booth and she eased in to see what had attracted everyone’s attention. Two Sarpasig demonstrated tricks with a vibro-knife that included tossing it back and forth, catching it and not severing their gripping appendages. “Even if you lose control of the weapon, it can’t work against you!” The translator box worked overtime to keep up with the rhythmic chirps and clicks of the salescreatures’ patter. “Watch!” One Sarpasig cut through a piece of wood, then handed the blade to an onlooker. As soon as the customer gripped the handle, the blade stopped. “Genetic scanning technology at its finest, gentlebeings! Set for individual or species depending on your needs.” Rada eased around the outside of the group and continued on her way.


Rada stopped at the information kiosk. Most people at the arms show had their own communications devices and messaging systems. Even so, the organizers provided a communications projection that served as a meeting place, message center, lost-and-found, and listed updates on schedule changes for the presentations. First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter logged in and discovered four messages. She ignored the first one about “Welcome to the Zilowi Arms Market” et cetera. The second provided a reminder that all purchased weapons must remain cased until the end of the fair on pain of ejection and/or termination, depending on the nature of the violation. However, the third message caught her interest. 


“You are invited to a reception and discussion of upcoming new-product releases by Kishon Biologics and Metallics. Please have your identification ready, this is invitation only,” she read. “I hope you can attend. Lyonel mer Olbaak,” the message concluded. Was this a trap? Rada glanced at the final message, inviting her to visit the armor dealer if she had any problems at all with the fit of her new set, and deleted all four. Yes, it was a trap, the Wanderer decided. A trap for Rrahsh Foe-gutter, laid by someone who never took “no” for an answer. Well, he probably never hears ‘no’ so why should he worry? Power served as an aphrodisiac in many, many cultures, she reminded herself, including Tobashotrak. 


“Speaking of power,” and Rada decided to go visit the armor booth again while the crowds were elsewhere. As she’d hoped, only one salesbeing attended to the front of the stall, and Rada made a querying gesture. The insect signed an affirmative and Rada turned on her translator box. “I have information and an opportunity,” she said quietly.


“As do I,” Krsst replied.


“Gentlesir mer Olbaak wishes me to attend a reception and sales-talk. I shall attend and report what I hear, should it be of interest to the Hive.” As she spoke, the mammal called up the care section of her armor’s warranty on her data pad, circled part of it with her stylus, and handed it to the Sarpasig. As she did she frowned, her tail tip vibrating with feigned annoyance.


The insect studied the document, retrieved its own flop-screen, and highlighted a different part of the warranty. It passed the screen to the “irritated customer” and extended its proboscis again as if testing for anger and stress. “And da Peerlan asks about an unregistered Trader scout ship. This one’s partner remains with Rowfow transport, watches and listens.”


Rada studied the indicated paragraph and flattened her ears, but returned the screen without further complaint. “Understood. Thank you for the clarification.” She shifted languages and hissed in unaccented Tobashtorok, “This one is Wanderer, not Trader.”


The insect hissed in understanding and offered her a set of cleaning wipes in appeasement, but Rrahsh Foe-gutter declined and left the booth, her tail still twitching with agitation but her ears up, shoulders and gait relaxed. After all, she’d just been informed that no, the armor had to be cleaned by hand because of the materials involved. A quick and cheap solvent dunk would stiffen the fabric, as she should have known from reading all of the information provided with the armor.


Rada traced her path back to the room, diverting briefly to check her messages yet again. Nothing new appeared and she did not seem to have a tail aside from the one already attached to her. Well, she thought as she cleared the search form and logged out, she’d gone looking for trouble and so she shouldn’t be surprised that she’d found it. She no longer had any choice; the Laws demanded that she help Krsst prevent or ameliorate the attack on Sarpas IV. There could be a good reason why Jiwal da Peerlan hovered over Lyonel mer Olbaak; it could be pure coincidence that three of the cartel companies offered illegal services; no connection might exist between what the Rowfow reported and Rada’s battle with the chimera. And Zabet might have found religion, turned celibate, and have taken a vow of poverty by the time Rada finished unlocking the room door; all were equally probable. 


«Get me anything?» Called a cheerful mental voice as soon as Rada closed the door behind her.


“No, unless you want to glue grippy strips onto pearlized enamel or dip it into tack-grip,” she called back.


«Barbarian,» the reptile sniffed, whiskers and ears drooping and tail tip limp with disappointment. 


The whiskers and tail tip snapped back upright with pure shock when Rada continued much more quietly, “And my initial target is probably Lyonel mer Olbaak, capture or kill.”


Zabet froze, horrified. «Are you fucking nuts? I just looked up his records, as best I could. Sweet shattered scales Rada Ni Drako, do you know who he is?» The agitated reptile swept her tail across the floor as she charged on, «He’s the Vice-chairman of the Board of the Karoo Cartel, president of Filtak Genetics, and a lot of other things. He can destroy you in a heartbeat if he wants to!»


Rada folded her arms. “And it’s bloody likely that he’s breaking the Laws, him and at least one member of Tarqi da Peerlan. Compulsion slaving, transportation of illegal technology, trans-temporal smuggling, and attempting to alter a known timetrack are all as illegal as hell, Boss. Someone needs to bring him to justice.”


«And this being a personal matter doesn’t figure in at all, does it?» Zabet asked, blue eyes narrow.


“Yes, it does, Boss: I have to finish what I started. If you want out, then shoo.” The mammal flopped into the chair, sprawling as if she were perfectly comfortable in the spine-twisting pose. “He’s already set the trap. I just need to get him to trigger it,” and she stared into the distance, mind spinning possible ideas and alternatives.


