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Herod
looked over his shoulder nervously. From the look of the approaching dust cloud
it wouldn't be much longer. He turned back to his people. He was the village
headman, and he cursed the fate that had brought them here. Fate and his
overweening pride. His children were going to pay for it, pay with their blood.


“Father
what should we do?” his eldest son asked, tugging on his stirrup. He turned to
look down at the lad. Black hair and wide, frightened brown eyes looked 
back up at him.


“I
don't know son,” he said turning to view the others once more. He and the
hunters were the only ones armed with any sort of real weaponry. The rest had
spears or hunting bows with blunts for arrows. A few of the men and a couple of
the stout older lads had clubs and kitchen knives but little more. He turned.
They had three branacks, a plough mule, and a couple of cows, All but
his branack Lightfoot had been hitched to a cart or wagon. The animal's
flanks were raw from being driven over the overgrown path in such haste. He bit
his lip. At this rate they would founder soon, white foam crusted their
nostrils and sweat dripped from their flanks. Something had to be done. He
turned to look back, surveying the group. Damascus and Richard caught his eye
and nodded. The older men were ready to fight but knew the odds were against
them.


Herod
turned. They were near the hill top, boulders were on either side. The orange
ball in the sky was full which made moving about at night much easier, which
was a blessing. The footing on this path was treacherous. He knew one false
move and someone would twist an ankle or worse. When his branack reached
the peak he paused and turned to the side of the path, letting the women and
children pass. What he saw truly frightened him. Frightened and enraged.


He
could see black clouds of smoke rising in the distance, most likely from their
once small but growing village. Oh it had seemed safe all right, the wall had
been the hardest to build, he still had the calluses but it had proven
effective at keeping the basilisks and other monsters at bay. He shaded his
eyes with his hands and tried to focus on the dust cloud. It was a few leagues
too close for comfort.


Theirs
had been a border village, guarding the river crossing into the thrice cursed
enemy's lands. He wished, oh how he wished that the bridge had been made of
wood not stone! Had he had but an hour's warning he could have flamed the
bridge and then laughed on the other side.


But
no, it was not to be. Even if he had thought to pile hay and brush on the
bridge to weaken it and slow the approaching army it was not to be, the
vanguard had been sent ahead to ford the river further upstream and then
capture the bridge and then the village.


He'd
had only a moment's warning, old Yensi had stumbled in on his lathered branack
with arrows stitching his back. He'd collapsed out of the saddle and gasped out
a warning of the army before he'd died. Yensi's branack  had fallen
as well on the march. He missed the beast, missed it sorely now.


“Abandon
the goods here,” he said turning. “Perhaps it will slow them,” he said turning
in place with his branack Lightfoot. Lightfoot danced, unsure of all the
activity. “Easy now,” he said patting a flank. “Easy girl.”


“Lad
that won’t slow them much if at all,” Richard said, coming over to him. He
looked down at his son and then to his uncle. The others were abandoning the
carts and goods but keeping their packs. He frowned but turned away.


“I
know, but it's all we got.”


“Not
quite all,” Richard said. He was game, lamed by a basilisk but he'd
still kept up, staying off the wagons and carts and hobbling along. “I'll stay
and delay them,” Richard growled eyes glittering.


The
boy gasped. “Uncle!”


“Be
good to your sisters lad, take care of them,” Richard said, voice rough with emotion
as he ruffled the lad's hair. “Now go on,” he said.


“I'll
remain as well,” Damascus said. Herod looked into his gray bearded friend's
face and then nodded reluctantly. Most of the older folks were now volunteering
to buy the younger set time to escape. Tearful hugs were exchanged and murmurs
of love and support. “His Majesty must be warned,” Damascus growled, eyes
glittering as he held his staff. “Your bow lad,” he said holding up a hand.
Herod took it off and then the quiver of arrows. He handed them down and then
pulled the two quivers off Lightfoot's packs.


“We'll
kill as many of the cursed bastards as we can. Get the others to safety,”
Richard said, overturning a cart to block the path. Goods tumbled and fell
including Herod's two precious anvils. He regretted bringing them now, useless
dead weight that had only slowed them down. “Now go!” he said turning and
slapping Lightfoot hard on the flank. The branack started and lunged
forward.


“We
will not forget you!” the lad said turning away. A few of the women were
snuffling and whimpering. Tears pricked and stung Herod's eyes as well. He
saluted the courageous men and women behind them as he moved out. “Good luck,”
he said. He watched Damascus pass a flagon among the doomed and then motioned
to another to dump the other flagons out ahead of them and on the road. A torch
was handed off and stuck in the ground. Herod's heart twisted. They were going
to use the alcohol as a last resort, to set fire to the road and hopefully buy
the others precious time.


“Go!” 
Damascus yelled as he drew the bow and turned.


Herod
fled into the night with his people.
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“Is
this going to work Ryans?” the general asked eying Ryans.  Ryans was ruggedly
handsome, tall, and brilliant, but he was also a pain in the ass. He wasn't at
all happy about all the shenanigans the thirty year old genius had pulled here,
he was fairly certain he wasn't the only unhappy one as well. This last
escapade was a doozie. Either it was the biggest hoax in the world or Ryans had
just cornered the only functional portal to another world on Earth. Of course
that didn't mean he'd remain in possession of it for long... the general
thought darkly.


Eugene
Ryans, owner of Futuretech smiled. “It already has General, quite a few times
actually.” He pointed to the vortex. “We didn't make it, we just contained it.”


The
general looked at the vortex but his eyes inevitably tracked back to the
waiting camera crews. “You just had to involve the media didn't you?” he asked
sourly. He didn't like having the media in on this. The president and most of
the world leaders were unhappy about that little thing too. It was a lot harder
to take military control of a situation when the cameras were rolling. He
hadn't planned on them being here and therefore didn't have the scrambling gear
to shut their broadcasts down while he took over. That sort of put a crimp in
his plans.


Eugene
Ryans smiled a slight half smile. He knew what the three star general was
thinking right now. “Best way to keep things on the up and up and completely
open. I have to protect the capital we've invested in this project General,”
Ryans said as his lips twisted in another smile. His smile didn't touch his
eyes though. Those same hazel eyes met the general's and locked on. “After all,
I don't want any chain of command problems General. You of all people should
understand that. My people did the grunt work, got our foot in the
door.” He pointed to the vortex and waved his hand broadly to the people
working around the area.


“I
have no intention of letting anyone steal our thunder. Now or ever,” he
growled. The general gave him a cold look and then walked off to his aide and
Colonel Richards standing near the entrance.


<==={}------------>


“Is
this for real General?” Colonel Richards asked, eying the light show in the
vortex room. There was a group of techs fiddling with something. Engineers and
techs were doing last minute service work on the vehicles they were supposed to
ride in. For a Stargate there didn't seem to be any ring or anything. A lot of
machinery but no ring. The kawoosh was there, going on and on like some giant
horizontal flush. He wished the damn thing would stabilize or something.


The
general nodded grimly, keeping his back to the damn thing. It was distracting
to look at. “You bet your ass. We've confirmed it. They've been sending probes
through for a couple of weeks. We even sent one of ours through. Damnedest
thing,” the three star general said. He shook his head.


“So
why isn't this a government show sir?” the major asked quietly. The Colonel
flicked a glance over to the major and then back to the general.


The
bull necked general looked around to make sure there were no camera crews
inconveniently nearby. “Because no one but a nutcase billionaire believed it
was true or even possible. Or had the chops to get a team together to pull this
off.” He waved to indicate the room.


“So
why... Why didn't we come in and take over when he proved it worked?” the aide
asked clearly perplexed.


“Well,
first we're on a platform in international waters. Second, he invited us,” the
general sighed. “Believe me; we thought about it, many people talked about it,
way above my pay grade, when we finally realized he was telling the truth.
Hell, we didn't take him seriously till he made that damn news
announcement!” Disgust was written all over the general's face and body
language.  “That live shot of a UAV going through the vortex by CNN got
our attention,” he snorted wryly. He'd seriously thought it was a hoax, a crock
of shit someone was going to call Ryans on. The net was alive with crap like
that after all. Most of the Pentagon had chocked it up to Hollywood special
effects until they had started getting hysterical calls from the Washington
elite. That had gotten them moving.


Not
soon enough though, he'd been a little put out that Ryans had help in the
senate arms committee. Pretty strong help, apparently, a couple of prominent
senators who should have known better had slapped a few hands. The military had
been firmly told to back off or there would be hell to pay. He scowled.
Apparently Ryans had been smart enough to buy the damn Senators and
Representatives off with campaign contributions. He shook his head, flexing his
jaw. He didn't need to break any more damn teeth over this. “By then all
thoughts of coming in and wrapping it up in an NSA blanket went out the window.
It's hard to do that with the media breathing down our necks.” He indicated the
camera crews nearby.


“Rather
impolite of us to show up in force and shut them down all live on national TV,”
the Colonel said dryly. Which had been another point, if the military came in
with force then other governments would raise holy hell. Keeping the site
neutral was therefore beneficial.


Of
course there was the other little matter of a back door warning from Ryans to
the movers and shakers in the beltway. Any attempt to take the platform by
force would force him to push the button and let the thing loose. And if
anything happened to him beforehand the platform self-destructed on its own.
Ryans and his damn AI. NSA had taken one look at his firewall and given up
right away. Ryans had physically firewalled the systems off from the net.


The
colonel nodded. “So the joint op?” Major Stark the general's aide de camp
asked. “Are you sure about the team?”


The
general shook his head again as he looked at his aide. “Winston, listen to me,
Perry's going. He's green, but  he's the best we have in the time
available. I'd send you but you've got a family and this is most likely a one
way trip,” the general answered. Colonel Richard's face scowled for a moment
before clearing.


The
major nodded. “Thank you sir. Andrea will thank you as well,” he said with a
note of relief in his voice. The general smiled. “So Perry is the exec and the
colonel here is in command sir?” the major asked.


“No,
it's complicated. He's in charge,” he growled. He waved to the billionaire
talking with the cameras. His subordinates turned to where he was waving and
then back to him in surprise.


“From
here sir?” the major asked in disbelief. He knew about the dangers of
micromanaging from a distance but knew better than to voice such concerns in
the present company. The general shook his head.


“Oh
no, we’re not having a repeat of NASA's micromanaging from a hundred thousand
miles away, no, he's going too. Or so he said,” he grimaced. “He's not about to
send his people into the unknown alone.” The general shook his head in grudging
amusement. “Got to admit the guy's got balls to spare.”


The
major snorted as he saw the impromptu news conference. “Yes sir. That he
does...”


<==={}------------>


The
he in question was standing in front of the gate room wearing his shiny
Mylar protective wear. The vortex was enclosed in a series of powerful electromagnets
set up on each x,y, and z axis. Smaller electromagnets were embedded in the
walls to help contain the anomaly.


“We're
not sure where we're going, beyond it's an Earth like planet,” Ryans held up
his hands as the babble of questions from the reporters rose over the hum and
buzz of the machinery around them. Since he was six foot five he topped just
about everyone in the room.


“Please,
let me finish. We had plans to bring an astronomer but he had a last minute
change of heart. His alternate and their equipment were unavoidably delayed,”
he smiled a charming, thoroughly disarming smile. Most of them knew about the
customs crap he'd been going through and the storm that had added to the delay.
Reporters were covering that, giving the government a huge black eye over that
as well. “This is an international joint command effort thrown together at the
very last minute folks.”


“Why
go now? Shouldn't you know more?” someone in the back shouted.


“I'm
not... oh hell, yes, I was planning on answering that,” he said and then
grimaced. He ran his hand through his hair for a moment before answering. “The
reason is the window. The anomaly, wormhole, gate, whatever you want to call it
fluctuates with the Earth and Sun's gravitational and magnetic forces. In a couple
of hours it will expand to its largest diameter and we will be able to pass
through. Any mass passing through it changes it, making it oscillate more or
collapse in on itself for a period of time proportional to the mass of the
object. We're still figuring the math out. I've got a couple of poor man's
super computers crunching away. I know a couple of universities are trying
different approaches as well.”


“From
what we understand it's linked to the Earth's gravity and somehow linked to
solar activity, so there's some possible link to the Sun's gravity as well,” he
explained and then shrugged. “The wormhole, vortex, whatever, is too small for
much of the Earth to pass through it when it opens fortunately. But what we do
know is that when something does pass through it then it shrinks down to
damn near molecular size,” he said, using his fingers to approximate size.
“Dat's just a tad too small for me to fit through,” he said. The reporters
politely chuckled at that dig. He grimaced slightly.


“Which
pretty much rules out radio communications when we first cross over. So we will
be on our own when we get there,” he explained. He didn't bother explaining
that most of their equipment would have to be abandoned when they returned, if
they returned. That part wasn't so well thought out.


