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1: Southern Stars


Drakon IV – 748 After the Great Relocation (3648AD)




Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako studied the map projection floating over her desk and frowned at the very large blank area. “This is the most current map of Defender posts and resupply caches, correct Defender Diister?” 


Her second-in-command, a lean, older reptile, made an affirmative gesture with his forefoot. “It is current, Lord Defender.” Rada’s ears twitched at the hesitation in his voice and she frowned through the image at the tan and muddy brown male. Instead of speaking, she circled the southern landmass, the one that purportedly did not exist, and waited for his reply. 


His tail twitched and Diister shifted position slightly, the only signs of his overwhelming discomfort. He wanted to tell his commanding officer the whole truth, but for some reason could not. Even as hard as the Azdhagi were for Rada to read, she felt his torn emotions very clearly. He opened his muzzle a centimeter or two and then closed it.


“Very well. Thank you for updating me and you are dismissed,” Rada said at last. He dipped his body in acknowledgment and rustled out of the Lord Defender’s office, relieved that Ni Drako had not pushed matters further. The mammal sat back in her chair and considered the map and what it did not show. She tapped a code into the computer and the projection shimmered, reforming as a globe that began rotating over her work surface.


Drakon IV’s northern continent, with all its cities, estates, military bases and other Azdhag-made features passed before her eyes. The Storm Wrack Sea appeared, then the enormous collection of volcanic and atoll islands, erosional remnants, and microcontinents that formed the Unnumbered Islands. Again, the resorts, military bases, and a few fishing settlements could be seen, along with the symbols that marked where most of the planet’s True-dragon population chose to live. Rada thought about being surrounded by that much water and shuddered with distaste and a little fear. The globe continued turning and revealed the outline of the southern continent. Here Rada stopped the motion and studied the projection, frowning and letting her tail swish back and forth in frustration. 


The southern landmass lay east of the inhabited northern continent. The two ground past each other as the southern plate shifted eastwards, and they had probably once touched or even been one if the scatter of volcanic islands and seamounts in the channel between them meant anything. Open ocean now separated the two, at least where the western third of the southlands lay under its northern neighbor. Mountains marched down the eastern side of the southern landmass, while a high central tableland marked the center of the northern half of the continent, reminding Rada of a huge version of the plateau where the Palace-Capitol sprawled. Otherwise the map revealed nothing: no settlements, no rivers, no deserts, and most importantly as far as Rada was concerned, no Defender posts. If the map was correct, the southern landmass formed a huge hole in Drakon IV’s defenses that all but screamed “Invaders welcome! Please drop in!”


It had to be wrong, she thought as she drummed her short claws on the top of her desk. No one left that much land undeveloped. Granted, the Azdhagi didn’t need to cultivate it just now. But their dangerously low population seemed all the more reason to put supply caches and military posts there, where they would serve as blocking forces. But why couldn’t she see anything depicted? And why were no rivers or other features shown, either? Was it nothing but desert? She’d exhausted her research skills and the Palace archivist had been exquisitely polite as he suggested that Lord Mammal just let it drop. Lord Mammal would do no such thing. She turned off the projection and wrote out, by hand, a very polite and formal request for a meeting and for information.


The next day, King Emperor Shai-lak contemplated his Lord-Defender’s modest request for a current map with intense trepidation. No reason existed why the Lord-Defender should not know everything there was to know about the planet’s defenses, since she was indeed responsible for them. But there was every reason imaginable why Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako should not have any access to information regarding the southern continent. Shai-lak listed them silently: there was nothing down there that an invader would want; Azdhagi never went to the Ghost Continent; since there were no Defender bases there was no need for the Lord Defender to know about the area; and the Lord Defender was an alien, mammalian, outsider who could not be trusted. The last argument held sway over all the others in the mind of Shai-lak and in the minds of his advisors, or so he assumed.


The young King-Emperor thrashed his tail back and forth, venting his irritation while no one could see him. There had to be a solution, one that did not involve Lord Ni Drako learning more than absolutely necessary. Shai-lak wondered what his sire, Ku-Shkii, would have done. Thinking back further, the young reptile decided that if the Great Shi-dan had not given his chosen mammal information about the Ghost Continent, then he, Shai-lak, was certainly not going to! That solved everything and the reptile relaxed. Ni Drako would be informed of the matter at the next Planetary Council meeting and it would no longer be a concern. Decision made, the pale brown reptile turned his attention to more important matters.
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Twelve days later Shai-lak wanted to murder his council, most especially Lord Kaeshiri, the Minister of War. The afternoon meeting failed to solve the matter of the Lord Defender and the map. Instead, the senile lizard, who should have been dead of old age at least ten winters ago, politely and firmly refuted the King Emperor’s argument. “Imperial Majesty,” he calmly stated, “If the actions and inactions of our honored ancestors determined all of our decisions, we would not be here discussing this matter. According to the Ministry records, your most reverend ancestor the Great Shi-dan initiated resettlement of the southern lands. It is highly unlikely that he intended for his most trusted advisor to remain in ignorance forever. Or so the writings of both the Great Shi-dan and your honored sire suggest, Imperial Majesty.” Kaeshiri finished, his tone most respectful. 


From her seat at the far end of the Council chamber, Rada’s ears pricked as she made fast mental notes. Shai-lak calls it the Ghost Continent, but Kaeshiri doesn’t. Why? Something is very strange here.


The brunette moved imperceptibly as she studied the other councilors. The vizier and seneschal had their spines up a fraction of a centimeter, betraying the nobles’ discomfort with the topic at hand. Lords Blee, Kaeshiri, Shu, and Daestar appeared utterly relaxed, either unconcerned or letting their minds wander until something of specific interest came up in the discussion. Lord Kara’s tail twitched and his spines rose up a centimeter or two, but he never felt happy in the council meetings or at court and much preferred being on his estates. Kara especially detested being in the council chamber because it reminded everyone that he was rather undersize for a noble. But Shai-lak had called him to the council at his accession, and so here he was. Lords Kirlin and Teetasha alternated between glaring at each other and glowering at Rada. They didn’t like having a mammal anywhere but on their dinner plates and were also fighting over the favors of one of the courtesans. 


Or lack of favors, according to Rada’s “concubine.” Ni Drako smothered a wicked grin. Shui is probably going to contract with Blee’s eldest son and then won’t the talons dig! Once court returned to full session, the drama got worse than some of the bad holo-vids Rada used to watch back in the day. With effort she yanked her wandering attention back to the matter at hand.


Lord Blee raised his tail-tip and Shai-lak acknowledged him. The darker reptile rustled a little on his bench before speaking. “Imperial Majesty, what benefit does Drakon IV gain from the Lord Defender not knowing the condition of almost a third of the planet’s surface? And there is this: Lord Ni Drako is a mammal and thus impervious to the ghosts—assuming they linger, though we’ve seen no trace thus far.”


The younger reptile fought himself not to show any response, Rada could tell. Two of the others made warding signs at Blee’s words. Now utterly intrigued, Rada’s mind ran a thousand parsecs a second. What ghosts? And why can’t they affect a mammal? That sounds like a disease or something Azdhag-specific. Unless it’s a religious prohibition. Did the True-dragons ban Azdhagi from the southern continent but only Azdhagi? That makes no sense. And Zabet would have told me.


“We would prefer that you had not suggested that, Lord Blee,” Shai-lak grated. “Unless the situation warrants, We see no cause for action at this time.” That should have been the final decision. 


And it might have been, had not Kara piped up. “Imperial Majesty, if we wait that long, it may be moot because the invaders will have established a grip on this planet. In the highly unlikely event that anyone ever gets past the Imperials again,” he added quickly, with a placating forefoot gesture towards the Minister of War.


Shai-lak went absolutely still. Then his eyes swept the council and he growled, “The topic is at an end.” Later, as Commander Ni Drako thought about it in the relative privacy of her office, she understood what had happened. Shai-lak found himself backed into a corner, or so he thought. If he had not stopped the discussion, he might have had to yield and would have lost his position in so doing. 


He’d only been King-Emperor for a year-turn and a cluster of moons and lacked his late father’s easy confidence. Of course, Ni Drako mused, by the time Shi-dan died, everyone with an ounce of matter inside their braincases was so tired of walking on talon-tips around the King-Emperor that it was fairly easy for Ku-Shkii to assert his position simply by not being as paranoid and terrifying as his late uncle. Mauling and de-ranking his first Minister of War hadn’t hurt either, she recalled with a bit too much smug satisfaction. But how could Shai-lak be so paranoid as to forget the oaths that Rada had sworn to him and to Drakon IV, she wondered.


Lord Blee cleared some of the mystery a few days later, as they waited for a formal court session to begin. The dark green, long-tailed reptile “happened” to stand near the Lord Defender, who always arrived early in order to watch and learn. Blee lifted a forefoot and adjusted the hilt of the bone-handled knife tucked into his bright orange sash. As he did, he observed, “His Imperial Majesty does not care for you, Lord Ni Drako,” in a very casual tone.


“Indeed?” She replied equally calmly, “I had hoped it might be otherwise, my lord.”


“You are an alien and so are not to be trusted,” Blee explained, gesturing with his tail towards a ripple of motion in the back of the great gathering hall. “Your opinion?”


Rada studied the new arrival and raised one black eyebrow. “I have seen less... harmonious... robes, my lord, but not for many year turns and not on a sober reptile of noble birth.” She hoped that Azdhag visual receptors possessed less color sensitivity than hers did. As it was, the hues sported by Lord Kara’s mate resembled none found in the environment of Drakon IV and the robe’s cut made Rada’s rather well trained sense of design ache. “The hemline is novel,” she added.


“Indeed,” Blee agreed. After a moment of quiet, Blee drifted towards a knot of courtiers closer to the throne platform.


«What did you think of Kara-ti’s outfit?» Zabet asked that evening. The True-dragon sprawled over the window seat in the Lord Defender’s quarters, being decorative and taking up the best spot in the room.


“Painful. I’ve never seen a ruffled robe on an Azdhag of either gender before,” Ni Drako shuddered.


«You probably won’t again, judging by the reactions today,» the reptile snickered into the mind of her Pet. «Ugh, she has no taste. And Lord Blee’s servant left a parcel for you.»


“Where?” The silvery-blue reptile pointed with her tail-tip to a small bundle hiding under the unlit ceramic and metal stove in the corner of the room. That was not the usual place to leave mail and Rada wondered what was going on. With some trepidation she unwrapped the object and found, “a treatise on dye plants of Drakon IV?” She turned the pages of the old manuscript carefully, noting how they had been reinforced to prevent talon tears. The mammal’s tail swished as she squinted at the ancient script, a now-archaic form of common Azdhag. Rada sounded out some of the text and then stopped, her fur starting to rise. “Oh.”


Zabet flowed off the window seat and over to her friend. She rose onto her haunches and braced with one forefoot on Rada’s shoulder. «What’s up?»


The Wanderer-hybrid replied with a very private sending. «This book describes plants found on both continents, including little maps and descriptions of the areas where they grow best. It also lists where minerals can be found for some mordants. There’s a written addition in the final pages,» and Rada flipped through to the carefully calligraphed section. «I wager it has something to do with why the manuscript was kept and what you can use instead if some things are no longer obtainable!» Which meant it might also say why they were no longer obtainable.


Rada did something she rarely ever did while in the Imperial Palace. “Bar the door please, Zabet.” Zabet slid the thick steel bar into place, not only locking the brass and wood outer doors but also activating a low-energy shield over them. Rada did not care to be disturbed, even if her actions fed the King-Emperor’s paranoia. Once Zabet secured the doors, Rada began reading through the old manuscript. With her jeweler’s loupe on she examined the maps, making notes on differences between modern locations and what they had been like when the manuscript was compiled. And she carefully copied everything she could glean about the mysterious southern land. 


Someone, perhaps the book’s first owner, had added a talon-written appendix to the manuscript, and the age-faded ink forced Rada to go even more slowly. Even worse, the author had been writing quickly, and smudges and some blurs made the lettering that much more difficult to read. But the writer had also felt it necessary to include extra information not directly related to dyes and mordants and medical herbs.


“You know,” Rada observed when she finally finished a little before dawn, “I always assumed that Azdhag dates began with moving the capitol to this location. That that was the ‘Great Relocation.’ According to this manuscript, the Great Relocation involved moving their entire population to the northern continent, even abandoning some of the Numberless Islands.”


«We True-dragons claimed half the islands in 2 A.G.R.» Zabet tossed out. «Ask the locals what happened, House-Head to House-Head. You’re protecting their world, too.»


“As much as I hate working around channels, I just may have to do that.”
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Later that day the woman sat back in her little office in the Defenders’ wing and let her mind roam through the past few days’ events and discoveries. Rada wondered if she should be more upset that King Emperor Shai-lak didn’t like her. Not really, she decided after some thought. It was a problem, but no cause for ruffled fur on her part. Shai-lak did not have to like her and vice versa. After all, even she and Shi-dan had not exactly cared for each other. By the time he died they had learned to trust each other implicitly and they respected each other, but they’d certainly not been friends by any definition of the term. No, you were scared of him, the mammal reminded herself, drawing a wry smile. And some of that had washed over into Ku-shki’s reign. Then she’d proven herself once and for all, or so she’d thought. Apparently not, and Rada tried not to sigh with frustration. 


The real problem stemmed from Shai-lak’s dislike of her as an alien mammal. The primary reason that Shi-dan hired Commander Ni Drako to serve as Lord Defender was to force Azdhagi to take aliens and non-Azdhag beings seriously in battle, trade, and diplomacy. Although the Wanderer-hybrid did not go around with a hologram projected over her head saying, “Hi! I’m an alien,” she made very few concessions to Azdhag mores and culture. If Shai-lak could not see his way through her mammalian nature, then he—and worse, the empire he now ruled—was going to be in for a number of nasty surprises. 


The very fact that the Cygnids had managed to set foot on the Azdhagi throneworld, shattering at least one legend about Azdhag defensive capabilities, still caused murmurs on the fringes of the empire. Rada heard those murmurs because she kept a healthy system of contacts among the “professional security contractors” and other interesting individuals and organizations, as did Zabet. In light of all that, it was imperative that she learn what was on the southern continent, Imperial obstinacy be damned!
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As the mammal contemplated information acquisition and a trip to “her” estates, and Zabet sent a discrete message to House Moytu, Minister Great Lord Kaeshiri stifled a groan. He rolled over onto his belly and very stiffly and reluctantly left the swath of spring sunlight that he’d been basking in. His bones ached and his joints ground, protesting the motion. “Ksssss,” he hissed. “Age is overrated.” The next poet to inscribe a paean of praise to the passing of years and the wisdom they brought would be beaten with the thickest stick Kaeshiri could find, if he had his way. Wisdom and respect they brought, yes, but that did not balance the aches, pains, aggravations, and irritations. A servant appeared with a thick lounging robe and hot tea and the old reptile grunted his thanks. He never seemed to get warm anymore, a sign that he only had moons left in this life. Which meant that he would have to act sooner rather than later.


“Shai-lak, you are a fool,” he hissed under his breath. No that he would ever admit that he had even thought such a thing if asked. But it was obvious to the green and cream reptile that his liege lord was not doing his duty to the Empire. Kaeshiri well remembered the circumstances of his elevation to Minister of War and that invasion’s repercussions. He did not care for the mammal Lord Ni Drako, but neither did he desire to have his afterlife interrupted because an invader had killed off his lineage after landing and hiding on the southern continent. What was the place’s name again? Kaeshiri rubbed a brittle talon under his muzzle and tried to remember. “Sseekhala” he spoke aloud. The “home place,” as compared to Likhala, the “cold place,” not that the southern coast and lowlands were ever really cold, the Azdhag mused. He’d had a distant relative by mating who lived down there, in the area where soft, sweet leetah fruit grew so plentifully that it was free for anyone who wanted to collect it. 


Kaeshiri whapped his tail against the floor, then growled at the pain in his arthritic joints. Cloud prowling would not solve the problem at hand, he reminded himself. The Lord Defender needed information and Kaeshiri had that information at his talon tip, in a form that he could show to Ni Drako without working directly against the King-Emperor’s wishes. He had never defied his liege before and he did not want to do it now. But neither did he want to face the Lords of Hell knowing that he could have done more and had not. Kaeshiri finished his tea and forced himself to walk over to his writing table. Ni Drako’s concubine had said something at a social gathering several moons before that the old reptile could make use of to explain summoning his very junior colleague to a private meeting.


“Damn and blast it to powder,” Rada growled in Trader. According to the reply to her leave request, she “could not be spared” to go up to Singing Pines “at this juncture.” This is beyond irritating, she griped silently. There’s nothing going on within the three closest star-systems that needs even one of my shed hairs. This sucks like an open airlock and I hate this sticky, stinking heat. Blessed Bookkeeper but there are times I wish I was not an endotherm! The Azdhagi loved the heat, something Rada had observed early in her tenure but had never really thought about. If you came from a warmer climate and were forced to live in a colder one, you might look and act like they do, the mammal reminded herself. She was the exact opposite, but the observation remained valid.


Someone clopped on the door to her quarters. “Enter.”


One of the messenger servants entered, bowed a little, and handed her a folded message written in beautiful calligraphy. Rada read the note with growing puzzlement, then inquired, “To your knowledge, does Minister the Great Lord Kaeshiri request a reply?”


The small, yellowish-brown reptile made a gesture of negation with his tail. “No, Lord Mammal. Only if you are unable to attend him.” 


“Very well. Thank you and you may go.”


Kaeshiri had never invited his associate to a private meeting before. What does he want? I know next to nothing about Theenalae art and not much more about Azdhagi talon painting. That’s Zabet’s job... “Lizard, I’m going to kill you,” the mammal growled very quietly, covering her eyes with her hand. Zabet had been opining about art styles at a reception several moons before, one where the Great Lord had been in attendance. And of course my concubine would never say anything that I had not approved or taught her, or so Azdhag custom maintained. Blessed Bookkeeper, but I’m going to scorch her when she gets back if I have to spend two hours listening to a defense of Azdhag graphic arts. With a loud sigh Rada flopped down into the chair at her worktable and began calling up everything she could on Theenalae painting and ink art. It felt all too much like when she’d been an apprentice Trader and her master had informed his apprentices and journeymen “I need appraisal data on a glass sculpture, hand cut, from Erwali’s Tsaw Dynasty,” and she had spent several hours looking at data and making a report, only to discover that it had been a test.
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“I believe you will find that you greatly underestimate the aesthetic qualities in Azdhag art when compared to those of other species,” the Minister of War informed his colleague, who sat across a low table from him in the reception area of his private quarters. As he spoke, Kaeshiri very carefully unrolled a map printed on cloth. 


No, Rada realized, it was a talon painted work of art that happened to be a map of the southern landmass. She blinked and looked towards the old reptile. “This is a work of utter beauty. So spare, yet so striking,” and she gestured with her hand, mimicking one of the Azdhag praise gestures.


“It is indeed,” he grunted in agreement. “My sire’s sire’s brother was an artist of great note, although he preferred a military career. It was a time when the visual arts were out of favor with the nobility, I regret to say, or he might have done more and we might have preserved more of his works.” 


“One regrets most what one sees over the shoulder,” the Wanderer quoted, studying the depiction. It dated from the fifth year of Shi-Dan’s reign, just after he had quietly allowed two nobles to return to their family holdings in the south. She only knew that because he’d mentioned it to her many years later while discussing a different matter. The artist-as-cartographer had delineated both the new and the old holdings with their lords’ House symbols, over-scored to show that they were cadet or minor branches of the main noble lineage. The two settlements clung to rivers on the western margin of the continent. The coastline had several good ports, or so they looked on the map. The far southern coast narrowed before spreading out again, as if someone had jammed a hill-covered plate onto the bottom of the landmass. A narrow channel of the polar ocean separated the end of the southern continent from a large peninsula on the southern ice cap. Rather ferocious mountains covered the eastern quarter of the continent. The range slumped into a deep, broad, valley-like lowland before rising again in a set of low hills that divided the eastern coast from the valley. Rada knew the central plateau from the limited chart she had access to, but this depiction showed a sere and desolate highland, part of which was marked “Deathlands.” A river curved east and then south along the rim of that forbidding upland before it meandered into the sea off the western coast, well south of the “new” settlements. “Does this piece have a title?” she inquired after studying the piece while Kaeshiri thought his own thoughts.


“My sire’s sire called it ‘Arrogance,’ but his brother referred to it as ‘Long Memories.’ He tended towards the poetic,” the reptile snorted.


Rada had met a few true warrior poets in her long years and she raised an eyebrow, saying only, “This is a priceless artwork and an honor to the lineage that produced such a craftsman.” It was true: the map was beautiful as good maps often were.


Kaeshiri gently re-rolled the heavy fabric and secured it closed before placing the map in an elaborately carved and inlaid box. “You see why I disagree with your assessment of the Theenalae ink-work.”


“Yes, my lord, and having seen this treasure, I concede that you are correct and I was in error in my appraisal of their merits compared to Azdhag talon work.” She bowed at the waist from where she sat opposite the old noble.


“Good! I did not wish to have to challenge you in the salle to prove my point. Mammal blood is most difficult to get out of Court robes,” and he flicked a talon towards his pale green- and cream-colored lounging garment.


“True. The red would clash, even after it faded,” she replied without a trace of emotion. His tail-tip quivered with suppressed laughter and she bowed her head again, smiling very slightly.


A servant almost as old as Lord Kaeshiri brought hot tea and small, savory pastries for the two nobles. Rada waited until Kaeshiri had been served before helping herself to a small cup of tea and two of the luscious-looking bites. The smooth, lightly fruited beverage complimented the prickly flavor of the potted meat.


After more talk of commonplaces and court gossip, Kaeshiri dismissed his semi-subordinate. “A trail word, Ni Drako,” he advised as she began to take her leave. “Do not accept a challenge from his Imperial Majesty until his footing is firm and his talons are secure on his blade.” A strange warning, but after almost a century living among the Azdhagi, Rada understood the old reptile’s meaning. She bowed her head and swept her strong-side forefoot and tail in agreement. At the Minister of War’s gesture of acknowledgment the mammal bowed again and left him to his other duties.


On her way back to her office in the Defenders section of the Palace-Capitol, Rada detoured by Lord Blee’s chambers. “My lord Blee is out at this time,” one of his senior servants informed the mammal.


She presented the male with the carefully re-wrapped manuscript. “Then please give him this with my gratitude. The value appraisals for the manuscript and the textiles in question are inside the protective cover.” That was Zabet’s idea, in case someone pried into why Blee wanted to loan Ni Drako an old book. The tan servant accepted the parcel, repeated her message verbatim, and wasted no time shutting the door as soon as she began turning away. At least he didn’t cover his nostrils, Rada grinned to herself, rolling her eyes. 
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Because of the Azdhagi top-down command and control philosophy, the Lord Defender possessed copies of every type of military software used by each subdivision of the Defenders. Normally this caused nothing but headaches because of how much memory the programs sopped up in Rada’s official computer. This one time it proved useful and Rada grinned a little as she called up the cartography display and mapping program. Designed to be used by soldiers in a hurry, the program required no security codes for access. Instead, the user simply began drawing any additions or specific features that he needed and from that data the system (in theory) determined the level of access allowed. This assumed, of course, that no one had any information that they were not supposed to have. Rada had been surprised to discover that with the Azdhagi, this was generally the case. Not so with their mammalian mercenary commanding officer, however.


As a result, when she ran the stylus that served as her writing talon over the virtual touch pad, more and more data appeared on the southern continent. Rada drew in the unnamed river and details about the valley came into view. She delineated the two holdings and a third and fourth emerged, one of them a mining town in the eastern mountains that also guarded a major pass through the range. What she’d gleaned from Blee’s manuscript and from Kaeshiri’s “artwork” was enough to unlock the full dataset in the files. If the Lord Defender knew that much about the terrain and settlements, obviously “he” had permission and clearances enough to see everything else. Or so the network and programs believed. Rada saved the resulting maps to two separate back-up devices, just in case. She also noticed that more information had appeared on the northern landmass and in the Numberless Islands as well, including a Defender post that she’d not been aware of. 


After she finished and cleared her electronic back trail, the Wanderer swished her tail with satisfaction. I win this round, she gloated briefly, then forced herself to settle down.


 “That is a dangerous attitude,” she could dimly hear Captain Radko Maladi’k twittering in her memory. “Never act like, or even think that, you’ve stolen a march on your employer, even when you have,” the Komets’ intelligence officer had cautioned her and the other officer candidates.


 Why not? Half the nobles go around acting as if they know something no one else does, the mammal snorted to herself. Because if you do it, it will just make someone curious and make the King-Emperor suspicious, the part of her that valued her life pointed out.


Rada snorted again as she stripped off her jacket and double-checked her weapons in preparation for supervising the afternoon’s last edged-weapons practice. She preferred combat to administration—see enemy, fight enemy, defeat enemy, repeat as needed. None of this maneuvering, politicking, and other time-wasting foolishness she currently had to deal with.
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Eight mornings later, a palace messenger clopped on the door to Rada’s quarters. The small reptile was breathless from running and the Lord Defender assumed the worst. “Lord Mammal, Minister Great Lord Kaeshiri is dead,” he informed her.


“Kaeshiri is dead,” she repeated. “Has his Imperial Majesty named a successor?”


“Not that I’ve been given. Your pardon, my lord,” and the grey-robed servant hurried off to notify everyone else on his list. 


Rest well, you sneaky old lizard, Rada thought towards wherever his spirit had gone. You more than earned it.
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2: Weavers of Dreams


The Dreamweavers’ Planet – circa 3660AD




Zabet’s very firm tail tip prodded Rada out of blissful slumbers. Her boss all but yelled into the mammal’s head, «Wake up! We have a commission call you lazy hairball. Come on,» and she poked her pilot again.