The True-dragon stalked over until her muzzle was centimeters from her pet’s nose. «You are not just a mercenary any more, Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako,» she hissed. «If you get caught and your connection with the Empire is revealed, your damned, irrational, blindingly stupid monofocus could start a fucking interstellar war. How are you going to justify that to your Bookkeeper, pray tell?» Zabet locked her gaze on Rada’s remaining eye. «Pass what you know on to the authorities or to another tarqi and let them do what needs to be done.»


Rada’s ears flattened and her claws extended. “And just who are the ‘authorities’ pray tell? And what tarqi will listen to me?” Her face twisted with contempt and she hissed back, “I’m the half-breed bastard with the ever-increasing price on her head, remember?” 


«Ah fewmets,» and Zabet backed a pace.


“And who will connect a Tobashto with the Empire? A mammal working for the Azdhagi in this time is so far beyond belief that no one would give credence to the tale even if the head of the Karoo Cartel told the story.” It was a good point and Zabet acknowledged the truth of it even as she shook her head in frustration at losing that weapon in her argument arsenal. After several minutes of silence Rada levered herself out of the chair and fixed the reptile a beer. “Here, you need this.”


«I do. And you’re a fool and I’m a bigger fool for letting you do this.» Zabet’s ears twirled as she drank the creamy porter. After a while she handed Rada the empty glass for a refill. When it arrived, the True-dragon cocked her head to the side and studied her business partner closely. «Tell me something, Pet. When did you develop a sense of moral responsibility?»


It was a serious question and the mammal thought about it as she changed into something more suggestive for her evening appointment. “I think you can blame Col. Adamski and Shi-dan. I admired Ingwe’s code of honor and his determination to stay on the side of order and fairness.” Rada brushed out her tail fur and changed ribbons as she continued, “Shi-dan took care of his people, even the ones he didn’t especially like, and he accepted responsibility for his actions and decisions. I have a feeling some of that wore off.” The woman thrashed her tail up and down, making certain that the ribbon and fancy cords stayed in place.


«In other words you are teachable. I’ll keep trying then,» Zabet sighed. «And why the blue cord with the rank ribbon?»


The mammal slung her belt around her hips, moving the buckle so that the leather rode much lower than usual. “Think about it, Boss.” She slipped her credit ring onto her finger, double-checked the gold decorations clipped to her ears, and sauntered out, hips swaying in a most un-Rada-like way. 


Zabet put the pieces together and started giggling, then snickering, and finally laughed so hard that she rolled on the floor. First Claw Rrahsh Foe-gutter was in heat! Thus the cord saying, “I’m quite ready and very willing, if you meet my standards,” plus the blouse that left almost nothing to the imagination. Unless someone else knew Tobashto mating traditions, Rada’s new decoration wouldn’t draw attention, but it added another layer to her persona. And it gave Zabet something new to tease her pet about. 


Rrahsh Foe-gutter presented her I.D. and strolled into the reception ears up and alert for anything of interest. Only a double-handful of others had arrived, including Lothar from Filtak Genetics, who stopped speaking with a reptilian someone long enough to salute the Tobashto before returning to his sales pitch. Rrahsh found a seat that provided space for her tail and settled down after helping herself to a glass of flavored water and some meat-based nibble-nuggets from the bar. The barkeep’s menu listed keritang on tap but Rrahsh needed a clear head, something not generally associated with drinking unfiltered keritang. Not long after she settled into place, Gentlesir President mer Olbaak arrived with his Trader shadow. Lothar the Letch did his best to fade into the faux-stone acoustic paneling as the lights dimmed and the presentation began.


After the usual corporate patter, the presentation went into topics that raised Rada’s fur. Rrahsh Foe-gutter, on the other forefoot, felt a tad bored with much of the talk of “in-time deliveries,” “customized biologics of varying sentience and sapience,” and “pre-need pharmaceuticals tailored to species and climate.” The Tobashto preferred nanotech to bio-weapons and those of First Claw rank dealt with such matters only as they encountered them in combat or training, not on the purchasing or deployment decision end. Rrahsh let her mind wander, or so her relaxed posture and swinging tail suggested. Rada Ni Drako worked very hard to keep her body bored-looking as her mind flashed through all the implications of the sales presentation.


The openness of the trans-temporal dealings bothered Rada the most, and she noticed that Master da Peerlan looked equally irritated. Beneath his outward calm Rada saw growing frustration bordering on anger in his body language, as if Kishon and Nori had overstepped the limits of their contracts. Or was he angry about something else altogether? Remember the null hypothesis Rada reminded herself. He could have lost a different sale and just learned about it before the reception started.


The salesbeing making the presentation then brought up a projection showing Mintao. “And this is projected to be one of our most successful projects to date. After careful research, Kishon Biologics has developed an agent targeted specifically at consumers of luxury comestibles,” and a picture appeared of something reddish and orange glopped into a metal bowl. “It can be tailored for effect and promises a new, non-lethal method of enforcing embargos and strikes. This product line is not limited to mammalians, and Kishon’s product development team is already expanding to similar goods lines for insectoid species. Before you ask,” the vaguely rodent-like mammal added, “we are making allowances for cultural differences in consumption patterns.”


After the main presentation, the lights came up for the question and answer session. Rada snorted a little at all the people who wanted the mammal to repeat something it had previously explained, but she listened carefully to a Nidslee when the insectoid inquired, “Are counter-agents also available for the new comestible line?”


When the spokes-creature hesitated, Lyonel mer Olbaak stood up and answered. “Yes. Kishon always develops safe, effective, short and long-term protective measures. Product safety is, as you well know, Kishon’s foremost priority.”


“Thank you, Gentlebeing,” the Nidslee replied. That proved to be the final question and the assorted potential customers began milling about, some making a second visit to the free bar and others discussing the sales pitch and information. Rrahsh Foe-gutter set her empty glass on a convenient flat surface and began wending a path between the others, looking for the door. She had almost reached the exit when Lothar appeared, not quite blocking her departure. “Ah, good evening honored First Claw.”