He
waved to the back wall. “About a hundred meters that a way is a trio of rooms
filled with a poor man’s super computer network. We've got thousands of 
PC’s, raspberry pi microcomputers, and PS3's crunching at the data... and since
we've opened up to the international community they too have added their
resources.” He shrugged. There were already stories of grants and prizes funded
by Futuretech and other companies to crunch the data and get some worthwhile
answers. So far no one had come up with anything beyond tentative hypotheses
that had yet to be proven out. “We'll get answered when they do folks... If we
can understand them.” He shook his head and smiled a little. “I've got a room
chock full of eggheads scratching their heads bald at this rate.” The group
chuckled at that.


“Call
it what you will, a space bridge, vortex, stargate, portal... wormhole,
whatever works. I frankly don't care...” he grimaced. “Okay I do care if some
bureaucrat or egghead tries to give it some acronym no one can say.” A few
people in the audience laughed at that.


<==={}------------>


He
explained that the wormhole was a pinpoint quantum singularity that was
attracted to objects of large mass and magnetic fields. It was also influenced
by large magnetic fields, such as the Earth's magnetic poles and the turbulent
solar activity from Earth's sun. The wormhole was first deduced after a
scientist noted it while using the CERN research facility, but it wasn't until
two years later that it was conclusively confirmed and mapped. “Obviously we're
not sure why it's here, why it's not on one of the larger planets. I'm sure
future generations of scientists will figure that part out,” he said. He gave a
Gaelic shrug as the reporters snorted. “Another question is how and why it
connects to another Earth class planet.”


He
smiled and blinked as the flashbulbs went off rapid fire. “That's right folks,
an Earth like planet. We sent a probe last month. It confirmed the presence of
air, water, and plants.” He held up a hand. Behind him a vid screen came to
life showing a scratchy video on another world. “Ladies and gentlemen we
present to you the first images from another Earth like world.” He smiled as
the murmur grew. “I'm looking forward to exploring it personally.”


That
set off another blinding flash of bulbs going off. He held up his hands to
forestall questions. “This is an opportunity to explore a new world. It's also
a possible gateway to establishing a bridgehead for mankind on another world,”
he hid a scowl. “Say what you will about exporting our bad habits, but folks,
we've got a lot of good ones too. We're going to do our best to make sure this
new world is kept as pristine as possible but also allowing us to use it as a
branch for mankind's next step,” he smiled.


“We're
growing up folks, trying out our wings for the first time and leaving the nest.
I for one think it's about time, but that's just the space fan in me,” he
smiled again; his right hand over his heart. He knew they were eating this up.
“I've got to get with the crew but you’re more than welcome to watch.” He waved
and walked over to the group getting ready to go.


“Boss,
solar storm is building. Tracking estimates an hour before the flare goes off,”
a female tech said coming over to him. He nodded and turned to the group. He
checked her time and nodded.


“All
right listen up,” he said turning to the techs. People turned to him, some were
techs, some were reporters but he was focusing on the team about to go through
the vortex with him. “We've got about an hour and eight minutes until the flare
pops and hits us. That's our window, that's the energy we'll need to transfer
everything we've got for the bridgehead. I want everyone to go through this
place and grab anything you want or need that you forgot about. The company
will reimburse anyone for materials,” he said and waved.


“Personally,
I want more toothpaste and a lot of coffee. A whole lot of coffee,” he growled.
“If I don't get it I'm going to be a royal bear every morning.” Several people
chuckled at that. The military contingent looked at each other. “Seriously
folks, you've got forty-five minutes to go, we'll strap it everywhere so
hustle.” He slapped his hands together and then made shooing motions. People
started talking and then scrambling. He grabbed a nearby tech.


“Boss?”
the tech asked confused.


He
leaned close to her to talk in her ear so she could hear him over the sudden
chaos of action around them. “I want you to poll the staff, get them to make a
list of what we take after we're gone and submit it to accounting. I want you
to get the staff to toss in anything they can think of that we'd need. Comfort
items. Grab every backup generator and fuel bladder and toss them on. Pull the
batteries but make sure they are sent along as well.” He waved to the trucks.
“We'll unload in base camp and sort it out there. We'll have plenty of time.”
Which was true? They'd have at least a year, possibly ten years before the
vortex stabilized enough to make a return trip.


Lieutenant
Colonel Richards came over scowling. The colonel was tall and imposing,
sporting a proper military grade haircut like Ryans' own. His temples and sides
were slightly silver, however. The man wasn't vain enough to use hair dye
apparently. “A moment Ryans,” he said gruffly. He gave the tech a look. She
made a moue and quietly retreated from his basilisk gaze.


“Yes,
Colonel?” Ryans asked, smiling politely as he turned his full attention on the
older man.


The
Colonel scowled, looking around the room. His people were looking at each
other, not sure what to do. The civilians were running back and forth with
materials. “We don't need to disrupt the team at this critical time.”


Ryans
cocked his head. “Actually, I was thinking that getting them to grab what they
can while they can would help...” The Colonel glared. “And it would keep them
busy,” Ryans finished with a small smile. The Colonel blinked then slowly
nodded. He didn't quiet smile in return, but there was approval in his eyes,
the first time he'd looked that way at Ryans. For a long time the Colonel had
acted like he had a stick up his rear.


“Good
point.”


Ryans
snorted. “I have my moments Colonel. I don't think we need them barfing in the
trash barrels because opening night jitters got the best of them. Once one of
them does it'll make the others follow.” He shook his head as the Colonel
chuckled grimly.


“Opening
night jitters does get to everyone,” he admitted. He nodded after a moment.
Okay, so the sprout had some potential. “Very well, carry on,” the Colonel
ordered. He walked off, pointing to a tech and engineer strapping equipment to
the hood of a LAV. He waved to his own people and nodded. Lieutenant Perry
nodded in return and then waved to the Gunny who got his people into motion.


“We've
got trailers too, and everyone's vehicles are going to be overloaded as it is,”
Lieutenant Perry said eying the suspension of his hummer. It looked like it was
buckling a little as it was. “Are you sure this is necessary?” he asked.


The
Colonel snorted and glanced back the way he came. “Ryans is right, keeping
everyone busy is a good idea. Besides, if this is a one way trip, I want
everything we can get our hands on.” Armies ran on their stomach. If they were
cut off for a long period... or longer he wanted everything they could get
their hands on.


The
Lieutenant nodded grimly. “Good point... ah with your permission?” he asked
looking away.


“By
all means. And grab me more cigars!” the Colonel called as the lieutenant
hastily retreated at a jog. He turned and gave a brief salute acknowledging the
order.


“Here,
take mine,” the general said, coming up behind him. He handed over a package
from his breast pocket, then a lighter and cigar clip. “Havana's best. I get
them from a buddy stationed in Cuba. You deserve it, where you’re going there
aren’t going to be anymore.”


<==={}------------>


“So
how do you know the, what do you call it, Malp worked? If your vehicles and
electronics can't be powered, how did you get it to work?” a reporter asked.
Ryans turned to see Max nearby.


The
giant machinist was waving his hands as he talked to a tech. “Well, Max
here...” He pulled a surprised Max over by wrapping an arm around the big man's
shoulders. Max blinked at the camera and straightened, hiding a scowl. “Max
figured it out. I'll let him explain. I've got to take the batteries out of my
electronics before we go or they'll be fried. Remind people of that Max, when
you're done here,” he ordered Max and then waved as he retreated at a trot.


“Don't
forget the CMOS!” Max called to his boss. Ryans waved back in acknowledgment.
Max nodded and returned his attention to the reporter and camera guy. “Okay, um
ah... what was the question again?”


“The
Malps, how did you get them to work?” the reporter replied.


“Oh
ah, well, see when they first tried them they were all electric. The first one
drove up the ramp, but when it got close to the vortex a fat bolt of lightning
came out and fried it like Sunday chicken at granny's.” He licked his lips and
grinned. Some of the reporters nearby chuckled at that.


“You
should have seen the engineers and scientists; they were dumbstruck, just...
Ah.” He dropped his mouth open and bugged his eyes out. Several more of the
reporters chuckled louder at that. “I saw it; I mean who on the floor didn't?
Damned expensive, fried the entire robot. Five mil down the toilet.” He shook
his head and made a flushing sound.


“So
what did you do? Or they do?” a woman asked, indicating the control room.


“Well,
actually, that's where I came into this story. See they got it in their heads
to try simple things, even tried tossing a camera through. Didn't work,” he
said shaking his head mournfully at the waste. “Nothing did. The batteries
exploded the moment the lightning hit.” He shook his head once more. “So I was
tinkering around and saw this thing on Discovery channel about that guy da
Vinci. He created these mechanical things with springs and such. Even made a
robot cart with springs and gears.”


Some
of the reporters nodded, catching on. “So I roughed out a concept and put it
together in my spare time. The others didn't think it would work. The brass was
foaming at the mouth and then he...” he indicated Ryans sitting at a table
pulling his laptop apart. “He came by and saw what I was doing. I was almost
ready for a test. He took it and ran with it,” he said clearly amused and still
surprised and pleased by his boss's actions. “Not bad for a GED and trade
school guy I think,” He smiled, hooking his thumbs in his belt proudly.


He
waited until the flashbulbs stopped before continuing. “Needless to say it
worked. Wind up the spring; toss the thing through the vortex and when the
spring wound down it engaged a gear...” He moved his fingers together
simulating the contacts. “Which moved the contacts together and the circuits
were restored. Voilà! All fixed. Sometimes it's the simple fixes that matter,
not no multi-million dollar boondoggle with more bells and whistles and places
to go wrong and break...” He threw his hands up in the air in disgust. Some of
the reporters smiled at that.


He
faced the cameras dead on for a moment. “Remember that kiddies, KISS. Keep It
Simple Stupid.”


He
looked over to a pair of techs nearby waving urgently. He sighed. “I got to get
back to work folks, see ya.” He waved again. They shut down and moved off to
the next location. Everyone was jockeying for a good shooting position. The
producer had one staked out but they had to hurry.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
frowned, thinking of the team. It was too late to add anyone but he seriously
wished he could drop a few. Oh not the civilians, they were characters but all
right. He'd handpicked them with the help of their dossiers and psych profiles.


He
had a lot of doctors, for instance Doctor Sue Carter, the team's primary medic
and surgeon. Carter was brilliant, a multiple MD with hands-on experience in
Africa as well as in Loma Linda. She might be short but she was a firecracker
and knew her job inside and out, just like her patients.


Doctor
Fred Roshenko, a Canadian, like Doctor Carter. He had multiple PhDs. He was a
brilliant metallurgist, geologist, and amateur paleontologist/botanist. 
If they were trapped on the alien world it would be Roshenko who would find the
metals and materials they would need to survive and thrive.


Doctor
Nate Billings, Nate to his friends. He was a bit of an oddball, tall, lime
green dyed hair and goatee he'd picked up from watching MythBusters. He was a
brilliant zoologist, biologist, and naturalist. Unlike Roshenko or Carter he
came from Great Britain.


Doctor
Mary Delouses, a quiet small woman who was a brilliant botanist and
agriculturalist. She would be vital in identifying what was edible or dangerous
of the plant kingdom.


Doctor
Ben Jarvic, a French linguist who was rather excitably bothering everyone
within arm’s reach. He like many of the other people on the team was
polylingual, but he could also pick up just about any language after hearing it
for only a day or so. Right now he was trying to teach an amused Wanda Smith
how to do a glottal stop.


Wanda
Smith unlike the others was not a doctor; she had multiple Masters in chemistry
though and was also an assistant nurse and paramedic. Her partner Charlie
Thurman was nearby, she was a quiet reserved woman who had a sunny disposition.
Wanda was a talker, and she tended to gossip. The curly haired blond Charlie
tended to listen while packing or doing their work. Charlie did the biological
side of chemistry; she'd be an asset and assistant to Nate.


Then
there was Xu Yung, another chemist and lab assistant. He was from the Chinese
homeland and was rather reserved despite being unusually tall. Wanda had teased
him about trying out for basketball but he didn't even smile. He was a good
paramedic though.


Masayuki
Watanabe the Japanese electronic tech would double for Ryans and some of the military
in taking care of their various electronic devices. Masayuki was a good kid,
quiet though like Xu. Both of the Asians would be riding with the colonel in
the last vehicle.


Ryans
turned, and snorted at the sight of Sydney Heart holding a camera up and
getting video. It wasn't like they didn't have enough already, Ryans thought,
looking at the media all around. Sydney was another UK groupie; he was the
team's video-photographer, historian and physics minor and general gopher. He
was a likeable chap even if he was an Aussie and had a thing for Fosters.


There
were four other civilians to round out the civilian side, Polish Gregory
Yvetskov, their tall not quite fat cook and nutritionist, he would also serve
as the team's barber and a first aide tech in a pinch. The tall Russian Sergio
Valenkov would double as another lab tech, physicist, and amateur astronomer.
Ryans had just overheard him talking to Sergeant Ginger Lewis, they were both
pilots. That was good to know; at least they had another pilot.