“Mgrmf,” the humanoid managed. “Huh wha?” She blinked at the increasingly impatient True-dragon.


«Co-mmis-sion. De-li-ver-ry. Pay bills,» Zabet repeated slowly and loudly, enunciating each syllable as she glared down at Rada.


Rada rolled onto her back and sat up, stretched, and got to her feet, stretched again, and rolled up her pad and blanket. She’d opted to sleep out, taking advantage of the luscious fall weather and the quiet of the Sisterhood’s cloister garden. She yawned, then hoisted her gear onto her shoulder. “Right. I assume you have coordinates for our destination?”


«The Sister responsible for shipping the tapestries will have it for us in an hour or so. They are being wrapped right now.» The iridescent blue and silver reptile turned and minced across the sandy path that led to the grotto. «There’s food in the guest dining room if you want any.» Zabet, careful to keep her talons out of the black sand, hopped onto the tiles of what Rada called the cloister walk. 


An hour before the weavings would be ready? Rada stared at her “boss,” her ears flattening as she growled in the back of her throat. She could easily have slept another half hour! She stifled half a dozen very, very rude names for her employer, walked across the garden, stuck her hand under the flow of a small fountain and wiped her face with the result. The cold water stung her cheeks and finished waking her up. She followed Zabet towards the guest dining room, detouring to leave her sleeping gear in the appropriate cubby and to relieve herself. Rada also re-pinned her hair and quickly claw-groomed her tail fur, smoothing a few sleep ruffles. Then, and only then, did she stroll into the dark and quiet dining area. 


Because members of different species visited the cloister, each food item bore three labels. One stated the name in Trader, one gave the nature of the item, such as “fruit” or “animal product—egg”, and the third listed general edibility. Rada selected a bread-looking item, along with a brown thing in sauce from the section for carbon-based, carnivorous mammals. What the Sisters ate Rada and Zabet never asked, in case they did not want to know. 


As Rada finished, one of the Sisters approached. Her translator box clicked and a smooth, warm alto voice said, “Come with me, please. Sister Tweeli will speak to you.” The mammal put her dishes in the designated place and followed the meter-long, iridescent green insect through a cloth-draped doorway, down a short passage, and into a fabric-lined room. A small tapestry hung on the wall and Rada knew instantly what it was, or rather what it represented. Identical weavings hung in every room of the cloister except for the guest entrance hall, depicting the deity that the Sisters worshipped and served. Rada heard something rustling and turned, bowing to a slightly larger iridescent black insect.


Sister Tweeli turned on a table-mounted translator with her left mid-foot. “Please sit,” she invited. Rada found a suitable cushion and sat on it. “You rested well and dreamed,” the beetle-like senior Sister stated.


“Yes, thank you.”


“We captured your dream; already it has inspired two works.” Another statement, but Rada thought she detected satisfaction in the artificial voice.


She bowed slightly from the waist. “I am glad that my dreams can be of use to the order.” Rada never noticed the Dreamweaver’s mental presence, if that was how they “captured” dreams. She just accepted what the insects did without asking about the mechanics. They worshiped a female deity who manifested in dreams and who could be venerated by bringing the visions into physical reality. The Sisters did this by weaving tapestries based on the dreams.


“Your dream-essences and cores are clear and sharp, even if they are difficult to capture,” Sister Tweeli explained. “Return and dream again, once you finish this delivery for us.” The tone suggested invitation rather than command, and Rada bowed from where she sat. The iridescent black insect turned off the translator and scuttled from the chamber. Rada got up, stepped outside, and found a novice, so new that her scales had barely started changing color, waiting to guide the merchant to the landing area outside the cloister walls.


Zabet and another novice, this one pushing a cart with four bundles, entered the landing area’s protective shield. Rada and the novice carefully loaded the tapestries into the external cargo pod as Zabet supervised. Then the True-dragon signed for the weavings. The novice hurried away with the cart, obviously unwilling to chance being inside the shield when the timeship departed.


«Well, what are you waiting for?» Zabet demanded.


“A destination.” Rada let her partner’s impatience wash over and past her. Zabet had no need to fret; the Dark Hart would bring them back an hour after they departed. It was becoming an old argument between them.


Zabet blinked, then called up the destination file. «Ever been to Taukankoli?» Rada shook her head and Zabet added, «How about landing underground?»


Rada entered the coordinates in the central processing computer, then stopped, turning to look over her shoulder at her boss. “Um, do you mean as in a sub-surface or otherwise enclosed landing area, or as in trying to occupy space currently full of rocks and dirt?”


«Our destination is in a cave,» the reptile clarified, settling herself carefully around the base of the symbiote’s habitat pedestal. 


“No problem. Caves are fine. Trying to displace rock is not fine.” Rada sensed the symbiote growing agitated and she sent it a bit of reassurance, along with a generic image of a cavern. 


Soothed, the creature settled deeper into its fluid-filled tank, ready to travel. You are not quite as primitive as the Traders think, are you? Rada wondered to herself. The Traders maintained that the psycho-symbiotes possessed only semi-sentience at best, but the Dark Hart seemed disinclined to fit that description. Once again, the Wanderer-hybrid shrugged and closed her eyes, first humming and then singing the mental link that provided her, the creature, and the rest of the ship with the ability to move through time and space. A six-dimensional image appeared in her mind and she confirmed their destination and track. 


Rada opted to remain in the steering trance for the duration of the voyage. A picture of the planet appeared in her mind, followed by an image of the world’s dominant sapient species. The Taukanko lived underground. The paucity of other information told Rada that the Traders did little business with the species, although the file failed to state why. She shrugged. The business of market expansion interested her not one whit. Arriving at her destination on time, in time, and in as many pieces as she started with interested her greatly, and she closed the file, concentrating instead on the symbiote and on navigation.
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Once they landed and confirmed a breathable atmosphere, Rada opened the Dark Hart’s “door,” letting Zabet step outside first. Well, perhaps ‘let’ was not the right word; she remained in her seat as Zabet bolted out the timeship’s portal. Rada took her time, eased around behind her employer, and opened the latches on the cargo pod. She managed to lift the heavy, cumbersome packages out by herself, setting them on the trolley that appeared beside her. Only after moving the fourth weaving, and then locking the pod’s latches, did Rada turn around. “Thank you,” she enunciated carefully in Trader. 


“You are most welcome, Sister-speaker,” a pink-grey individual replied. The Taukan stood only a little taller than Rada. The being’s touch/sight organs covered its entire body and their constant motion reminded Rada of her timeship’s unstable, shifting exterior, except that the Taukan’s color remained unchanged as its “fur” rippled back and forth. The creature stood on four legs, and had two additional limbs on the upright section of its L-shaped torso. A hump in the middle of the Taukan’s “back” held its brain, surrounded by the lungs and other organs. The voice, emanating from the exhalation port above the grasping limbs, continued, “Please bring the items this way.” 


Rada pushed the trolley, following her guide along a very dimly lit corridor. A constant breeze carried scents of moisture and decay, but Rada also caught hints of sulfur and something spice-like. She appreciated the moving air. Caves made her uncomfortable. She had no difficulty with the small spaces of space ships or drop-capsules. Underground spaces, however... She shivered a little and her fur rose. Her guide turned abruptly and Rada struggled to rotate the cart into the narrower space. The passage soon widened into a good-sized chamber, where five waiting Taukanko made beckoning gestures. Rada stopped the trolley where they indicated and they lifted the weavings up onto tables.


A faintly-striped Taukan entered the chamber from Rada’s left. It touched the seals on the four bags, then brushed Rada’s guide with its “arm.” The Taukan Rada was coming to think of as “Guide” turned and ordered, “unwrap the weavings for the senior.”


Rada did as ordered. She anticipated the next command, and as soon as she’d removed the white over cloth from the fourth tapestry she went back and unrolled the first weaving, smoothing out any lumps or creases before doing the same with the second. As soon as she’d finished all four, one of the watching Taukanko rolled a metal frame out into place behind the tables and turned on four small lights. Rada shrugged and kept out of the way, stepping off to one side so that Senior could move easily among the tables.


As Senior touched and studied the weavings, Rada looked at the pictures. Three appeared to tell a story, or at least depicted the same main figures. A rock-like object stood in the middle of a circle of garish flowers, the dark gray shape looming over rich purples, crimson, shining white, and glorious, glowing oranges. Yellow wisps of cloud floated in an emerald sky behind the garden, almost shifting shape as Rada watched. The same rock dominated the center of the second weaving. Light green snow covered everything and the dark green sky seemed lower, much as Drakon IV’s water-heavy snow clouds looked to Rada. Haze blurred the background, hiding whatever lay outside of the garden. In the third weaving, two smaller rocks flanked the original stone, again surrounded by flowers. Bright yellow light poured over the stones, illuminating the foreground and casting the background into deeper shadow. She thought she could see very, very dark red tree-like shapes in the distance, but the light in the foreground made them hard to differentiate from the green-black sky. The trio of tapestries felt comfortable, as if they depicted the peaceful progression of someone’s ordinary life. She would like having the set in her quarters at Singing Pines, Rada decided, but not the fourth weaving.


No, the last tapestry truly raised her fur and flattened her ears. Rada caught herself making an Azdhag warding-off gesture as she tried to repel the malign spirit radiating from the image in the weaving. Instead of the blues, greens, and grays soothing her eyes and calming her spirit, the swirling forms tried to draw her into their evil. The blue-gray reptilian individual at the center of the picture looked back at her with shining green eyes. Rada sensed that the creature had chosen the dark path with full knowledge of the price, and it reveled in the chaos and pain that it caused while inviting others to join it. The mammal’s hands itched and she fought down the urge to draw her dagger and attack the tapestry, shredding it and killing the creature. “Someone had a terrible nightmare,” Rada thought.


She must have spoken aloud, because the Taukanko turned as one towards her. “What do you mean?” Guide asked. Senior picked up a corner of the fourth tapestry and rubbed it against its fur/sense organ.


“Whoever dreamed the dream shown in the final weaving felt much fear,” Rada explained, or tried to. “That sort of bad dream is called a ‘nightmare’ in some languages, or a sleep-terror.”


Rada sensed telepathic communication of some form outside of her shields. Then the striped Taukan walked from the weaving and grasped Rada’s hand, setting it against the sensory fur on its back. “Explain ‘dream’,” a hollow voice commanded. 


“The word has several meanings, but when members of some species sleep, our minds create images and stories. Sometimes the images make sense, or repeat things we have seen or done while awake. Other dreams make no sense, or only make sense within the story of the dream. Scary dreams are bad. Sometimes people wake up because the dream is so terrifying and are unable to return to sleep because they are afraid the dream will begin again.” Rada paused, thought for a moment, then added, “The Sisters can watch dreams and use them to design their weavings.”


Telepathic communication flowed around Rada and she waited without lowering her shields. Senior’s fur caressed Rada’s hand, then stilled. “How can a mind create stories that have not been lived?” Senior wanted to know.


Good question, Rada thought, scrambling for the words to explain. “Ah, some species have a way of thinking called an ‘imagination.’ Imagination allows us to devise new ways to use things, or to invent things, or to create stories that we have not lived. Some stories tell about things that might happen if the thinker does or does not take an action, and others are completely new and involve things that do not exist or that cannot happen in this reality.” Her explanation sounded flat but Rada could not think of a better way to explain without lowering her shields and showing the Senior what she meant. And that might not be a good idea.


The Taukanko seemed to consider her words as Zabet and a seventh Taukan entered the chamber from the same direction as Senior had. Zabet did a double take, round ears flicking back and forward as her whiskers began stiffening. “Have permission,” Rada explained with her free hand, flashing the Azdhag forefoot-gesture.


“Explain later,” came Zabet’s answering forefoot motion. 


“Taukan do not dream or imagination,” Senior’s voice caught Rada’s wandering attention as its fur gripped Rada’s hand. “The memory shows that Taukanko dreamed once, before the Dark Times. Dream no more. It is too dangerous.” With that the Senior released Rada’s hand and walked back to the tapestries. “Thank you for delivering our order. You may go.” 


The Taukan beside Zabet handed her a data disk. The reptile slid it into her portable data tablet, extracted the information, and returned the disk. After she and the Taukan beside her conferred quietly, Zabet swept her tail in a summoning gesture. Rada joined her boss, and Guide followed. Guide accelerated a bit, getting in front of Zabet. “Follow this one, please,” it invited and the two females did as bid. 


They passed several more Taukan on their way back to the Dark Hart, and Rada noticed that aside from the senior Taukanko, none of the creatures looked any different from the others. All of them sported the same coloring, identical fur/sensor length and body size, and moved with the same gaits and paces. An irreverent joke from Rada’s days with the Adamantine Division about “only they can tell” floated up from the depths of her memory and she squashed it as soon as it emerged, lest their hosts sense the thought. You never, ever made fun of the people who wrote the paycheck. 


Whatever Zabet found on the data disk demanded her entire attention, and once the Dark Hart settled into the proper time stream and found a thread leading to the Dreamweavers’ cloister at the appropriate time point, the True-dragon busied herself doing arcane things with spreadsheets on her computer. Rada decided to satisfy her own curiosity and split the data display, leaving half on the current navigation problem and calling up a general species’ catalogue on the other half. The Wanderer needed three tries to find the correct species classification, but once she found it, a link to the Dukorlig Scholars network opened the Taukan data file. 


The mammal skimmed through the biology notes, then scrolled back and studied the “development” section. Well that’s interesting. I didn’t think that was possible, she mused. She’d never heard of an entire species undergoing voluntary sense loss before. Rada jumped past the reproduction data to the culture and history portions of the file. She read it through twice, just to make certain that she’d grasped the story correctly. 


By the time she finished, Zabet had wrapped up her own project. «Watching holo-dramas?» A tart mind-voice inquired.


“No. Trying to imagine a cataclysm so overwhelming that the survivors voluntarily underwent procedures and manipulations that turned them into a hive culture and in the process eliminated any traces of speculation.” Rada shook her head in wonder and Zabet’s whiskers snapped into surprised rigidity on either side of her narrow muzzle before relaxing again.


«I’m not sure I’d even want to imagine something that horrible,» the reptile slowly replied. «Is that why they are completely subterranean?»


“Apparently so. They’ve been underground at least a thousand of their orbital years—long enough to lose most pigmentation and light-based vision but not enough to change their methods of locomotion and certain other aspects of their physiology.” Many species’ moved underground or developed underground and then moved out, but the Taukan took it to an extreme. “After the critical event, whatever it was, the Taukan underwent genetic re-creation so that they could function in dark environments. That I understand. But the other part...”


«I’ve encountered cultures that suppressed or strictly channeled individuality, but never one that eliminated it completely. Ditto creativity and imagination. That’s just... I don’t even want to think about it.»


“Me either.” Rada shivered. She liked being Rada Ni Drako, enjoyed dreaming and creating in her own way. “Well, something tells me that we’re not the kind that would stick around when a disaster that big was looming, so we don’t have to worry about it,” she decided. “And we’re getting close to our destination.”


Once they landed, Zabet hurried off to give Sister Tweeli the transaction data. Rada opted to stay with the ‘Hart. She watched the evening light turn a distant storm into a pillar of gold and then of crimson as the sun moved lower in the sky. The Dreamweavers’ planet lay on the outer edge of the spiral arm, depriving Rada of the star-dense night skies she’d grown used to on Drakon IV. She stared at the scatter of distant lights, making up constellations and stories for the unfamiliar sky. One grouping reminded the Wanderer of a child’s toy that some humans called a teddy bear, and she tried to figure out who would hang a toy in the heavens, and why. Another cluster looked very much like a certain part of Azdhag male anatomy and several possible tales sprang to her mind, all of them salacious in the extreme. 


When Zabet returned, Rada refused to explain to her boss why she was standing behind the timeship, staring up at the sky, and snickering.
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3: Borrowing Tools


Aboard The Rakla da Kavalle – 4900AD




As warning sirens blared, the Rakla da Kavalle shuddered, and Rada tried to become one with the landing bay deck plates, she decided that this might not have been one of her brightest ideas.
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It began as Rada studied her timeship’s cramped interior. “I need external cargo space.” The Dark Hart, a Trader scout ship, had limited internal storage. Once Zabet began travelling with Rada, between the True-dragon’s equipment and her two-meter body, Rada almost had to step outside the ship just to find room to change her mind. And while Zabet refused to admit it, Rada suspected that the True-Dragon suffered from mild claustrophobia. She tended to dart out of the craft as soon as the Dark Hart landed and she preferred not to enter the scout ship until as late as possible before departure. Add some cargo, especially high-value cargo that had to be rolled or carried in frames, and even Rada felt cramped and nervous.


At least Zabet’s claustrophobia was not as bad Yori dar Ohrkan’s had been. Rada, half-napping in the pilot’s chair, grinned at the memory of Yori’s misery when the Adamantine Division or Krather’s Komets did extra-atmospheric combat drops. The HalfDragon had wet himself with terror the first time the drop pod hatch closed, Rada recalled. She’d wanted to tease him about it, until she recalled her well-known fear of water. “And that has nothing to do with current conditions,” she reminded herself. 


The psycho-symbiotic creature that steered the Dark Hart agreed with Rada’s decision to find external storage pods. At least, she thought it did. She knew for certain that it did not like having things piled on top of its habitat tank. The creature had made that abundantly clear after it happened the first and only time. 


Rada laced her fingers together under her head and mulled over possible solutions. Walking up to a Trader and offering to buy their cargo pods would get her killed on the spot. She thought she remembered that the non-Trader Wanderers occasionally used similar equipment, but Rada shied away from trying to contact them, even through a third party. The Traders had almost ambushed her once already that way. And according to the manuals for the Dark Hart (such as they were), she could not simply hire someone to fabricate two pods and an attaching mechanism. Anything fastened to the ship had to mesh with the exterior in order to travel with the rest of the vessel, ruling out standard materials or even something like the Rowfow used. “Well damn. That leaves stealing a set.”


Which meant getting into a Trader depot or tarqi transport, removing the identifying codes and chips from the pods, attaching them to the Dark Hart, and getting away again. Rada snorted. She closed her eyes and an image appeared in her mind, sent by the symbiote. Part of the map from one of their recent trips, the image focused on something Rada had noticed but dismissed at the time. Curious, she reached into the ship’s data banks and called up the full information. She shivered, making an Azdhagi warding off sign with one hand. “That’s bad luck. Very bad luck,” she reminded the Dark Hart. The psycho-symbiote did not acknowledge the comment, only nudging Rada to look at the information more closely. 


Instead she opened one eye and studied the creature’s life-support tank, wondering yet again how much her teachers had failed to tell her and the other apprentices about the creatures that made time-travel possible. It was not supposed to have independent thoughts, could show no initiative, and was incapable of reason. Or so the Trader instructors had sworn.


 “You know,” Rada told it, “I should give you a name. What about Jellico?” She winced at the reply, a mental slap and a surge of displeasure at her distraction. “Sorry.” 


As much as she hated to admit it, the creature had a point about the damaged Trader ship. The Rakla da Kavalle floated dead in time and space, suffering from a propulsion system connection failure. Rada’s databases showed that at the present time the Rakla served as a scout resupply ship, so it would have the necessary cargo pods in its stores. By Rada’s time, it had been converted to a trade and residence vessel, but at this point in the timestream, a thousand years before her birth, the Rakla carried what Rada and the Dark Hart needed.


 And truth be told, the Traders would never expect Rada to come walking in looking for supplies. “This isn’t just tempting the Debt Collector,” she warned the creature. “This is walking up to him, slapping him in the face, and saying ‘catch me if you can’.” The psycho-symbiote did not reply. With a loud sigh Rada picked up a strand of her brown-black hair and waved it towards the creature’s tank. “I can’t arrive looking like this,” she reminded it, planning the course for a small detour. 
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Despite the resupply vessel’s propulsion problem, a transiting scout ship obtained permission to dock in the Rakla da Kavalle. The journeyman on duty marched up to the ship and glared at the new arrival as the scout ship’s hatch faded, revealing a very bare interior. The pilot stood up and walked towards him. “Did you not get the broadcast?” the journeyman demanded, his breath steaming in the frigid air. Energy from the landing bay had been diverted to the repairs, leaving the cavernous space just a few degrees above freezing.


The scout folded her arms and nodded. A banging sound echoed through the hold aft of the landing area. The scout turned to see the source of the noise and the journeyman caught sight of a waist-length plait of very pale brown hair swinging free behind the scout’s head. He gulped. “Ah, my apologies Mistress.” 


“Accepted, Journeyman,” she replied, her tone gracious and forgiving. “I received the transmission but as I merely wish to leave a contact and data list, I do not believe that I will be interfering with any repairs or necessary work.”


“No, Mistress, not at all,” he assured her. “If you would come this way?”


“I am of da Malnavi,” she told him as they walked to his work area. At this time, Tarqina da Kavalle and da Malnavi operated together, so Rada’s request made sense. Scouts gave their information to the Elders as often as possible, in case of accidents, further reinforcing her cover story. Rada took mental notes as the pair wound their way through at least a dozen other scout ships. She spotted two sets of cargo pods, one attached to a transport and one sitting by itself beside a bulkhead. 


As they reached the main computer access terminal, the journeyman stopped. “Forgive me, Mistress da Malnavi,” he began. “The computers are powered down. It will take a moment for me to establish a connection,” and he cringed as Rada frowned.


“Do what you must,” she ordered. Rada allowed a hint of anger into her expression, then resumed her earlier façade of polite neutrality. Trademasters and mistresses never, ever lost control of their emotions. The journeyman ducked, rushing the power-up sequence so badly that he had to start over. As he did, Rada calculated the distance to the pods, entering the numbers into her data-link. By the time the journeyman finally got the computer engaged, Rada had sent the information to the Dark Hart. Rada suspected that the cold, plus the journeyman’s nerves, caused part of the problem and she decided to show a little mercy. It would also put him further into her debt, and get him out of the landing bay. “If you need to attend to other matters elsewhere, I will remain here and deposit my data. It should not take long once the system is warmed up.”


The tall, pale young man hesitated. He’d been ordered to remain in the hold, but had not been warned how cold it might become. Rada sensed his dilemma and gave him a very slight mental nudge, not enough for him to notice. He decided that his senior did not intend for him to freeze to death. “Thank you, Mistress. I will return momentarily, should you have any difficulties,” and he vanished before Rada could answer. She nodded gravely. The cameras and audio recorders in the landing hold, and the Traders watching the images, would only see what they expected.


Not thirty seconds after the journeyman departed, Rada heard footsteps approaching from behind one of the other scout ships. Aw blast it, she growled silently. A male Trader appeared, saw Rada, and frowned. “Who are you and what are you doing?”


“I am of da Malnavi and I am making a data and contact deposit before continuing on my way,” Rada informed him. The computer hissed and Rada turned, entering her data into the Tarqi’s clan records. She had not lied. Rada and the Dark Hart had visited some locations the other Traders had not, and she added some highly edited information into the system, mostly safety data. But she also uploaded a small present for anyone who tried to track or backtrack her after she left. The scout waited until she finished, watching her intently, his grey eyes narrow with concentration. “Is there difficulty?” Rada inquired after completing her upload.


“You are small.”


“I am small,” she agreed. “Thus I am a far-ranging scout.” Far-rangers took the most dangerous of missions and suffered the highest casualty rate of any Traders. It also implied that Rada was not permitted to breed.


“Very well,” the scout stepped back, allowing her to pass. Rada noticed that he followed her, and wondered how she could lose him or chase him out of the landing hold. Maybe it’s time for that little surprise I’ve been planning, and she loosened the flap catch on one of her belt pouches. 


“ScreeEEEEEE,” a piercing alarm whistle cut through the cold air. The floor rocked under Rada’s boots. Both she and the scout lost their footing and she scrambled for a grip as the Rakla da Kavalle shuddered and listed. “You know, this might not have been such a good idea,” she muttered under her breath. Rada got to all fours and crawled towards the ‘Hart as her ears began popping. Atmosphere loss. Oh sod it! Either someone f’ed up beyond belief, or the Rakla just got hit by debris. Behind her, the man cursed, then saved his breath as he hurried to reach one of the emergency oxygen tanks on the bulkhead. Oh gnardbites, fewmets, no, no, no, Rada chanted as she reached for one of the cargo latches in the deck, using it to gain purchase so she could get to her feet as the Rakla shuddered again and alarms blatted. Hull breach means emergency launches means I’m about to get caught.She did not know the current protocols and launch directions.


“Here!” and the scout grabbed Rada, clamping an oxygen mask over her face. “Where’s your ship?” She pointed, ducking her head so he couldn’t get a good view of her face. “Good. Go,” and he stopped, staring at her again. He reached for her chin.


When his bare hand touched her skin, a spark seemed to jump between them. Rada recoiled and the scout drew back as well. “Who are you?” he gasped. 


She shook her head. “A far-ranger. See to your ship,” she warned him. He turned, giving her time to run the last few meters to the ‘Hart. It had been calculating the micro jump necessary to reach the unattached cargo pods as soon as Rada entered their location into her data pad. She flung herself into the pilot’s seat and shut the door before the scout could catch her. 


She and the symbiote meshed minds for the most difficult jump of their lives thus far. Rada focused on the pods as the creature pulled energy into the ship while avoiding the energy draw from the Rakla and the other scout vessels. Together they and the computers maneuvered the ‘Hart past the other scout ships and under the pod, as the Rakla moved around them. The entry thinned and Rada darted out, slapping the pods’ interlocks into the exterior surface of her vessel. She caught a quick glimpse of the scout trying to reach his own ship, or perhaps to catch her, but she dove back inside the ‘Hart and began an emergency jump sequence.


Three years earlier and tens of light years away, Rada opened her eyes. The computer display showed that they’d landed on a planet with a nice oxygen-rich atmosphere, standard gravity, and no large animals nearby. The symbiote opened the entrance, revealing a meadow. The Wanderer-hybrid emerged from the ship and peered around. The pods remained affixed to the Dark Hart. On closer examination, she found that no one had yet put claim chips or tags onto the pods, rendering them untraceable. Rada bounced up and down in a little victory dance. 