“Good evening, Gentlesir.” If he wanted any more response, he was not going to get it.


“Honored First Claw, Mister Lyonel mer Olbaak wishes a moment of your time,” the human stated formally, sweeping his hand toward Lyonel and Master da Peerlan in a summoning gesture.


“Indeed.” The First Claw watched Lothar grow increasingly nervous as she failed to respond to the invitation. After what must have seemed like hours to the human she pivoted and strode toward his employer, leaving him to catch up.


“Honored First Claw,” Lyonel smiled, his eyes running up and down the felinoid before settling on her face. “I’m glad you were able to attend the reception.”


“It was most educational,” came the neutral reply. “Thank you for inviting me.” Rrahsh flicked her tail in a way that raised part of her skirt, revealing a well-shaped calf over short brown boots.


Lyonel brushed back part of his knee-length embroidered vest, mirroring her. “I’m glad you found it so. I am unfamiliar with Tobashto customs, so forgive if my offer is mistimed, but would you care to share an evening meal with me?”


Rrahsh considered the offer, her tail waving gently. “Yes, I believe that I will do so.” Jiwal da Peerlan’s mouth turned down at the corners at the soldier’s words, all but screaming his displeasure with the turn of events, but he remained silent. Lyonel turned and said something very quietly, bringing a rapid but equally quiet reply from the Trademaster. 


The human’s hand flashed in a cutting gesture and he spun on his heel, vest swirling to reveal the stunning white lining. “Honored First Claw, if you care to come with me?” Rrahsh made a graceful forefoot gesture and followed, flicking her tail tip at the Trader as she passed. He did not follow.


At Lyonel’s invitation, Rrahsh preceded him into one of the resort’s many dining spaces. This one featured robotic table servers, granting an additional measure of privacy and discretion for those wanting or needing such an environment. The host-mammal led them to a private dining space, then turned on a discrete mute screen as it left. 


Lyonel obviously knew the dining location well. He took a seat under a small light, showing off his dark iridescent skin finish and perfect physique without obviously posing. His seat also appeared just a bit higher than that of his guest, giving him a good view of her breasts and face as well as making him seem larger and intimidating. A menu projection appeared on the table in front of the pair and Rrahsh leaned forward slightly so that she could find the control to translate it to Trader or Tobashto, tapping the language selection touch-square lightly before straightening back up. The seat shifted with her, discreetly conforming to her back and rump. However, it compressed her tail slightly and she reached back, pushing the offending cushion down until it “locked” into a trough. “Is there a problem?” her companion asked, appearing concerned.


“No more than usual, Gentlesir. The cushioning and my tail disagreed and the disagreement has been solved.” They ordered drinks, then supper. “Heighlei stew with protein chips,” Rrahsh specified.


“Hmm. Roast hollowtail with the caviar and scalloped blueroot. Have you had heighlei before, Rrahsh?”


She swirled her left forefoot in negation, lying as she said, “No, but it seems to be high protein.”


He smiled broadly. “It is. On some worlds heighlei is also reputed to be an aphrodisiac.”


The female feigned surprise. “How odd. On Karmali only plants are reputed to enhance the mating instinct. Plants and,” she paused before raising her eyebrow, “Certain choice parts of male prey.” She took a sip of her ginger-water, looking at Lyonel over the top of the glass and twitching her ears. “But such things are unproven, only stories told around hunting fires and in the mating chamber.” Was she moving things too fast?


Apparently not—a new light glinted in his green eyes and Lyonel smiled. “Many species have such tales, which suggests that there is truth to them.”


“Truth or only desire for truth. It is said that the mind is the strongest force for desire,” she riposted.


“Quite true. Instinct is not everything in life, at least not among advanced species.” He shifted the topic. “What do you think of the recent advances in weapons bio-design?”


The verbal dance continued for the next hour as Rrahsh and Lyonel discussed military topics and alien cultures, and occasionally more personal topics. Rrahsh seemed willing to be seduced and Lyonel had no doubts that he would succeed, although perhaps not this evening. After the table servo had removed their empty plates, Lyonel ordered coffee with liqueur. “Would you like something, Rrahsh, perhaps catnip tea?”


The felinoid recoiled, her ears flattening and her hands making a warding off gesture. “Absolutely not. Nepeta is a banned drug among Tobashto; it inflames that best left quiet. Ginger tea will suffice, thank you.” She glanced down as if calming herself and caught a flash of satisfaction on her host’s face.


“Your pardon. I was aware that the Feltari banned catnip but was not aware that others also prohibited the herb,” he soothed. They finished their drinks in companionable silence, although Lyonel did check his electronic message pad twice, replying once to something apparently urgent. “Rrahsh, will you be attending the closing demonstrations?”


She made another negation gesture, flashing a bit more cleavage in the process. “No. I have gathered that for which I was sent. ’Krrsskalee Sebentoe’s board expects my report soon, so I shall depart the trail tomorrow night. But perhaps I may return your hospitality tomorrow? Or even tonight,” she added guessing the next step in the dance.


“I accept your generous offer, Honored First Claw, and look forward to sharing hospitality tomorrow. I am afraid that I must leave to attend to business,” and he stood, taking a very long look at her chest as he did. “Please, let’s meet at my chambers tomorrow at the hour before local noon,” and he handed her a single-use data card.


“Certainly, Gentlesir, and I thank you for the good company this evening,” she brushed his hand and he gripped her shoulder as he passed, squeezing hard enough to leave a mark in her fur and skin. Rrahsh paid for her meal, then departed. She noticed Lyonel in the lobby, talking with someone, and she waved her tail toward him when he glanced toward her, sending the ribbons fluttering. If he’d done any homework, he’d know what they meant.