The
last two civilians were the quiet, unassuming Jessie Adams, their
communication's tech and computer whiz, and a last minute addition, Max the
bear Howlett. Max was one reason they were going. He didn't have any fancy
degrees but he had a wealth of practical hands-on knowledge and a steady hand
and keen mind in a crisis. Besides, he was an out of the box thinker and a
blacksmith and mechanic to boot. He was an all-around engineering Joat and
Ryans was glad to have him onboard.


On
the military side things were a bit different. He didn't know the team as well
as he would've liked, they had kept to themselves. Still he had picked up some
of their various ranks and specialties. All were clean cut; some were almost
cookie cutter military characters. Others stood out a little.


There
were three officers, Colonel Richards was an abrasive, quiet, no nonsense
character that had an “I've got a stick up my ass and don’t you dare touch it”
look on his face. Didn't anyone tell him that if his face soured like that all
the time it'd stick that way? Ryans mused. Most likely he wanted that.


He
had two squad leaders, first Lieutenant Marcus Perry and second lieutenant Ed
Galloway. Perry was a little old for his rank, possibly a late addition to the
ranks after 9/11 or a mustang up from the ranks of the enlisted. He had an easy
manner about him that belied his superior's no nonsense look. For an intel
officer he didn't look like staff puke. He was built, strong and had field
experience.


Galloway
was a last minute addition; he'd flown in on the last chopper in. He was also a
bootstrap from enlisted, a combat engineering grad; he'd be an asset in any
sort of base they set up.


Master
Sergeant Wayne Waters didn't look at all happy about being here but he was dead
set on getting it right. This was his last tour and he looked like he was
ready. Something about him and Gunny Paris reminded Ryans of Gunny Highway from
Heartbreak Ridge. They had that mean Gunny grizzled look. Clint would be proud.
Both men were old soldiers, somewhere close to their sixties and had some
stories to go with their various battle scars.


Gunny
Alex Paris was a rarity, one of only three Marines on the joint team. He was a
close quarters arms expert, a hostage rescue expert, gunner, qualified medic,
and Marine recon who'd seen it and done it all in his twenty-nine years with
the service. He looked bored to tears amid the chaos around him.


The
broad Hispanic near Max was Mateo Scooter Alverez, sergeant in the marines and
a damn good mechanic and driver according to Max. Ryans wasn't sure about the
driver qualification but he'd take it on faith. Near them the aforementioned
Sergeant Ginger Lewis, a red headed gunner and pilot. She was good, she could
turn her feminine charms on and off, be one of the boys one moment and then
kicking it with the girls a second later.


Corporal
Lisa Patterson was also a driver and gunner, she brushed her brown hair with
her long fingertips as she handed her fellow, corporal Harris some rigger's
tape. Patterson was also one of their communication's techs.


Lance
Corporal Kes Newman was a character. He tried to affect a no nonsense attitude
but he looked a little too chipper to pull it off. From what Ryans had picked
up from the grapevine Newman was a character, Marine recon and survival expert
who'd been up and down the ranks more time than he'd care to admit. Like the
Gunny and master sergeant he was a Joat, having filled all sorts of positions
in his checkered career.


There
were a couple of PFCs as well.  Audrey Shiller, a brunette spotter and
sniper, her partner Zack Edsfield, a supposed genius with a Barrett and Wes
Fairfax, another back up medic and heavy weapons grunt.


Lone
stocky Private Larry Schneider was fresh out of boot but he had driver’s quals,
to go along with his gunnery and rope climbing skills. It seemed like there was
a case of too many chiefs and not enough Indians to go around. But to make sure
that everyone had more than one skill set they had to have experience... and of
course rank went with that experience.  Ryans wasn't worried about the
rankers, it was the Colonel that had him worried. There was something there, a
not quite mobster look on him. No, not mobster... shark, yes, dark doll like
eyes. He knew the Colonel was sizing him up; he just wasn't sure for a coffin
or what. They'd all find out soon enough.


<==={}------------>


“Boss,
this is nuts,” the blue haired tech said shaking his head. Max tried hard to
keep a straight face. The kid looked like he belonged at a punk rock band fest
rather than here. The big boss didn't care about appearances when it came to
some stuff. As long as they kept it clean and neat and didn't have anything
distracting or dangerous he shrugged it off.


“More
nuts than going through a wormhole to an unknown world?” Max asked amused.


“Something
like that. I mean, we shouldn't be doing this, we don't even have the
catapult!” the tech said, waving to the deck ramp leading up to the vortex.


“Well,
unfortunately, we've got to go with what we've got. According to the eggheads
keeping an eye on the sun, this is the last major storm of the cycle. We won’t
have another on our end for a while, maybe not for another eleven years. I
don't know about you, but I'm too impatient to wait that long,” Max said. He
grunted as he taped a package on top of the roof packages.


“What
about on the other end?” Scooter asked, coming over to them. “Is it true we
won’t have any steering or brakes?” he asked looking dubious.


Scooter
was one of the drivers and the lead military mechanic. He and Max had hit it
off the moment they'd gotten together in the machine shops.


Max
shook his head. “Nope, no power steering, no power for the hydraulic brakes. No
engine for that matter.” Max pointed to the truck behind them. The truck had a
cow catcher attached to its front. “The catapult got held up in port by a storm
so we're improvising. Since we don't have the catapult and the powers that be
nixed my Wile E. Coyote rubber band idea this'll have to do. That truck is
going to shove each vehicle up the ramp and into the vortex while trying to
stay out of range of the lightning. Each vehicle will go in neutral, with it's
electronics isolated.” He looked up to see the other drivers around him.


He
nodded grimly aware that this could be the last briefing any of them had.
“Okay, when you get through the vortex, try to steer the best you can. I know
it'll be a bitch without power steering with these beasts. Roll out as far as
you can, at least the first couple of vehicles. After that try to cut left or
right to clear the path for the next guy.” He nodded to the drivers in the
three lead cars. They were busy taping things all over the lead hummer. One
gave a thumbs up signal briefly before going back to securing cases of chips
he'd found in a store room.


“Looks
like a damn Mexican tour bus,” he sighed seeing a guy taping a coffee grinder
to a bumper. Bags of coffee were taped to the fender. Hopefully the nit wit
remembered the filters. “Make sure you leave a spot so the driver can see
folks,” he called.


“Everything
electrical or electronic is going to be shielded in bronze Faraday cages and
lead. That goes for us too.” He waved to the lead and bronze lined suits
hanging nearby. Only Ryans had his on, the top off but tied around his waist.
“Visibility is going to be a pain. Watch out for ditches or a sudden drop on
the other end. We don't want anyone playing Wile E. Coyote for real.”


A
couple of people snickered at that. “So, keep your hands and feet in the ride
till it comes to a complete stop?” Nate quipped, smiling as he taped another
biological kit to his truck. He had a fire extinguisher nearby, ready to go
next.


“Got
it in one,” Max said smiling.


“So
how do we stop?” Nate asked.


“Well,
if you need to stop quick use the parking brake,” he smiled at the look of
disbelief that generated. “Slalom the steering back and forth to slow if you
can. As long as you don't tip the fuck over with the high center of gravity!”
He ended that last with a raised voice to a marine trying to load a fridge on
top of a cab. The marine turned and flipped him the bird. It was good natured
though. He snorted and shook his head, turning away. Hopefully the smart ass
had filled the fridge before getting it up there. Probably with beer, he
thought, amused once more. “Or you can go the Flintstones route and stick your
feet out. I heard the Jarheads can do that since they're all Neanderthals
anyway.”


Several
people snickered at that. Nate's long British face twisted into a wry grin.
“Thanks mate but I'll pass on that. Don't need the tootsies torn up.”


<==={}------------>


“Shut
it off Scooter,” Perry grunted to Sergeant Scott 'Scooter' Alvarez, their lead
driver. The noncom was a short, whip thin Hispanic from Texas. He looked up at
the order.


“But...”
the noncom complained reaching for his iPod. Perry gave him his best commanding
look.


“Sorry
sir,” The noncom said sheepishly, turning off the iPod.


“Take
the batteries out too,” Perry warned. “Oh, and Scooter?”


“Yes,
sir?” The Sergeant said fumbling with the tiny battery pack.


“I
want that song. Upload it to me when you get a chance,” Perry smiled.


“Blow
me away? Or Epic battle? Sure thing boss. I love it when I'm playing Halo,”
Scooter replied smiling slightly.


“How
are we set for fuel?” Lewis asked.


Max
looked over to them. “The military vehicles will use diesel, or biodiesel once
we get that up and running.” He waved to the lead truck. “The civilian vehicles
use ethylene.”


“What
the hell?” Scooter asked. “Why ever for?”


“Cause
it's smart. That's what it is,” Max said smiling. “The biodiesel’s a bitch to
make. We've got to have lye, methanol, that's wood grain alcohol by the way,
and oh gallons of veggie oil.”


Scooter
grimaced at that. “Yeah, I can see that ain't exactly going to be easy to get
our hands on.”


Max
nodded. He'd wanted hybrid cars and trucks but the damn lightning had nixed
that idea. “Yeah, but the RWG thingy, that's different. That takes hydrogen,
which we get from running current through water, plus carbon monoxide and
dioxide, which we can get from the air and from the tail pipes of your trucks,
and we run em through a reverse water gas shift thingy and it makes methane,
and then ethylene.”


“Neat,”
Scooter nodded. Ginger rolled her eyes and walked away. “I think we can modify
the carburetor to run on ethylene if we can mix it with something,” Scooter
said.


Max
shrugged, “Probably.”


Scooter
shook his head as he added a tool box to their ill-gotten gains. They could
never have enough tools or parts. “That fuckin' veggie oil is for the birds
though. That crap's going to be a bitch to make and use.”


“Well,
if it's straight yeah,” Max replied shook his head, “Hence the whole biodiesel
thing.” He pointed to a bunch of plastic containers. There had been a pair of
gas trucks and a water truck in the works. Only a couple made it, the rest were
still on a ship bobbing around in the Atlantic. Fat lot of good they did there
and not here but that was the breaks, they'd just have to make do without them.
“That'll make it so we can run it straight from the tank without a prewarmer
thing that straight oil needs. It's safer than straight hydrogen, which is our
last ditch fall back.”


Scooter
shivered theatrically. “Ah crap, saw that on MythBusters. Hydrogen is damn
scary.”


“Tell
me about it.” Max looked over to Lieutenant Perry who was looking impatient.
“Looks like you get to go play chauffeur.” He slapped Scooter's shoulder. “Good
luck hombre. See you on the other side.”


“Yeah,
lucky me,” Scooter muttered, walking off.


<==={}------------>


Lieutenant
Perry gasped as every nerve in his body felt like it was stabbing him. Despite
the cage, despite the shielding he still got a jolt. Not enough to kill him,
but it wasn't pleasant. He looked up as the hummer crunched through the rocks and
scrub grass, gasping, feeling like he'd been roasted or like he'd touched a
live wire... or all of the above. His chest hurt like hell and it was difficult
to breathe.


His
eyes swam in and out of focus as his tear ducts flowed. The sky was a deep,
deep blue, that much he realized as they bumped and jolted along in their mad
rush. There were only a few clouds in front of them. He looked back to see the
vortex was spinning, bolts of lightning rippled along its edge, slamming into
the ground. Incoming thunderheads were behind it, off in the distance. Suddenly
he didn't mind their headlong dash away from the damn thing.


The
thunder was incredible, almost deafening. The heat... he could feel it but it
was letting up the further they got away. Heat and humidity, like a wet sock
hitting you in the face. He turned as he pulled off his helmet mask. “What a
ride,” he sighed as Scooter groaned, trying to deal with his own pain and dodge
Max's Stryker in front of them. Scooter pulled the wheel to the left, grunting under
the strain. Perry lent his own hand to the effort, trying to help the wheel
turn. The truck was a bastard without power steering and he knew they were in
trouble.


“Damn
bitch won’t turn without power steering...” Scooter grunted under the strain.
He reached down and pulled the parking brake up sharply. The truck skidded as
it slowed, pebbles flying on either side before it stopped.


Perry
got out groaning. He turned to view the vortex; glad he was far enough away to
appreciate the thing. It was spinning faster now; heat and energy made the air
pop and ripple around it. The air shimmered and changed colors. “Damn that's
gorgeous,” he sighed. “Definitely not in Kansas anymore,” he said looking
around. From a platform in the middle of the Atlantic to the bluffs of some
alien world in seconds.


“Yeah,
well, got under a minute to move this bitch,” Scooter grunted as he tried to
climb out. He fell to the ground by the truck, head swimming suddenly as he
retched. Most of what had been grudgingly thought of as a tex mex omelet ended
up spewed all over the place.