All at once she dropped to her knees, retching. The local time threads twisted and warped as another scout ship appeared too close to the ‘Hart, causing a violent physical reaction in Rada’s gut. Before she could recover, the grey-eyed scout stormed up to her. “What did you think you were doing? You could have,” he stopped and backed up as she retched again. Rada swallowed against the foul taste in her mouth and looked up at him, her eyes streaming. “You OK?”


She shook her head, teeth clenched against another wave of illness. She sensed the symbiote’s own misery and it made her feel worse. A hard jump, followed by an emergency jump, and then the other ship’s arrival, hurt both pilot and symbiote. The Trader scout retreated, much to Rada’s relief. She braced her hands against the cool, damp ground and hung her head, waiting for the latest wave of nausea to subside. She heard footsteps returning and the Trader said, “Here, drink this.”


Rada shook her head again. “No, thanks. Can’t risk it.” She concentrated on breathing through her nose, telling her stomach that it could stop writhing now. 


“It’s just mint water.” He waved the bottle under her nose. “You know that you need to drink something.” Rada sat up, shaking her head. The man stared at her. “Your eyes. What happened to your eyes?”


Rada blinked. Oh fewmets, my contacts washed out! Even in pure Wanderer form, her eye color gave her away. She prevaricated. “Long story. Sorry about the bad jump. I’ll make repayment once the Rakla is safe and all is calculated,” she promised. Should she plead with him not to tell anyone? Or should she kill him? He wouldn’t be expecting an attack, not now, and she could kill him clean. She eased her hand back until it rested on the butt of her holdout gun. 


The scout’s next words shocked her into immobility. “You’re not a Trader, are you? You’re a Wanderer under contract, like me.” He spoke in Wanderer, the source language for Trader, and Rada struggled to follow his words. He reached up, undid something behind his ears and tugged his hair loose, removing a wig to reveal short, dark, gold-streaked brown hair.


“Yes,” Rada managed, seizing the explanation. “Too much hair for a wig so I use bleach.” And false external ears, and contact lenses, and gloves if necessary, she added well behind her shields.


The scout peered into the Dark Hart and waved at the symbiote. An orange-brown blob pressed against the side of the tank before disappearing again into the translucent life-support fluid. “Ugh. That’s the barest interior I’ve seen in quite a while. Are you in debt?”


“No, just between refits. Although I may well be in debt after my rapid departure.” I’m in Debt over my head, which is worth as much on its own as it is still attached to the rest of me, Rada snarled to herself. Not that the Debt Collector would bother with me.


He shook his head and offered Rada a hand to stand, along with the bottle of mint-water. “At least five of us bailed out. The tightwads on the Rakla didn’t provide enough emergency gear for the scouts and the crew. Once the hull breached, everyone who could fled in every direction, back and forwards. No collisions yet, thanks be.”


Rada swallowed some of the mint water and shivered. “I’ve felt the aftermath of a collision. Once was more than sufficient.”


The two agreed on their stories, should anyone from da Malnavi or da Kavalle track their ships. They did not exchange names. He did not offer and Rada didn’t inquire. Rada returned the empty bottle. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” He gazed down at her face again. “You have such pretty eyes. Good travels and quiet wandering,” he told Rada, turning to go.


“Bright stars, smooth threads, and quiet wandering,” she replied. Rada entered the Dark Hart and closed the door, letting the ship act as shielding from the scout’s departure. Then she programmed a mid-distance jump to another safe destination, staying well clear of any tracks or traces of other time ships. 


As Rada inspected the transport pods again later, she wondered why she’d trusted the Wanderer. She should not have. She should have killed him as soon as she could, to protect herself and the Dark Hart, be he Wanderer or Trader. But something about him had seemed familiar. She mulled over the scene before filing it away in her memories. That was twice she’d trusted strangers, and but it would be the last time.
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Far on the outer edge of the same spiral arm, a Wanderer scout thought about the woman with silver-grey eyes. She reminded him of something another scout had talked about, something to do with the planet they called Ka’atia. Perhaps he would go visit Ka’atia once he finished his contract with da Malnavi and see what he could see. Or perhaps not. He turned his mind to other things.
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4: Pack Law


Drakon IV – 768 AGR (3668AD)




The recall caught Rada by surprise. “Teetasha hates me,” she thought aloud. “So why does he need to meet me, and why there?”


After dropping Zabet off at a Mart, Rada had originally intended to visit Master Thomas and catch him up on her latest doings. Instead, as she programmed the route into the Dark Hart, an urgent message appeared on the primary computer display. “Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, Lord Defender, your presence is urgently required on Drakon IV. By my talon and seal, Great Lord Teetasha, Minister of War.” A list of precise coordinates followed. Teetasha wanted Rada to come to the northern edge of the Kirlin lands, ten years after she’d departed Drakon IV.


Rada hesitated. “I’m not being paranoid: they are out to kill me,” she told the creature that helped run the timeship. However, since Teetasha called her in his role as Minister of War, it could well be something important. But why not the Palace-Capitol, if matters were critical? “Because the King-Emperor is also paranoid,” she sighed. No, not paranoid in the way she was, but very sensitive to challenges to his position. He’d never forgiven her for learning about the Southern Continent, and after that she’d found it easier to perform her duties from afar, relaying information to the Minister of War and to Defender Kai, her second-in-command, as appropriate. However, if Tateesha needed her, then duty demanded that she return to Drakon IV.


Rada landed on Drakon IV and emerged from the Dark Hart fully armed and ready for an ambush. Instead she found two very concerned Great Lords waiting for her, both unarmed and without their usual retinues. “Good,” Kirlin growled. “You are the last witness we needed, Ni Drako.” He thumped his tail onto the sandy ground and gestured toward a ground transport vehicle. “We’re meeting in the hunting house.”


Before she could ask, Teetasha explained, “We are the quorum of the Great Lords, Lord Defender. You are a neutral party who needs to be present to observe.”


Rada folded her arms across her chest. “I will have no part of treason,” she warned the two Azdhagi.


A humorless grunt escaped Teetasha’s oddly narrow muzzle. “No fears in that segment, Lord Ni Drako. There is no treason possible when the Pack meets.” Something about his words raised the fur on her neck.


Rada followed the two Great Lords to their transport and levered herself into the back, bracing with her walking cane since the safety straps were too long for her narrow torso. As the vehicle lifted up and began moving, Rada sorted through some mental files. 


The ideogram for “pack” remained unchanged since long before the Great Relocation, or so she’d learned decades ago. One strong central upstroke and a crossing stroke two-thirds from the top of the line dominated the character. Below the cross stroke, six smaller up strokes, three on each side, angled in towards the crossing point. “This is the root,” the Palace archivist had explained, using his talon to circle the central strokes. “It means, hmm” he had leaned back, rubbing under his muzzle. “Unity of decision, but not in the sense of an individual making a decision. The supporting figures reinforce that, with an understanding that they are also under the, not protection exactly, and more than authority because it includes an aspect of mutuality...” He’d rumpled his tail in a shrug and made a vague, waving forefoot gesture. It had no translatable meaning, like so many of the oldest Azdhag words.


Kirlin spoke to the forward view screen. “Ni Drako, what do you know of the Pack Law?”


“I know that it exists, great my lord,” she replied. “Azdhag internal governance has never been a topic to which I have given much study.” The words came out awkwardly. Rada knew that she needed to stay in better practice with Azdhag; once forgotten, the language did not return easily. 


“You explain,” Teetasha told Kirlin. “You are more familiar with the traditions than I am.” Rada’s eyes widened at hearing a great lord admit weakness of any kind.


Grey-green Kirlin whunfed out a deep breath. “Pack law is the oldest law. It,” he stopped. “You must understand, Ni Drako, Azdhagi arose from pack-dwelling ancestors. The pack was all. It decided life and death, supported pack members, governed territories, settled disputes, everything. The strongest male acted as pack leader, later as pack lord once the packs became lineages.”


“That makes sense, great my lord,” Rada agreed.


“To condense several thousand years of history, after the Great Relocation, the packs faded in importance.”


Teetasha interjected, “The King-Emperor and the needs of the reduced population eclipsed the packs. ‘Many Azdhagi, one Pack’ was the proclamation.”


Kirlin continued, “Be that as it may, to this day Pack Law undergirds and supports Azdhag civil and criminal law. Pack Law supersedes royal edict.”


That made Rada blink. Before she could ask, the hovercraft sank into a landing slot beside a brick and wood building. “And here we are,” Kirlin announced. “Sunblast’s hunting house.”


Rada followed the two nobles inside the very old building. She wanted to study the structure, the first brick building she could recall seeing outside the Azdhagi cities. Instead she found herself facing the entire cohort of Great Lords, all seated in a large circle. She bowed. 


“Well met,” old Lord Blee grated. “Now we are complete.” He gestured with his long tail to a low, square table with a cushion on it. Rada took the hint and sat as Kirlin and Teetasha took their places on benches. “To review. Shai-lak refuses to name an heir from among his offspring or near male relatives. Such uncertainty endangers the stability and order of the Pack.”


Rada thought hard, trying to recall the ages of the King-Emperor’s offspring. The oldest would be, what, twelve year-turns? Yes, that would be it.


Lord Zhi-king listed, “Li-Zhrae, nine year turns; Lakshi, thirteen year-turns; and Shi-ki, three year-turns, are acceptable candidates. Shai-tahn, eleven year-turns, is not acceptable.”


“I concur,” brown- and green-striped Teetasha said.


Daestar made a complicated forefoot gesture. “Shai-tahn is lost already?”


“Yes,” Blee, Shu, and an unfamiliar noble chorused. Blee explained, “he shows too much of his great-granduncle’s temper without the Great Shi-Dan’s discernment.” Rada shivered and Blee noticed the movement. “You wish to speak, Lord Defender?”


“Only to say that such a difficulty led to Bis-Tahbi being removed from the succession.” Rada’s oath to Shi-dan prevented her from saying anything more. Shu and Daestar leaned around, giving the mammal looks of great interest and curiosity, but they held their peace.


Several minutes of silence passed before Blee demanded, “What says the Pack?”


Yellow-green Shu raised his tail. “Li-Zhrae is strong, steady, and shows an interest in learning as well as fighting. His dam is of Karn and Seedak lineages.”


“Lakshi prefers reading to weapons work,” Kaeshiri reported. “There are also stories that he is sexually precocious, but not in ways that lead to heirs.” A rustle of disapproval filled the room. The Azdhagi usually turned a blind eye to homosexuality, but not if it interfered with succession and politics. 


Teetasha rumpled his tail. “Shai-ki is too young to evaluate properly, but he is healthy. His dam is Kirlin-lineage and Imperial.” Which meant she had a common-born ancestor of Kirlin lineage, Rada thought. In other words, there was an Imperial concubine in the family. Rada shrugged her tail. Paternity mattered to the Great Lords more than maternal ancestry. Paymaster’s purse, but how many of them have legitimized males in their own ancestry? All of them, I’d wager, Rada snorted to herself. But that also means close breeding—Imperial on both sides.


“What says the Pack?” Blee repeated.


As Rada watched, Kaeshiri the Younger (as she still thought of him) handed out strips of cloth in four patterns of black and white. The Great Lords all got to their feet and turned so that they faced out, away from eachother. “Ni Drako, take this,” and Kaeshiri handed her a box with a lid. “Is the box empty, Ni Drako?”


Rada removed the lid, turned the box over and shook it. Nothing came out. She studied the plain wooden container but found nothing unusual about it. “It is empty, great my lords,” she called, raising her voice so all could hear.


Blee’s voice commanded, “Ni Drako, take the box around and collect the choices.” Rada eased around the perimeter of the room. Each noble dropped one rolled-up strip of cloth into the box. Rada did not look at the contents of the box, holding the lid to block her view. It took several minutes for her to wiggle past all the nobles. There had been some successions in her absence, Rada noted. The newest nobles studied the Lord Defender in turn, noting the warrior’s weaponry and small stature.


“Close the box,” Blee ordered. “Do you see the seal strips on the table?” Rada did, and she moistened the strips of straw-paper and wrapped them around and over the lid of the box, sealing it. She presented the result to Lord Blee, who gestured, “You are dismissed, Lord Defender. The decision will be presented to Shai-lak in one sixt.”


Rada decided that she needed to be present for the occasion. A servant drove her back to the Dark Hart, and she programmed a course that brought her to the landing area at the Palace-Capitol on the day Lord Blee had named. Rada snuck into her quarters and changed clothes without calling any servants. Then, armed and dressed, she slid into the hidden passages that led from her sleeping quarters to the heart of the Palace. Lord Ni Drako emerged not far from the greater throne room just in time to see the Great Lords filing in, all in their lineage robes, and all armed. Rada joined the line, taking a place at the back of the room that happened to be close to another concealed passage entrance. This place has more holes than a sieve-making factory, Rada marveled for the hundredth time. Then more important matters took her attention.


The door to the Imperial family quarters opened and the Great Lords all knelt as King-Emperor Shai-lak stormed into the room. They rose without giving pale-brown Shai-lak time to sit. “What is this?” the monarch demanded.


Blee strode forward, dipped a ghost of a bow, and stated, “the Pack speaks.”


“Oh, does it?” Rada heard uncertainty under Shai-lak’s bluster.


Lord Karn rose onto his hind legs and carried the sealed vote box forward, setting it beside Blee. Blee rested his strong-side forefoot and tail on the top of the wooden container. “The Pack speaks. Who succeeds you, Imperial Majesty?”


“We have yet to decide.”  Behind him, Rada saw his guards exchange glances, then look towards her. She gestured first for silence and then pointed to the door with her tail. They filed out, making no sound. 


“The Pack asks, who succeeds you?”


“We are considering Our sons and will decide in due course of time.”


The Great Lords closed ranks, forming a solid block of muscle and will. “Who succeeds you?” they demanded as one.


Shai-lak backed up one step, his tail tip quivering. “We, we will inform you shortly.”


Rada could barely see Blee pushing the box forward. “The Pack has chosen,” he announced. He rose onto his hind legs with some help from Teetasha and Shu, broke the seals and emptied the contents of the box onto the floor. Utter and complete silence descended on the room. Rada’s fur rose at the emotional power of the group’s determination and will.


Then the Pack rumbled, “Li Zhrae is Heir, Shai-ki second. The Pack speaks.”


To Rada’s amazement, Shai-lak bowed! “The Pack has spoken. We name Li Zhrae as heir and Shai-ki as heir presumptive.”


Blessed Bookkeeper, Rada swore, that’s scary. She decided that she never wanted to be the focus of the Azdhagi Pack’s attention. For an instant, the nobles truly became one in mind and intention, and Rada could well imagine what would have happened if Shai-lak had defied them.


I will never understand the Azdhagi, Rada thought yet again as she snuck back to her quarters to change out of her uniform. Never. Like the sea, there are depths unfathomable on Drakon IV.
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5: Dreams for Sale


Drakon IV – 798AGR (3698AD)




Rada Ni Drako glowered at the advertising display on the side of the building, her back to the pedestrian traffic. Behind the mammal, a reptilian panhandler who’d been approaching caught sight of her reflection and stopped, deciding not to push the angry felinoid’s patience any further. He flashed a rude hind foot gesture at her back and moved on to find more generous tourists. Satisfied that he’d gotten the hint, Rada relaxed a touch before turning back to face the main flow of traffic. She hated waiting even though she knew that Zabet could talk or fight her way out of most trouble. She glanced at the pressure gauge on her portable oxygen supplementation unit and reminded herself yet again that she needed to refill things after she used them.


As she waited, Rada skimmed the headlines scrolling down the projection wall on the other side of the transport tracks. She read just enough Marzi to do business here on Mopalo, and Rada noted two business and economics articles, a succession and inheritance announcement involving a position in the Speakers’ Council, two local gossip stories, and an advertisement. “Dreams for Sale – Dreams for all castes and parties.” She glanced away before the rest of the orange and blue text appeared. Where was Zabet? She suppressed the urge to check her chronometer. She was not using that much supplemental oxygen.


The silvery-blue True-dragon appeared before Rada grew worried enough to look for her. «I’m back, Pet, with receipts and documentation. We can finish everything else once we get to Schuyler’s.» Zabet confirmed her own oxygen tank’s levels before pointing with her tail towards the closest transit station and Rada happily complied with the order. 


Once Rada set everything and locked the Dark Hart on course, she asked, “Boss, are you planning on more contracts with Mopalinese companies? If so, I think we need to invest in better portable oxygen systems.”


Zabet shook her head, making her whiskers swish back and forth. «No. This was completing Guess-Who’s contract as a favor to Schuyler. The market is too small on Mopalo, at least for the next few Mopalinese years, if I’m reading the public mood right. The mercantile caste doesn’t buy enough to justify getting the licenses.» Zabet stretched her forelegs as much as was possible in the cramped confines of the timeship. «Did you read that ad in the transit station?»


“The one for the prostitute’s guild, the one for the purple stuff that I think was food, or the reminder not to get into the wrong caste’s car on the transit system?”


«None of those. I mean the one about buying dreams for resale.»


“No, but I did see one offering dreams for sale. Assuming that ‘dream’ in Marzi means the same thing it does in Trader.” 


Rada felt the symbiotic creature in the central processor nudging her mind and she closed her eyes, linking minds with the ship. A Rowfow timeship slid through a nearby time stream and Rada felt the disturbance rippling along her own path. She and the Dark Hart let the turbulence pass before beginning the arrival sequence. Rada hummed to herself, forming a tighter link with the creature. The ship’s harmony blended into Rada’s melody before fading away as the ‘Hart returned to four-dimensional space. Rada blinked and unfastened her safety harness, stretched, and toggled the door opener. Zabet trotted out of the tight confines and then stretched, extending her hind legs before swinging her tail forwards and backwards. Rada plugged the oxygen tanks into the life-support equipment to recharge. Once she had also connected the Dark Hart to an external oxygen supply, she followed Zabet.


They walked to the auction house offices and Zabet entered her pass-code. The interior door slid open and the True-dragon and Wanderer took the first lift platform to Schuyler’s office level. Rada walked at Zabet’s right shoulder, alert but relaxed in her role as guard and pilot. “Have you learned how to pronounce Schuyler’s full name?” she inquired under her breath.  


Zabet’s round ears flipped forward and back. «No. I’m not sure anyone outside of that species can. That’s why we all call him Schuyler.» A second door slid open, granting access to the Inner Sanctum, as Rada called it. 


One of Schuyler’s orange appendages curled in a beckoning gesture from within the pale blue fluid of his life-support tank. Zabet waved her tail in reply as she walked to the data-entry center and activated her teleconverter, so that Schuyler could hear her. As the reptile submitted the forms, credit transfer confirmations, and delivery receipts, Rada watched Schuyler’s words appear on the screen attached to the end of his aquarium. The Piscene asked about the trip, confirmed that all the loose ends had been tied up (literally as well as metaphorically), expressed satisfaction with the transaction, and agreed that Mopalo’s limited business did not justify the costs of registering for a permanent license there. A tentacle waved towards Rada, and the screen asked, “Do you still work with the Dreamweavers?”


Rada stepped into microphone range. “Yes, sir, I do.”


“Have you ever sold dreams to other buyers?” Schuyler’s smooth, elliptical body pivoted so that his visual receivers faced the mammal. 


“No, sir. I am not aware of other legal buyers.” 


Schuyler’s long bands of tentacles waved in what Rada took to be agreement. “I ask because this came over my network,” and an ad like that from Mopalo appeared on the screen, this time written in Trader. Schuyler turned back to Zabet and the two finished their business. As they did, Rada made note of the dream seller’s contact information.


Rada and her employer decided not to linger once they’d concluded their business. Zabet wanted to investigate a new Mart she’d read about, so the pair went directly to the timeship parking area from Schuyler’s office. Rada confirmed the date, time, and location that Zabet intended to visit, and sang the Dark Hart into motion. They arrived at Bleeker’s World in near record time after catching a boost from the edge of a gravitational singularity. Rada and the creature in the Dark Hart’s core congratulated themselves for reading the time threads so well and Rada gave the orange animal some treat flakes before joining her boss outside of the ‘Hart.


Zabet pointed towards the exit gate with her tail. «We go that way. It’s a kilometer or so from here. You can get something to eat while I study the Mart.»


Rada followed, walking at Zabet’s shoulder. The mammal did not care for the odd, greasy feel to the air and the bitter scent in the wind. A few too many loose hydrocarbons floated through the atmosphere and Rada and Zabet could only stay for a few hours before needing to use air-filters and supplemental oxygen. Zabet spotted the Mart sign and poked her pilot with a firm tail tip. «Go find food, Pet, take-away for me. No salad. I’ll call you when I’m coming back.»


“Yes, Boss,” Rada agreed, already scouting for edibles. She located two places with menus in Trader and poked her head into the closest one. She decided instantly that even her stomach would not tolerate something as fresh as the items on this menu. Only in desperation, or in full feline form, would she eat live bugs, no matter how many positive stripes the restaurant had earned.


The second restaurant featured an assortment of cuisines and combinations, so Rada found a table and told the wait creature her basic limitations. The bird-like insect returned with a tailored menu and Rada ordered a minced meat plate, along with a creamy dessert and hot tea. As she put in her carryout request, she noted the sign for a public-use data stream and used her data-link to pull down more information about the dream buyers. She read the advertisements with great care, trying to find anything illegal. After her food arrived she put the data-link away, mulling over the information as she ate. 


«What did you get me?» Zabet peeked into the take-out container. «Hey, is this one of those meal-in-bread things?»


“Yes, Boss. The server assured me that the bread caught all the sauce, so no drips on the floor.” Rada liked it when the ‘Hart smelled of roasted meat, but her fastidious employer tended to complain.


They’d already decided to stop by Ziffcri so that Zabet could update her appraiser credentials. Once there, Rada tried to sort out what it was about the dream buyer’s ads that bothered her so much. She needed to move around and get the blood flowing again in her right leg. The old war wound had started bothering her again, so she paced in a local park, listening to something singing in a tree, as she thought about the business of dreams. Zabet found her there. «What’s bothering you?»


Rada showed her the ads. After the True-Dragon had finished reading, Rada rumpled her tail in a shrug. “Something in the ad seems wrong, Boss. It sounds legitimate and not harmful for either the seller or the buyer, but,” her voice trailed off. “The part about not even recalling if you dreamed. That rubs my fur the wrong way.”


«What about the Dreamweavers? How is this different?»


Rada pointed to the bottom of the buyer’s ad. “The sisters watch and remember, but I still know that I dreamed and I usually recall the basic tone of the dream.”


Zabet drummed her talons on the red tiles surrounding the park seat. «To take dreams without your recalling that you dreamed suggests that they block something, like when Himself put a shield into your mind so you could help treat that wild empath.» She considered the matter and shivered. «That’s more than a shield, Pet, that’s a tap. Do they exclude any species?» 


“From buying the dreams? No, but the really fine text says they will not purchase from True-Dragons, Milqulo, Traders, or a couple of other species with known telepathic traits.” Rada finger-combed the end of her tail as she thought about the limitation. “Several of those groups participated in forcing through the original ban on Dreamtapper and the other drugs in that class.”


«Well, you know damn well why,» the silvery reptile reminded her business partner. «Even I remember what happened when that Milqulo got into Dreamtapper.»


“Which is also why the Dreamweavers do not accept Milqulo as either dreamers or postulants.” Rada shuddered. She’d helped Himself treat a telepath who’d gotten into Dreamtapper and Rada still could not decide which was worse: the physical damage the drug did to the creature’s nervous system, the pain of having the patient shoving her thoughts and memories and hallucinations into the minds of those around her, or the voyeurism and slimy desire of those who’d gathered to watch and to read the victim’s mind. “Any therapeutic benefits that crap has do not balance the harm that comes from it.”


Zabet sat on her haunches and raised her forefeet, mimicking a defensive human. «Hey, no argument here. So I take it you are not going to see if they’d buy your dreams?» Zabet shook her tail tip at Rada’s barrack-room Azdhag reply. «Please! Remember my delicate sensibilities.»


Rada snorted and gave her partner a skeptical look before inquiring, “Any more places to go before we return to Drakon IV?” 


«No.» The reptile sneezed twice, flattening her ears and whiskers. «Blech. Get me out of this fug.»
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Two days later, more or less, Rada found a message from Master Thomas on her computer, requesting her to consult in his name. She made a note of the place and time before filing the request away. It would be several moons before Lord-Defender Ni Drako could leave Drakon IV. 


Six moons later, as Rada lived them, “Miss Ni Drako” arrived on Unkar. By local chronology, only three hours had passed since Master Thomas’s specified arrival point, and Rada patted the computer console to show her approval. She picked up her medical supply satchel and strode out of the Dark Hart to meet her contact. Rada looked around and spotted an individual roughly her own size covered in black armored plates and projecting an aura of great concern edged with a touch of fear. She approached the man and addressed him as ‘Master,’ followed by a series of whistled pitches. “I’m Rada Ni Drako. Master Thomas sent me.”


He replied with a complicated trilling phrase before remembering to turn on his translator box. A smooth tenor voice spoke under another set of trills. “Welcome to Unkar. This way, please. We’ve isolated the patient but she is still causing problems.”


“Master Whistler, Master Thomas gave me a very brief summary of the problem. Can you tell me your observations? The more information I have, the easier it is to help the patient.”


The armor-plated male gestured for Rada to sit in a vehicle and joined her after programming a route. “Lorli and her pod were on Mopalo as part of a cultural exchange program. Lorli has always shown more resistance to standards than is common, and against the advice of her pod-chief she traveled somewhere alone. When she returned, all seemed well, but when the pod reconnected for the journey home, she had difficulty linking at first. Once she did link, she began lashing out with body and mind, attacking creatures no one else observed.”