Rada let herself into her room, shut the door and locked it, then leaned against the brushed metal panel and shook, fighting to keep her gorge down. The raw lust and the desires she’d felt from him left her sick and she struggled to keep another series of flashbacks from taking her away. Lyonel wanted Rrahsh as a trophy and a toy, forced to submit to his will, her pain adding to his pleasure. It would be the crowning moment of his day, almost as good as when he “No!” Rada blocked the rest of the thought, fighting to separate herself from her and Lyonel’s emotional memories.


Zabet started to approach her but Rada waved her hands. “No Boss, no. Don’t touch me, don’t talk to me, just, no.” The mammal stripped out of her clothes, pulled on her sleeping shirt and trousers, and curled up into a ball in the soft, deep chair, eyes closed as she fought to keep her sanity. Be calm, be steady, be detached, she repeated over and over, invoking her earliest training. Slowly her heart stopped racing, slowly her muscles quit trembling as she built a wall between Lyonel and the still-wounded part of her mind. The adrenaline faded from her body and Rada emerged from her near-trance to find Zabet watching her closely. “Water?”


The reptile handed her a glass and Rada drained it, then unfolded from her ball. “We leave tomorrow afternoon, Boss. I’m meeting with the creature tomorrow at his quarters and it will finish one way or another.”


«Yes, because you will go mad if you keep this up. Rada, Pet, you need help.»


“I have help, or will after a quick visit to talk to someone tomorrow morning. You go on to the port and I’ll meet you there. Oh, and I’d like to borrow that crystal you got.”


Zabet shook her head, sending her whiskers whipping back and forth around her narrow muzzle. «Real help, Rada: a mind healer. Something happened on Earth, didn’t it? Something that you’re still fighting.»


“Yes, Boss it did, but not while I was with Yori,” she assured the reptile. It was not quite a lie and Zabet’s eyes narrowed, suspicion plain in her busy tail tip and half-flat ears. Zabet did not push the matter and Rada fell asleep in the chair, once more curled up, her back to the world.


Rada skipped breakfast the next morning. She used the time to pack and to groom her entire hair-coat. She also removed as much loose fur from her clothing as she could, suddenly glad that she no longer had hair long enough to grip and hold. Rada wore the same outfit as on her arrival, minus the half-gloves. She needed full contact with Lyonel mer Olbaak to gain what she needed, even with a boost from Zabet’s crystal. Again, the fancy ribbons on her tail and the low belt, and Rada decided to keep the earrings from the night before. 


As soon as the exhibition halls opened, Rada sailed to the armor booth radiating frustration and carrying one of the chest pieces. Husu, the blue-green marsupial who had overseen the fittings, began wringing his forefeet as she bore down on him. Krsst intercepted her before the felinoid could start complaining. “Allow this one to be of assistance, gentlebeing,” and he led her aside. 


She made a show of pointing to something inside the chest piece, as if the lining had come loose. “Lyonel is behind the threat to Sarpas IV,” she hissed in Trader, barely loud enough for the translator box to receive.


“And he has the antidote for whatever will happen. Rowfow felt more details, feels storm centering on mer Olbaak. Can you stop him?” The Sarpasig inspected the armor carefully, then reached for a tool and began “adjusting” something as Rada watched.


“Affirmative. I need transportation back to the spaceport, one half hour after local noon, but I will get what mer Olbaak has,” she promised. “And that will fix it?”


“Yes, gentlebeing. This one has added securing stitches and smoothed out a bubble. No more fur rub,” and Krsst handed the armor back to the mammal. 


“Thank you.” She nodded to Husu, careful not to show her fangs or claws, and walked much more calmly back through the display floor and sales areas to her quarters. Once there she packed her armor into the same bag as her clothes. Zabet, grumbling fiercely, had taken the new pistol and Rada’s computer with her, leaving Rada only her travel bag and her weapons belt.


A few minutes before the appointed time, Rrahsh Foe-gutter walked through the lobby to a very select part of the resort’s main building. As she turned down the corridor indicated on mer Olbaak’s data card, she met Jiwal da Peerlan. The tall, pale man studied her and she returned the regard, noting especially the small stunner pistol cased on his belt. He smiled pleasantly, nodding to her as he passed and cheerfully and politely offering, “Filthy out-breeder.”


Since Rrahsh did not understand Wanderer, only Trader-talk, she answered in Tobashto, “Law-breaking bastard,” while projecting respect for an equal and mild puzzlement at what his words might have meant. Da Peerlan gave a small bow and continued on his way, satisfied at having insulted the ignorant felinoid. Rrahsh continued around two corners, pleased to remain on the ground floor. She stopped at the door to a private suite. Someone or something anticipated her arrival, because the wooden panel opened for her. “Come in, please, Gentlema’am,” Lyonel’s cultivated tones invited.


She stepped into, well, not quite hell but close enough. What seemed to be a light meal in metallic and glass dishes sat on a sideboard, next to a table set for two. Lyonel stood between her and the table, wearing another long, tooroi-fleece vest and loose trousers, the vest open to reveal his chest and very toned abdominal muscles. “I hope you are hungry?” The meaning under his words set Rada’s teeth on edge, but Rrahsh welcomed the invitation.


“Yes, quite. Do you mind if I remove my traveling gear? I do not wish to cause offense at the table,” and she started undoing the buckle on her belt as she waited for his answer.


“No, please, be comfortable. You may set your things there,” and he pointed to a small table by the door, well away from the dining area and the rest of the room. Rrahsh took off her vest as well, draping it over the blaster and belt. Lyonel pulled a chair out for her as she walked the ten steps necessary to reach the table. After she sat, he stroked her shoulder before sitting down beside her, where he could easily reach the items on the sidebar. He poured water for them and then placed three oysters on her plate, inquiring about her stay. Rrahsh danced to Lyonel’s tune, taking what he offered after he pushed her slightly, never fully agreeing but following his lead if he insisted. “No, you must try one bite of this,” and he held out the bit of vegetable on the end of the fork. She leaned forward and ate, chewing thoughtfully as he watched, his eyes slightly dilated with desire.