“Crap,”
Perry gasped himself. He stumbled then got to the hood. The disorientation,
weakness, and nausea hadn't been something they'd planned on. “Damn!” He
grunted trying to lift the hood. His fingers, hell his whole body tingled and
felt either numb or on fire. “Get the LAV's out on point!” he hollered, not
looking up from the tape as he tore at it.


“You
heard the man, get the LAV's out. Shiller, barf on your own time. Move it!”
Water's hoarse bellow echoed from one side. Perry glanced his way. The noncom
was wiping at his own mouth as he pulled a folding knife out of a pocket.


“Gotta
cut the tape,” Perry grunted taking the hint and fumbling in his pocket for his
own knife. Max was out of the Stryker, tossing packages off and cutting at the
tape. He pulled his belt knife and started cutting along the seam of the hood.


“Didn't
plan on this. What a cluster fuck,” Scooter sighed getting to his feet. He got
his own knife out and started cutting at the tape.


The
vortex pulsed, making them both wince and look. “Not much time,” Perry said,
starting to feel the urgency. It might be that the hairs on the back of his
neck were up from the static electricity. Despite the suit they could still
feel the energy coursing through the air.


They
tore at the tape, throwing things to one side or another. A Stryker came
through the vortex bumping into a ditch then pitching up and to the side. Perry
looked up as the truck approached; ready to run but the pothole had thrown it
off course. It veered past a dead stick. The driver and passenger were both out
it seemed. He pursed his lips watching it go by and then went back to sawing at
the rigger tape.


“Is
it just me or did that damn thing move?” Scooter asked. Perry looked up at him.
Scooter was staring back the way they had come. “The vortex, I could have sworn
it was a bit closer,” the driver said pointing with a shaky finger. Perry
followed his gaze. The vortex was pulsing, lightning rippling out. The grass
around it was on fire, oily black smoke was whipped up into the air.


“I
don't know, but I do know if we don't get moving we're going to have someone up
our ass right smart,” Perry grunted lifting the hood. Max had his Stryker online,
and it was lumbering off out of danger. It looked like he was going after the
lone runaway.


“Got
it,” Scooter said, leaning in and hooking the leads back up. “Got the battery
sir?” the noncom asked. Perry grunted as he clipped the hot wires “done and done."
“Mary, the computer?” he called as they slammed the lid closed.


“Shit,
she's out,” Scooter rushed to the cab. Perry opened the passenger door then
began tearing at the paneling pushing the limp woman's legs aside. Papers and
crap were falling out into the foot well of the cab and onto the ground around.


“Fuck
me! Why the hell did they pack the damn thing?” Scooter snarled fumbling to get
crap out of the way. In haste he just chucked stuff out and off, sometimes
flinging it aside. Mary groaned but didn't move.


“Beats
me,” Perry grunted pulling the computer out and then hooking leads up.


“Got
it,” Scooter grunted hitting the ignition button. The throaty growl was
beautiful; it was the most beautiful sound in the world. “Let's rock and roll!”
He slammed the parking brake down and then turned the wheel and hit the gas.
Perry slammed the door and backed away as the Hummer moved out. He turned to
the perimeter, doing a quick professional scan, yelling at PFC Edsfield to get
with the program.


“Incoming!”
Edsfield called, moving to one side as the vortex pulsed and thundered. Perry
turned and then dived to the side as a supply truck came through and rumbled
past, right where he'd been standing.


“Damn
that thing was hauling,” he said rolling to his feet. He checked the truck,
noting it was rolling far enough to be out of the way and then he turned back
to the vortex. He was even more wary than before now.


“This
could be a problem. It's moved,” he said, looking at it. The vortex had moved
closer to the cliff edge. It was smaller and was changing shape. It seemed to
ripple, energy tearing at the ground. He looked at the smoldering ground around
it, then back. Each transit had knocked the vortex back and deformed it for a
brief time. It was within a hundred yards of the edge of... something. He
pulled off his suit and tossed it to the ground as he walked off to one side,
then up towards the side of the vortex. He wanted to come in on this thing's
flank not dead on in front of the next poor sap coming through the express ride
to hell.


“Please
don't be... please don't be...Ah hell,” he whispered, seeing the edge. “Cliff!”
He turned looking at the others then pulling out his radio. He swore softly as
he put the radio batteries in, and then clicked it on.


“It
might help if someone else had theirs hooked up,” he sighed noting the others
were still suited up. “Leave that shit for later!” he bellowed, seeing several
of the scientists trying to unpack gear. One had a camera up and was trying to
take video but was shaking like a leaf. “Get the hell out of the way!” he
yelled again waving to them.


Max
waved, adding his own full throated bellow to the mix. Scientists moved, none
to their assigned tasks but at least they weren't making a mess of the LZ.
“What a cluster fuck,” Perry sighed as a second supply truck bounced through
the portal. Its driver hit the brakes right away, slamming it to a halt. Its
trailer bucked up by the sudden stop then flipped. Cursing Max and Perry ran
for it.


“Oh
crap, this is going to suck,” Max hollered over the storm.


“Yeah
think?” Perry snarled back, trying to right the trailer. “We've got to drag the
fucker if we can't move it!” Max said between crackles and thunderous pops. He
looked over his shoulder to the portal. “Damn, is it moving?”


“Probably,”
Perry said, looking himself. Indeed, the portal was creeping backwards closer
to the cliff's edge.


“If
this keeps up we're going to have a serious problem. I make it three minutes
between resets. That means we've got less than a minute to do something about this,”
Max grunted, trying to pull at the trailer.


“Leave
it Max!” They both looked up to see Ryans leaning out of the cab. “I've got it
running.” The truck stalled, and then rumbled to life. Slowly it moved dragging
its trailer behind it. Bits of gear littered its wake.


“Go!”
Perry said running to the side to get clear as the portal pulsed, warning of an
impending transit. Suddenly a third truck was there; it slammed into the edge
of the trailer and then careened off to the left toward the other trucks. The
trailer's tongue shrieked and then snapped under the strain. The safety chains
held it to the ma deuce truck, however. It rolled upside down, spraying some of
its load and then slowly toppled back down onto one side. Equipment and
material now littered the area. Perry ducked as a three meter long wire holding
rolls of riggers tape came loose and went end over end. Perry watched it go
briefly and then dusted himself off.


“Ah,
why me?” Max half moaned, half growled, getting up from the ground. He brushed
himself off with his ball cap then waved to Ryans. “Gun it!” he hollered.


“What
the hell do you think I'm trying to do?!” Ryans called back.


Perry
looked around. “What a cluster fuck,” he sighed. At least the LAV's were out on
perimeter and there weren't any reporters on hand to record this. They had one
or two more supply trucks to go before the civilian vehicles and the Colonel
came through. Hopefully they could get this shit under some sort of order
before the brass showed up.


His
radio squelched. He could just barely hear a voice repeat something. “LAV's are
out on perimeter,” Master Sergeant Waters reported over the net. “The
engineering and hospital rigs are clear.”


Perry
nodded, “Good. Glad something is going right. Get the civilians sorted out and
get everyone on radio. Get Patterson to try to punch a signal through that and
warn the following wave that they are about to run out of plateau,” Perry said,
touching his mike. He looked up to the sky.


“Everyone
on radio, check the people next to you and make sure they have their radios on.
Buddy up.  Get to your assigned tasks people. Let's move it!” Waters
bellowed, pointing to a knot of scientists nearby. “You! Yeah you numb nuts get
your radio on and secure your gear. Play with your toys later or I'll kick your
ass up between your shoulder blades!” he snarled. He pointed to another
miscreant. “You...”


Perry
snorted as the Master Sergeant took the civilians in hand. “It's going to be
close,” Ryans said eying the vortex. He turned his eyes to the sky, frowning at
the thunderheads approaching. He looked over the edge of the cliff, and then
whistled. “Long freakin' way down.” The base of the cliff was covered in jagged
rocks. Storm surge was already affecting the waves; they were already white
capping and crashing into the rocks with ferocious intensity.


“Not
good.” He ducked instinctively as the supply truck materialized, bounced then
rolled out. “Not good, not good, not good,” he huffed watching the vortex scoot
back another five or six meters. He felt so helpless. There wasn't a damn thing
he could do and he knew it.


“We're
running out of time,” Perry said watching the vortex creeping slowly away.


Ryans
scowled, face bleak. “You mean we're running out of land. Yeah, we need electromagnets
in front or behind to get this thing stable. That storm is drawing it out to
sea away from these rocks.”


“Ask
me for anything but time,” Perry muttered.


Max
waved then touched his radio. “Doc Roshenko thinks this plateau has an iron
ferrite core. He's found quite a few rusty red rocks. It's screwing up our
electrical systems and messing up the radio. Want me to set up the weather
array?”


Ryans
shook his head. “No, get the vehicles and as much gear as you can salvage clear
of the path of the vortex and to high ground. Work with Waters. Police the
ground for any debris but stay out of the path of the landing zone,” he replied
absently looking at the red rocks nearby. “Get Patterson to break out the long
range transmitter and try to punch a signal through to base to warn them about
the vortex.”


“What
about it?” Max asked then looked at the streak of burnt grass then to the cliff
beyond. He looked at their concerned voices and nodded. “Ah, Okay, gotcha
boss.” He turned to view Patterson, but she waved him off. “Looks like she's
already on it boss,” he said turning back. He winced as another supply truck
came rumbling through. Its trailer bucked and pitched up and down but wonder of
wonders stayed upright. He was surprised, that one was a water tank.


“Two
more of those, the living quarters, science vehicle, flatbed, the backup
hummer, the command hummer, and the pusher vehicle to go. Think they'll make
it?” Waters asked coming up beside them. Perry was busy pulling off the bottom
half of his lead suit.


“Hell
if I know. I hope so,” he grumbled. Ryans grimaced as he pulled his own suit
off then folded it and set it aside.


“Perimeter's
set. I've got a couple of eggheads who are breathing down my neck to get
started though,” Waters reported. He was man enough not to roll his eyes at
such stupidity.


“Tell
them they can wait a damn minute,” Ryans said as another truck appeared and
rumbled past. He pulled out his ball cap and put it on. “Shit,” he whispered as
the vortex wiggled back and forth then seemed to jump back even further than
before.


“Son
of a...” Waters said eying the vortex. “Well, you don't see that every day. And
if they don't get the lead out we're in trouble. If that thing leaves are we
going to lose our ticket home?” he asked suddenly flint eyed.


“Ah,
no idea Master Sergeant, I'll put the eggheads on it first chance we get,”
Ryans answered.


“Yeah,
you do that little thing,” Waters answered sarcastically, bobbing a head as the
last ma deuce truck rumbled past. “Least we've got our supplies,” he smiled grimly
waving. “And a bit more organized.” He waved to the team.


The
military people were out on perimeter. Max had Sergio Velenkov and Ben Jarvic
chaining the truck to the rear of a disabled Stryker to tow it clear. It looked
like they had the routine down now. People were starting to recover from the
transit, starting to think and react properly.


“Not
bad,” Perry nodded watching them.


“We
need mass, or a positive force behind the vortex, between the storm and it to
be precise,” Sydney the video tech and physicist said over the vox.


“Ah...
Not going to happen. No time,” Ryans said shaking his head as the research
vehicle rumbled through the vortex. “Four more to go. Come on...” He turned to
see Patterson.


The
slender brunette Corporal was bent over her equipment, intent on punching a
signal through. He sighed as she slapped at the box, clearly frustrated. That's
not a good sign he realized.


“When
all else fails hit it. That's not a good sign,” Perry muttered.


“Yeah,”
Ryans agreed with a nod. “I think we better get the rappelling gear out. And
someone ready in case of emergency,  Paramedic too.” He warned, looking at
Perry. Perry cocked his head looking away. He yelled something and then rushed
off to a knot of people arguing over getting into the research vehicle.


“Great,”
Ryans sighed. He touched his throat mike. “Patterson?” She looked up.


“Sorry
sir, no joy. I'm getting a signal out, but the interference is too incredible
to get a return so I can't tell if we're getting through or not, most likely
not. Batteries are weak too, the discharge must have...” She threw herself to
the ground as a bolt of energy slammed out from the vortex and struck the
antenna pointed at it. Her radio exploded in a shower of sparks and debris. “Damn
it!” she yelped slapping at the fire on her leg.


“Medic!”
Perry called turning to the explosion. The fight over the research vehicle
paused, and then people seemed a bit sheepish as they turned to watch or help.


“Better
move Patterson. NOW!” Ryans called as the habitat RV emerged and bounced along.
Patterson's eyes widened comically.


“Oh
shit!” she yelped, rolling to the side. The RV bounced a few more times, then
pitched to one side and rolled off to the left.


“Looks
like the driver's out of it,” Max called sounding disgusted. The RV was rolling
down the field, obviously a dead stick. She careened off of every rock, bush,
and pot hole. “I've got a Stryker going after it,” he reported and waved. A
Stryker moved off in the wake of the RV.