Rada made notes before inquiring, “Does the pod know what Lorli did or who she met during her absence?”


“No, but her subsection of the pod’s account on Mopalo increased in value by fifty credits, local currency.” Master Whistler added, “The corporate body always closes accounts on worlds where we encounter bad fortune.”


Rada made a soothing sound as she added the information to the file for Master Thomas. She already suspected the cause of Lorli’s problem.


 Examining Lorli proved much easier said than done. When Rada extended a mental touch towards her, the brown bipedal female began thrashing against the straps holding her to the examination table, screaming at near ultrasonic frequencies, and flailing at Rada’s mind. One of Lorli’s podmates, or so Rada guessed, held up a medical stunner. With great reluctance Rada gestured her agreement and the darker brown avian touched his podmate with the device. She thrashed once more before the charge rendered her unconscious. First Rada examined Lorli using only her eyes and hands and nose. Then she read the monitoring equipment’s displays, noting the time, duration, and intensity of the avian’s reactions and attacks. After examining Lorli as best she could using standard means, Rada took a deep breath to settle herself, raised most of her mental shields, and touched Lorli’s mind as lightly as possible.


Rada found the damage within moments of initiating contact. She studied the wound without trying to heal it, looking at the interconnections and searching for all the trauma sites.  She withdrew and stepped away from her patient. “Can you sedate her without injuring the rest of the pod?”


Master Whistler consulted with the medic in charge of the case. “Yes, but there are possible difficulties. What is wrong and what needs to be done?”


Rada gestured for the Unkarbo to follow her out of the examination room, to where she had left her satchel. She pulled out her electronic tablet and a stylus, and began sketching. “Someone put a psychic tap into Lorli’s mind in order to remove a combination of images, thoughts, and emotions. That tap,” and she drew a cord plugged into a brain, “or more precisely the attachment and removal of that tap have damaged the part of Lorli’s brain that links her to the pod.  I suspect that she’s been in terrible pain since she first attempted to join the pod minds.”


Master Whistler studied the crude diagram and whistled something to the Unkarbo medic, who tweeted back a brief reply. The pod leader’s external plates flared out, reminding Rada of an angry bird puffing its feathers. “This is a criminal offense. An assault,” Master Whistler screeched. “And why could we not find it?”


Rada perched on the edge of a table, taking weight off her bad leg, and shook her head. “It might not be criminal, pod master. There are people on Mopalo and other worlds who are buying dreams to re-sell. If Lorli sold her dream, she likely signed a waiver and release. Is she considered adult, able to make legal decisions for herself?”


The black plates flattened against Master Whistler’s torso and arms with a dull rattling sound. “Yes, she is. And selling of brief services is not a matter requiring pod approval. It will be investigated. But why could we not find the damage?”


Rada drummed the top of the table-like furnishing with her claws. “I suspect because your medic followed the standard neural path, looking for mechanical or chemical damage of some sort. That’s what I would have done as well, and like him?” When the medic gestured his agreement at her guess, she continued, “Like him I would have backed out as soon as Lorli began reacting, lest I do more damage. Master Thomas suggested that this case reminded him of some of the early accounts of Dreamtapper abuse, so I approached it from that perspective once you told me of your observations. You did everything right,” Rada assured the Unkarbo.


 Master Whistler demanded, “But what can be done for Lorli?”


“There are two options that I see, pod master. First, I can try and put in a pain block. Because I cannot tell how deep the damage goes or how fast she might be able to heal, it is possible that the block would have to remain in place permanently.” Rada warned, “that will cause scarring that will affect Lorli’s mental links with the pod, possibly for the rest of her life.”


Master Whistler and the healer shuddered. Rada continued, “the second option is more dramatic in the short term. I block Lorli from all mental contact, with your assistance,” and she nodded to the medic, “shielding her completely for a set period of time. That would allow her to heal at her own pace, although she would not be able to engage in any activities with the pod until the shield fades or is removed.”


The Unkarbo left Rada alone for a moment to consult with Lorli and another member of her pod, as well as with the senior pod master. Whistler returned as Rada finished recording her initial observations and diagnosis. “Please shield Lorli’s mind for however long Medic Tweeter feels is appropriate. If she fails to heal, the pod will take appropriate steps.” 
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After treating the patient and showing Tweeter what to look for if any other Unkarbo showed similar symptoms, Rada reported to Master Thomas, describing her observations and actions in detail. The black-coated equine biped took some notes and inquired, “Could you determine exactly what caused the damage?” He shook his head, displacing part of his silver, mane-like hair.


“Yes, sir, to a limited extent. As best Tweeter and I deduced, the dream purchaser used a generic, automated probe to intercept and remove the dream-related thoughts, feelings, and images.”


Master Thomas interrupted, “Thoughts as well?”


“Yes, sir. Everything, leaving no trace of higher-level mental activity and removing the evidence of some endocrine responses in the process.” Rada consulted her notes. “The probe affixed to the telepathic centers in the Unkarbo brain, and when it was removed, it abraded and then ripped them.” She looked up, meeting her mentor’s black eyes. “The probe probably started doing damage as soon as the tap began, but I do not know enough about either Unkarbo brains or the particular probe to do more than speculate.”


 Master Thomas sat back, rested his elbows on the chair arms, and steepled his hooved digits. “How long of a duration is the shield?”


“For one Unkar year, unless Lorli heals faster, in which case she will be able to remove the shield from within. Tweeter set the removal keys and either he or I can trigger them.”


Master Thomas tapped two hooflets together as he considered the case. “What will become of Miss Lorli should she fail to recover?”


Rada tapped her stylus against the data pad case, mimicking her mentor. “I did not inquire, sir. I suspect she will be eliminated from the pod in some way, but such knowledge might have adversely affected my ability to treat the patient, so I refrained from asking.” After a moment she added, “That’s a terrible price for fifty local credits, sir.”


“And you say this activity was legal?” His voice held no hint of his thoughts or feelings.


“Yes, sir. As Tweeter and I worked, the pod master and business master searched Lorli’s documents. They found the dream sale agreement and indeed, she had signed a release and waiver. Unkarbo were not on the list of species prohibited from participating in dream sales.” Rada hated it, hated the very thought of what the dream buyers had done to Lorli and probably to others, but had no grounds for legal action. 


“I do not care for this.”


“Neither do I, sir.” Rada considered how to phrase her next statement before venturing, “It might be wise to inform the Dreamweaver Sisterhood of these events and developments. The way the tap fit, well, I cannot prove it, sir, but the tap’s damage pattern looked to me very much like the general shape of the tap used by the Dreamweavers.”


The equine turned slightly so that he could gaze out the windows overlooking the grounds. “But the Dreamweavers cause no damage.”


“They do not. Because they restrict the species they work with, because they develop special individualized contacts for each dreamer, plus they double-monitor the dreamer and the sister, and there are no mechanized components in the process,” Rada outlined, tapping a claw on Master Thomas’ desk top with each point. “Amazing what a difference a sense of morals makes.”


“Indeed.” He continued watching the trees outside the office window. “Well done, Miss Ni Drako. Perhaps it is time for you to add an avian certification to your reptilian and mammalian licenses?”


Rada shook her head so hard that the tip of her braid hit her in the nose. “Ow. No sir. My brain is overfull as is, sir.”


Master Thomas turned back to his protégé and smiled. “Very well. Thank you for your work.” He stopped and began frowning. “Has anyone used something like this for military purposes?”


Rada frowned in turn as she tried to remember. “I do not know, sir. I do not recall hearing of such during my training, but it could be because any use of the technique was not recorded, or was not recorded as a military action. Perhaps a terrorist attack?” She shook her head. “I’d need to look in the epidemiology archives and in a few other places, sir.”


“Then do so.”


Rada spent the rest of the day looking for any trace of the dream takers. Master Thomas joined her in his library half an hour before the usual supper hour. “Have you found anything, Miss Ni Drako?”


She startled, almost falling out of her chair as a wave of lightheadedness struck her. “Ah, I believe that I have, Master Thomas. What if it is not dreams that the company is taking, but memories? That is the matter I found in the archives: a note about a group that stole memories under the guise of offering counseling and of giving people dreams to help,” she made mock speech marks with her hands, “open blocked creativity and spiritual awareness.”


She scooted out of the way as her mentor bent down to read the display. “Hmmm. Log out, please. Supper is being served shortly.” He straightened up and offered her his forefoot, which she took, glad of the help. “Did the contract say anything about memories?”


“No, Master Thomas, only dreams. But if they are taking memories as well as dreams, or rather accessing memories in the guise of dreams, it explains the injuries Lorli suffered. The Unkarbo use mental conditioning in order to strengthen the pod connections via the creation of group memories.”


The equine gentleman considered her words as they walked to the dining room. He stopped just outside the door. “And by taking or implanting memories one can tap the knowledge held by an individual, especially if they memorize data for various reasons.”


“That is correct, sir. And it violates the contract signed by the dream sellers.”


He gave an abrupt nod that sent part of his silver mane flopping into his eyes. “Very well. I shall have a word with someone who can take the information to the appropriate time and place.” Master Thomas tightened his grip on Rada’s arm as she opened her mouth to protest that she could do it. “There has been activity in this area, Miss Ni Drako. I would prefer you to return directly to Drakon IV.”


A shiver ran up and down Rada’s spine and she felt her tail fur puffing up. “I shall do as you advise, sir.”


He smiled. “Then I advise we not wait any longer, lest the cook become upset,” and he opened the door for Rada. Her stomach growled as a mélange of wonderful scents reached her nose. 


The woman relaxed. Master Thomas rarely used his contacts, but when he did, planets changed orbit and stars sprung into being. Rada curtsied slightly and took her place at the table, content to let Master Thomas finish the task. 
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6: Juniors and Justice


Drakon IV – 770 AGR (3670AD)




Cheeker ducked farther under the bush and shivered. His sister shivered as well where she cowered beside him and he draped his tail over her, waiting for the commotion to die down. Cheeker heard his dam’s mate, Zhaet, thrashing through the greenery on the other side of the trail, growling and hissing as he looked for the female’s offspring, but without success. After a while he gave up abusing that particular bit of shrubbery and went farther along the path. The objects of the irate male’s search waited a little longer, then eased farther away from the path into the overgrown brush. It was getting darker and would soon be full night with only one moon, but Cheeker had made up his mind: he’d rather risk spending a cool night in the forest than have Brska and him hurt by their dam’s mate again. Brska stayed one step behind her older brother as the pair slipped into the shadows.
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«Pet, how long have you been away from Singing Pines?» Zabet asked into her ‘lord’s’ mind, watching as the Azdhagi servants scampered around in frantic haste, trying to get the quarters she shared with Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako ready.


“Twenty five years, boss,” the mammal answered in Trader. “It’s amusing to discover that I’ve turned into a legend and a ghost at the same time.” The grey-eyed woman looked around, her long, black-furred tail swishing back and forth as she observed the commotion. “You owe me five credits.”


The slender, silver-blue True-dragon counted out five coins and handed them to her Pet, limp whiskers drooping. «You’re no fun.»


“So what now? How much have you won off me over the past century or so?” Rada inquired. Zabet didn’t deign to respond, instead looking around at the steady stream of meter-tall quadrapedal, grey, brown, green, and yellowish reptiles hurrying with fresh bedding, furnishings found in storage, and cleaning supplies. A similar commotion went on in the courtyard, where more manor servants were refurbishing the quarters for the Lord Defender’s four guards. The Lord Defender smiled a bit evilly as she watched the barely controlled chaos.


Steward Briisch, neck spines trembling with agitation, bustled up to where Ni Drako and “his concubine” lounged. “My lord, please forgive my lack of preparation,” he all but groveled. “The Palace neglected to inform me of your return until this morning,” Briisch explained yet again. The brown reptile gestured with his green foreleg, “Everything is being returned to how it was when you were last here, my lord. Is there anything new you would care to have?”


Before Zabet could say anything that would further discombobulate the Royal Steward, Rada clamped her hand over the True-dragon’s muzzle as a warning. “Not for the moment, Steward Briisch, thank you. I am curious. Did I not leave instructions with Steward Xheh to keep my quarters in a state of readiness for my return?”


Briisch’s tail trembled and his spines folded flat against his neck as he said quietly, “I don’t know my lord. I was not told anything by my predecessor, nor have I read into Xheh’s instructions for him.” Which didn’t surprise Rada, given her reception at the Palace. Captain Beekre hadn’t fainted, but had come close to it when she’d walked into the wardroom in the Palace Guard barracks. Xheh had probably been so happy to see her disappear that he’d also assumed she was gone for good. 


«Which makes him doubly a fool.» Zabet said tartly into Rada’s mind.


The mammal responded as silently, «Indeed. I won’t be burning any incense for his repose in this lifestream, silver dancer. How long until the servants realize I don’t eat Azdhagi?»


The lithe reptile’s tail swished gracefully as her sapphire eyes surveyed the diminishing bustle. «I don’t know. I sort of like watching people jump when you say boo.»


Later that evening, after the appropriate furnishings had been returned to her quarters, her communications links re-secured, and a hearty meal eaten, Rada and her “concubine” settled in for the night. As usual, the gossip-tree had begun flowering within minutes of their arrival and Rada both laughed and sighed at the various tales, whispers, and stories that Zabet had overheard from the manor staff. “I’ll have to remember the one about having single-handedly defeated a company of Cygnids and beating Shi-Dan four times in unarmed combat—especially the bit about my leading the charge that broke the Cygnid invasion. The embellishments were quite poetic,” Rada allowed, referring to a story Zabet had been told about the mammal’s exploits over a quarter century earlier. “Better story about the leg, too.”


«Yes, getting shot while at the head of attacking troops is much more flattering than having been potted while pissing in the bushes. However, I prefer the tale about your eating an entire gantak for dinner one day,» she opined from a pile of cushions and bolsters. Once again, through some method that probably defied the laws of physics, she had managed to end up with three-fourths of the bedding without moving from her original location. Rada still hadn’t caught her friend in the act and wondered how she managed it. Zabet yawned, «What’s on the agenda for tomorrow?»


“Oh, weapons practice, then walking the area probably. I need to see how things have changed, what trails have moved or overgrown, that sort of thing, before hunting season starts and I get lost and look like a fool.” The woman laced her fingers together behind her head, thinking over the possibilities. She dozed off listening to Zabet’s whistling version of a snore, wondering if all True-dragons did that.


After supervising her guards’ morning workout and running a series of sword drills of her own, Ni Drako ate breakfast, then headed out into the woods west and south of Singing Pines manor house. Zabet decided to join the stroll and the pair walked quietly and quickly through the late summer greenery. The sunnier space around the path grew almost rank with brush, wildflowers and other light-loving plants, but once away from the trail, the heavy canopy shaded out most other plants. Rada was trying to decide if it was time for a burn in these woods, to prevent worse fires and to improve the browse, when Zabet froze. «Do you hear that?»
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Cheeker tried to burrow deeper beside the fallen log, but it was too late. The two strangers had heard him and Brska digging for nutroots. Brska clung to her brother and Cheeker lay as still as he could, hoping that the two creatures would go away. Instead, he heard footsteps as the larger one came closer. He stared up into a pair of bright blue eyes, and gasped as he saw what looked like strings hanging from the narrow, silvery-blue muzzle and a pair of small, rounded ears behind the eyes. Brska also looked up and suddenly scrambled over her brother and the log both, towards the stranger. The stranger backed up a little, giving Brska room on the dead tree. Cheeker tried to grab his little sister but she danced away from his forefoot, cheeping at the odd-looking stranger.


He heard a voice asking, “What did you find, boss?” as more steps approached the hiding place. Cheeker scrambled up onto his hind legs, ready to grab his sister and pull her out of danger.


 Instead, he froze in surprise as a voice inside his head said, «Two juniors out playing, I think.» Brska shook her head and then looked around as if trying to see where the voice came from. Cheeker looked around as well before staring at the two strangers. He knew what the silvery one was from tales he’d heard—a True-dragon, like the ones that lived far on the west side of Burnt Mountain in the Wildlands. But the other! He (and he carried a sword, so it had to be a male) walked on his hind legs towards the two juniors, his teeth bared but eyes friendly. He didn’t have a muzzle, but did have a black tail that swung from side to side as he walked. Brska stared as well, then pointed towards the tall stranger and made the question noise. Cheeker made a negation; he didn’t know who or what they were.


The True-dragon studied the two juniors, then turned to the two-leg. The taller creature tipped his head to the side, as if listening to something. “Hmmm. That’s a good question,” he said aloud. He looked at Cheeker and the junior realized that the stranger had odd, silver-grey eyes. “What is your name, young one?” It sounded friendly, but so had Zhaet, and Cheeker was on his guard.


“I’m called Cheeker. Who are you?” he demanded, slowly reaching over to grab Brska and run.


The True-dragon’s muzzle strings stiffened and the stranger made a strange, cheerful sound. “Zabet, they’re too young to know who we are on sight.” Two-leg turned back to the two juniors. “I’m Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako, the Daimyo of Singing Pines. This is Lady Zabet, called the silver dancer. It’s a nice morning, isn’t it?”


Cheeker didn’t know whether to run or fall over and beg for forgiveness. He’d heard stories around the hearth at night, when he’d been very small, about the strange creature called Lord Ni Drako and how he’d helped the King-Emperor beat off monsters who’d invaded Drakon IV. The elders had said that the lord had disappeared not long after the final battle, perhaps dead, or maybe called away to another world in the Azdhag Empire. But that was all just stories! And everyone knew that spirits never walked under the sun, so whoever this person was, he wasn’t a ghost.  As Cheeker tried to decide how to respond, Brska began cheeping and bouncing on top of the log. All at once she slipped and started to fall and Zabet caught her, putting her carefully back on the wood. Brska shied back, then took a careful step forward towards the True-dragon and made the question noise again.


“Ah, yes, my lord, it’s a nice day,” Cheeker said, deciding to climb onto the log himself so he could see better. Cheeker’d just dug his talons in and was dragging himself up when the tree shifted towards him! It rolled, pinning his tail and lower legs. Zabet grabbed Brska and pulled her away safely but Cheeker couldn’t get free from the weight on his tail and he cried out. Brska wailed in fear as well, fighting loose of the True-dragon to scramble around and cling to her brother. 


Ni Drako said something that sounded rude and then ordered, “Zabet, go find my guards or two of the servants and get them here, with the Healer. I’ll stabilize the tree.” The reptile vanished into the brush beside the trail while the daimyo looked around, coming back with a large branch, which he wedged under the tree beside Cheeker. He did the same on the other side and Cheeker felt a little of the weight on his legs ease, but he still couldn’t move them. Brska, nearly hysterical, wailed and clutched at his neck and Lord Ni Drako frowned a little. “Cheeker, can you calm her down?”


He tried but Brska had gone away and wouldn’t listen to him. “She’s gone away into her head, Lord Ni Drako,” he almost wailed himself. “She can’t hear anything I say.” Would the noble beat him like Zhaet did? Or hurt Brska? He forgot the pain in his tail and legs as he tried to hold Brska safe 


Instead, the noble knelt on the dirt beside him. “I’m going to touch you and take away some of your pain. Try to relax,” he said, laying a misshapen forefoot on Cheeker’s foreleg. The hurt in Cheeker’s tail and legs faded away and the junior felt himself relaxing and calming down. Brska calmed too, ceasing her wail but still clinging tightly to his neck and foreleg. “Cheeker, what were you and your sister doing out today?” the noble asked in a conversational tone, as if he were talking to an elder or another noble.


“We were gathering nutroots, my lord,” Cheeker replied.


The noble frowned, but not in an angry way. “Don’t you usually wait a little longer, until the husk gets thin?” He sounded as if he knew food, but that didn’t match any stories Cheeker had ever heard about nobles.


He nodded. “Yes, Lord Ni Drako. But we were hungry.” Now the noble really frowned.


“Are you still hungry?” he asked, opening the pouch attached to a belt around his middle and reaching into it for something.


Brska nodded, eyes going wide as she saw the lord take two whole pieces of jerky out of his bag. She let go of Cheeker’s neck and lunged over him for the dried meat. Cheeker cringed at her bad manners but the noble didn’t seem offended. He handed her the jerky, cautioning, “Easy, easy, chew it little one.” She slowed down, chewing carefully and swallowing before taking another bite, eyes closed. As she did, the lord rested his hand on her back. His eyes opened wide and he seemed to get very angry. Then he looked away before handing her the second piece of meat. “Cheeker, I know you’re also hungry, but if you are hurt you need to have an empty stomach if we have to Heal you.”


Cheeker thought about when his sire had died and how the Healer had said the same thing. He blurted out “My lord, am I going to die?”


“Absolutely not, Cheeker! Your tail is broken and I wager you have some cracked talons but you are certainly not going to die.” The lord sounded annoyed and Cheeker flinched. Brska finished her meat then backed away, putting Cheeker between her and the stranger again.


A commotion from the trail revealed the arrival of help. “Over here, Corporal,” Ni Drako called, standing up and waving a foreleg. Two of the biggest males Cheeker had ever seen hurried up, followed by a female in a purple robe, and Zabet. “His tail and hind legs are trapped. I braced the trunk so it wouldn’t roll any farther,” the noble informed the new arrivals.


“Very good, my lord. We’ll push, sir, if you want to pull the junior?” the largest male offered. At the noble’s nod he and his partner found two more big branches and wedged them under the log, while Ni Drako bent down and gripped Cheeker’s forelegs at the shoulder. “On three,” the big male called. “One, two, three!” And the males pushed down, shifting the log enough for Ni Drako and Zabet to pull Cheeker out from under the fallen tree. As soon as he was free, Cheeker tried to roll upright, but Ni Drako held his shoulders firmly against the ground.


“No you don’t. Not until Healer Seelee looks you over,” the noble told him. The female gave Cheeker a good sniff, then began feeling his hind legs and tail and asking questions. Yes, he could move everything. Yes, it hurt when he moved his tail. No, his hind legs didn’t hurt as much. He’d broken off three of his eight hind talons and he’d pulled muscles in his hips. And his tail had been broken. Lord Ni Drako reached down and laid his forefeet on Cheeker’s tail while the healer took hold of the base and tip, away from the noble’s hands. “This is going to hurt a little and will sound funny,” Ni Drako warned, then nodded his head.


Seelee pulled the two ends of the tail as the part under the lord’s forefeet snapped back into position. As the Healer realigned the tail, Cheeker felt the broken area grow warm, then hot, and the noble frowned in concentration. Cheeker had yelped despite himself and Brska tried to attack the Healer, squealing and lunging at her. Zabet grabbed the small junior, holding her still as the Healer turned her attention from brother to sister. She touched the squirming, squalling junior and her eyes went wide.


“You noticed it too?” Ni Drako asked, sitting up. The Healer nodded, frowning angrily. “Try moving your tail,” the noble ordered Cheeker and he obliged. It felt stiff but didn’t hurt.


“Lovely job, Lord Mammal,” the light brown Healer said. “I think we need to bring these two back to the manor, so I can... make certain nothing else is broken.” There was something else in her words, something Cheeker didn’t quite catch.


“Very well.” Ni Drako turned to the watching soldiers. “Good work corporal, private, and quick response,” he smiled, and Zabet nodded as well. There were some quick conversations and soon Cheeker found himself being carried on one of the males’ backs as the Healer carried Brska. Zabet and Lord Ni Drako led the way back to the manor and soon the two juniors were tucked onto a sleeping platform. Cheeker had a brace on his tail, “just in case,” and the pair had been given big bowls of meat-rich stew. They ate slowly and drank lots of the plentiful water as the Healer and her assistant watched. She showed them how to use the necessary, then dimmed the lights, leaving her assistant to watch over the pair. Cheeker and Brska were soon asleep, bellies full and bodies warm for the first time in a long while.
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Lord Ni Drako could have killed someone after the Healer reported to her. “The female has been abused, as has the male. But he was only beaten and clawed. She’s been forced, several times by the look of her.” The senior Healer shook her head sadly. “She’s six year turns or so old.”


Rada’s jaw dropped and Zabet’s whiskers went rigid. “Blessed Bookkeeper! She looks like she’s no more than four! Undernourished?” Seelee nodded and Ni Drako swore. “Forgive my ignorance, Healer Seelee, but shouldn’t she be speaking by now?”


“Yes, Lord Mammal. She’s been so traumatized that she can’t, or won’t.” After a long pause, the Healer gathered her nerve. “My lord, what are you going to do with the juniors?”


“Determine who their sire and dam are, then find out who hurt them and punish the furbearer, to begin with,” Rada stated firmly. “Do you have any other suggestions?”


“Find them a different home, Lord Mammal. Something is very strange about what’s going on here,” the reptile said. Her lord nodded, thanked her for the good work, and dismissed her back to her other duties and patients. 


Rada and Zabet looked at eachother. “There are some very sick creatures in this galaxy,” Rada observed in a conversational tone.


«Agreed. Can I have his balls as a trophy? Or are you going to hang them on a pole as a warning?» Zabet demanded, eyes flashing with blue fire.


“I’ll have to see what the law allows and if the juniors are willing to testify in an adjudication.” The mammal sighed and sat down at her desk, starting to pull up copies of the civil and criminal law codes on her computer. “Skinning him and stuffing his hide as he watches, followed by slow strangulation would be my choice, or staking the monster out, wounded, for the shardi or roklat to find would also be fun. But again, it depends on the law. At least, since according to the law I’m male, I don’t have to find another noble to act on my behalf.”


«Small blessings and all that,» her Boss agreed.
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Cheeker woke up and tried to sort out where he was. He and Brska lay on a sleeping platform with a light cover over them, and it was not quite dark in the room but it was very quiet. He stretched and realized that his tail felt stiff and heavy. Then he remembered—they were at Singing Pines manor house, in what the Healer had called an infirmary. He also suddenly remembered all the water he’d drunk before going to sleep and barely made it to the necessary. As he carefully cleaned himself and walked back to where Brska still slept, Cheeker noticed the Healer watching him. She came over and sniffed him well, then asked, “How do you feel?”