“Do you have any plans for this afternoon?” he asked after they finished, leaning back to give her a clear view of his muscles.


“Not yet. Is there a demonstration that you recommend?” He got up and she mirrored him, following as he walked over to a display terminal.


“Not on the floor, Rrahsh, at least,” he grabbed her wrist, “not on that floor.” He stepped close, his free hand cupping her breast through her blouse fabric. “I know what those cords mean, First Claw,” he managed in Tobashto, mangling the accent.


“And what do they mean?” Rrahsh challenged, enunciating her words for his benefit and curving her body so her hip touched his.


“That if someone outranks you, you are willing to be taken,” and he released her breast to reach around and pull on the blue cord, loosening it.


She resisted him, breaking his grip but not fighting too hard. Lyonel lunged for her, seizing her lower arm and spinning her around, pinning the arm behind her with a grip that left bruises. She kicked back and he caught her leg, tripping her and knocking her to the ground, kneeling on her before she could get to her knee. Lyonel tried to grab her hair but the short fur offered no purchase and she twisted her head away, slapping at him with her free hand. The man pushed his knee into the small of her back and taking a firmer grip on her arm, dug his fingers into the muscle. Sure that he’d overpowered her, the man pulled back, forcing the exotic to her feet despite her struggles.


He held her, wrenching and lifting her arm enough to hurt her as he untied the cord, ripping her tail fur as he worked. Reaching around and waving the braid so she could see it, the human growled in Trader, “Do you yield to your superior?” as he twisted her arm tighter.


The female hissed with pain and tried to break his grip, but failed. She hung her head and her tail sagged as she whispered, “I yield.” Lyonel spun her around, keeping her off balance as he slid his hand under her shirt, his arousal obvious as he pressed against her.


“Good. Prove it, female. Open your breeches.” As he spoke he wrapped the thick blue cord around her wrist, obviously planning to take his pleasure only when she couldn’t resist. “Now,” he hissed.


Heart pounding, Rrahsh did as commanded, reaching down and starting to undo the buckle at her waist. Lyonel didn’t wait, shoving a hand into her breeches and jamming long, strong fingers into her. The defeated female finished undoing the fasteners and then slid her hand back along her waistband as if to loosen it further. 


Before Lyonel could do anything more, Rada drew something out of her waistband pocket, whipped her hand up and slammed it against his bare chest, snarling, “Vengeance and justice!” She pushed her gifts through the crystal as hard as she could, stripping his mind and stopping his heart with a twisted version of a healer’s touch. His confusion and fear surged to nearly overwhelming, then collapsed as his body sagged to the floor. Rada followed it down, locking his heart muscles so they could not beat and holding them for several minutes. She moaned and called loudly, as if in the throes of passion or something similar.


Professional that she was, Rada didn’t waste any time once she determined that he was dead. She fastened her clothes, shuddering a little as she shook off the cord still looped around her wrist. Not now, she fought herself, not now. Finish the mission, that’s all that matters. Calling on centuries of discipline, she formed a pocket in her mind and jammed her fear and panic into it. Rada rumpled her hair a little more, all the while continuing to carry on loudly enough to convince anyone that she was in the throes of lust. Rada looked around and spotted some of his “toys” laid out for the afternoon’s assignation. Disgusted, she used a napkin to cover her hand and grabbed one of the milder ones, putting it near the deceased’s out-flung hand after closing his fingers on it to leave prints. That done, Rada took the expensive vest and tossed it onto a chair, then undid his pants and arranged his anatomy “just so.” The female gave one last cry and helped herself to a shot of Tirbali bitters before grabbing a pair of gloves, her vest, and re-arming as she examined the scene to make sure everything looked right. 


Satisfied with her work, she tapped the stolen memories for anything about Sarpas IV. Two images from Lyonel’s memory stood out and Rada hunted quickly and quietly until she found a locked delivery case. She popped the simple mechanical lock, skimmed the manifests, and removed four sealed vials along with the appropriate manifest, adding them to her belt pouch.


The Wanderer mentally scanned for anyone outside the suite’s door who might hamper her departure. She sensed no other minds and so she eased out of the room, down the short hall, and outside into the landscaped area surrounding the VIP wing. Rada slunk through the bushes and made her way back to the main garden terrace entrance of the hotel. With a very relaxed and satisfied expression on her face, First Claw Foe-gutter sauntered into the lobby, quite unconcerned about her appearance and ignoring the several loungers who cast appreciative glances at her open vest and exposed charms. 


Rada didn’t stop until she was in her room. She quickly rearranged her clothes to provide more coverage and so they stopped threatening to pop open when she took a deep breath. She grinned as she locked the front door and slipped out the window with her travel bag, past a temporarily de-activated security sensor. She’d pre-paid her and Zabet’s bills from an account that would automatically close one day after all the charges cleared, so she had no guilt about not checking out properly. 


Krsst had a vehicle waiting and the Tobashto female slid into the front seat. “You get it?” the Sarpasig grated through his translator. In reply she handed him the four drug vials and their documents. He squealed, stowed them in a padded case, and guided the vehicle out the gates. They cruised through light afternoon traffic and Rada crossed her fingers that she’d not been double-crossed, a hand on her blaster just in case. The enemy of her enemy was not always her ally. 


This time she got lucky. Krsst stopped half a kilometer from the outer edge of the spaceport’s sensor screen. Rada grabbed her bag, bailed out and hid, watching until the vehicle disappeared before she found a back way into the main landing and parking area. This was not the safest way in and she mentally held her breath as she trotted from shadow to shade, hoping that no one would lift off or try to shoot at her. She managed to avoid one departing craft, running hard to put two other ships between her and the down blast. The whine and throbbing pulse of the atmospheric engines drowned out the sound of her boots on the pavers as she worked her way toward the area where timeships parked. Soon she reached the Dark Hart, but she didn’t approach. Instead she crouched down behind the Rowfow ship and watched for half a time-mark or so. Then she charged for the entrance and dove in.