“Good,”
Perry nodded just as static burst over his radio. He winced, and then froze as
he caught the distorted voice of the lieutenant Colonel. From the sounds of it
the Colonel wasn't happy about not getting a sitrep.


He
touched his hand to the mike. “Sir come in. This is Perry ah, alpha five come
in six. You’re breaking up.” He looked around then to the vortex. The flat bed
passed but no one was really paying attention to it.


His
heart flew to his throat as he saw the vortex creep over the edge. “Come in,
urgent six. Do NOT I repeat. DO NOT cross over. Danger!
Portal is in the air!” he called. “ABORT! ABORT!”


“Shit
he can't hear me.” He looked around suddenly frantic. “What the hell can we
do?”


“Stop
dithering and start planning for one,” Ryans said standing next to him.
“Gunnery Sergeant, you've got rappelling duty. Assemble a team and get a hummer
with a winch to the cliff edge next to the vortex ASAP! That means yesterday!”
he yelled, touching his mike and forgetting it would carry his voice to the
others.


He
turned on the knot of scientists who were either looking around or at him in
concern. “You lot prep for wounded. Study later. Survive now!” he yelled
waving. They exploded in different directions. “Doc... ah, Doc Carter, set up
for...”


“Possible
wounded. I gathered that already the first two times you said it,” Carter's
voice replied dryly coming over the radio. “We're getting it done.”


“No...”
Perry breathed. Ryans turned to him. “Shit,” Perry muttered. Ryans turned from
looking at the now cussing lieutenant to the vortex. The vortex was about two
meters away from the cliff, sinking slowly. “No freaking way,” Perry said
running to the cliff edge. The next hummer passed him, clipping the edge of the
cliff and throwing itself up into the air before rebounding and bouncing down
the burnt landing strip. Its front end was a bit chewed up.


Perry
felt a force slam him to the ground. He bit his tongue and scraped his chin. He
opened his eyes to see the air above him purple and glowing. He rolled enough
to look back to see Ryans holding his legs. The air crackled and sizzled around
them.


“You
can thank or yell at me later,” Ryans said getting up warily watching the
vortex. Perry looked up as well.


The
command hummer took that moment to appear through the portal. He had one brief,
agonizing look at the shrouded figures inside as they flew through the air...
only to sink and slam into the edge of the cliff and then down... down...
down...


Someone
was screaming, he wasn't sure who. Together the two men scrambled on their
hands and knees to the edge of the cliff. He looked down to see the hummer
broken on the rocks below. He stared, numb once again.


“Don't
think anyone survived that,” Max said looking over their shoulder.


“We're
going to try anyway. Gunny you’re up!” Ryans called looking over to the rappel
team. The gunnery Sergeant had his gloves on; he hooked into the winch then
tossed his line over the cliff behind him. He looked at Ryans and gave thumbs
up.


“What
the hell, let's go!” he said dropping backwards over the cliff. The winch began
to play out. The line jerked as the Gunny bounded off the cliff face, going
down it as fast as he could.


“What
the hell are we going to do?” Perry asked, stunned and thrown off balance.


“Everything
we can,” Ryans answered. The vortex was now over ten meters from the cliff and
had sunk by forty meters towards the crashing waves below. Its descent was
speeding up. There was less lightning, but what there was of it tore up the
face of the cliff, raining dirt and debris down on the rocks and the broken
hummer below.


“That
truck's going to get smashed to ribbons,” Max grunted.


“No,
I got through,” Patterson said quietly. Ryans turned to see Patterson near the
edge holding the backup radio transmitter. “Just as they transited, there was a
clear spell. They got the message but it was too late for the Colonel. Damn.”
She shook her head, looking drawn.


“Not
your fault, Patterson. Sometimes shit happens and people get caught up in the
works,” Waters sighed waving to the others. “All right people, what is this a
Sunday supper? Get your acts together. Crisis mode people!” he yelled. People
shook out of their horrified shock and slowly moved off.


“I'm
at the site, no survivors.” The Gunny panted over the radio net. Ryans looked to
Perry, but the young man was wide eyed and frozen. “Roger that Gunny,” Ryans
said softly touching his throat mike as the second man rappelled down the cliff
face. “Take five then try to find a path to get what you can out.” He looked
over to Waters.


“Waters,
we're going to need a path down there to salvage what we can. I'm not even
going to try hauling stuff up that cliff in this storm,” he said. He shook his
head at the spray pounding the men below.


“Which
reminds me, it may be closing the barn door after the horses are out, but get
someone to set up a lightning rod or three to protect us before that damn storm
hits. And I think we best set up base camp here,” he said and then he waved.
“If that's okay with you LT?” he asked turning to Perry.


Perry
grunted then blinked. “Huh? Oh, yeah,” he mumbled and then nodded. He was still
a little shaken at the loss. “Perimeter guard, high ground, salvage what we
can, bury the dead,” he said, pulling that from rote memory. He nodded. “Carry
on.” He moved off.


Ryans
watched Waters studying the lieutenant then turning an appraising look on him.
Their eyes met and Ryans brow rose in silent query. Whatever the Sergeant saw
he seemed to approve of after a moment. He nodded slowly. “Aye sir,” he said.
He nodded and then moved off at a brisk pace.
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“Who
the hell packed all the soap? What's that damn box?” Gunny asked tossing a box
of dish detergent down to the ground. “Seriously, soap people?” he asked
disgusted. Apparently he wasn't a morning person. He looked around at the
group. Morning had dawned cloudy and overcast. It had rained so the plateau was
slick and muddy.


“I
told you and I told you, grab the important shit. Food, pongee bait, water,
parts, medical supplies. Fuel, coffee, beer. What the hell are we going to do
with that?” He kicked the offending box.


“Well,
we're going to put it in one of the dishwashers I hope,” Sue said picking up
the offending box. “That is if a certain moron doesn't spill it all over the
damn place. This stuff ain't exactly growing on trees around here you know,”
she said sarcastically giving the Gunny a dirty look.


“Seriously
Doc? Who brought a dishwasher?” Corporal Lewis said from the bumper of a truck
she was sitting on. She spooned at her MRE. “And it ain't like we can't just
chuck this when we're done with it,” she said, putting actions to words, and
then licking her spoon clean.


“Police
that garbage marine,” the Gunny said absently.


“Good
point, but FYI, we do have a dishwasher, two of them actually,” Sue pointed to
the science vehicle and the hab trailer. “I for one have better things to do
than KP duty all day long. We're not going to be able to eat MREs all the
time.   We're going to need to find something local to live on if
possible. The TV dinners aren't going to hold out forever you know,” she said.
She gave them both a look.


“And
that crate?” the Gunny asked tossing a thumb back to the crates in the back of
the truck.


“It
says here it's a CNC Gunny,” Lewis said picking her trash up. “Oh I heard of
that...” She wrinkled her nose.


“It's
a fabricator. We've got three different types plus the parts for them and plans
for others,” Ryans said coming around a truck. “Good job Lewis, we're recycling
everything. Plastic goes in the blue bin after you rinse it off. Once we make
sure it's clean we can melt it down and re-use it in the fabricators,” Ryans
explained, giving the red haired corporal a polite nod.


She
looked down at her trash in surprise. “Oh, ah... okay.” She looked a little
confused then shrugged. “Whatever you say,” she muttered. She moved off before
he or Gunny thought of something for her to be doing.


“We
grabbed everything we could Gunny, everything handy and then some. Doc here
grabbed what came to her mind, medical supplies, blankets, shampoos and stuff
like that right Doc?” he asked, smiling to Doctor Sue Carter. Sue nodded. She,
like most of the others was trim and fit, a hard woman used to living off the
land. She'd had enough experience in Africa after all.


“I
had them send all the soap up too, also toothpaste, videos, pillows, decks of
cards, paper; just about anything I could think of. They can live without it
for a day or two. From the looks of things we're going to have a long wait for
a resupply. That's also why I packed seeds and farm equipment. The farm animals
were on that ship that got delayed though,” Ryans said and then scowled.


“Ah,”
the Gunny nodded thoughtfully, mentally digesting that. Okay so the kid knew
some tricks. “It's better to have it and not need it than not I guess.” He
nodded again as the thought sank in. “Bitch to move in a hurry though sir,” he
said gruffly.


Ryans
smiled. “That's a project I was going to speak to you or Master Sergeant Waters
about. Since Waters is out on scouting patrol, it falls on you for now. If
you've got any people... oh say, not busy...” he rubbed at the side of his nose
and smiled a half smile. “You could have them oh, say begin organizing this loose
stuff into various piles. Let’s say, critical, good to have, and non-critical.
That way we can get to the most important stuff in a hurry while the chaff can
damn well wait.”


The
Gunny's face flickered in what some would call a smile of approval. “I've got
just the layabouts in mind sir. I'm on it,” he said. He left whistling.


<==={}------------>


Herod
turned at the war cry behind him. Lightfoot was about done in, she gasped,
breath ragged. He patted her flank, listening for the farrup but not hearing
it. He nodded turning in place. His eyes caught sight of Richard's severed head
on a pike and he scowled.


Terror
gave the refugees renewed strength to scream and run, dropping what little they
had left. Herod motioned to his son to go with his mother and sisters as the
blacksmith turned to face his foe. There, he saw, the one with long blond
braids in his hair and beard. That one was the leader he realized. The man
pointed to the refugees and gloated.


They
weren't in bow range yet but soon would be. He had to do something he thought,
turning. He grabbed a spear from a desperate Cooper. Cooper didn't even
struggle, just letting him take the spear as he ran on away from the terror
behind them.


“Father!”
Hector cried out. Herod turned in place. “Take care of your mother and
sisters,” Herod ordered gruffly, voice thick with emotion. He pulled his hammer
out and set the spear like a lance. He had a plan, one that might work. Already
arrows from the enemy were in flight. He kicked the tired Lightfoot into a
charge. “Hiya!” he yelled, setting the spear, couching it like a lance.


Thorvald
saw the one brave fool coming at them on an exhausted branack and
laughed. “This one is mine,” he snarled motioning the others away. Bowmen
avoided targeting the lone warrior in favor of cutting into the refugees with a
rain of arrows.


Herod
smiled grimly as the leader rushed out to attack. It wasn't Herod's plan to
fight him though, just delay, he thought as he swiftly moved the spear up from
under his arm to over his shoulder for a throw. The other man ducked
instinctively but Herod's aim was true. Instead of hitting the human he'd
targeted the beast. The raider's branack screamed as the spear cut into
its throat. It toppled over onto its rider's leg pinning him there as it pawed
and kicked. Its life blood sprayed the ground around it.


Herod
had no time to grin in triumph as he spurred Lightfoot on. He pulled his belt
knife and flicked out, severing a set of reins while dodging a surprised blow.
The knife cut another set before he stabbed it into a branack's throat.
Then he pulled his hammer.


He
felt stabbing pain in his right thigh and howled as a man twisted a sword tip.
Herod turned, raised the hammer. The man's eyes went wide in fright. He disengaged
but he was not the target. The hammer came down on the raider's mount, crushing
its skull. Herod turned, Lightfoot danced as the other branack fell. He
felt the brave, noble branack huff and then cough. He turned once more
in place. “Come on then!” he bellowed in rage. “Have at thee!” he said raising
the hammer defiantly.


Herod
managed to fell four more of the beasts before Lightfoot gasped and fell
herself, done in by exhaustion. As he tried to kick free he saw a shadow and
turned just in time for the war axe's shine to catch the light of the morning
and then cut into his throat. Then there was no more.


<==={}------------>


“Damn
that's impressive.” Ryans said, looking at the gas giant rising over the
horizon. It was a gorgeous thing, bands of green, gold and orange shimmering in
the atmosphere. He shook his head in wonder. “I'm betting Doc McAngus is going
to shit a brick when he sees that,” he observed and grinned. McAngus had missed
the bus and was probably a little put out about it.


“Yeah
think?” Lewis commented as she shaded her eyes with one hand to look at the
giant planet. “We're in a binary star system, on a planet orbiting a gas giant
with loads of other moons and stuff around, and not a clue where we are. Yeah,
I think he's not going to be happy about missing the bus.”


Ryans
checked his phone. “From what I can tell, we've got a twenty-two hour day. It's
not bad,” Ryans said.


“Yeah,
but the rest of the orbital mechanics will be fun to figure out,” Lewis replied
waving to the sky. “Are we in perigee or apogee? What season is this? We're
obviously in a one Gee field, or there about. Close enough so we can't really
tell the difference.” She bounced up and down a few times.


“Spoilsport,”
Ryans grunted.


<==={}------------>


Doc
wandered over to the knot of people standing around. Apparently the patrol was
in, from the look on the Master Sergeant's face something was up. She came
closer, listening in as the Master Sergeant made his report to Perry and Ryans.


“Humans?”
Sue echoed in stunned disbelief. The rest of the crew began to babble. Ryans
held up his hands as those within earshot immediately stopped what they were
doing to come over. Some immediately started voicing denials.