“Fine, Healer,” he said. She carefully felt around the broken place in his tail, then removed the brace and had him move his tail in all directions. It felt stiff and a little tender when she touched it, but not too bad.


The Healer nodded, then sat down and offered him some more water and some dried fruit to eat. “Cheeker, what will your sister do if she wakes up and you’re not here?” the Healer asked.


He looked over at the yellowy-gray shape sleeping on the platform. “She’ll scream, then she’ll go away into her head and rock or curl up in a ball.” Were they going to take her away? Or put him to work, while she was too small?


The Healer sensed his concern and smiled, patting him with her tail. “Lord Mammal wants to ask you a few questions while he tracks down your elders and lets them know that you and your sister are all right. But if she’s going to get upset if you are gone, then Lord Mammal will just wait a little longer.”


The conversation woke Brska, who blinked sleepily and then made urgent, worried noises. Cheeker and the Healer got her to the necessary, where she took care of business as the Healer watched. After Brska finished, the Healer sniffed and examined her too, then left the pair alone for a moment. Brska made the question noise, and Cheeker explained where they were, satisfying her for the moment. The Healer came back with a strange female Azdhag in a plain green robe and with Lady Zabet.


«Come with me,» the True-dragon ordered, and Cheeker gently pushed his sister along as they followed the silvery reptile down a wood-paneled corridor, up a treaded ramp onto another level of corridor, then to a door with a beast head carved in the wood. Brska stared around at the True-dragon and the servant, who smiled at her. Zabet tapped the door knock and then opened the door. «In here, please,» she said into the juniors’ heads, making Brska shake as if she had water in her ear hole. Cheeker followed their guide into a dimly lit room with a sleeping platform, stove, benches, and cushions scattered around, and a strange tall table and little table. The funny-looking noble sat on the little table behind the big table, but he rose onto his hind legs when Cheeker and Brska entered. 


“Cheeker, please take a seat,” the noble ordered. “Your sister too.” Cheeker looked around and climbed up onto a bench, followed by Brska, who didn’t seem to want to leave her brother’s side. At Lord Ni Drako’s nod, the servant put some food in front of the two juniors, along with a container of water. The servant and Healer sat on the floor, while Lady Zabet stretched out on the sleeping platform and Ni Drako sat back down behind the big table. Brska helped herself to the dried meat and fruit, chirping and enjoying the sweet treat. The room was crowded and Cheeker wondered what was going to happen. 


“Cheeker, what is your sister called?” the lord asked.


He swallowed. “Chee’s daughter, Lord Mammal. But my sire named her Brska.”


“Brska, Chee’s daughter,” the noble repeated, tapping with his forefeet on something on the table. He frowned at the device, then looked up again from the table. “Did your family recently move to Singing Pines or Burnt Mountain, Cheeker?”


What strange questions the lord asked, Cheeker thought. “No, my lord. We were both born here, in Taymi settlement.”


The lord tapped again, frowning. Cheeker began getting nervous as the lord grew more and more unhappy with something. “Cheeker, I don’t see your progress records from the learning place. What study set are you in?”


Oh no. Cheeker’s spines went flat against his neck, and he looked down to the floor, tail going limp. “I’ve never been to the learning place, my lord.” Behind him he heard the servant’s tail thwap the floor in surprise and the lord’s black ears went flat against his head.


“Have you been ill? Or do you live too far from the learning place to go?” Ni Drako wanted to know. 


Still looking at the floor, Cheeker whispered, “My dam’s mate won’t let me go. He needs me to work.”


“Then he’s violating manor law as well as abusing you,” Ni Drako said angrily. “And since manor law is dictated by the King-Emperor himself...” he didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to. Cheeker covered his eyes with his forefeet and started shaking. He’d gotten Zhaet in trouble with the manor lord! Zhaet would beat him or worse, and then hurt Brska again! Brska sensed his fear and began making little crying peeps as she clung to his side. Cheeker heard the noble get up from his table and start walking around. Something cool and a little rough lifted his head up and the noble ordered, “Look at me Cheeker.”


Cheeker very reluctantly met the strange eyes. “Cheeker, answer me truly, because I will know if you lie. Is your dam’s mate your sire?”


“N-n-no, my lord. Zhaet took my dam as mate after my sire died two summers back,” Cheeker stuttered.


“Has Zhaet hurt you, Cheeker?” The silvery eyes bored into Cheeker’s head and he didn’t dare lie.


“Y-y-yes. He hits me when I don’t get my work done, or if he’s mad, or if I get in his way.”


The noble’s eyes grew very cold and hard and Cheeker gulped. “Cheeker, has he ever hurt Brska?”


Cheeker made a forefoot gesture, too afraid of the noble and of Zhaet both to speak. 


“Did you see him hurt Brska?”


Another gesture, but that wasn’t enough. “How did he hurt her, Cheeker?”


“He, he, he grabbed her and took her like he takes my dam. And sometimes he hits her,” Cheeker admitted. He shouldn’t have been there, shouldn’t have spied on Zhaet so much! Now they were all going to be punished. He started peeping like a little junior, he was so scared.


«Rada, you’ve terrified both of them,» a gentle voice said into his head, although it was aimed at someone else. Zabet glared at her lord from the sleeping platform, obviously angry with Lord Ni Drako. Cheeker’s jaw trembled in surprise at the True-dragon’s bravery to criticize a noble.


The noble looked embarrassed. “You’re right, boss. I forgot myself,” and he turned back to Cheeker. “I’m sorry if I scared you, Cheeker, Brska. I get very angry when I hear that someone is hurting juniors, especially juniors under my watch. I’m not angry with you, Cheeker,” the foreign noble said. “If anything, I’m glad you’ve taken such good care of Brska and that you were willing to talk to me in front of witnesses. You’re a very brave junior,” and the noble patted Cheeker on the shoulder as he stood up, staggering a little as if his leg pained him. The noble went back to his seat, drumming his short claws on the table.


“Cheeker, I have a problem. By the law, your dam’s mate has the right to discipline you and your sister as he sees fit, without fear of punishment from the noble of the estate. Unless your dam comes to me herself, or I see him hitting you in public, I can’t chastise him as he deserves. And Cheeker, what he did to you and Brska is very, very wrong and he certainly deserves punishment.” Cheeker’s jaw dropped as he heard those words. Ni Drako continued, “The only way for me to be able to bring your dam’s mate to adjudication is to get specific permission from his Imperial Majesty, and he will not grant me that without special proof of Zhaet’s crimes. 


“Here’s my difficulty, Cheeker,” and the noble got up again and began walking back and forth in the small room. “I can obtain that proof from your sister’s mind, even as damaged as it is. But to do so, she would have to relive each episode as I take it from her memory, so I can get all the details and facts correctly.” Ni Drako let Cheeker soak in what he had just said. “Do you think she could tolerate my doing that?”


Cheeker couldn’t fathom what Lord Ni Drako was talking about but he understood that it would hurt Brska. “No! No, don’t make her hurt again, please my lord!” Cheeker jumped to his feet as he begged. In his rush he knocked Brska off the bench and she tumbled to the floor, wailing with fear and surprise. The Healer and noble both dove for her and her brother stared as the noble picked her up, carried her over to the sleeping platform, and laid her down beside Zabet. At his nod the Healer rested her forefoot on the shaken junior, who soon quieted and fell asleep. Zabet draped her tail over Brska, shaking her head in sorrow as she did.


“Very well,” the noble sighed. He looked over at Zabet, answering something only he could hear. “Yes, it would be dangerous for me, since I don’t have a monitor to keep me from getting trapped in her emotions. But the need is great enough to justify the risk, don’t you think?” Zabet’s whiskers went stiff while her tail tip patted the sleeping platform. Ni Drako twitched at the silent response, conceding, “All right, it’s two against one. Back to the law codes it is.”


Ni Drako sat down and Cheeker settled back onto the bench as he watched Brska. “Cheeker, I have to notify your dam and her mate where you are and that you were hurt. But you are not going back to them yet. I need to speak with the headman of Taymi and learn more about Zhaet and your dam. Sheela,” and the servant got to her feet, “take Cheeker and get him and Brska robes and meal space. For the moment, I want them to stay with my guards and I’ll tell the sergeant what I want from him. Cheeker,” and the noble turned to him, “go with Sheela and do what she tells you. Brska won’t wake up until you get back so don’t worry about her. You will sleep and stay in the same quarters as my guards, so that no one will bother you and Brska. If you need anything, food, water, company, what have you, just ask for it. 


“And Cheeker?” The noble locked eyes with him again, saying insistently, “None of this is your fault. You didn’t make Zhaet hurt you and Brska. You did what you could to protect her and from what I can tell, you’ve done more than the elders who should have been taking care of you.” Ni Drako had changed, from cold and scary to warm and caring, someone Cheeker could trust. “Now go with Sheela.”


Once the junior was safely out of earshot, Rada deepened Brska’s sleep into a Healing coma. She supported Seelee as the Healer did what she could for the little female’s body and mind. The effort left the mammal tired and very, very angry, her tail a bottle brush that thrashed against the backrest of the chair. “Healer Seelee, will being around the guards cause Brska any more problems?”


 The light brown reptile considered the little junior, and shook her head. “I’m not a mind specialist, Lord Mammal, but no. Her problem seems focused on Zhaet, not on males in general, so being around the guards shouldn’t cause her any more trauma.”


“Thank you very much Healer Seelee. I appreciate all your work,” Rada said warmly, as Zabet nodded her agreement.


The Healer left and Rada stared at the little creature occupying the corner of her sleeping platform. “Boss, there are times when I hate being law abiding. I would dearly love to make Zhaet suffer just as much as he’s hurt these two juniors and there’s not a damn-all bloody thing I can do to him, besides warn him off.” Her claws dug into the surface of the table and she made herself relax her grip before she ripped a claw or ruined the finish.


«Wait, wait, I though child abuse was illegal!» Zabet protested. «It’s obvious that these two have been hurt, so why can’t you thrash the bastard like he deserves? And the dam that allowed it.»


“As I said, I’d dearly love to. But Cheeker and Brska can’t testify in an adjudication unless their sire and dam permit it. And five credits says Zhaet is beating his mate just like he abuses her offspring.” She nodded as Zabet groaned. “Precisely. Otherwise I will need adult witnesses, or to witness the beating myself, or to take Brska’s memories for evidence, all of which are flaming unlikely to happen.” Rada leaned her head back against the chair and sighed. 


Zabet settled her chin on her forefeet, thinking hard. «I thought the manor lord has life and death rights over his people.»


“He does. But I’m not the manor lord, King-Emperor Shai-lak is. And he’s not going to grant me permission unless I have overwhelming evidence, because he doesn’t want to work that hard.” Rada snorted loudly, her opinion of her current overlord plain. “In some warped ways it would be easier if we were back three hundred years or so, when the peasants were the property of the lord, to be bought, sold and traded at will by him or his proxy, and when daimyos had more power. Then I could just...” The Wanderer’s eyes opened wide. “I wonder...” and she began typing, skimming through various parts of the law codes and her rights as daimyo. After a few minutes she tapped the screen, grinning evilly. 


Zabet knew that look; it meant that someone or her wallet was about to hurt very badly. «OK, spill it, Pet. What did you find?» She got up carefully and slid off the platform to look over Rada’s shoulder at the computer screen. 


The mammal reached up and scratched around her friend’s ears. “Weren’t you saying a while back that you’d like a page or assistant? Someone to hold things and be an extra pair of hands, or run little errands?”


«No, I didn’t,» and the light suddenly dawned. «Oh, that paragraph there?»


“Affirmative,” Rada nodded. “Per that, I can take them by force if needed and be perfectly within my rights.” She pursed her lips, moving her hand back to massage Zabet’s soft neck. “And I wager people are so shocked by my return that most won’t remember that I’m not truly the manor lord.”


The two foreigners shared a cold smile. Then the door opened and a clean and neatly clad Cheeker appeared, carrying a bundle of fabric and followed by Sergeant Keersh. “Little one says you wanted to speak to me, Lord Mammal?”


“Affirmative, Sergeant. Cheeker and his sister Brska need a safe place to stay where they won’t be bothered or disturbed. If you have room, I want them quartered near you and the men as a discouragement to someone.” Rada explained. Cheeker stared first at her and then at the big soldier behind him.


The sergeant looked the junior over and then saw the unconscious junior on the sleeping platform. His eyes narrowed with speculation and Cheeker sank closer to the ground. “Easy boy, I won’t bite you,” Keersh growled. “We’ve got just the spot, Lord Defender. It’s a cubby room off the common area, too small for an adult, but easy to block the door if need be, and it’s close to the necessary.”


“Sounds perfect, Keersh. Let me wake up the little one and you can get them sorted out. And start Cheeker on some basic dodges and defense moves,” the noble added. “His sister too, if she’s interested.” Then he went to the sleeping platform, laid his forefeet on Brska and closed his eyes. After a few moments, Brska twitched, yawned, and shook a little groggily. As she did, Lord Ni Drako stepped back so the first thing Brska would see was Cheeker. She chirped before scrambling off the platform to lean against her brother. Cheeker saw the noble exchange a glance with Keersh, who growled in the back of his throat.


“Come along, young one. Let’s get you squared away and see what we can teach you,” Keersh said, turning and starting out the door.


“Go with the sergeant, Cheeker, and do whatever he tells you. Obey him as you would me,” Ni Drako ordered. Cheeker remembered enough to bow and then hurried after the sergeant, Brska at his side.


Later that afternoon, Ni Drako called the headman of Taymi settlement to let him know about the juniors and their condition. The grey-brown reptile had a puzzled expression on his face as he informed her, “Hunh, Lord Mammal. No one reported them missing. With all due respect, are you certain that’s who the two juniors are?”


Her tone would have chilled an entire gantak carcass as she informed him, “Yes. I am. And you will inform Zhaet and Shree that the juniors are currently at Singing Pines, and that I am interested in apprenticing both of them as manor servants. They could be useful, even as small as they are.”


“The juniors are at the manor, Cheeker’s broken tail is better, and you want them apprenticed,” the reptile repeated. “I’ll tell Zhaet this evening, my lord, and report back first thing tomorrow.” Rada didn’t care for his attitude but decided to hold her fire for the moment.


“That is correct. Ni Drako out.” She terminated the connection, then put the matter aside as she reviewed manor records. They contained harvest and planting, floods in the spring, matings, births, and deaths; the usual pattern of the years for normal people leading normal lives. Rada sighed a little to herself, wondering again what it would be like to have a settled existence, concerned with only the yearly round and the cycle of life and death. Well, the gods had ordained something else for her and that was that. There was some comfort in knowing that because she and the Defenders did their work, the normal people could live without knowing anything else, but it was cold comfort sometimes.


Zabet caught her “lord’s” mood that evening and asked Rada about it. “Oh, just my usual ‘what if,’ boss.”


The True-dragon started a smart-ass remark, then decided against it. Instead she stretched out beside her Pet and laid her head along Rada’s chest. The woman obliged by rubbing around Zabet’s ears and Zabet asked, «Why don’t you try settling down somewhere? You could do very comfortably as a healer and medic on one of the fringe worlds—they’re so desperate for personnel that no one will ask about your background and we could still do some business from time to time.»


“I don’t trust the Traders not to encourage some of the scum that floats around out there, boss. And I know too much of the universe to be content in one place for the next seven or eight centuries. It’s a good idea, silver dancer,” and Rada smiled at her “concubine,” “but I’m not ready for it yet. Besides, I’ve got my claws full here. In fact, I have a bad feeling that Shai-lak’s lassitude is going to set up Drakon IV for an invasion attempt.”


Zabet’s ears locked on her friend. «You turning prescient on me?»


Rada snorted. “Not a chance, thanks be. Ick, that’s one talent I have no desire to have. No, just the rumors and what the Imperials are seeing make me suspicious.”


«Lovely. Just let me know early enough to get my insurance on you updated before the rates go up, will you?» As Zabet had hoped, Rada made a rude noise, her bleak mood broken for the moment.


“It’s so nice to be loved,” the mammal observed before willing herself to sleep.


The response from Cheeker and Brska’s step-sire arrived the next morning. Rada settled the headset over her ears and took the headman’s call. He looked somewhere between irritated and smug as he informed the noble, “Lord Mammal, Zhaet says that he cannot dispense with the juniors’ labor. He apologizes that you’ve had to take care of them and promises that they won’t stray again.”


Rada had dealt with enough abusers of various species to read between the lines and she frowned, but only said, “I see. Very well, they will be returned tomorrow. Ni Drako out.” She unplugged her headset and logged out of the communications center, then went back to her office for a while before picking up a walking stick and sauntering down to where her guards were quartered, a plan forming in her mind as she went. On the way she tapped on Royal Steward Briish’s door. “A moment, if you please,” she asked.


“Of course, Lord Mammal,” he said as he rose to his feet. She ducked under the lintel and closed the door behind her.



[image: * * *]



The next morning, Cheeker and Brska were woken up just before sunrise. “Lord Mammal wants you to get a good breakfast,” Sheela informed them, leading the pair to where the manor servants ate. The juniors didn’t know what was happening, but Cheeker had learned that a full stomach was rare and so he ate despite his nerves. Brska followed his example, putting away enough soup, fruit, and greens that one of the servants suggested that she had a hollow tail and was storing the food there. The two juniors cleaned their cubby and folded away their bedding like the guards had showed them. Lord Ni Drako appeared just as they finished and bared his teeth in what Sergeant Keersh had explained was a smile. By now Cheeker had learned exactly who and what the daimyo was and he bowed very low to the Lord Defender when he arrived at the barracks.


Ni Drako gestured for the two juniors to rise, then knelt so he was just a little more than at eye level with Cheeker. “Zhaet does not want to let you be apprenticed on the manor, as I had hoped, so you and Brska will go back to Taymi this morning. However, my guards and I are going with you, and I promise that Zhaet will not hurt you, not today, not ever again if I have my way.” He stood back up before Cheeker could respond. “Ready sergeant?”


He nodded, “Yes, Lord Defender.” Ni Drako jerked his head, and the group began the four-kliq walk to Taymi settlement. Lord Ni Drako set a brisk pace and Brska had to trot to keep up, but she didn’t seem to mind. Three days of food had helped her a lot, Cheeker noticed, along with whatever the Healer and Lord Mammal had done to her. Cheeker still couldn’t believe that the Lord Defender would be interested in him and his sister and wondered what the noble wanted from them. It was a nice morning and Cheeker smiled as Brska stared with curiosity at the flowers and plants and the big soldiers walking around them. She seemed especially fascinated with the shiny, black-brown tail hanging down from the back of Lord Ni Drako’s head, and when they paused for a moment, she pointed and made the question sound. Cheeker rumpled his tail in a shrug; he’d never seen anything like it before.


When they came within a kliq of the settlement, Brska froze, then started trembling with fear. Ni Drako gave an order and one of the soldiers picked her up and put her on the back of a second soldier. “Cheeker, tell Brska that Zhaet will not touch her, and that no one will hurt her without hurting my soldiers and me first,” the mammal ordered.


“Brska, it’s all right. Lord Mammal’s going to make it right. Don’t be scared,” Cheeker begged. Brska clung to the soldier’s carry harness, eyes shut tight but not peeping or wailing. 


Cheeker caught an angry look in Lord Mammal’s eyes before the noble composed himself, returning to a cool and calm expression. But his tail remained very fluffy. Sergeant Keersh had warned Cheeker that if Lord Mammal’s tail got big and his ears went flat on his head, something bad was about to happen to someone. “He’s funny looking but a hell of a good soldier,” he had explained to Cheeker. “You don’t want to make him mad.” Cheeker looked around the edge of the settlement and wondered who Lord Mammal was mad at. He hoped it was Zhaet.


Ni Drako looked around and noticed that, despite his orders, neither the headman nor Zhaet were waiting. He bared his fangs. “Sergeant, please give my compliments to the headman and tell him that I want to see him and Zhaet, now.” The soldier winked at Cheeker as he hurried off and one of the other guards gave a knowing nod. 


“Someone’s about to get their tail shredded,” he told Cheeker, as the other soldiers put Brska down on the ground. She hesitated a moment, then rushed forward and did her best to wrap around one of Lord Mammal’s legs. Cheeker was mortified and hurried to remove her but Lord Mammal stopped him.


“Leave her be, youngling. I won’t let anyone hurt her, or you,” the warrior repeated. He smiled as the headman, Zhaet, and a number of other settlement residents appeared, escorted by the big sergeant. Lord Mammal looked over the arrivals and said loudly, “I need to talk with Zhaet, Shree’s mate.”


A wiry green reptile stepped forward, a small and shy female at his side. He nodded, “I’m Zhaet. And you are?”


Uh oh, Cheeker sank to the ground and tried to hide in the dirt as the mammal bared his fangs again. “I’m Lord Defender Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako. You’ve probably heard of me.” 


As Cheeker watched, the adults started getting nervous. The headman ducked and groveled apologetically. “Your pardon, Lord Ni Drako! We’ve not seen you for some time, and...”


The mammal cut him off. “If you know who I am, you know that I have little time to spare. Zhaet, I will be brief. Your mate’s juniors show potential and could go far. I want them attending the learning place as is manor law and apprenticed to service at the manor, for the usual contract price.”


Zhaet swirled his forefoot in negation. “Thank you, Lord Ni Drako, but I must refuse. These two are too much trouble to allow out of my sight. Their sire let them run wild and I’ve had to discipline them severely. Thank you for repairing the male, but I’ll take them back and I promise, they won’t disturb you or anyone again.” Cheeker knew that tone—Zhaet was making nice to Lord Mammal, just like he had made nice to their dam. And he was an elder so Lord Mammal would probably believe him.


“And you will send them to the learning place, as is required by manor law? I found no record of their presence there.” Now Ni Drako looked at the headman as well as Zhaet and the two males hesitated.


Zhaet sighed. “Cheeker caused so many problems that I didn’t want him making trouble with the other juniors. And the female, well, as you can see, she’s never been right in the head. Her sire was the same,” and the skinny Azdhag rumpled his tail. “There is only so much one can do with such bad material, my lord, so there’s no point wasting time sending her to the learning place.”


Lord Mammal considered his words as Cheeker hugged the dirt and Brska let go of the noble’s leg to cower beside her brother. “That is your final decision, Zhaet?” Ni Drako asked quietly. His ears lay flat against his head and Cheeker shook harder.


“It is, my lord. I’ll just take them back now, so you won’t have to deal with this troublesome pair any longer,” and Zhaet swaggered towards Cheeker. The guards stepped forward and stopped him before he came close.


The mammal’s silver-grey eyes flashed like steel as he said, “Very well. Then hear this: I claim the juniors for my personal service, as is my right.”


“And you,” he pointed at the headman, “are equally responsible for their lack of attendance at the learning place, and for tolerating the abuse these juniors suffered. Oh yes,” the noble informed the elders, meeting each pair of eyes, “I know what happened to these two juniors. And if it happens again, you will all suffer as much as they have.” The steel in his voice reinforced the threat. “And tell Shree that if she wishes protection, it is hers if she will just ask.”


He turned on his heel, telling his guards, “Thrash the rattail if he gets in the way. You two, come. You’re mine from now on,” the Daimyo of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain ordered, and Cheeker and Brska did their best to keep up with their new owner’s rapid pace as the noble led them out of the settlement. 


Behind them, Zhaet fumed and snarled but didn’t do anything until Rada and the juniors were out of sight. Then he spun around and slammed his fisted forefoot into Shree’s muzzle. “You stupid furbearer! This is all you fault.” He started to hit her again but a chorus of growls rose from the males gathered around him. “What? She’s my mate to discipline!” he complained.


“Yes, by law. But not by us! You brought Lord Ni Drako down on us, you fool!” the headman snapped. “If he’d wanted, he could have had all of us punished. That’s his right, you empty-headed rattail! If we see, hear, or even suspect you of hurting Shree or any young you might have, we’re going to take care of you before Lord Mammal can notice. You understand me?” The larger reptile bore down on Zhaet, who stood his ground until the headman’s talons raked Zhaet’s muzzle. He howled, sending Shree scuttling back into their dwelling as her mate fled away from the village. The watching guards made that sure he didn’t follow Rada and her charges and then they left as well.


Halfway back to Singing Pines manor house, Cheeker gathered his courage and asked quietly, “My lord, what do you want from us?” Despite everything he’d seen and heard so far, Cheeker remembered the stories about nobles and how they sold juniors to other manors, or had them working in the fields or as personal servants, or other worse things, the things even elders only whispered about.


As if reading his mind, the tall noble shook his head, sending his head-tail swaying. “You will stay with a family in Singing Pines village for the next season or so, until you and your sister have spent enough time at the learning place to be able to read and count at least. Then work will be found for you, depending on what your skills are. When the time comes, House Ni Drako will provide Brska with an appropriate mate-gift.” The noble slowed his pace, turning to look over his shoulder at the two juniors. “You will not see your dam’s current mate again unless you wish it, and he will be severely punished if he approaches you. Your dam may come visit you, if you want her to, but at Singing Pines manor with other adults around, not alone. And any adult who tries to hurt you will feel my wrath directly, because you are my property now.”


Cheeker’s tail went limp with relief. Brska would be safe! And Zhaet would never beat him again. Brska sensed her brother’s happiness and chirped a little, bouncing as she trotted along. Then she tripped, tumbling tail over nose and starting to squeal with surprise. Before her brother could do anything, Lord Mammal scooped up the small female and draped her over his shoulders like a throat warmer, making a not-unpleasant humming sound as he did. Brska calmed down, chirped again, and seemed to relax as she stared around from her new viewpoint. 