«Do you have to be so melodramatic?» Zabet groused, lowering her blaster.


Rada bared her teeth in what was not a smile. “Yes.” She stripped the last ribbons off her tail, slid her bag into a small gap beside the entry panel and strapped into the pilot’s seat. The woman leaned back and began humming. The symbiote inside the main processor matched her tone, then shifted to a harmony as the lights inside the ship dimmed. Zabet watched carefully, worried about how her Pet’s mental state might effect her navigation. Apparently not at all, because the song rose into inaudibility and Rada “woke” from her trance with a shake and a smile. “I want to stop at Yrlak before going back to Drakon IV. Anywhere you need or want to go, Boss?”


«Yes. We are going to New Hokkaido. I am going to spend a week in pure sybaritic luxury, being pampered and spoiled while you get your hair restored,» the reptile informed her pilot. 


“Uh, on whose ticket, Boss? I can’t afford it, not after the little purchases I just made.”


Zabet tapped the computer screen with her talon. «You can too afford it. We now own a quarter of what’s left of the Karoo Cartel’s assets.»


“Wha?!?” Rada unstrapped and eased over the short distance to where Zabet sat. She looked at the computer screen, then at the smug True-dragon. “By the Bookkeeper’s tally, how in the name of gravity did that happen?”


«Someone leaked the cartel’s little legal evasions to the Kartom and Rooskwi governments. And a naughty hacker somehow broke into the cartel director’s personal accounts, which got sent to the authorities along with information on a certain illegal communication with Tarqi da Peerlan about assisting a future-time attack on Sarpas IV. Would you be surprised to find out that some Kishon Biologics and Filtak Genetics customers got blackmailed?»


Rada shook her head. “Let me guess. They paid and got their bio-weapons or creatures, used them, and then someone pointed out that the former customer had broken the Karoo Cartel’s laws. Since no member of the Cartel ever breaks the rules, no one would believe the ‘victim’ if they complained, and they’d get the blame if they failed to pay.”


«Preeeeecisely. The most recent blackmail payments missed their destinations and hit our tertiary accounts instead. The next ones, if there are any, will rebound to the sender.» Zabet stroked her whiskers and looked innocent as Rada covered her eye with her hand. «After all, First Claw Foe-gutter would have done the same after fending off his unwanted advances, wouldn’t she?»


“She would have left him dead, which is what she did,” Rada said.


Zabet’s lower jaw dropped open. «You’re kidding. Please tell me you’re kidding,» the True-dragon pled, whiskers limp and eyes wide. 


“I’m deadly serious. He’s just dead. Had a heart attack while finding out if it was true what they say about Tobashtorak females. Apparently it is,” Rada grinned evilly. “The First Claw was a little disappointed in his lack of stamina.” Now it was Zabet’s turn to cover her eyes with her forefeet and shake her head.


«I really need to teach you moderation, Rada Ni Drako. And what about the Trader? He’ll know something funny happened!» 


“First, ramming the power surge through your focus fuzzed any signature that might have been on my attack, assuming someone were to look soon enough after the time of death. 


“Second, Master da Peerlan is going to be very busy explaining to the tarqi da Peerlan Elders’ Council why he permitted his contract partner to engage in illegal activities. Not just Cartel illegal, but Trader illegal. If Jiwal has a milligram of matter in his brainpan he’s already arranging the most convincing way to frame Gentlesir mer Olbaak. If not, well, his days as Trademaster are over, likely forever.” Rada’s not-smile returned and her silvery eye glittered coldly as she flexed her claws. Zabet shivered a little as the mammal resumed her seat and closed her eye. “Justice was served.” 


Zabet looked at her pilot’s still-shaking hands. But at what price, Pet? She wondered behind hard shields. At what price?
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12: Juniors All in a Row


“You want me to do what?” Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, daimyo of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain, blinked at the new priest of Singing Pines village.


He repeated, “I want you to participate in this year-turn’s junior dedication ceremony. Yes, Lord Mammal,” he held up a forestalling forefoot, “the King-Emperor is the estate lord. But the juniors see you, they know you, and I think it would be good for them if you participated in the ceremony.” The tan and brown striped reptile patted the wooden planks of her office floor with his tail, with a determined look in his yellow eyes that suggested “no” was not an acceptable response.


Rada ran a hand over her hair and rubbed behind one ear, her tail swishing. “You are aware that I do not follow your religion?”


He did not exactly sigh, “Yes, Lord Mammal.”


Well, that didn’t work. Rada shrugged her tail, Azdhag-style. He’s gotten a bright idea and no force short of the Ancestors appearing in person is going to stop him. She knew the type all too well. “I’ll participate, then.”


He bowed a little. “Thank you, Lord Mammal. I’ll speak to you in more detail closer to the time of the ceremony. Good day,” and he saw himself out before she could do more than start to get out of her chair.


Rada blinked some more and shrugged her tail again. Then she turned her attention back to the computer display and the seemingly endless list of paperwork that she needed to at least pretend she’d glanced at. She’d been gone from Drakon IV for twenty Azdhagi year-turns. She had stayed in contact with Defender Shai and his successor Defender Kleer, but had done no more than support their decisions and electronically sign the most important documents. I had so hoped they’d become more independent, but no. Dratted pack predators’ genetic wiring. As soon as she’d returned, everyone turned back to her for approval, confirmation, and support for every major decision (and a number of minor ones.) I don’t need to approve changing our winter uniforms to make them two shades darker, do I? Apparently I do. She tapped the projection with one finger, set her signet stone in the verification receiver, and “signed” her approval. And so it went for an hour before she stopped to stretch.