“Just
a minute folks lets hear what the Sergeant has to say,” he said. He turned to
the Sergeant as the babble died away. The Sergeant had a deadpan expression on
his face. “Continue please Sergeant.”


The
Master Sergeant raised an eyebrow to Perry who nodded. He cleared his throat
and then continued. “All right, we were checking along the coast looking for a
water source or animals or more vegetation and spotted a group of people
running hell for leather toward the mountain pass.” He pointed in the indicated
direction. “The morning fog was thinning out so we hit the deck and watched them
pass. But they weren't alone.”


He
grimaced. “A bunch of riders on some funky six limbed critters came out of the
fog and cut the rearmost down with bows. It was nasty, no quarter,” he said
grimly as he shook his head. “The others further away took one look and beat
feet, dropping gear and anything slowing them down. They headed off to that
narrow trail up there.” He pointed to the hillside. “One guy charged the
raiders and targeted the alien mounts. He cut down about seven before they
killed him. The riders took off the way they came.”


“In
other words, we've got to move,” Ryans said thoughtfully nodding, eyes grim.


“Why?”
Nate asked. “Not that I'm complaining or anything, but surely they aren't
hostile.” The Sergeant gave him a mixed look of exasperation and tried
patience. “I mean to us,” Nate hastily said.


“From
their reaction to unarmed people...” Perry said.


“Still
we should find out,” Sue began.


“Later,”
Ryans said getting up. “From their reaction to those unarmed people I'm not in
any great hurry to walk up and say hi.”


“You
don't want to make first contact?” she asked surprised.


He
looked at her in surprise. “You do?” He waved to the ocean. “I for one want to
have more than that horn behind us if it goes bad. It's impassible, all rocky.
We can't retreat. There is absolutely no cover here, so it's dead easy to see
us and it's not very defensible. I want an avenue of retreat, and access to
fresh water. I don't want to be trapped if they have friends.” Perry nodded in
appreciation. What Ryans said made sense to him as well.


“We
can take them on...” Lewis said stubbornly.


“For
how long?” Perry asked giving the Corporal a look. He was surprised to be on
Ryan’s side. The smart thing was to avoid contact and gather intel before
trying to do something. “Ammo will hold out for only so long Corporal, when
it's gone it's gone. I don't know about you, but I'd rather get ahead of
those raiders and stay ahead of them until we find out more about them and just
how many there are,” he said firmly. Some of the others nodded, namely the
combat veterans. Waters knew from experience, he'd been in both Iraq wars and
had heard shit about people biting off more than they could chew. He for one
wanted to know just what they were dealing with.


“This
isn't a democracy, no matter what people think. I'm in charge,” Ryans said
giving them all a stern look. “We're wasting time.” He turned to Perry.
“Lieutenant, detail your men as you see fit for security. Everyone else, start
packing. Fast people. I want to be out of here in two hours if not sooner.”


Max
rubbed his knuckles. “What do we do with the excess gear we can't carry?” he
rumbled. He'd spent the better part of the morning getting that busted tail
hitch fixed and sorting out the vehicles with Scooter.


Ryans
scowled. “We'll take what we can. Sort it out. If we can, we'll get the buggies
to run back and forth with the trailers. Something tells me we're on a limited
time crunch though. Find a ditch. You may want to bury what we can't carry.”
Max nodded and moved off at a trot.


<==={}------------>


The
raider leader, Thorvald reported in. He bowed politely to King Art’ur, aware
his life was on the line for his failure. He smarted, angry that he was put in
such a position by a lowly peasant.  He'd lost a third of his branacks
and had to confiscate another from a knight to ride. Since he had been tasked
with not over extending his animals and the enemy had taken to the foot trails
he'd abandoned the chase to return to report.


Now
he regretted that decision. Here he had to listen to the whelp's wrath and
smart under his rage like a dog.


“I
believe you were ordered to kill the refugees to prevent them from warning the
wall?” the new king asked mildly, fingers drumming on the pommel of his sword.
He was tall, not fully grown but well-muscled like most of his men. Years of
hard living in the North and constant practicing for war had done that. His
brown hair was braided in the back but kept short to better fit under his
helmet.


“I...
Majesty forgive me please. We were delayed,” Thorvald ground out. He realized
now what the refugees had intended. They had been cunning in their sacrifices.


“Delayed?
Delayed?” Art’ur snarled, kicking Thorvald away and pacing in a circle as the
bigger, older man righted himself. “Delayed?” Art’ur said throwing his
gauntleted hands up in disgust. “By peasants, with what? Sticks?” he snarled
turning on his scout commander.


“Hunting
spears and arrows Majesty. They used fire to throw my branack charge in
the hill encounter and then later a lone warrior struck at my beasts as we were
about to cut them down,” Thorvald ground out.


“How
many? How many did you lose?” Art’ur's eyes glinted as this news penetrated his
ire. Thorvald stuttered out an answer. The new young king was pissed that he
had lost so many animals and hadn't captured any replacements or gathered much
food. The general of the Duluthian army rode up and got down from his branack
and thrust its reins to a hapless page. The boy could barely keep the unruly
beast in check as he led it off.


Thorvald
pointed out that he did capture the bridge. “But you let the enemy get away to
warn the wall!” the general thundered, old craggy face red in rage. His once
fire red beard was streaked with the gray of age. He was losing muscle mass, no
longer the brute he once was. He traded strength for wisdom, or so he thought.


“They
didn't go to the wall, they headed up a small trail that my branack
couldn't follow father,” Thorvald said bowing to his father.


“Ah,
indeed, perhaps they won't get to the wall in time then?” the new king murmured
rubbing his stubble covered chin. He had yet to get his full beard growth, a
point of ire he had. The subtle reminder that Thorvald was the general's son
wasn't lost on him. He needed the general, needed his wisdom, counsel, and his
support. Needed it badly to keep the other Dominuses and knights in line until
he cemented his own control. His father had died only five short months ago,
not long enough to gain the trust and respect of the other Dominuses and
lordlings.


“If
we move fast your Majesty,” the general suggested, turning, one hand on the
pommel of his war ax. “If we can get to them before they light the fires and
warn Emroy...” he said, eyes thoughtfully turning to the army.


They
had numbers; every able bodied man and woman had been called up for this great
endeavor. With luck the gods would favor their bold move with much booty. If
King Andreas was wise he would sue for peace and give them the food and
materials they needed.


The
last harvest had been bad; the long winter had been terrible. Many of the old
and young had died. The winter had lasted longer than they had predicted and
spring had sprung late, extending the misery.


The
old wise King Richard had died in the winter leaving his stripling of a son in
control. Art’ur had trained with Thorvald, they were like brothers but now his
newly elevated status made him forget such things. He had yet to grow into the
role of king and wanted to make a name for himself in the only true way a great
noble of Duluth should, with blood and battle steel!


Art’ur
nodded. “Yes, yes indeed. We must be within and beyond the border before dawn
tomorrow. Move! Thorvald gather a handful of branack and move like
lightning! I want you to find a trail up around the wall...” Thorvald and the
general leaned close to hear their king and his plan.


<==={}------------>


The newly arrived Terrans packed up in a rush, they had no
idea how long it would be before the natives discovered them.  They had
two hummers, 1 engineering vehicle, 1 pumper vehicle, some desert LAV buggies,
seven ma deuce supply trucks, four Stryker troop transports, one fuel tanker,
three flatbeds loaded with equipment and construction vehicles, 1 hummer
ambulance, and the civilian vehicles. Each vehicle had a medium or large
trailer filled with goods and equipment or water and fuel tanks.


Master Sergeant Waters asked why they couldn’t go back to
Earth, but Lieutenant Perry reminded him the portal was closed for a year.
“Besides, I think it's a bit far out for us to get to you know?” Perry said
pointing to the distant shimmering, about a half mile from the edge of the
cliff. Waters nodded in grim agreement. They double timed for the vehicles just
as the sun peeked out from the eastern clouds.


<==={}------------>


“What
do we do with this?” Lewis grunted. “Fucking paperweight,” she grunted.
“Where's a forklift when we need one huh?” she griped. There were two forklifts
attached to the back of the flatbeds but they were useless in the hills of
course. The flatbeds had been dropped with their loads in a narrow ravine and
then camouflaged. The trucks had pulled off to join the rest of the convoy.


“Shut
up and lift Lewis,” the Gunny said. “And be careful with that. It's the
reactor.”


“Reactor!”
she said looking up and nearly dropping her end. “No one said anything about
radiation!” Her eyes were wide, she was backing away fast.


“Cause
there isn't any dummy,” the Gunny sighed. “It's an RWG. Same thing we use for a
lot of stuff. They pulled that one off the NASA shelf and air lifted it to us
just before we left. It'll power the base if this green shit doesn't pan out.”


“Ah,”
she grunted turning and calming down. She finally spotted the yellow and black
radiation symbol, “Great so much for having kids,” she muttered.


“Lewis...”
the Gunny started to say, losing patience.


“I'm
going, I'm going,” she grumbled moving forward.


<==={}------------>


They
managed to get everything and everyone off the horn and to the mountain pass.
Perry detailed scouts out ahead of the convoy to find a way through the pass
without going along the trail. “No sense getting caught if they don't have to.”
One of them found a narrow ravine off in a cleft of rocks. Rock spurs
overshadowed it, making it impossible to see from the trail below. They stashed
the excess gear there.


<==={}------------>


“OW!”
Shiller jerked her hand back, looking at it. Lewis looked at her and then shook
her head.


“What?
Drop a rock on your toe? Move it Shiller, we've got work to do. We've got to
get this stash buried and our asses out of the area, pronto,” the Gunny
snarled. He was tired, and his back was killing him but he wasn't about to
quit.


“Something
bit me sarge,” she said shaking her hand and then swooned. “Ah, I don't
feel...” She toppled over and started to shake.


The
Gunny froze, seeing the woman go down. They seriously didn't need... ah shit,
he thought, realizing something was seriously wrong. “Shiller? No time for this
crap Marine!” The Gunny rushed past Lewis and to Shiller's side.


“What
happened?” he demanded checking her vitals. “Shit, she's flat lining,” he
cursed. So much for it being stress or heat related. “MEDIC!” he bellowed.


“She
said something bit her Gunny!” Lewis stammered suddenly alarmed.


“Ah,
fuck me,” The Gunny said checking the girl.


“Right
hand. She stuck it under that rock to pick it up,” Lewis said pointing as the
Gunny tore at the girl's clothes to do CPR. The Gunny looked at the hand. The
veins in it were standing out and the whole thing was purple.


“Right
into a creepy crawler’s nest no doubt,” the Gunny snarled. “Goes to show
sticking your hand in a dark crevice is not a good idea.” He touched his throat
mike. “Medic! I need Doc and a crash cart here yesterday!”


“What's
the problem Gunny?” Galloway instantly answered. Took him long enough.


“Shiller's
down, bite to her right hand. Flesh is swollen and purple. She's got a thready
pulse, barely breathing. Either she's got an allergic reaction or its poison.
My money's on poison,” he said clinically and then grimaced. He looked up to
the wide eyed Lewis who was standing there staring. “Lewis get a crow bar, find
that damn critter and kill it. Get the body to that biologist egghead.”


“Nate.”


“Whatever.
Maybe he can whip up an antivenin.” He checked the girl’s pupils. “Pupils are
dilated and fixed. She's flat lining fast, come on people MOVE! GET THE LEAD
OUT!” he called.


“Here!”
Fairfax charged up the slope, tossing a bag at the Gunny's side when he
slipped. “Adrenalin is in the outer most pocket left side!” he said as he slipped
and went down in a shower of gravel.


“Got
it,” The Gunny's hands flashed as he set up the instruments to monitor the
girl's vitals. He grimaced as they cascaded downward. Her heart rate was barely
there.


“Heart
is fibrilating!” He reached for the adrenalin.


“Defib
paddles.” Fairfax's hands flashed, pulling them out. “Clear!” The Gunny yanked
his hands back as the medic ripped the girl’s uniform all the way open and
stuck the paddles on.


“Charging...
Stand clear. Fire,” the computer said.


The
girl's body jerked. “Nothin',” Fairfax said shaking his head.


“Patient
has no pulse,” the computer said.


“Well
try again!” The Gunny said urgently. “Don't you die on me soldier!” He ordered,
knowing it was futile.


“Fuck
me,” Lewis muttered savagely as she banged the crowbar into the crevice. She
heard something scuttling. “Ah ha,” she said. “Got a live one here,” she said
looking over her shoulder.


“Lewis
look out!”  Galloway said. She turned to see an arthropod come hissing out
of the crevice. It was black, with yellow tipped spines and long waving
antenna. Its head was broad and flat, its entire body shaped like a cobra but
with the flat overlapping scales of its kind.


“Sum-bitch!”
Lewis said jerking away as it fell out of the crevice and reared up at her. It
hissed then turned and snake crawled away.