They’d almost reached Singing Pines when Lord Ni Drako stopped. He knelt and set Brska down. “Can’t be seen wearing a junior. Might scare someone,” he smiled, caressing Brska’s neck. She cheeped at him as he stood and started walking again. When they reached the front gate they could see a pair of strangers waiting with Steward Briisch. The stranger nudged his mate, who nodded at the approaching group. The three Azdhagi bowed as Ni Drako approached with his guards and the two juniors.


“Good afternoon, Steward. These are?” he asked, gesturing for the pair to stand.


“Farmer Klee and his mate Bees, Lord Ni Drako. They have room for two juniors and live near the learning place,” Steward Briish explained.


The noble smiled. “Thank you for coming. Has Healer Seelee spoken with you about these two?”


Klee’s spines flared a little as he said, “Yes, my lord. I don’t hold with beating juniors, neither does Bees, nor the rest of our people. We have room and plenty, my lord, and Bees knows a little herb healing.”


“Excellent, Farmer Klee!” The noble turned to Cheeker and dropped onto one knee. “Cheeker, these people are willing to take you and Brska into their home. Will you go with them, to live in Singing Pines village?”


Cheeker looked at the pair, at Brska, and at Lord Ni Drako. “Yes, my lord.”


Ni Drako got back to his feet. “Good. Klee, Bees, let the headman or Healer know if there is anything you need. Bundles of robes will be sent down later today, and anything else the juniors have collected. Thank you for taking them in,” the noble said.


“Thank you for trusting us and for letting us take them in, Lord Mammal,” Klee said. He walked up to where Cheeker and Brska stood, smiling at them. Brska made the question noise, pointing at the pair.


“We’re going with him to our new home, Brska,” Cheeker told her.


Brska looked at him, at the waiting pair, and made a funny sound Cheeker had never heard her utter before. Then she trotted over and rubbed against the darker green female, chirping happily. Lord Ni Drako turned and walked away as Bees draped her tail over Brska and the four reptiles bowed, then started down the path to the village.
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Rada stopped and looked over her shoulder, watching them go, a small smile on her lips. Zabet came up and rose onto her hind legs, clasping her fore feet around Rada’s waist and draping her head over the Wanderer’s shoulder. «You get a happy ending, for once,» she observed softly.


“For once,” Rada agreed, caressing Zabet’s chin. 
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7: Like As Flowers Pass Away...


Drakon IV – 785 AGR (3685AD)




“Boss, do we have enough in the account to be able to do this?” Rada asked plaintively. “If even two-thirds of the invited guests confirm, we’ll be hosting five of the Great Lords, plus fifteen of the inner court and their escorts.” 


«Reeelaaaax,» the silvery-blue True-dragon yawned from her sprawl in the window seat. «We have more than enough, even if everyone accepts.» Zabet blinked her sapphire eyes sleepily. «We’ll pay off all our social obligations, have a fun evening with no one chasing you, and still come out ahead. As long as there’s not a late-season snow.» She rearranged the artful drape of her tail and drifted back into her nap.


Rada shot her “concubine” an oh yeah? glance and resumed studying the antique etiquette book. She and Zabet had decided to host a tree appreciation afternoon. It was Zabet’s idea. She’d been reading about ancient Earth customs and found something from the Islands of Nippon about people going to view blooming cherry trees. Since all that Rada knew about Nippon centered on their weaponry and honor codes, she told Zabet to see what else she could find. That, as it proved, was a mistake. The more the True-dragon read and saw, the more excited she got and the more ambitious her plans became. Finally Rada drew the line. “Boss, everything you’ve told me is that this is about simplicity and transience. Not about impressing your neighbors with how much stuff you can pile up around an otherwise lovely tree!”


The reptile grumbled, moped, drooped, and at last agreed. Since Lord Ni Drako’s estates lacked the appropriate flora, Zabet and Cheeker (Rada’s personal servant and more-or-less majordomo) had scouted the properties within a reasonable distance of the Palace-Capitol and found a small private park that boasted a stand of sleetoi trees. The owners of the park were quite happy to loan it out for two days in exchange for a “small token of appreciation,” and so Rada had sent out invitations to the twenty-five nobles to whom she owed social debts. The acceptances came back quickly and court gossip suggested that the novelty intrigued a number of the Azdhag lords. Moon viewing was a fairly common thing, especially around the vernal equinox. But taking an afternoon to stare at flowering trees? Unheard of!


Zabet and Cheeker’s digging into Azdhagi custom provided some fascinating information. The reptiles had gone flower viewing in the past, but the tradition died out shortly after the Great Relocation. Rada suspected that it was a casualty the hardships of that period, when the Azdhagi struggled to hold their Empire together while carving a new place on Drakon IV’s northern continent. Who had time to sit and think deep thoughts about flowers when people were starving? So now Rada skimmed the old “Book of the Courtier” to see how the event had once been. She didn’t want to recreate it, but perhaps some of the small details might be added to the variation from Nippon.


Someone warbled a little tune from Rada’s sleeping quarters and she looked up from her reading. Her body servant, the female called Brska, emerged from the semi-private space carrying a bundle of fabric. “Is that the new robe Lady Bilsoy threatened me with?” the Wanderer asked.


The low-slung, grey-yellow female trilled the sound that served for “yes, lord Mammal.” To Rada’s sorrow, her step-sire’s abuse had left Brska both undersized and speechless. She still couldn’t respond with words despite the best efforts of a mind specialist, so instead she trilled, whistled, and chirped. Twenty years after claiming Brska and her brother Cheeker as personal servants, Rada remained unable to find the little female a mate and so kept her as a body servant. At her master’s nod, the cheerful reptile unrolled a very dark blue dress embroidered with purple and white flowers. Brska chattered and gestured with a forefoot and her tail to the way the flowers grew thicker toward the bottom hem, as if falling to the ground.


The mammal got up from her desk and walked over to look at the garment. The cut was different from her usual attire and she frowned. “Hmmm, Zabet, I think Mistress Bilsoy got creative.” Rada and Brska disappeared back into the Lord Defender’s sleeping area. A few minutes later Rada emerged tugging at the dress. 


«Oh, wow. It’s a good thing you’re the only humanoid on the planet,» Zabet giggled. To call the dress low cut would be a mild understatement. The dark fabric made the Wanderer’s pale skin even whiter.  And the cut of the bodice? Well, it certainly emphasized what gave mammals their name. Zabet got up from her basking and strolled over, walking around her business partner. «Now, what you need is a pendant that hangs,» and she rose on her hind legs to tap Rada at the top of her cleavage, «right there. Do that, and the next treaty negotiation with any humanoid species will definitely be to the King-Emperor’s favor,» the True-dragon snickered. Rada blushed as Brska warbled her approval of the new dress.


“You two are...”


«Possessed of great discernment, a keen knowledge of fashion, and a highly developed senses of aesthetics?» Zabet suggested.


Rada’s black tail swished with irritation. “‘Useless’ was the word that came to mind. I can’t fight in this!”


«No, but wear it with tight black leather breeches and you won’t have to fight.» The reptile gave Rada a lascivious look, «unless you only want one male at a time.»


The mammal spun on her heel and fled back to the sleeping area, Brska in hot pursuit and whistling what probably translated as “don’t wrinkle it!” and “don’t snag the embroidery!” Zabet rolled on the floor of the main room, howling with laughter at having thoroughly embarrassed her friend.
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In a separate wing of the Palace-capitol complex, Lord Reeschlee snarled at his servant. “Not that one you snip-tail! Incompetent, hair-covered...” his voice trailed off as the smaller reptile cringed away. “Leave it and be gone,” the Azdhag nobleman ordered, and his body servant slithered away in fear. The dark brown and pale green Azdhag considered hurling a piece of pottery after the useless commoner, then restrained himself. No, he decided, it was better just to let the creature simmer and worry. Reeschlee finished dressing himself and carefully adjusted the ties on his robe. They were just slightly wider than befitted his actual rank in the same way the material of his robe was finer than was strictly appropriate. Not so much that it would draw unfavorable attention from King-Emperor Li-zhrae or any of the Great Lords, but enough to let the other mid-ranked nobles know their place and his.


Reeschlee’s tail swished with annoyance as he stalked into his public chamber and saw the invitation lying on his worktable. It was from that damned mammal, the one that his sire and everyone else had hoped was dead. He’d been young when the female returned from wherever she’d vanished to and Reeschlee still could barely repress a shudder of disgust at the thought of the beast. The King-Emperor and Council might have declared Rada Ni Drako male, but Reeschlee had served with the Imperials and knew very well that Ni Drako was really female. And now she’d managed to upstage his last musical evening, even without having done more than send out invitations! He snorted his disgust and sat down on the bench, considering what to do.


Of course he couldn’t decline the invitation. It would be interpreted as a snub, which it would be, and although he despised her, Reeschlee did not care to offend the female’s allies. With great reluctance he drew out a clean sheet of stationary, opened his ornate ink jar, and dipped his talon, then wrote out the formal acceptance of Lord Ni Drako’s invitation. Well, at least his calligraphy was vastly better than the Lord Defender’s. The mammal couldn’t even write without using a stick, Reeschlee gloated. And she didn’t try to pretend that she could dance well, another important skill for a courtier. All she could do was fight, Reeschlee snorted as he wiped the excess ink off his talon with a scrap of embroidered fabric and then set the page aside to dry completely. So what to do about the mammal’s social event? Reeschlee skimmed through his computer messages and brooded. Then he had an idea.


Although she pretended to ignore them, Ni Drako obviously knew as well as Reeschlee himself did about the importance of informal rank at Court, the reptile thought. Her official position might be that of a low to mid-ranking noble, but she could gain social status if this tree-watching event succeeded. And that meant that someone else would decline in status. Reeschlee did not intend for it to be him.


Attack was out of the question, but sabotage promised opportunities. The noble’s yellow-brown eyes narrowed and he licked the tip of his muzzle, thinking hard. The invitation promised entertainment, including dances by Lord Ni Drako’s concubine. If something happened to her, it could force Ni Drako to cancel the event as well as hurting both the True-dragon and the mammal. Reeschlee bared his teeth, neck-spines rising with pleasant anticipation. It would serve the interlopers right, he decided. His lineage dated back before the Great Relocation and it was only right that someone from as old a House as his should be the one to finally put the foreign mammal in her proper place. 
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Two sixts later, Rada and Zabet went separate ways. Party or no, Rada flew out on a surprise inspection of the Defender base near Nightlast on the western coast. Zabet took advantage of her Pet’s absence to have the Lord Defender’s quarters cleaned from ceiling to floor tiles, the bedding aired, and lighter-colored textiles hung. Not that Rada will notice, the True-dragon sighed as she supervised Cheeker, Brska, and several Palace servants. She’s so oblivious to the finer things in life! However, Zabet was not. That the new decorations also advertised Zabet’s quiet import business was, of course, a trifling consideration. The silvery-blue reptile’s whiskers fluttered as she watched another servant clean and polish the iron and ceramic stove in the corner of the main public room of the Lord Defender’s quarters. Should she display some of the new ceramics over in the corner? No. Too fragile to be safe with all these soldiers around. Although she’d never say it aloud, the elegant True-dragon still didn’t trust her Pet’s troopers to mind their tails. Not that Rada’s much better. 


An echoing sigh came from the mammal’s personal quarters and Brska stomped out, obviously irritated with something. «What’s wrong?» Zabet asked. The small female gave her lord’s concubine an unhappy look and pointed behind her with a forefoot. Zabet got up from the window seat and strolled into the sleeping area.


Oh fewmets! Rada!! Whiskers rigid with annoyance, Zabet looked at the tangle of fine fabrics and ribbons. «These were in that chest, weren’t they?» Brska nodded, her tail alternating between limp resignation and irked rigidity. She cheeped a question as she pointed at the mess. «Let’s see what we can salvage» the True-dragon sighed, picking up the edge of a skirt to see where it led.


It took the better part of the afternoon before the two females sorted out everything. Zabet was not the least bit surprised to discover that Rada’s uniforms of grey or black skirts and dresses, grey breeches, and grey jacket with blue-green trim were meticulously folded and put away, in contrast to her court clothes. «I’m going to cut her salary,» Zabet threatened and Brska trilled a most irreverent agreement. Finally, the True-dragon sent the little Azdhag off with ten of the heaviest winter gowns to have them put into the Imperial Household storage, while other servants hung the warm-season outfits up to air and to allow the wrinkles to fall out. Zabet kept back the dark-blue floral dress.  


Once Brska returned from her errand, Zabet went out to take care of a matter. As she returned to the Lord Defender’s quarters she found a group of male Azdhagi in the plain grey robes of Palace outdoor staff loitering in the corridor. Zabet hesitated for an instant and then continued on her way. Probably were drafted for heavy work, she thought. I wonder who’s moving or what’s being renovated? The group parted and she’d almost passed when one of the males lashed out with his hind foot, knocking her forefoot out from under her. The True-dragon caught herself and started spinning to face her attacker when she slipped and lost her footing. Oh flaming amoebae! Even as well trained as she was, the reptile couldn’t catch herself on the slippery floor. A second male slammed into the Lord-Defender’s concubine, sending her tumbling down the treaded ramp leading to the lower floor. As she reached the bottom, something smashed her head, knocking her unconscious.


When Zabet came around, three brown-robed Palace servants stared down at her. “Lady Zabet, are you injured?” one asked, his neck spines trembling with worry.


«I don’t... fewmets!» The lithe reptile tried to get to her feet and her hind leg buckled. The pain made her stomach churn. Her head ached and she couldn’t focus her eyes. «Yes.» One of the males darted off to find a Healer, while another went to hunt up Cheeker and some of Lord Ni Drako’s personal servants. Instead, he returned with Cheeker and the Lord Defender himself.


Rada and the Palace Healer conferred briefly. “Lady Zabet, we can Heal your hindlimb, but it will be weak. Or we can start the process, let your body finish for itself and the bone will be stronger than before.” As the Healer spoke, Rada eased the pain from Zabet’s concussion and from the break.


«I need the strength. Go slow, please, and I’ll just work around it,» the True-dragon replied instantly. Rada and the purple-robed Healer nodded.


“I’ll take care of her concussion,” Rada offered, setting her hands on either side of the bloody gash on her boss’s head.


The Healer laid her forefeet on either side of the break in Zabet’s femur, just below the hip joint. “Good, my lord. I don’t have your training in neurology,” the Azdhag admitted. “On three.” She tapped with her tail, once, twice, and the two medics closed their eyes and did what was needful. When the two sat back, they saw that three of the Palace Guard had arrived with a carry frame. Four Azdhagi loaded the True-dragon onto the frame and took her back to the Lord Defender’s quarters.


Now that the initial emergency was over, Rada rocked onto her heels and then got to her feet, snarling, “All right, what the fuck happened?” It was pretty damn obvious that Zabet had not just tripped. While the Lord Defender and the Healer worked, the Captain of the Guard had been sniffing and examining the ramp, then the area above and below it. He started back down and lost his footing, then caught himself in a clatter of claws.


“Because of the bruising and muscle damage, along with the way she fell, I’d say that your concubine’s leg was broken by something, but not by the fall,” the Healer informed Lord Ni Drako and the Guard Captain. The mammal growled under his breath and the Captain’s neck spines flipped up several centimeters as the Healer confirmed his own observations.


“Someone ambushed your concubine, my lord,” he informed Rada, his neck-spines flaring with anger. “The floor at the top of the ramp has been oiled, as has the top of the ramp. And there’s no blood on the ramp—only there,” and he pointed to where Zabet’s head had lain. Lord Ni Drako’s ears went absolutely flat against her head and her tail thrashed furiously. The captain continued, “Are you currently in feud with anyone, my lord?”


“Not that I know of, unless Zabet became involved in one while I was away.” Zabet could not have instigated a feud because only the Head of the House could cry feud and by Court protocol it had to be declared Head to Head before any attacks were made. Add to this the fact that the King-Emperor had banned any feuding for the next four moons and it was obvious that someone would be in very, very deep trouble if they were caught. “My concubine should awake in another hour. Feel free to question her in my quarters, Captain, for as long as you need,” the Lord Defender said. “If she instigated it, it stops with this attack and I will discipline her as appropriate. If not, I will abide by his Imperial Majesty’s orders,” for the moment she finished silently. There are many ways to get revenge.


 All Zabet could remember was that the males wore grey robes. None had distinctive markings, none had spoken, and none wore House badges. That suggested it was an attack on the Lord Defender through his concubine, launched by someone in court. If it had been a personal matter against Zabet, her assailants would have left some token of who had done the deed. And probably killed her, as the Captain reminded his commanding officer. “I’ll keep my ears open, Lord Mammal,” he offered after taking Zabet’s statement, “but...” 


Rada thanked him and he saw himself out of her quarters. She hung her weapons on their stand and went to where Zabet lay on Rada’s sleeping platform. Brska had found a bolster that would support the injured hind leg so the True-dragon could stretch out on her side. A very annoyed reptile, to put it mildly, glowered at her Pet. «I want their hides to use as bench covers! And their heads for garbage cans!»


“Well, if I knew who they were and who instigated this, I’d bring it to Li-zhrae’s attention myself and cry for justice from the throne. But to do that...”


«You have to have a name and proof, I know, I know,» Zabet snapped. «Damn it, the fucking bastards! This leg is not going to be healed for at least a week and our party is in two days! Gutless, monosynaptic bastards of an amoeba and a stink-bush!» Rada had to suppress a grin at the invective. Finally she held up her hand and Zabet settled down.


“Boss, one of the servants is going to wash your muzzle with floor polish if you keep that thought going. It’s done, and I’m not going to risk interrupting the bone work Healer Sheen started.” The peeved reptile’s blue eyes snapped with anger, but she made herself relax and drink the hot broth one of the servants brought her. Soon Zabet fell asleep, leaving her Pet to fume and snarl.


Rada ground her teeth but that was that. Zabet wouldn’t be dancing until her leg completely healed, which would be after the party. Rada went to the window seat to think. She took her lap harp and began idly playing bits of tunes as she thought about what to do. The highlight of the afternoon was supposed to have been Zabet dancing while Lord Ni Drako accompanied her. By tradition Rada couldn’t play alone because that would look as if she were showing off, not entertaining. None of the Azdhagi courtesans danced like Zabet did and there probably wasn’t time to see if one of the females could learn. Without thinking about it, Rada began vocalizing along with the small harp, singing quiet tunes that she’d picked up over the centuries and trying to calm herself down enough to sleep.


After several minutes passed, she heard a soft harmony part coming from a corner of the public room. The sound wasn’t singing, quite, but a fluty, breathy harmonic that flowed under Rada’s own voice. Curious, the mammal kept playing but let her voice fade. The harmony continued, now rising to match the harp’s notes, now falling back to an octave below. On a whim Rada began an ancient love song from Mougalist, one that had a treble harmony. On the last verse Rada sailed up to the high descant and the other vocalist took over the melody line. The notes faded away and Rada looked over into the shadows by the stove. Brska stared back at her lord and blinked. “Beautifully sung Brska” the mammal smiled, her voice warm with approval. The reptile ducked her head as if embarrassed by the praise.


After morning inspection and weapons’ drill, Rada mentioned Brska’s talent to Zabet. “I didn’t know Azdhagi could sing,” the mammal admitted. “There’s no reason why not, since they have vocal chords and vocalized speech.” She’d heard rhythmic chanting in religious ceremonies and in some of the semi-musical dramas, but never singing. But then, there was a lot about Azdhagi she didn’t know still. Rada flipped the last of her noodles into her mouth, then finished the broth.


«I haven’t heard it either» Zabet said. «I wonder if it’s an either-or, like for the Nilwal. Either they vocalize as singing or they speak, because of how individuals’ larynxes and jaws develop in the egg.» Brska poked her head in to see if her lord needed anything, then vanished back into the private area of the quarters. Zabet shifted to a discreet sending. «Would she be willing to perform in public?»


Rada switched to Trader. “Without my ordering her, you mean?” 


The True-dragon nodded and licked a last bit of shilli-fruit preserve off the side of her muzzle. 


“I think, as long as it’s only with me and I’m accompanying her, then she will. I don’t want to pressure her, though, I agree.” She flipped her braid back over her shoulder and cradled her teacup in her hands. “However, the more important question is: will it rain tonight, as forecast? If it does, we’re going to have to find a way to put out waterproof ground covers in the morning.”


Zabet’s tail rumpled and descended in a shrug. «That’s Cheeker’s problem. He’s already planned for it, I’m certain. I swear, Pet,» and the tip of her tail pointed at the brunette mammal, then wagged side-to-side, «you are obsessive over all the wrong things. Worry about the food, worry about which gown to wear, or the weapons policy. Not if Cheeker and I have matters in claw and under control.» It was an old point by now, and both business partners knew it. Not that it stopped Rada’s urge to micro-manage. 


It did not rain. Instead it misted gently, leaving drops of water like tiny pearls and diamonds on the blue and pink flowers and reddish-black foliage. Rada’s servants, under Cheeker’s watchful eye, spread thick mats over the ground to protect the soft mosses and young grass growing between the gravel paths before arranging the seats. Then they busied themselves getting the food and drinks prepared and adding the final garnishes and decorations. Lord Ni Drako arrived half an hour before the first guests, carrying her harp case and trailed by a nervous Brska. Despite Rada’s, Zabet’s, and Cheeker’s reassurances, the little female was obviously ill at ease with the prospect of helping entertain. Her lord gave her a comforting pat on the shoulder, then gently shooed her over to where the other servants had gathered, just out of sight of the guests behind a simple but fine sea-grass screen. Rada looked over everything one last time, then sat down and enjoyed a moment of relative privacy and peace.


The flowering trees were just reaching their peak. The clusters of tiny blooms looked like soft clouds snagged on the sleetoi trees’ dark, gnarled branches.  A hint of breeze trickled over the garden wall, making a few petals shiver and flutter onto the green moss and grass below. Somewhere out of sight Rada heard a fountain bubbling. She couldn’t have asked for better conditions or a more perfect setting, and the Wanderer’s shoulders relaxed. It was one of those moments to be relished and remembered because it couldn’t last. By tomorrow morning the blooms would start falling. I think I see what the people of Nippon were trying to do, the mammal decided. Catch a moment and savor it all the more knowing that it will pass away into nothingness, just like life does.


A discrete cough brought her out of her meditation as the first vehicle arrived. Lord Ni Drako bowed low to Great Lord Kirlin and his concubine as they entered the garden. The reptiles studied the enclosure, obviously intrigued and impressed despite their facades of cool detachment. As fit the occasion, they wore fine but simple robes. Kirlin acknowledged their host and then found a place to settle. As soon as the Great Lord took his seat, two servants appeared with a light, tart fruit tea for him and his escort. Rada greeted the next arrivals and led them to places on the array of mats and benches. Cheeker had taken special care to make certain that everyone would have unobstructed views of the blooming trees, so there would be no complaints about favoring one guest over another beyond what rank demanded. 


Lord Reeschlee appeared without his concubine and began growling to himself as soon as he saw the other guests and Lord Ni Drako. He’d worn attire suitable for a court gathering, while the others had chosen simple patterns and muted land colors that blended into the surrounding garden, complimenting rather than competing with their setting. Only the mammal’s garb stood out and she made up for it in the delicacy of the needlework on her robe. He settled onto a bench and watched to see what would happen. 


Once everyone had arrived, Rada gestured to Cheeker. The servants brought the first course of light refreshment. At Zabet’s insistence they’d gotten dark brown robes for both Rada’s people and some of the property owner’s staff as well. As a result, the reptiles blended into the background as they moved smoothly among the courtiers, murmuring any questions about what the nobles would prefer to eat and drink. As fit the event, the guests chose from seasonal foods and light savories with delicate or surprising flavors that complimented the various teas and liqueurs available. Conversation remained quiet and once the first round had been served, a trio of musicians began playing softly just out of sight of the guests.


No one had known what to expect. As a result, even Lord Shu, who was young and very energetic, decided to sit still and enjoy the tranquil beauty of the garden. Oh, there was conversation and laughter, and at various times people got up to walk around the garden and admire the other plants and water features, but it remained a quiet gathering. If she hadn’t been there, Rada wouldn’t have believed that almost forty members of the Imperial Court could converse softly for three hours. The mistresses, concubines, and courtesans whispered, eyed each other, and accompanied their lords as they walked the gravel- and shell-covered paths winding through weeping trees and carefully placed boulders. High clouds muted the afternoon sun and kept it pleasantly cool.


After two hours, Lord Ni Drako nodded to Cheeker. A servant brought her a low stool, while Brska and Cheeker carried their lord’s larger troubadour’s harp over to where Lord Mammal waited. Rada sat and discreetly tuned the instrument. Cheeker slipped out of sight, leaving his little sister alone with their lord and the other nobles. The small female tried to make herself invisible behind Lord Mammal’s seat. Rada muted the strings and coughed quietly, catching the guests’ attention as Brska drew a shuddery breath.


Rada sent Brska a pulse of encouragement and reassurance and the yellow-grey female calmed a little. The Wanderer tipped the troubadour’s harp back against her shoulder, then extended her claws and gently brushed the wires. She barely touched them at first, just enough to draw a hint of sound from the instrument. As the guests began listening to the new music, Rada increased the volume but kept it lower than the earlier instrumental pieces. After a few minutes she nodded to Brska. The small Azdhag crept forward and stood beside her lord. She listened carefully to the melody, closed her eyes and then began to sing.


Once Brska relaxed into the music, Rada added her own voice with a touch of her Gift. She began with a DelHaymro lullaby about how quickly hatchlings grow into fledglings. From there the mammal bridged into an old Earth tune, “The Women of Ireland,” then another lullaby. As planned, she finished with a song about the transience of cherry blossoms called “Sakura.” Brska’s voice followed each tune, layering a harmonic that always fit both the melody and the mood. The two females let the last notes fade away and then Brska retreated back into the comfort of anonymity among the other servants. As soon as Rada took her hands from the strings, Cheeker and the others began circulating with hot tea and small sweets decorated with edible flowers.