And then there’d been the usual challenges by the younger nobles. Rada leaned back in the chair and rubbed under her blind eye, then stood up and twisted this way and that, grumbling silently, every damn generation has to see if I’m as tough and as good as rumor has it. Well, she was, and she hadn’t pulled her punches and cuts this time. Young Lord Kirlin especially earned her ire and she’d left his tail a vertebra shorter. His sire had then beaten his heir almost into the consistency of sausage filling for having dared to honor challenge the Lord Defender without even a pretext of a reasonable cause. Rada bared her teeth in a feral snarl. Yes, I took my anger and frustration out on young Kirlin—no, I should not have done it. But damn, it felt good to give instead of getting for once.


It was just as she’d exploded to Master Thomas, when he’d demanded to know how she could bring herself to use her Healer’s Gift to kill Lyonel mer Olbaak. “Because I had to! He would have raped me, sir, and I needed information and medicines that he had. Stopping his heart accomplished the task without causing him anything close to the amount of pain he wished to inflict on me, or that he had inflicted on others. Not again, Master Thomas, sir, I will not be anyone’s victim.”


For the first time since she’d met him, the black-coated equine humanoid had had nothing to say. Oh, he’d had plenty to say later, some of which she’d deserved for being so reckless, but to that declaration he’d found no reply, aside from suggesting that she not do it again. He’d also agreed, with great reluctance and only after a thorough examination of her mind, that she’d likely never be free from nightmares. “If you were strictly a telepath, Miss Ni Drako, you would not have this difficulty. However, you are not, and the emotional imprint tied in so closely with your memories and conditioning that I see no way to sever the connection. Unless we strip all conditioning from your mind and attempt to rebuild from the beginning, which I do not believe you desire to do.” He’d allowed himself a slight smile at her response: she’d shaken her head so hard that a few of the hair extensions had flown out of her now shoulder-length mane.


“Well, memories won’t get the rest of these signed,” she growled at the holographic display floating above her desk.


Dealing with the accumulated bureaucratic detritus of two decades kept Rada occupied for nearly a sixt. The night she finished, to celebrate completing the last bit of budgetary business, she went hunting, wreaking havoc on the fuzzy-tails, snap-lizards, and other nocturnal pests. She returned from the woods well fed and dragging a sack filled to overflowing with skinned carcasses for the manor house’s cooks to work with. Since it was high summer, Rada didn’t bother trying to save the pelts and hides. She limped up to her quarters tired, bruised, and very content, at least for the moment.


Rada flopped onto her sleeping platform and stared at the wooden beams of the ceiling, fingers laced behind her head. Her hair had regrown enough that, without extensions, it reached below her shoulders. In another three or four years it should reach her waist once more, and she basked in the glow of having long hair again. If she absolutely had to cut it off again at some point she would, but the reason had better be very, very close to life-or-death for her to do it.


 Thinking of life-or-death, she mused, what do I need to do for the junior dedication ceremony, anyway? And when is it? If it’s during hunting season the priest is going to have to take no for an answer, unless King-Emperor Shar will grant me a leave from the hunt.


The next day Rada looked up the information. “Oh, that’s all there is to it? No wonder I’ve never noticed it before.” The entire ceremony boiled down to all the juniors in the village lining up in the temple, some of them lighting incense to their Ancestors, and the priest blessing the entire lot. Then they went home and their families had little parties for them. Traditionally, the ceremony took place in the spring. “Well, yes, since that’s when all the other young things hatch or sprout,” she thought aloud. Data gathered and date noted, Rada put the matter out of her mind. Surviving the last of the miserable, sticky, prickly, stifling summer heat held much higher priority on her list of things to do. Preferably surviving it without biting the head off some unsuspecting soul who happened to rub her fur the wrong way by accident.


Rada put the matter so far out of her mind that when Father Kreesh approached her about it shortly before the spring equinox, she blinked at him for several seconds before she remembered what she’d agreed to do. It didn’t help that she’d been short on sleep for the last few days because of nightmares and flashbacks, and her mental data retrieval system seemed to be running a century or so behind. “Oh, yes, you said that you’d explain what you wanted me to do closer to the date of the ceremony.”


“Yes, Lord Mammal. I’ve been doing some research into older forms of the rite, and I want you to give the final blessing. Originally, as best I can tell,” and he rubbed under his muzzle with one talon, “the manor lord, as head of the Lineage, gave the blessing, and since you are the manor lord in all but name, and a Healer as well as warrior, and Head of House Ni Drako, I think it would be most appropriate for you to bless the juniors.”


Rada burst out laughing, a cold, bitter sound that filled her office. The brown striped reptile, neck spines quivering, stared at her. When she caught her breath, she repeated, “You want me, the Emperor’s Sword, the Butcher of Red Hills, to bless the juniors? By all that you hold holy, Father Kreesh, you’ll doom those poor little ones.”


Kreesh tipped his head to the side. He ventured to walk around Rada’s desk and peered up at her, then rose onto his hind legs before sitting on his haunches, now slightly taller than his overlord. “Why do you say that, Lord Mammal?”


She made the Azdhag negation gesture with her left hand. “You don’t want to know Father. Suffice it to say that I kill anything I touch.” 


He snorted. “I served in the Imperials, my lord. I hear the gossip, insinuations, and confessions of everyone in this manor house and in the village and settlements, my lord. Pardon my bluntness, but what makes you any worse than the rest of us?”


“I’ve killed close to a hundred sapient creatures, most of it done with malice aforethought, but I was unable to save my own junior. I sent her attackers to the lords of hell, but not until they’d... And I used the Healer’s touch to kill, not to Heal.” Rada slouched in the chair, arms folded, tail thrashing, ears almost flat, eye narrow. “I’m not fit to bless anything, least of all innocent juniors.”