“Get
it! Kill it!” Galloway urged. He slammed a rifle butt down pinning it. The
creature writhed under the plastic. They could hear it screeching and its claws
chittering on the rock. He stomped on the head, pinning it. Lewis came up
behind him with her survival knife and cut the head and body up with quick
savage strokes.


“We
got it!” she cried savagely looking up.


“It
doesn't matter Lewis,” the Gunny said softly, sitting on his haunches, shaking
his head. She looked over to him seeing his whole body relaxed.


“Oh
no, no,” she said softly. She shook her head in helpless denial knowing the
worst.


“Yeah,
She's gone. Must have been a paralytic or neural toxin. She's dead,” Fairfax
said throwing a rock in disgust as he took his stethoscope out of his ears.
“Fucking stupid way to die,” he sighed.


Galloway
nodded. “Yeah,” he sighed. “That it is.” He touched his throat mike.


“Four
to Five and Six, one KIA.”


“This
is Five. Roger.”


“This
is Six...who...” Ryans asked. Galloway grimaced. Ryan’s voice cleared. “Never
mind, Doc's on her way.”


They
had Shiller's body bagged by the time the others arrived with the last load.


“What
happened?” Ryans asked as Perry pulled up with the rear guard.


“Fucking
bug, big one. Some sort of scorpion. Bit Shiller and she dropped from the
poison in seconds. There wasn't a thing we could do. She was dead in less than
four minutes,” Fairfax said professionally, packing the paramedic bag back up.


Ryans
opened the body bag and looked briefly before he then zipped it shut again.
“Her lips and skin are blue,” he said a little shaken. The girl's skin had
looked swollen and puffy. She looked like a drowning victim or someone's poor
excuse for a zombie.


“Nasty
way to go. Least it was quick,” the Gunny said nodding. He was keeping an eye
on the rocks around them, looking for more places where the damn things could
hide.


The
Doc came up behind them arms crossed. She checked the body herself and then
grimaced. “Yeah, I'd imagine.”


Lewis
held up a clear sample bag with the body of the insect in it. “Burn it?” she
asked hopefully.


Ryans
and the others looked over to her then to the arthropod. “Yeah, no,” he said.
The marines turned a dark look on him. Ryans sighed. “Get it to Nate. Warn him
about the toxin. Tell him I want it isolated when we settle down somewhere and
in his free time try to figure out what it is so we can treat it.”


“It'll
take a full lab to figure out an antivenin,” the Doc cautioned, shaking her
head.


“That's
why I just want to know what it is so you can try a course of treatment if
possible.” He shook his head. “Antivenin later if we've got the resources.
Knowing what we're up against is just as important,” he sighed as he watched
them zip the body bag closed for the last time.


“It's
a bit like closing a barn door after the horses are out and the barn is burning
down, but we're going to have to be more careful. Work gloves, and look before
you leap. When in doubt stick a stick or something in first. I don't want to
lose anyone else from these damn things,” the Gunny growled.


“Agreed.
Let's get to work,” Ryans nodded brushing his legs off. He pulled a pair of
gloves out of a thigh pocket.


“What
about her?” Perry asked, indicating the body.


Ryans
frowned, shaking the gloves out. “Strip her body of any gear then we'll bury
her.”


“With
the cache?” Galloway asked, indicating the cache with a nod.


Ryans
turned back to them and shook his head. “No, but bury her nearby. That way her
body won’t attract scavengers to it. The last thing we need is someone to see
the pot at the end of the rainbow.”


“Good
idea,” Galloway nodded. He looked at the body bag. “I'll take care of it.”


<==={}------------>


The
Terran team made it through the pass with the last load just ahead of the scouts
of the approaching army. The scouts were riding a variety of alien animals,
some on two legs, and others six. They were all armed to the teeth and from the
dust clouds behind them they were bringing friends. As they raced down the
valley they saw the other end was plugged with a giant stone wall. “Caught in a
firetrap,” Perry observed and then shrugged. “No help for it. Onward and
upward.” He pointed to a mountain goat trail the LAV point had stumbled across.
It was just wide enough for the vehicles.


They
took the trucks up the slopes, going all wheeler just as the scouts of the
invading army hit the entrance of the pass and night fell. Torches were lit
along the top of the wall. The gas giant was no longer in the sky so the team
used night vision goggles and blue lights to see. When they crested the
mountain they looked back. The mountain pass was filled with enemy troops.
Perry got them over the side and down another goat trail and beyond the mouth
of the vale using the night vision goggles.


On
the other side just before they were out of sight they looked back to see the
army strike the wall and the defenders fighting a desperate battle. “Shouldn't
we help?” the Doc asked tentatively.


“Which
side Doc? I don't have a clue who the good guys are. No, this is not our
battle. Best to stay the hell out of it and try not to get caught in the middle
if we can help it,” Perry said shaking his head. He for one didn't like the
idea of the group that had branched off from the main attack to follow in the
Terran's tire tracks. That wasn't good. He wanted to get as far away from them
as possible as quickly as possible.


“We
don't know the players or the game. Best to sit back and watch Doc,” Ryans
agreed.


<==={}------------>


Thorvald
saw the strange green cart like things moving. There were no beasts to pull
them but there had been men around them at one point, he was sure of it. Men
made machines like that, machines with wheels. Gaijin, he thought with a savage
smirk. A perfect bonus, more loot, truly worthy loot for his sons to inherit.


Gaijin
were highly valued for the new blood they brought to the people and the new
things they brought with them. These had magical things indeed and he couldn't
wait to catch up to them and strip their secrets from them. He'd rape their
daughters or let his men do so. They deserved a little reward for their hard
march.


He
still smarted under Art’ur's tongue lashing. It was humiliating to be brought
down by a peasant and then berated for it by a boy. It was even worse when he
knew the stripling was right sear it! Art’ur had assigned him replacement
mounts but had acidly informed him to take better care of these. He intended to
make Art’ur eat those words, eat crow double when he brought the gaijin before
him.


He
spurred his beast onward. “Follow!” he bellowed, drawing his curved sword. “Let
the battle line take the wall! Second rank follow the gaijin up the hill!” he
called waving them forward and pointing with the sword. “There's loot to be
had, new loot!” he called, encouraging the doubters. His men gave a tired cheer
and moved forward with renewed purpose.


With
any luck the gaijin would stumble or stop because the trail did and he would
catch up with them. Or they would get over the pass and he and his men would be
able to hit the Duluth wall from behind he thought with savage anticipation.
Soon there would be blood; there would be battle... soon.... And there was no
place for the gaijin to go...


<==={}------------>


Meanwhile
Waters led a scout team to check on the raiders. They cut around the lead
scouting elements still digesting their ill-gotten booty to see just how big a
force they had. He found the vanguard of an invading medieval army. He radioed
in the bad news as he tried to get a head count.


“This
isn't good,” Ryans said shaking his head as Waters signed off. He wasn't
worried about the Master Sergeant, the man was a survivor, and he’d get back.


He'd
outfitted the group with the latest camouflage before they'd left, based on the
visual images from the MALP's and UAV that had come before them. It wasn't
perfect, no camouflage was, but it helped to blend them in. Waters and his team
had ghillie suits, with a bit of native vegetation and a healthy dose of luck
they should slip around the scouts and back to their vehicle and then back to
the convoy in under two hours.


“Tell
me something less obvious,” Perry growled, using his fork to mix gravy in his
potatoes. He hated the fake stuff, the dehydrated instant crap that tasted like
wet cardboard. He'd have real potatoes any day over this.


“No
I mean, hell,” Ryans sighed, running a hand through his hair then putting his
cap back on. “Look, back in medieval Europe raids were usually done with a
couple of hundred people. Armies were tiny back then. Hell some of the battles
in Britain were fought with less than eighty men on a side! Ten thousand? This
is insane!” he threw his hands up in the air. Ten thousand was pretty much
calling out all the stops for a medieval society. Unless they had one hell of a
birth rate.


“Yeah,
well tell them that,” Waters said shaking his head. “Looks like they pulled out
all the stops. Full court press with all the trimmings. And it's coed too.”


The
last report had stated that some, about one in five, of the raiders were women.
Barbarian women. Savage barbarian women. Not one marine had made a joke
about it after they were told about what the women did with the bodies of male
prisoners. Lorena Bobbitt had nothing on them.


“Right,”
Perry said. “It's almost like they plan to stay or something.”


“Interestingly
there are women fighting on both sides,” Doc said, sitting down beside them.
“This seat taken?”


“Nah
Doc, you go ahead,” the Gunny drawled. “Yeah, I noticed the women. About five
men to each woman if my math's right.”


Perry
looked up in thought. “Ratio sounds about right,” he nodded.


“Which
is another thing, medieval women didn't fight. At least not like this!” Ryans
waved.


“Queen
Boudicca?” Perry asked slyly.


Gunny
snorted. Perry looked at him. “Sorry sir, I was thinking Xena.”


Doc
blinked in confusion. “Okay Xena was a TV thing. The Queen...”


“Celtic
Queen. Welsh I believe. She fought in a chariot. Did pretty good for a while
but eventually she got her butt kicked by the Romans,” Ryans said, filling her
in.


Doc
blinked at him in confusion. “Oh. So what does that have to do with this
situation?”


“Nothing
really. We're just trying to put things into perspective,” Perry said
shrugging. He set his empty MRE tray aside.


“What?
That women can’t fight?” Doc waved a hand to the female soldiers in the group.


The
men exchanged amused looks. She ground her teeth together, drumming her fingers
against her hip until finally Ryans owned up. “Sexism is ugly, but it was
pretty well established before the industrial revolution Doc. Women don't have
the upper body strength to hold a shield wall, use a bow, or fight with a sword
for long. Women were thought of well...” Ryans shrugged.


“As
brood mares and maids,” Doc practically snarled. “I'd think we've come a ways
from that.” She gave the men a look but they were busy looking elsewhere.
“Though sometimes I wonder.”


“It's
easy to backslide Doc. It's an established pattern,” Ryans said with a shrug.
“Which makes my point. What the heck is happening here? Both sides are medieval
cultures. One seems a mix, the raiders look a lot like Vikings or Normans.”


“Well,
for one thing, this isn't Earth remember?” Doc said dryly.


“What
made you get that idea?  The gas giant in the sky or the six legged
critters and funky plants Doc?” the Gunny asked innocently.


She
gave him a dirty look. “Yeah, yeah. I mean, you can't expect things to be just
like on Earth. This place is different. Different environment means different
variables for social development. For all we know this could be normal.” She
waved a helpless hand. “For them I mean.”


“But
in the end it all boils down to the lowest common denominator Doc,” Ryans said
shaking his head. “In a feudal society the men fight and take care of the farm.
Which reminds me, if the women are here... who's minding the farms back home?
Is this all they have? Do they go around doing this? Or is someone sitting at
home? Were they driven from their homes? If so by who or what?”


“Or
is this an all hands on deck like the Mongols,” Perry said shrugging. “According
to what they taught us in the academy ancient armies had followers.”


“Groupies,”
the Gunny said with a snort.


“Wives
and children of the soldiers. Also support personnel. Though these...” He
shrugged. “We don't know if they are fighters or not. Or auxiliaries.”


“Men,”
Doc growled, getting up and leaving.


They
watched her go. “Something I said?” Perry asked then shrugged.


 


Frustrated
with the situation Princess Deidra, seventeen year old and oldest of her
siblings tried to glower at the Duke. Duke Emroy was a good man with a good
heart. Father had sent them here for her to learn more on deportment and to get
her away from a lowly knight that had been courting her.


Of
course you couldn't just send the future of the royal bloodline to just anyone.
Emroy was a most trusted vassal and had of course traded his own wife and
family in return for the care of the princess. Which he had just pointed out to
her. Tired as he was, he was still stubborn and determined to protect her
welfare whether she wished it or not.


“Father
will come sooner with us here my Dominus,” she ground out between her teeth.
She was certain of that. Obviously the duchy wasn't as secure as everyone had
thought it was. The reports of the Duluth harvest being meager had driven them
to war, one that had caught their people by surprise obviously. Who would have
thought that King Richard could marshal his forces and move them so quickly?
And in numbers that scarcely could be believed!


“Or
if we fall your father will have to deal with you and your brother and sister
as hostages. No your Highness it is decided. You must away before the army of
Duluth despoils my lands. Already reports are in that the wall garrison has
fallen. There wasn't time to... enough,” the old man said waving the discussion
aside. “There is no time Deidra, I know you're aware of it. Take Zara and
Balthazar and get them away as quickly as you can,” he said.


Deidra
bit her lip. She was a warrior princess, she wanted to fight. But Zara... Zara
wasn't as much of a warrior as her older sister. And little Balthazar... the
lad was supposed to be here as a page to begin to learn the art of war but that
was now out. The succession must be protected at all costs. She knew the Duke
was right but blast it! Deidra realized that arguing with Duke Emroy was
futile. The Duke would do his duty, it was he who had ordered that they leave
and if necessary he'd bundle them up like overstuffed packages and drag them
out. The men he sent along to guard her would be sorely missed here.