The nobles didn’t know quite what to think, until Great Lord Kirlin’s mistress began hissing in appreciation. Several others joined her until most of the group hissed quietly. Rada bowed around her instrument and beckoned for her fellow musician. Brska shyly rejoined the mammal and bowed low to the guests before scurrying back out of sight. Conversation resumed and Cheeker carefully picked up the harp to put it in its travel case.


“Lord Ni Drako, could we have another song or two? Perhaps a war song?” Lord Reeschlee inquired languorously. Of course there could be no such thing from that kind of instrument, as he well knew. She’d fall on her muzzle and look a total fool, Reeschlee gloated.


Rada smiled politely and took the harp back. She set it against her shoulder, reset the sharping levers and launched into “Brian Boru’s March,” snapping the notes as the Irish war-march rang through the garden. Then she dampened the strings and began an ancient song about missed opportunities for love, singing along quietly but with the full strength of her Gift. As soon as she finished, Cheeker took the instrument away, forestalling any more requests.


Reeschlee could barely contain his anger. Lord Ni Drako had managed to meet his challenge! The barbaric outland mammal couldn’t help but rise in status and regard within court after this silly entertainment and Reeschlee imagined himself declining. Damnit, he’d risked having his servants waylay the fur-bearer’s concubine and still failed to upset the filthy creature! He wanted to say something but it was obvious that the novelty of the afternoon had impressed the Great Lords and others and Reeschlee didn’t care to find out what they’d do if he insulted their “host.” Not that she’d done anything, really. She’d rented the garden, borrowed competent staff, hired someone to cook trifles, and the trees did the hard work. He snorted with ill-concealed disdain. His musical evening had required far more effort, but obviously novelty counted more than quality this season.


As planned, the gathering broke up an hour before the evening meal would be served at the Palace. Rada personally thanked each guest for coming and apologized for the humble setting. The Azdhagi graciously accepted her apologies and thanked her for calling their attention to the season. By now Ni Drako could read the undercurrents well enough to sense her guests’ pleasure and appreciation of the afternoon. She wondered what had so upset Lord Reeschlee but wasn’t surprised that he had his tail in a twist. He usually did, and wouldn’t be happy unless he’d been invited to dine alone with the King-Emperor and was permitted to wave the invitation at the entire court. 


Brska helped the other servants pack and divide up some of the leftovers. Lord Mammal had told the servants that they could have half of any food remaining, and with her brother’s permission Brska nipped one of the savory vegetable balls. She’d never tasted spices quite like the cook had used, but she liked whatever they were.


Lord Seekae and his companion were the last guests to leave. Always rather unconventional, he’d brought one of his mates rather than a mistress. After the formal phrases were done, he pointed to where Brska and the others waited. “Lord Ni Drako, the young female who you accompanied so well. How many year-turns has she?”


“She has over twenty, your grace.” The gray-brown reptile looked skeptical, and Rada explained, “She was severely injured as a small junior and so remained small.”


Seekae, one of the older upper-rank nobles, frowned thoughtfully at her choice of wording. “Injured or... abused, Ni Drako?”


“Abused, your grace.”


“Hmm. It is past time that enforcement of the junior abuse laws was really taken seriously,” he commented to the air. “I’ll mention it to my sister. May the moons light your path,” and Seekae led his junior mate between a pair of coinleaf trees and out of sight.


When Rada gave Zabet the full report that evening, the True-dragon’s eyes glowed. «That’s great! You remember who his sister is, don’t you?» The mammal didn’t pay that much attention to the complicated pedigrees in court and had to admit ignorance. «Rada, Seekae is the prince-imperial’s brother-by-mating!»


“Ah, yes. That is good news.” That was very, very good news for the juniors of Singing Pines and Burnt Mountain, if she could just play it right. As the mammal idly stroked the fur on her tail and wondered how to use Lord Seekae’s initiative, Cheeker appeared. His neck-spines twitched with excitement and he could hardly keep his tail still. “Yes Cheeker?”


The stocky quadruped smiled broadly. “Lord Mammal, the males who attacked Lady Zabet have been identified.”


Rada set down her tea. “And they are?” she prompted, frowning.


He hesitated for an instant. “They and the person who paid them are being dealt with as we speak, Lord Mammal.” He shut his muzzle firmly.


“Cheeker, if you know who did it, tell me so I can go to his Imperial Majesty.”


To her surprise he shook his head in refusal, a mannerism her servants seemed to pick up from her. “Lord Mammal, with the greatest of respect, the matter has been taken care of. There’s really no need to involve the authorities.”


«I’ll go along with that,» Zabet announced. «As long as the perpetrator gets his or her just desserts, I’m not concerned with who does it. Plus it’s better if we,» she jabbed Rada with the tip of her tail, «keep our talons clean.»


“Well, you were the offended party,” Rada admitted. “All right, Cheeker. I don’t want to know who or how.” Now he looked a bit hesitant and she started worrying again. “There’s something else?”


“Um, yes, my lord. One of House Daeshlee’s servants who helped with the viewing? Ah, he wants to speak with you about Brska.”


The mammal put two plus two together. “Are his intentions honorable?” She’d hate to give up her body servant, but she knew that Cheeker would vet any potential suitors very, very well. And Rada’s guards and Zabet had taught Brska self-defense.


“Yes, Lord Mammal,” her majordomo assured her. “And if you are willing, he’d like to join your staff. Apparently he has very distant kin at Singing Pines, and House Daeshlee has more than enough servants.”


“I’m willing, but have you asked Brska?” The reptile’s brother looked a bit stunned at the notion. “I won’t force her into anything she’s not happy with and you had better not pressure her, either.”


A whistling snort informed the mammal that any pressure Cheeker tried would fail abysmally. Brska carried a sheaf of stationery into the public room, bowed, and set it on Rada’s worktable, then chattered irritably at her brother before stalking into Rada’s personal quarters.


«You’ve been told,» Zabet snickered privately. The mammal thought it was a good thing just then that Brska didn’t speak, or Cheeker’s aural vents would have been scorched before his sister finished. Apparently Cheeker felt the same way, because he silently bowed and saw himself out.


The next afternoon the Lord Defender found her boss propped up in the window seat, gloating. «You missed the excitement this morning,» she informed her Pet.


“I had quite enough on the drill range, thank you. A blast rifle’s surge suppressor failed and we damn near lost the range master and trooper both.” Rada took off her weapons belt and hung it beside her desk.


«It seems that most of Lord Reeschlee’s servants fell ill overnight, and all the Palace staff had other matters to attend to this morning.» Zabet’s whiskers fluttered and her tail curled with satisfaction as her ears tipped forward contentedly. «And as if Lord Reeschlee didn’t have enough frustrations, apparently he still has not paid the performers from his last musical evening and they accosted him just before sunrise.»


“Oh dear.”


«Yes indeed. No less than four of the, ahem, ladies of court appeared to let me know.» Rada never figured out how Zabet could smirk without lips, but she definitely smirked.


Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako decided that she didn’t need or want to know any more. It would be better for everyone, especially her!
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8: Revenge: Slow but Sweet


Drakon IV - 785 AGR (3685AD)




Rada Lord Ni Drako and “his concubine” were eating their morning meal in the public room of the Lord Defender’s quarters when the serenade began. Rada had ordered the windows opened to catch the soft spring breeze and they listened to the usual morning bustle from the courtyard below. «Have you heard anything more about the prince’s elopement?» Zabet asked, ears tipping towards her pet mammal. With her leg in a splint, the True-dragon couldn’t go to her usual social events, putting her out of the gossip loop, and irritating her almost beyond measure.


Rada shook her head. “Nothing. I’m staying very far out of it, just in case his Imperial Majesty decides that he needs to get upset over the matter.” She finished the broth that had been served with the morning noodles. As she reached for the tea, her ears swiveled and rhythmic chanting, like a marching cadence, caught her attention. That’s odd. The wind is from the wrong direction for me to hear the parade ground, Rada thought to herself. Zabet also stopped to listen. The sound grew louder and Rada could start distinguishing words.


«Oh my.» The True-dragon filled in a hanging rhyme, her sapphire blue eyes dancing with bawdy humor as Rada turned first red, then white. «Now that’s something I haven’t tried yet. Can mammals even do that?» 


The mammal in question spluttered, finally managing, “This one can’t. I’m going to have someone’s hide!” She slammed her teacup down and started to get to her feet, intending to go and bawl out whoever was marching her troops past her window.


«No you’re not and you know why,» Zabet warned, waving a talon at her friend. «You know very well that this is a compliment.» It was indeed, and Rada also knew that she should pretend that she had not heard a word of the graphic description of the Lord Defender’s sexual prowess. The humanoid ground her teeth, her fur standing on end and her ears flat against her skull. Zabet laughed at her friend’s discomfort. «Maybe what you should do if the Traders ever corner you is start singing “The Barmaid’s Charms.” If their response is anything like yours, they’ll drop dead of embarrassment before the third verse!» The reptile snickered aloud, whiskers dancing. Rada’s body-servant, Brska, came in to see what the fuss was about. She heard another verse rising from the soldiers in the courtyard and the small Azdhag’s eyes bulged as she tried to suppress her reaction. She spun around and darted into the sleeping area and Rada soon heard the strange noises that served Brska for laughter. 


“Someday I’m going to get even with you, you do realize?” The mammal warned her business partner.


«Promises, promises,» Zabet retorted. Now Rada did stand up and she limped over to the window to look outside. Two squads of well-armed and armored quadrupedal reptiles marched in formation under the watchful gaze of the Defenders’ senior noncoms. The mammal’s experienced eyes spotted two people out of formation, but not by much. Everyone’s kit appeared squared away, no straps flopped, and she couldn’t hear the telltale clink of a loose blast rifle bandolier. Judging by their equipment and the colors they carried, the squads were two of six that had rotated in to the Palace-Capitol for training and reassignment from the western parts of the continent. The soldiers came to a halt, pivoted, and closed into a single column before marching out of the large courtyard and back towards the military wing of the Palace.


Within an hour, even those who had not heard the growling serenade knew the basic story, often with imaginative elaborations that would have sent Lord Ni Drako fleeing the planet from embarrassment if she’d heard them. To say that the Azdhagi were earthy was rather like saying that the Deadwrack Sea had a few minor storms. Embarrassment simply did not occur to the reptiles. Fear of punishment or retribution and a desire not to get caught if they were having an affair with someone they shouldn’t have been seeing were quite common, but not embarrassment as Lord Ni Drako experienced it. Zabet thought that her Pet’s reaction was not exactly healthy, but after a century or two had given up trying to cure Rada. Oddly (to Zabet), the mammal had no difficulties with other people when they had consensual sex and didn’t blink at some of the more unusual forms of recreational fornication, although she winced a time or two. Only insinuations and comments about her own personal life caused the Wanderer-hybrid to cringe and flush crimson.


Lord Ni Drako pretended to ignore the fuss. In his richly decorated chambers in the wing of the Palace reserved for mid- to upper-ranked nobles, Lord Reeschlee did not. Two sixts before that morning, Lord Ni Drako had upstaged Reeschlee’s most recent social event and the reptile was still fuming. Especially since Ni Drako pretended not to know how much the Great Lords had appreciated the flower viewing! The dark brown and pale green Azdhag paced his chambers, his tail rigid with irritation. Reeschlee’s copper-tipped neck spines trembled from his anger at the gossip his servant had relayed.  Bad enough that the fur-bearer groomed favor with the Great Lords! Bad enough that the soldiers made their approval of the blasted alien so obvious! But now a rumor circulated that Reeschlee had hired the six toughs who had attacked Ni Drako’s concubine and broken her leg. He had, but the point was that no one should have suspected. The servant had nervously informed his lord that Great Lord Seekae had been overheard sniffing that, “Only a teerak scuttles off without leaving his mark.”


Oh, that damned mammal irritated him. And that he allowed her to irritate him made Reeschlee even madder. He paced again, the sound of his talons on the stones of his quarters muted by the ornate leather foot covers he wore against the spring chill. He would have to be as subtle as the Lord Defender; that was obvious. The female showed her new status on the social ramp by not acknowledging it and Reeschlee gave her points for style. It never paid to underestimate an enemy. He’d made that mistake once with Ni Drako. It wouldn’t happen again. After another tour of his quarters, the simmering reptile flopped onto a padded bench to consider his next move in the elaborate strategy game that was life in the Imperial Court.


Rada had left for the barracks and training grounds when someone tapped on the Lord Defender’s chamber door. Cheeker, Lord Ni Drako’s civilian chief-of-staff and majordomo, opened the wood and brass panel to admit a purple-robed Azdhag female. “Healer Tass,” he bowed a little to the medical specialist. “Lady Zabet is this way,” and he led her into the Lord Defender’s sleeping quarters. The Healer sniffed the True-dragon carefully to make certain that the other reptile’s cuts and abrasions had healed clean. Then she removed the splint and let Zabet walk a little. 


“How does it feel?”


The True-dragon crossed into the public room and back. Stiff and weak compared to the other leg, Healer Tass.


The female Azdhag felt and stretched the True-dragon’s hind limb, and then backed away. “That is to be expected, Lady Zabet. Start with gentle stretches and then work the leg. But be careful,” and she waved a forefoot talon. “No hind limb jumps for another six days, and watch your footing for another sixt after that.”


Zabet assured the Healer that she would be careful. As the female left, Cheeker passed her a small card, “as a token of the Lord Defender’s gratitude.” Tass protested, Cheeker insisted, and as she left the card vanished into a pouch sewn into the Healer’s robe. In the convoluted protocol of the Palace, one did not pay the servants and Imperial staff. Rada received an allowance from the Crown, most of which returned to the Imperial Household as she replaced worn robes or entertained other nobles. It also paid for extras such as her concubine’s meals, cosmetics, and medical care. Zabet and Rada could have paid their own special expenses, but that was not how things were done. So Cheeker gave the Healer a small gift that just happened to be what an Azdhagi Healer in private practice would have charged, plus a little extra. Both Zabet and Rada thought the entire game was ridiculous and by now both played it like masters. 


While Zabet reveled in her regained freedom by making an appointment to have her talons decorated, a far more serious meeting took place in the Crown Prince’s suite. Prince Imperial Tzee-li listened avidly to his brother-in-law, Great Lord Seekae, as the older noble recounted the details of the flower viewing and especially the musical entertainment. “I thought that perhaps the Lord Defender exaggerated the age of his little musician, so I made inquiries,” Seekae said after a sip of golden cloud tea. “He spoke the truth: the female has twenty year turns and more. Not only did she fail to grow properly, but she cannot speak.”


Tzee-li rubbed under his muzzle with a steel-tipped talon. “Did you learn the cause for her deformity?”


“Yes, Imperial Highness. Her dam’s mate, who was not her sire, used her brutally when she was four and five year-turns. When the male would not allow Ni Drako to apprentice the juniors, the Lord Defender invoked his right as daimyo and took the juniors as personal servants.” Seekae watched as the younger male thought through the tale.


“Juniors?”


Seekae gestured affirmatively. “Two siblings, Highness: the female called Brska and her older brother Cheeker. They remain in the daimyo’s household.”


The Crown Prince rolled the delicate spring tea over his tongue and considered his in-law’s account. “I am intrigued by the story, Seekae. Most intrigued.”


When Rada returned to her quarters late that afternoon, she’d planned on a quick wash followed by supper and a quiet evening spent reading or sleeping. Instead she found Cheeker trying to calm a panicked Brska as Zabet directed another servant to set out the floral dress and suitable breeches for Rada. “What’s all this?” the mammal demanded, taking in the flurry of reptilian activity.


«His Imperial Highness wants you and Brska to entertain him after the evening meal» Zabet informed her pet. «Someone is coming with food and with a little something for Brska if she can’t calm down. Your clothes are ready,» and Zabet pointed with her tail. «Now get cleaned up!»


Instead the mammal knelt beside the frantic Azdhag. “Shhh, shhh, easy, be easy,” she soothed, waving Cheeker away. Brska tried to wrap herself around Ni Drako’s legs as she had two decades before, peeping like a terrified junior. “Easy little one, no one will hurt you. You’re fine.” Brska trembled, cowering against Rada and radiating abject terror. The mammal reluctantly eased into Brska’s mind with her Gift, taking the edge off her raw fear. It was very difficult; Azdhagi minds were much harder for Rada to sense or touch than were mammalian or draconic. Slowly Brska calmed down and Rada left her to Zabet’s care while the Wanderer washed and changed clothes. She ate lightly, coaxing Brska with tidbits from her and Zabet’s supper. «What set her off?» The mammal silently asked her boss.


«After Tzee-li’s messenger left, one of the Palace servants came in and told Cheeker in Brska’s hearing that what the prince really wanted was to see if Brska and Cheeker were ready to return to their dam’s mate.» Zabet’s whiskers stiffened in rage. «I ran him out and told Brska that he was full of it, but she had stopped hearing me and had begun screaming. Cheeker at least got her quiet before you arrived.»


“Since Zhaet is currently answering to the Lords of Hell for his treatment of Cheeker and Brska, I highly doubt that is anything at all like what His Highness said,” Rada growled, her tail thrashing back and forth with anger. “I always thought that timber cutting incident was just a little too neat.” But she’d not looked too closely into the “unfortunate accident” that had rid Drakon IV of a waste of good air. 


“Brska, come here,” Rada ordered. The small female crept closer and laid her muzzle on the Lord Defender’s thigh. The mammal very gently stroked the yellow-gray reptile, not saying anything until Brska had stopped shaking. “Little one, we’ve been given a high honor by his Imperial Highness. But if you do not want to accompany me, I will go by myself.”


Brska shook her head from side to side, mimicking her lord. Then she made the question noise.


“You want to know what we will do?” At the reptile’s whistled affirmative, Rada told her, “Three of the songs we did in the garden, Brska. Nothing new. And then his Imperial Highness will tell you how well you did. If he needs to speak to me privately, I’ll send you back here. No one will touch you, no one will bother you,” she reassured the hesitant female.


At the specified time, Lord Ni Drako and his servant were ushered into the Prince Imperial’s presence. They bowed and Rada took the indicated seat and uncased her lap-harp. When Tzee-li motioned for them to begin, Rada plucked the opening chords to “My Soft’ning Sea,” a praise ballad from Guldast. Brska listened carefully before vocalizing a quiet harmony. The Azdhag grew more comfortable and “sang” louder on the second song. 


Rada chose to end with an old Terran war song called “McCrimmon’s Lament.” Brska’s voice twined with the simple lament, then soared up in a fur-lifting keen over Rada’s voice and the harp. One of the humans in the Komets had told the other soldiers the legend of the banshee and Rada suspected that the banshee must have sounded like Brska did just then. Tzee-li hunched forward, fascinated by the sounds even if he didn’t understand the words. For that matter Rada herself didn’t know exactly what they meant, having learned the tune by rote from someone in a bar one night. Rada ended and let the chords die as Brska’s voice faded away.


“You have a most interesting—what would you call her, Lord Ni Drako?”


“A singer, Imperial Highness,” the mammal said as she set her harp aside. Brska eased as close as she could to her lord, obviously in awe of the crown prince. He in turn studied the small Azdhag closely.


“How many years has she, Ni Drako?”


“Twenty and five, Highness.” His tail twitched but the sandy-tan and pale gray reptile didn’t challenge the number. “She is Brska, Chee’s daughter, from an outlier settlement at Singing Pines.”


“Brska Chee’s daughter, do you have a mate?” he inquired.


The female looked to Rada, then took a deep breath and made the sound that served her as “no,” followed by a descending whistle meaning “royal great lord.” Rada interpreted for the prince.


His neck spines rose a little and his eyelids narrowed. “Has she any speech?”


“No, Imperial Highness. That part of her mind is tied to the memories of when she was abused. The mind healer says that when Brska shut off the memories in order to protect herself, she lost the ability to speak, although she understands speech and writing both.” Rada had linked with the healer in question and had seen the severed mental connections. It was fascinating, in a sad way.


Tzee-li’s tail thrashed and he made no effort to conceal his anger. “So Seekae spoke truly. And this happened on my honored sire’s estate?”


“Yes, Highness. The abuser is dead and never touched Brska or her brother after I took them as servants. And I, ah, took the liberty of telling every single junior that I encounter to go to the teacher or to come directly to me if anyone hurt them or tried to take them as an adult is taken. There has been one case since then and the creature was dealt with.” The ice in her tone left the crown prince in no doubt as to the malefactor’s fate.


“You overstep your authority, Ni Drako,” he warned and she didn’t deny the fact. “However, from what I see, there is no need for me to do ought besides say that from now on, you have the Crown’s permission to administer justice when the manor lord is away from the estates.”


She bowed from her seat. “Thank you, Imperial Highness. I shall not abuse the gift.” Beside her, Brska began bouncing a little and chittered. Rada laid a hand on the female’s back and she stilled. “Thank you,” Ni Drako said under her breath.


Tzee-li gestured dismissal. “Ni Drako, I wish to speak with you about the status of the Crown estates. Our servant may leave.” Brska gave her lord a reluctant look, then bowed very low, backed away, and departed without further comment or sound.


Brska trotted back towards the Lord Defender’s quarters. Every servant in the Palace, be they part of the Imperial household or in service to a noble, had to learn the general layout of the sprawling complex. Lady Zabet had also shown Brska the back passages as well, the ones most people had forgotten completely. As a result, the small Azdhag made good time leaving the Imperial wing and soon crossed out of the less-frequented section of the complex’s corridors and into a passage leading to the wing that contained the Lord Defender’s quarters. However, as she rounded a corner, she found two male servants stopped in the hall, arguing about something and blocking her path. She turned to go back and take a different way but a third male appeared in the corridor. All her mental alarms went off and the female hunched down in a defensive crouch like Lord Mammal and Lady Zabet had taught her. The males advanced on her and she hissed a warning, but the males came closer. “This area is reserved for high ranks, sleekeek. That means no females,” the largest of the trio sneered. “Especially no slaves of mammals. You need a lesson in respect.”


One of the males grabbed for her. Brska sliced the back of his foreleg with her talons, darting forward as he recoiled. “Fewmets! This one’s got YEEEEE!” Brska slashed at the speaker’s muzzle, catching his nostrils and drawing more blood.  Brska screamed, hoping to get someone’s attention, but no one came. The third male lunged forward and grabbed for the female’s tail as her first attacker tried to catch her foreleg. He snagged the sleeve of her robe and she twisted, tearing the fabric of the light garment as she dodged him. As he shook free of the cloth, Brska turned and in a desperate move she attacked the male behind her, aiming for his eyes. He shrieked and she didn’t stop to see what she’d done, instead darting between the two injured males and fleeing back the way she’d come, then diving into an old, disused hall that led outside. 


She emerged in the courtyard of the military wing and ran as hard as she could for the Palace Guard barracks. The soldiers knew the Lord Defender’s personal servants at sight and the corporal on watch called in Lt. Kree as soon as he saw Brska’s disheveled and agitated state. The female whistled, cheeped, and hissed, and although Kree couldn’t tell exactly what she was trying to tell him, he understood that something not good had happened. The blood on her talons confirmed his suspicion. “Female, stay here,” he ordered her. “Sleer, get an evidence kit and take samples from her talons.” The Lord Defender had reintroduced genetic analysis as a form of criminal evidence and this seemed a good time to use it. “Kreeker, come with me.” Brska showed him where she’d been on a diagram of the Palace complex and the lieutenant backtracked her to find where she’d been attacked. There was still blood on the floor and the sleeve from her robe lay near the blood puddle. 


The soldiers took samples from the evidence in the passageway and were finishing when a grey-clad male came around the corner with cleaning supplies. “Ah, Lieutenant, um,” he stammered, neck spines rising slightly.


“Do you know what happened here?” Keer demanded.


The servant flinched. “Some of the males had a little dispute, Lieutenant. Nothing major. You know how those things go. One of the seniors told me to clean it up, so I’ll just get started,” and he pulled a scrubber out of the bucket of acrid-smelling fluid.


The sergeant behind Keer snorted and thumped the floor with his tail. “Hard to imagine limp-spines fighting to draw blood.”


“What do you mean? It was some of the younger males, ah, or so I was told,” the grey-clad reptile said, trying to look confused. Keer smelled the smaller male’s growing fear and gave the sergeant a significant glance. The two large males eased forward, while the other two soldiers blocked the servant’s line of retreat. 


“Well, whoever left their fancy sleeve certainly dressed like a female,” the sergeant waved a bag with a piece of patterned cloth in it.


The civilian’s tail went limp. “Oh fewmets.”
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Rada got back to her quarters about an hour and a half after she and Brska had reported to the Imperial chambers. Tzee-li had grilled her on the quality of game and the conditions on the hunting estates and then moved to other matters concerning the Lord Defender. She limped back to her chambers, opened the door, and barely got inside before Zabet jumped her. «Where’s Brska?»


“I sent her back an hour ago,” Rada said as she set down her harp case. “I take it she’s not here?”


«No, and Cheeker didn’t send her anywhere, and she’s not in her cubby!» The True-dragon’s talons clicked on the stone floor as she paced the public room. «Something’s wrong.»


Given recent events, Rada decided that overreaction was called for. She sat down at her work desk and flipped on the comm link to the barracks. “Barracks, Corporal Sleer on watch,” the duty reptile answered.


“Sleer, get Lt. Keer. My body servant did not return when she was supposed to.”


The reptile turned, motioning behind him, and Rada saw Brska moving to where the viewer could pick her up. “She’s here, Lord Mammal. A little worse for wear but she gave a lot better than she got, according to Sergeant Kreeker.” He sounded smug and as far as Rada could tell from the video image, Brska appeared to be all right.


“Very well. Send her to my quarters when someone has a moment, Corporal. Defender One out.” Rada sat back and unpinned her hair, then shook the braid loose. “You heard all that?”