Kreesh patted the floor with his tail as he thought about her words. “My lord, you are a warrior and a hunter. You are as your gods made you, just as we Azdhagi are pack predators as our Ancestors before us.” He rumpled his tail in a shrug. “I do not expect shootee to sing or fly. I do not expect talkak to eat grass. Shardi do not live in the Zhangki River. How can you be other than your nature?”


“It’s not that simple,” Rada started, stopping as she realized, No, for the Azdhagi it is that simple. Some are born warriors, some are born farmers, some merchants. You can be born into the ‘wrong’ family, but your true nature will surface. “I still don’t think I’m the best choice to give the blessing.”


Kreesh all but rolled his eyes. “Best is not found in this world, Lord Mammal. You are the manor lord. This is tradition. You will give the blessing.” He tapped the floor with a hind claw as he counted off his points.


“Very well.”


And so, two sixts later, a very bemused mammal found herself standing in the shadows of the inner room of the village temple at Singing Pines. The remains of hundreds of years of incense smoke blackened the ceiling beams and walls, obscuring the carvings and painted figures that twined along the length of the heavy pillars and logs. She stood with her back to the outside wall, the main entry and forecourt on her right and the altars to the Ancestors on her left, or strong-side as the Azdhagi called it. At least the incense isn’t as bad as some I’ve had to smell. The spring blend reminded her of blooming trees and fresh cress. Outside, she could hear the sound of Azdhagi talking in the forecourt.


“Enter and be welcome,” Father Kreesh invited from the temple’s porch. At his words, and after some dragging and pushing, thirty-four juniors filed and scrambled up the steps onto the porch and then into the inner temple, sorted by size. The youngest, those just barely finished with their first growth phase, led the way, still long and clumsy looking. As they peered around, their older siblings followed, forming a second row when the first one blocked the width of the temple. It reminded Rada of the Azdhagi musical planks, tuned wooden strips arranged by size from highest pitch to lowest, and she bit her tongue to keep from laughing at the thought of tapping each junior to get a squeaky note. Bad Rada, very bad Rada, she scolded.


Their parents had dressed the juniors in their best clothes, and some of the embroidered jackets had to have been passed through the lineages for at least a hundred year-turns, judging by the embroidery and colors. The colors shone despite the dim light and Rada saw that even the poorest families had scraped together enough for a fancy jacket. The display touched Rada. Well, juniors are their treasure and their future. Even when they’re getting into mischief. She grinned as Kreesh, walking into the temple after the last junior, reached out with a hind-foot, and dragged a pair of twins apart before their hissing turned into a nipping match.


He lit the incense burner and rose onto his hind feet, walking in front of the juniors and letting the smoke flow over them. A few sneezed. One of the middle juniors, eight or nine year-turns Rada guessed, peered around and spotted Rada in the shadows, nudging his neighbor and then pointing at her. She ignored them, intent on following Fr. Kreesh. Kreesh selected six of the older juniors and they walked forward, bowing to the Imperial altar before taking unlit incense sticks from a special holder affixed to one of the wooden columns. Each lit the stick from the priests’ burner, then bowed three times to the village’s Ancestral altar, set the stick in a holder with their lineage mark on it, knocked three times on the clapper, bowed again, and returned to their place. After the last one had gotten back into line, Kreesh beckoned Rada with his tail.


She’d chosen to wear one of her court dresses, an older, simple grey dress decorated in the blue-green of her House color. Rada leaned on her fanciest cane, the one with the dragon wing handle. She’d also checked her rarely used formal headpiece out of the Imperial treasury, and the light tapping sensation as her signet stone swayed against her forehead brought back a flood of memories. Rada pushed them aside for now. She bowed a little to the Imperial altar then turned to face the juniors. She raised her hands, palms out, elbows bent, mimicking the priest.


“Be blessed, juniors. May your Ancestors guide you, may you grow as big and strong as your sires and as wise as your dams. May your tests never be stronger than your hearts. May your Ancestors give you sharp talons, strong tails, bright eyes, and good mates. May your lineages be proud to claim your names in their rolls of honor.”


She lowered her hands as Fr. Kreesh came up beside her, still on his hind legs. “Go forth from this temple into the temples of your homes.” The oldest juniors filed out, followed by the youngest. The orderly procession turned into a small stampede as the youngsters hurried to reach their waiting parents so they go home, eat treats, and take off the fancy robes.


Three of the middle-sized juniors broke out of the line and instead of leaving walked back to where Rada stood. She leaned down so she could see them better. They seemed to want something, whispering and murmuring among themselves. “Yes?”


A green-robed female bobbed a little bow. “Um, Lord Mammal?”


“Yes?”


The junior looked around for adults before whispering, “Is it true that you have treats in your pouches?”


What does she mean treats? All I have is weapons and dried meat. Oh. An idea began forming in Rada’s mind, but she did her best to look stern. “You mean treats for good juniors?”


“Yes, Lord Mammal.” The trio gave her hopeful looks.


Well, just this once won’t hurt. Rada slipped one hand into the pouch with her stash of dried meat sticks in it. “And have you been good juniors? Do you help your sire and dam?”


Vigorous tail gestures and forefoot waves answered her question. “And are you kind to your siblings?”


The gestures were not quite as energetic, and Rada saw a few of what might be guilty looks. “Very well.” She gave each junior a small meat stick.


“Thank you Lord Mammal!” the female squeaked.


Rada leaned forward again. “Shoo.” They shooed, tumbling down the steps into the courtyard.


After she left by the side door, Fr. Kreesh observed, “You are going to be mobbed the next time the junior pack sees you, my lord.”


She smiled, the first smile she’d felt for a long time. “And if I am? I need to clear out my stock of dried meat anyway.”


And so it was.
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