«Yes. But how did she end up in the barracks?» Zabet’s whiskers twitched as she settled down next to her Pet. «She doesn’t have a mate in the Guard and she shouldn’t have gotten lost just coming back from the Imperial reserve.» The sapphire eyes turned stormy, «unless she ran there like we taught her to.»


“She’ll be here in a moment. Now, I’m getting out of this outfit! And then I’m going to have a word with Mistress Bilsoy about her idea of proper design.” Rada’s ears twitched as she got up from her seat.


«Don’t push too hard. She just rediscovered tissue gauze and sheer silks,» the reptile cautioned with a wink. «She might decide to try something light for summer.» Rada shuddered at the mental image Zabet’s words painted as she continued, «what’s the old Earth word for it? Negligee? After all, you’re the one always complaining about the summer heat,» and she laughed as Rada spluttered.


Someone scratched on the door and the wood and brass panel swung open. Two soldiers stood behind Brska, who walked in and bowed to her lord. The small reptile looked a little battered and her robe was torn, but she radiated satisfaction and a new confidence. One of the troopers made the noise that served as clearing the throat. “Lord Defender, your female injured three males.”


“I see. Under what circumstances?” Ni Drako replied, her tone as dry as the soldier’s. Brska swished her tail calmly.


“She was assaulted and defended herself.”


“Hmmm. Chee’s daughter, did you try to summon aid?”


Brska whistled an affirmative.


Rada crossed her arms on her chest. “Did you do any more damage than was necessary?”


The yellow-gray female shook her head and made the “no” sound.


“Very well.” The Lord Defender turned to the watching soldiers. “Thank you for escorting her back. You are dismissed and my apologies to Lieutenant Keer for my servant’s disrupting his rest.” And she flicked her tail in the gesture that served as a wink.


“Yes, Lord Mammal. You’re welcome, my lord, and I’ll give the lieutenant your message,” and he flicked his tail in turn as he turned to go. The door shut and Rada, Zabet and Brska all relaxed. Rada knelt beside her very tired servant.


“Well done Brska! Very good! I’m proud of you!” At her words the female gave a little moan and sank onto her belly, shaking with reaction to all the excitement. Zabet persuaded her to move onto a cushion and to take off her torn robe while Rada called another servant and sent him off for a light sedative. Soon Brska slept while her lord flicked claws and tried to smooth her bristling tail fur. “This has gone far enough,” she snarled quietly. “Two assaults in the same manner on my people. Reeschlee’s fried, boss.”


«Agreed.» Zabet’s tail thrashed with anger. «Servants are off limits — everybody agrees to that and abides by it. Especially since servants of the Imperial Household are untouchable.»


The mammal ran a hand through her hair and rubbed around her ears as she thought about her boss’s words. “Technically she is that, isn’t she? And Cheeker as well.” Through bared fangs the woman snarled, “Someone just ordered more trouble than they have credits to cover.” Just because Lord Ni Drako did not participate in the tail nipping, sniping, and feuds raging within the Imperial Court did not mean that she was unaware of how they were conducted. I will have to be very careful, she thought a little later as she lay on her sleeping platform. Careful and certain; so there’s no point in making accusations or even hinting that I might be contemplating revenge.


The Lord Defender had learned to be patient and she bided her time as Lt. Keer investigated the attack on her body servant. Cheeker wanted to find whoever it was and kill them but Rada ordered him to settle down, finally sending him back to Singing Pines along with Brska. The male servant from House Daeshlee who had taken a fancy to the small female had been released from his contract and moved to be with his distant cousins at Singing Pines and Rada hoped that the possible romance (if Azdhagi had such a thing) would distract Cheeker and Brska both.


Meanwhile, Lord Reeschlee basked in the heat of the mid-day sun and savored his success. The foreigner had sent away the little servant that made music, no doubt to protect her. Neither had her arrogant True-dragon concubine been seen in public since the attack, and Reeschlee preened even as he shuddered at the mental image of a reptile and mammal mating, especially two females! The noble was less satisfied with his servants, one of whom had lost an eye to the nasty little malformed female. Reeschlee had sent the three back to his estates that night so that the Palace Guard couldn’t track them by their injuries. Assuming that the female had managed to tell the guard that she’d injured someone, which Reeschlee considered unlikely, given how terrified his servants said she’d been, even fleeing the wrong direction in her panic. Still, he saw no point in taking chances. So now Ni Drako was on the defensive and her household was in disarray, and a lord who couldn’t protect his people lost a great deal of status. The brown and green reptile smiled, hissing with contentment. What next, he wondered?  He ate a choice piece of new fruit from the tray beside him and laid his plans.


While Reeschlee plotted and Ni Drako oversaw a planning session for the new, centralized command center for the Defenders, Zabet rested her left hind foot in the talon painter’s special leg cradle and listened to the gossip flowing around her. Two other concubines and Lord Seekae’s most junior mate were also getting decorated and the stories flew fast and thick. Zabet surveyed her forefoot talons approvingly. She’d had them painted with the symbols for eight of the major currencies that she and Rada dealt with, each in a different color. Her talons were flatter than those of Azdhagi females and the artist had done a magnificent job. Then her ears pricked as she heard Kai-Seekae whisper “No. Really?”


Great Lord Zhi-king’s current favorite gestured, careful not to move her tail lest she smear the fresh paint. “Oh yes, Lady. Three of them! They must have done something really bad to get sent off in the middle of the night like that.”


The third female tittered and then frowned. “Considering who their lord is, all they probably did was snag a thread on one of his sashes.” She swished her tail, adding nastily, “There’s a reason no female will take him for the price he offers, the ramp-climber. Even the palace servants can’t stand him and he still wonders why he can’t obtain a free female!”


“He does seem, overdressed, at times,” Kai-Seekae said quietly. Zabet tried to remember what the junior-mate’s background was. Oh yes, she was a scholar, the daughter of a minor noble who had indulged her and let her study along with her brothers. The green-brown female had a quiet nature, not placid but calming, that people mistook for happy ignorance. Her tactful statement translated into “he pushes the limits of Palace conduct, the arrogant beast.” Which could only describe one reptile currently at Court, and Zabet almost jumped up and trotted for the door to tell Rada. Never, ever alienate the people who work for you, Zabet mused with glee. And don’t piss off the prostitutes and females, either!


Some of Zabet’s glee faded when she finally saw her “lord.” «Pet, what’s wrong?» The mammal lay on the sleeping platform, her head stabilized by two bolster pillows and Healer Tass in attendance.


“Two of the cadets ambushed me during practice. I beat both of them within an inch of their lives, but one slammed my head against the wall and cracked my skull,” a muffled voice replied.


“Lord Mammal, with all due respect, be quiet!” The Healer snapped, her tail thwaping the wooden platform with frustration. “Now relax and let me work on the bone.” As Zabet watched, Rada’s tail tip stopped moving and the woman went limp as she put herself into a trance. Zabet always found it unsettling to watch as the mammal sank into complete unconsciousness. Someone scratched on the main door and the True-dragon went to warn them off.


It was Lt. Keer. “How is Lord Mammal?” He asked, kicking the door shut with a hindfoot.


«A Healer is with Lord Ni Drako right now,» Zabet told him. «Is it an emergency?»


“No. Please inform Commander Lord Ni Drako that the injured cadets will recover, their lords have been notified, and there will be no repercussions from his discipline.” The Azdhag eased forward and added very quietly, “And three of Lord Reeschlee’s servants were seen by a Healer-in-training the night Lord Mammal’s servant was attacked.”


Zabet’s whiskers twitched, «On their way back to his estate? Apparently they departed rather quickly and in the middle of the night.» Keer gave the female a concerned look and she added, «Females gossip and servants talk, Lieutenant.»


“Ah, a true saying, Lady Zabet,” and he left. 


It was the next morning before Rada regained full consciousness. “I told Tass not to leave me out for that long, damnit,” the woman complained as she washed the blood out of her hair.


«How badly did you hurt the cadets?» Zabet nibbled carefully on the last of the previous year’s pickled shoi fruit. She liked tart preserves but this batch was a little much even for her palate. 


“Well, one is missing part of his tail and the medic was stitching up the second fool as I left the office. Plus bruises, concussions, and the usual.” The Wanderer-hybrid braided her wet hair into two plaits and crossed them between her ears, then pinned the arrangement into place. “I imagine their squad leader also reamed them new elimination orifices once he saw that they’d live to fight again. It’s one thing to challenge me, but a double ambush with live steel? Well, it will be a while before anyone contemplates that little move again.” 


«You’re not going to try and train today, are you?» If she was, Zabet fully intended to sit on her Pet until the mammal saw reason.


“No. There’s morning court and apparently his Imperial Majesty has a domestic policy announcement.” Rada took a bite of platter fungus with the shoi layered on top. “Whee that’s sour!” she exclaimed to Zabet. The True-dragon delicately wiped the tip of her muzzle. And snickered.


Lord Ni Drako took her usual place with the other mid-ranked nobles as the Azdhag Imperial Court gathered in the great audience hall and surveyed the milling reptiles. The mammal literally stood head and shoulders above the assembled Azdhagi. Even the King-Emperor’s chief bodyman only reached Rada’s chest and he was considered a monster by Azdhagi standards. Of course, that was when he stood normally. Most of the mid-ranked nobles and all the Great Lords were at least two decimeters taller than the Commander when they rose onto their hind legs. As it was, Rada enjoyed having an unobstructed view of ceremonials and other goings on. It was a nice change from when she and Zabet were out on business.


The mammal wrenched her mind back from star roaming as a low hiss of comment and gesture drifted through the crowd. Lord Reeschlee’s arrival had triggered the sound and Rada’s eyes narrowed briefly at the courtier’s swagger and high-muzzle posture. He also carried a sword for once, and she wondered why. Apparently she wasn’t the only one to note the addition to his costume and several of the other nobles hissed and muttered their own opinions, none of which were especially flattering to the reptile in question. He wore his House colors but his embroidered gloves and tooled blade carrier smacked of ostentation.


The opening of the door to the Imperial chambers terminated the suppositions floating through the gathering. Everyone prostrated themselves or knelt as King-Emperor Li-Zhrae and Prince Imperial Zhee-li entered the room. Li-Zhrae settled himself on the elaborately carved bench that formed the throne, while his eldest son reclined on a large leather cushion to his sire’s left. “You may rise,” and the nobles returned to their feet. The King-Emperor was not as large as some of the Great Lords but he had a classical physique and was very well proportioned. He’d disappointed many of the females at court by only taking one mate. The Crown Prince looked like the warrior and athlete that he was and Rada had grinned to herself when she noted how the Mistress of the Robes had tailored his garments to make him seem even more muscular. All the silly mind games the Azdhagi play! And people wonder why I don’t like spending time at court, she snorted.


“It has been brought to Our attention that enforcement of certain laws and statutes has lapsed and We wish to remind Our vassals of your duties to Us and to Our subjects,” the King-Emperor announced. Rada’s ears pricked and tipped forward as she listened carefully. Oh don’t tell me he’s going to really start looking into the import duties. Zabet just finished sorting out our paperwork! The reptile continued, “You know that the population of Drakon IV still has not recovered from the Great Disaster. It will not recover at all if the younger generations are abused and damaged. We have no tolerance for those who abuse, starve, injure or force those who are not of age.” Li-Zhrae’s steel-tipped talons glinted as he pointed to Lord Ni Drako. “Already one of Our nobles has been forced to work around the laws in order to do his duty to Our people. That should not have been necessary.” The monarch’s gaze swept the assembly and he noted two individuals whose tail tips and neck spines betrayed nervousness. “The junior abuse laws will be enforced, and We will personally sit judgment on any noble accused of such abuse or accused of abetting or ignoring such abuse.” A ripple of surprise rolled through the court: normally the King-Emperor only sat judgment for cases of treason or of separations where estate titles were involved. Unlike the court justicars, his Imperial-Majesty could not be swayed by title or rank. Rada allowed herself a broad smile and then returned to her usual politely attentive and neutral expression.


A few minor court matters followed the announcement and then the nobles began mingling and discussing the news as the King-Emperor and Heir took refreshment and watched. This was also the time for individual petitioners to approach the Throne and Rada made her way towards the dais. She pretended to wait patiently as one of the oldest nobles informed the King-Emperor of his pending retirement to his estates, and that his heir would be coming to take the House’s place in Court. Li-Zhrae thanked Lord Sheeldak for his service and the ancient reptile bowed low before tottering off. “Yes, Lord Ni Drako?” Rada dropped to one knee and touched her forehead to her other knee, then straightened her back. “You may rise.”


“Imperial Majesty, I crave a boon of your generosity and mercy,” she petitioned formally, remaining on her knee. “Your servant’s servant was assaulted and forced to defend herself. This she did, but the indignity committed against her cries to the Throne for relief and justice.”


Sire and son both leaned forward, eyes intent and spines rising oh-so-slightly. “And have you knowledge of who committed this assault, Ni Drako?”


“I know not the names, but the three males belong to the household of Lord Reeschlee.” Rada’s tail twitched as she named the offending party. The Prince-Imperial did not appear surprised in the least and both males looked over the assembled courtiers until they located the accused. 


“And do you have proof? This is a serious charge, if you are naming Lord Reeschlee as complicit in the attack,” the King-Emperor cautioned his Lord Defender.


She bowed her head, acknowledging his warning. “Because the three servants, if that is what they are, left the Palace within hours of attacking your servant, I do not name him so. I have only whispered words and the observations of a Healing trainee who treated three males for injuries that match those your servant claimed she inflicted on her attackers. But without those three to give blood samples and testimony to confirm or deny, and without their lord’s testimony under honor-oath, I have no solid proof, Imperial Majesty.” What Rada wanted was for Reeschlee to back off while she plotted her revenge. He’d stumble soon enough and she did not want any more innocents caught in the war he’d apparently declared on her.


Li-Zhrae’s tail swished as he considered her request. He pointed a razor-edged talon towards one of the Palace Guards, who hurried over. “Bring Lord Reeschlee to Us,” the King-Emperor commanded. A path opened in the crowd as if by magic, even though no one appeared to be paying any attention to the discussion at the head of the room. Elegantly dressed Reeschlee strode up and lowered himself to the ground. “You may rise.” As he did, Rada also came to her feet. She caught a whiff of the bitter, musky stench of nerves and fear and wished that she could use it as evidence. But anyone with half a brain would be fearful of a summons before the Throne, so it could mean nothing. 


Reeschlee noticed the Lord Defender standing to the side, forefeet clasped behind her back as she pretended to be calm and unconcerned. He smiled to himself, watching the tip of her furry tail twitch ever so slightly. So the female was nervous, was she? Good, she should be. If she was moaning to the King-Emperor then she’d run out of tricks to try against him. He turned his attention back to Li-Zhrae as the elegantly robed reptile began, “Lord Reeschlee, Lord Ni Drako claims that three servants belonging to your estates attacked his body servant and were sent away before they could be questioned. What say you?”


Reeschlee growled at the affront. “Lord Ni Drako is in error, Imperial Majesty. I did send three servants away, but it was after they fought among themselves. Since your graciousness does not tolerate such petty squabbles, I ordered them back to my estate and they will be punished.”


Prince-Imperial Tzee-Li raised an elegantly gloved forefoot. “Lord Reeschlee, what markings do your servants wear?”


“They wear none, Imperial Highness.” The reptile feigned humility, claiming, “my estate is too low to allow me to dress my servants in more than the plainest of robes. They do not even carry my House insignia, lest it be mistaken for decoration.” As he looked from the Prince Imperial to the King-Emperor, Reeschlee caught a flick of movement out of the corner of his eye. It was the female mammal extending her miniature talons. He’d cut her off and now she had nothing to use against him!


 His happiness was short lived as the Prince Imperial waved towards one of the guards, who handed him a clear bag containing the embroidered sleeve of a female’s robe. “Ni Drako, do you recognize this?” The Prince handed the evidence bag to his sire, who studied the pattern carefully.


“Yes, Imperial Majesty, Highness.”


“Reeschlee, are you familiar with this pattern and garment?”


He temporized, “No, Imperial Highness, but I did not ask what the servants were squabbling over. A female, it would seem.” He exhaled theatrically and acted disappointed with his staff’s behavior.


Li-Zhrae leaned forward, his pale green eyes cold as he inquired softly, “How do you know that this is related to the fight?”


“Um, ah, that is, it had to be from there, otherwise you would not be showing it to me under these circumstances, most gracious Imperial Majesty.” Reeschlee felt his spines trembling and worked to calm himself. Damn fools! They shouldn’t have blabbed or he wouldn’t have known and slipped like that!


Li-Zhrae snorted and sat back. “It seems that your servants assaulted one of Our servants, one in whose welfare We have taken particular interest. She has returned to Our estates and We commend Our daimyo and the solders under his command for their prompt response to this attack on Our vassal. Should you hear anything more about this, Lord Reeschlee, inform Us immediately and allow Our Guard time to investigate the matter, lest harmless rumor result in a feud.” 


“Yes, Imperial Majesty,” the brown and green reptile bowed, seething. The mammal had tricked him, making him look as if he couldn’t control his servants. Ni Drako would pay dearly for this humiliation.


The King-Emperor turned to his Lord Defender, standing quietly at parade rest off to the side of the audience area. “Is your complaint satisfied, Lord Ni Drako?”


“Yes, Imperial Majesty. I have taken the liberty of sending all the civilian servants under my care back to your estates, so as to reduce the possibility of future... misunderstandings and temptations.” Her unnatural metallic-silver eyes and stunted talons flashed as the mammal made a sweeping gesture with her forefoot and bowed.


Her words stung the angry noble to the core. She’d all but called him the instigator, when it was her trying to play the noble that had forced him to act! Reeschlee had taken all he could stand. His spines snapped out straight as he snarled, “Enough! I challenge your honor, fur-bearing female!”


Lord Ni Drako turned to the furious noble. “Are you certain that this is what you wish to do,” she asked, her silvery eyes expressionless.


“Yes. You have undermined and snuck behind me once too often, mammal!” The others in the great audience chamber began backing away from the challenger and defender with a murmur of hisses and claw scrapes. The Lord Defender turned to face the throne.


“Imperial Majesty?” She inquired, bowing low.


King-Emperor Li-Zhrae waved his fan. “We permit it.” Ni Drako bowed again and then turned back to Reeschlee.


The reptile stripped off his court robe and foot covers, but retained his sword carrier. Rada drew her own blade, saluted her challenger, and then took a defensive stance, carefully watching her opponent. Reeschlee drew, made a gesture that could have been a nod to a salute, and began circling. The courtiers stared avidly.  No one outside the Defenders had seen the Lord Defender in combat in two generations and a susurration of wagers passed among the witnesses. Li-Zhrae and Tzee-li sat on the dais, impassive and motionless.


Reeschlee knew better than to attempt a simple overpowering charge. Instead he swung around to the mammal’s flank and came at her from the side, then spun to hit her with his tail and knock her off balance. She jumped over his swings but landed awkwardly on her crippled hind leg as he reversed and forced her back.  The reptile lunged, rising onto his hind legs to swing down and then up. He’d studied how she fought and meant to beat her with her own techniques. The female blocked his blade and sparks flew as he tried to overpower her. Instead, she slipped to the right, spinning as she did. He swung at her tail and missed, but she scored on his flank with the tip of her blade. Reeschlee snarled at the sting.


Rada watched the noble closely. He was not bad, but not that good either. There was little pattern to his attacks and he was already breathing hard. It was tempting to let him wear himself out and then end it, but Rada suspected that he had a few nasty tricks waiting. Indeed, his next attack confirmed her guess as he bore down on her, detached something from the hilt of his blade and tried to catch her with both forefeet. She ducked under his swings and backed, working around to his flank. He dropped onto three legs and she wondered what it was that he’d taken off the sword. He charged her and caught her in the left leg, but with the flat of his blade. She took the blow and rolled, coming up into a kneeling crouch as the observers gasped. Reeschlee yelled and rocked back onto his hind legs, putting all his strength and mass into a vicious, curving down-stroke that would cleave the mammal in two. Instead she dropped flat and rolled again, springing to her feet before he could recover and slamming into his flank with her shoulder. She caught him off balance and he fell onto his side, losing his grip as he did. Rada kicked his blade out of reach and stomped onto the wrist of his other forefoot, her blade jammed against the soft flesh in front of his throat spines and drawing blood. Then she raised her sword again for an instant before whistling the steel down to finish the match.


“Enough!” A deep voice bellowed and Lord Ni Drako redirected her swing into a salute, then backed away from her prostrate challenger as Prince-Imperial Tzee-li flowed down the five steps of the dais. Reeschlee gasped and rolled onto his belly, then struggled onto his feet and reached for his blade. He froze as the Prince Imperial stepped on the weapon, pinning steel to stone. “The matter is decided,” King-Emperor Li-Zhrae stated firmly. “Lord Ni Drako, what honor payment do you require?”


“I require that Lord Reeschlee pay for his next entertainment in advance.” Surprise washed through the audience chamber, then laughter. A smile flickered over the King-Emperor’s features before he returned to his usual dignified sobriety. Reeschlee sank onto his belly, utterly humiliated and furious. The cheat had called him an honorless deadbeat! He didn’t have his sword, but he still had the pommel pin and without thinking about the consequences Reeschlee lunged towards his tormentor.


She caught his movement and dodged, then slapped his foreleg with her blade’s face. His forefoot went numb and Reeschlee dropped the poisoned spike. Ni Drako caught his neck with the blade’s edge but again the King-Emperor called, “enough!” This time, Rada did not move until two Royal Guards rushed up and dragged Reeschlee around to face a furious King-Emperor and Prince Imperial. As they hauled the reptile away, the woman strolled over, picked up the noble’s robe and used it to clean her weapon before sheathing it.


“Interesting lining,” she observed, then dropped the garment and walked back to where she had intended to go before the commotion started. A path cleared as the other courtiers casually shifted position in order to get the best view of what might come next. In the mean time, Zhee-li had picked up Reeschlee’s robe and was inspecting the pattern, material and lining. He found a loose thread and pulled until a gap opened in the hem, then calmly ripped the brilliant blue material out of the garment’s shell. Zhee-li tossed the robe away as he would a used muzzle wipe, but kept the lining.


“Most interesting, since you own less than five thousand tschreek of land,” the Prince Imperial observed to Reeschlee. The noble’s muzzle gaped open, then closed with a snap when Zhee-li slapped it with his metal-backed fan. The prince looked up to the reclining figure atop the dais. “Honored sire?”


“Pay in advance and stop acting higher than you are, Reeschlee. Leave Our sight and Our court and be grateful for Our mercy,” the King-Emperor ordered. The soldiers dropped the striped reptile and he slunk out, leaving his outer robe and sword on the floor as a wave of hissing laughter hurried his steps. 


Rada, head throbbing, managed to last through court and accepted the congratulations of those who were delighted to see Reeschlee “rolled down the ramp.” She navigated her way back to her quarters before the headache put her on her back again and as she went, she really hoped that Zabet would not come in and announce, “I told you so.” The military orderly who now tended to the Lord Defender took one look at the exhausted mammal and skittered off to find a medic before Rada could stop him. She disarmed, limped into her private area, and lay down very slowly and carefully on the sleeping platform. Why did I ever agree to this foolishness? She wondered, closing her eyes and trying to make the pounding go away. Oh yes, because it seemed like a good idea at the time. An ‘interesting challenge’ I believe Marcus called it. Blessed Bookkeeper, I am such an idiot.


Scaly forefeet gently prodded and poked the mammal’s head. “Lord Mammal, with all due respect, you are an idiot, no offense,” the medic growled. “Put a chill wrap on and do not do anything strenuous for the rest of the day, my lord.” He waited until she made a sound that could be taken for assent before trotting back to the barracks while Rada’s orderly found a Palace servant who brought a chill wrap. The Wanderer could hear the reptiles whispering about something, but she ignored it in favor of concentrating on not throwing up.


Rada awoke shortly after sundown. Her head felt better and she took off her court clothes and put on a soft, well-worn shirt and skirt. The floor felt warm, so she skipped her usual house-boots and padded in her sock feet into the main room. Zabet looked up from her computer keyboard. «There you are! How many talons am I holding up?»


Rada looked at the brightly painted appendages, blinked, and looked again. “About eighty credits Imperial, given last week’s exchange rates,” she offered. The True-dragon stared at her Pet, then studied her own talons and sighed loudly.


«Wise ass. The Healer told you not to do anything strenuous and supper is there by the stove.» The silver-blue reptile flowed out from behind Rada’s desk and brought the low table and dishes closer, then dragged over a leather-covered cushion. «Sit and eat, then go back to bed. I’ll fill you in on all the gossip later.»


Rada knew better than to fuss when Zabet was in one of her boss moods. The mammal devoured the chilled watergrain with fresh fruit and bits of smoked tilpat fish. Cold tea accompanied the meal and the mammal puzzled over the combination. «It’s to keep down the internal temperature and swelling,» Zabet explained. «Medic’s orders.» The woman rolled her eyes, finished her tea, and went back to bed. Zabet joined her on the sleeping platform, resting her head on the woman’s chest and snoring lightly. Rada’s orderly put the dishes out for the Palace servants to collect and then reported to Lt. Keer.


“How is Lord Mammal?” the stocky green reptile asked.


The smaller orderly bared his teeth in a muzzle-long grin. “Well, sir, his concubine is completely exhausted,” the reptile said, carefully omitting that Zabet had been tied up in knots with worry all the previous night and that day. 


The Azdhagi surreptitiously listening in thumped their tails in approval, then snuck back to what they were supposed to be doing as the officer noted the report and dismissed the orderly. Keer signed off the day’s notes and patted the little pouch hanging from his carry harness, listening with satisfaction to the “ching” of coins he’d won from those foolish enough to wager against the Lord Defender. 
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