“At
least keep your men here. We can move faster without so many,” she urged. But
the Duke merely shook his head. “Please you'll...” he held up a hand. She
sighed and looked to Zara. Zara was adjusting her royal red and purple dress,
her gold leaf tiara slipped as she bent over. She caught it and adjusted it as
she straightened.


“Are
we not leaving? Should we not leave at first light?” Zara called. The Duke
shook his head.


“Then
we must away now in the cool night so the mounts will not overheat,” the golden
haired Balthazar urged them to follow orders, looking at the grooms and guards
as they prepared the royal coach.  Balthazar like his siblings had reddish
gold hair, a trademark from their mother. His crown slipped and he adjusted it.
He was right Deidra thought the whelp had been paying attention to the groom's
lessons.


“Get
thee hence your Majesty,” Emroy said interrupting Deidra’s thoughts. She
returned her attention to him. His eyes were troubled but firm. “Your parents
would never forgive me if I let you linger overlong so go and in good health.”
He pulled her into his arms for a quick hug and then released her as she
gasped. “Now go and give my love to my wife and children. Tell them I will see
them when I may,” the old Duke said.


He
turned immediately as a steward rushed up. Deidra bit her lip, realizing Duke
Emroy was busy, ordering his men and women to gather as much as possible into
the security of the walls. The Duke didn't need her distracting him at this
critical time she realized. The town below was lit with torches and lanterns as
people bustled about securing the fortress. No one would sleep this night. Zara
looked at the golden coach, stroking the branack, leading it. The grooms
finished with the tack as her sister and younger brother boarded. “Coming?”
Deidra demanded.


“Coming!”
Zara said. She climbed aboard and looked back as the driver clucked and flicked
the reins. Her door slammed shut and locked. She looked out through the rear
window at the people running about. Some of the guards were headed out through
the gate to the wall. Hopefully they would be able to hold off the savages.


“They'll
be fine,” Deidra said. “I for one am not so sure about us. I do not like the
idea of being in this contraption,” she said with a growl.


“You'd
rather be mounted aye,” Balthazar teased tugging on her braid. She reached out
and flicked his nose.


“Mind
your manners squirt,” she said and turned to the window. “Tis a long ride and a
most unpleasant one.”


<==={}------------>


The
Terrans used nvgs to get around the knights, footmen, and pike men racing to
the wall. It was hard staying off the one decent road in the area. The scout
LAV's up ahead gave them plenty of warning of a group though. The master
sergeant called back, he told them they must have been spotted on that trail,
and it looked like some of that raiding army had followed them. Perry and Ryans
looked at each other, eyes bleak. They knew what that meant.


They
passed a walled city in the dark. Doc and their historian/linguist Ben Jarvic
recorded the lighted medieval town and castle. “I hope they're prepared,” Doc
muttered. She was sitting in the back of the hummer, Perry was driving. Ryans
sat in the passenger seat, helping to navigate.


“No,
they're not,” Ryans said quietly taking a quick look.


“How
can you tell?” she asked, looking to him as he turned away from the sight. “I
thought they had a supply of food and water inside?”


“Oh
they do. The castle is typically built on a well or cistern. No, I can tell
because there aren't any hoardings on the battlements. And they don't have many
people on the battlements either. Maybe one or two, which is about right for a
peace time castle garrison. Normally the garrison is about a dozen fit men.
Also people are still coming and going in and out of the city. But not for much
longer,” he said pointing. A rider just came up the road from the wall. “It
looks like the shit just hit the fan,” he grimaced, observing the rider on a
six legged beast riding hell for leather through the gates. The rider looked
torn up, which meant he was all the desperate wall defenders could spare. That
was definitely not good.


“Ah,
Hoardings?” she muttered asking out of curiosity.


He
smiled. “Wooden covers over the tops of the battlements. The roofs were made of
slate or some other flame proof material if possible. They extend the wall up
and out so they can drop oil and rocks on anyone attacking at the foot of the
wall, and fire down upon them as they approach,” he explained.


“If
you say so,” she said dubiously and then nodded and shrugged putting the
description aside.


<==={}------------>


They
found a nearby hollow and went to ground just as the sun began to rise. The
master sergeant caught up with them in the dawn light, pulling bushes behind
his LAV to hide the vehicle tracks. Perry nodded in approval. Perry and the
sarge yawned but started to set a perimeter. Ryans intervened however, waving
them aside. He had the civilians who had ridden the entire time in comfort set
up the perimeter while the drivers and military group on watch stood down for
four hours.


Perry
reluctantly agreed with a second yawn. A few of the civilians made mute
protests, but were cut off by Ryans glower.


At
lunch the entire group was awake. Ryans noted Doc was off on a rocky rise,
belly down with a pair of binoculars. He decided to go up to see what she was
doing. She started as he crawled up next to her. Perry followed and laid down
on her other side.


She
handed Ryans the binoculars. “It seems like they got in.” She pointed to a
platoon of raiders chasing a golden coach. The creatures pulling it were
galloping full tilt for their lives.


“Damn,”
Ryans turned to look upon the nearby village. Black oily smoke was pouring from
the huts. One burst into flames. He could just imagine the sound of screams and
whimpers. He shivered a little, partially in fear but more in helpless rage.
He'd love to go down there and empty his pistols into the bastards right now.


He
spotted a raider slitting a boy's throat in an entryway and grimaced. Another
on a local beast used a bow to cut down people as they tried to run into the
fields. He caught sight of another pair molesting a terrified woman. They
ripped her clothes off and forced her down into some bushes. She was sobbing
and thrashing as they laughed and spat in her face. One forced a kiss before
they were out of sight. He looked away as Perry took the binoculars.


Perry's
jaw hardened at the sight before them. “Loot, rape, pillage, and burn. Yeah,
war is hell,” he said, watching the men take turns with the woman. When the
last was finished he straightened at the base of the whimpering pile of rags
and then casually drew his sword and stabbed downward, then wiped it off,
sheathed it, and then took a piss. He was casual about it, taking his time.
When he was finished he spat and then tied the drawstrings of his breaches as
if nothing about what he'd just done concerned him in the slightest. The entire
sordid event was casual, like he had done it every day of his life.


“Damn,
Bastard. I'd love to have a Barrett right about now,” Perry growled.


“We
got one unpacked with us boss, but I'd say drawing attention our way is a bad
thing,” the sarge murmured beside them.


Perry
looked down to him and nodded. “Yeah,” he sighed. “Where did that coach go? It
looked like it had women and kids in it.”


“If
they did, they won’t last long. I wonder why they left the safety of the
castle?” Ryans asked. Gold meant someone important but whoever it was they'd
left it too late to run.


“Well,
someone doesn't think it’s safe, or they wouldn't have sent them away.” Doc
replied, shaking her head. “But sending your family out in that?”


“Maybe
they didn't know what they were sending them into. It was about twenty or
thirty kilometers from the valley defenses to the town. I'd say they didn't
think the wall would fall so fast... or were late evacuating,” Perry said
slowly.


“From
the look of the coach it was someone important,” Doc said. The men looked at
her. “What, you think just everyone has a gold coach drawn by white creatures
with purple and gold tack?” she snorted at their stupidity.


A
lizard hissed nearby. The Sergeant snapped downward with a heel of his boot. He
pulled his k-bar then bent over, slicing at an animal writhing in the dirt.
“Well, here's lunch. Who's hungry?” he asked. Doc looked a little green.


Perry
chuckled. “Gotta eat what you can, when you can Doc. Protein is protein,” he
said as they crawled backwards away from the crest.


<==={}------------>


Thorvald
was angry that he had lost the gaijin but another prize had presented itself.
He'd played his part in taking the wall and then as it fell he'd spurred his
mount and men into the night. There was loot to have and he wanted the best.


When
the wall fell his orders were to circle around duchy Emroy and cut off any who
attempted to warn the capital. He knew his task was futile but also knew that
he had to obey his King.


He'd
been fortunate to stumble onto this prey. He'd pay dearly for his pleasures but
his men couldn't be denied, since they couldn't slake their thirst in wenching
and loot they had to find other distractions. He grinned at the defiant eyes of
the blond witch. The older one was enraged, she'd do, but first he'd make her
watch as his men took turns with her sister. The sight would either throw the
witch into frenzy or she'd collapse into a pile of misery like her younger
sister.


Already
Fertaz his second was having his way with her sister, beating her onto her back
and forcing her to spread her legs. Thorvald turned away, not in disgust but to
survey the area.


The
boy, prince Balthazar had been immediately dispatched, he was too much of a
future threat to let live. He listened to the servant women wail and whimper
under the hands of the men. The servants had been given to his lesser followers
but he himself would be the one to drink the pleasures of each of these
beauties. He leered at the bound blond and then bent down to kiss and have his
way with her. She turned her head away in disgust. “Princess Deidra, a
pleasure,” he growled. She glared over the knotted gag in her mouth. “I think
the pleasures will be mine, don't you agree?” he gloated, savoring her glare.


Deidra
and her sister were true prizes. With them as hostages the King would be forced
to pay dearly for their safety. If Art’ur was smart he'd hold them, wed them to
a worthy loyal supporter and use them to take control of this land. Art’ur had
a wife already in Thorvald's sister but perhaps...? No, Thorvald thought, the
man was no fool; he wouldn't anger father or Thorvald with something happening
to Brunhilde.


Deidra
turned away from the yellow teeth and hard face in disgust and horror. He
smelled, he reeked of garlic and onion and unwashed... the smell alone was
enough to make her want to retch. Then her eyes lit upon the scene of her
beloved little brother's lifeless body and she screamed as the big callused
hands pawed at her silk dress. “Come now pretty pretty... The night is young
and we have plenty of time to play...” the bastard cooed and chuckled in her
ear...


<==={}------------>


That
night the Terrans decided to make some more distance from the war front. Perry
had them drive in shifts. They made their way down the trail and along a narrow
path avoiding the main road. They forded a river, then a creek and rounded a
bend right into a raider camp that didn't have a fire lit. Perry swore vilely
as the camp sprang to life.


Ben,
the linguist was in the lead hummer. He heard the camp people yelling and
brightened enthusiastically, “French! German! Celtic, no, no that's Latin... We
can talk with these people!” he said fully excited. He started to yell in
various languages leaning out the window, right up until a cross bow bolt
pierced his throat. Another bounced off the hood of the truck he had been in. A
third bolt got caught in a tire.


Perry
snarled and the military people returned fire. The night was lit with weapons
fire. The camp broke into chaos. Beyond, on the other side of the camp they
spotted the golden coach, flipped over on its side. Perry spun the hummer
around as his men piled out the side not facing the enemy. They took cover and
opened fire, but the raiders were running. Suppression fire switched to
targeted single shots, cutting down the terrified men like wheat. Perry didn't
call a check fire; he wanted the bastards dead and no witnesses.


When
the single shots died down Perry and the Sergeant detailed some of the soldiers
to check the perimeter and watch for leakers or a counter attack. Doc checked
the linguist hanging limply out the window. Blood was splattered over the side
of the door, and trickled down to pool under his body. She shook her head and
closed his dead eyes. “The bolt went through at an angle. It looks like it
severed both carotid arteries. He bled out in seconds,” she said to the marine
medic with her. The sarge came back and grabbed her by the elbow. He led her to
a narrow patch.


There
they found the body of a lifeless blond boy dressed in red, gold, and purple
splashed finery. A pile of blood soaked rags nearby could just be made out to
be a pair of women with their throats slit. A wounded, long haired blond man
was lying nearby, holding a knife to the throat of a bound blond young woman.
She was battered and bruised, with blood dripping from her defiant face. Her
red and purple dress was shredded. Rope wrapped around her torso, pinning her
arms to her sides and her hands behind her to the small of her back. A cleave
gag was knotted and stuffed in her mouth. Another girl was sobbing near by in a
pile of misery. The man snarled in his language. Doc lunged forward but a
marine held her back. The broad man's hostage squirmed slightly until the blade
pricked her throat.


Perry
drew the man’s attention, leading him to look away from the sarge who had his 9
mm drawn. Just as the guy snarled something the girl stomped on his instep and
thrust her body to one side and away from the knife. “Got the shot!” the sarge
said, but he was surprised when another weapon fired. He turned to see Ryans
holding his pistol in a two handed stance. The barbarian man slumped, blood
gushing from his chest. Doc rushed in, checking the woman. She ignored the
dying man. Perry came over warily, covering the man with his weapon. He kicked
the knife away from his nerveless fingers and checked. The blond man's eyes
were vacant and there was no pulse. Dead. Good, he thought.


“She's
alive,” she said helping the girl up. Angry eyes stare out over the gag. She
kept jerking her bound hands. She obviously wanted to be free.


“This
one too Doc,” Perry said, gently patting a mound of flesh and torn cloth. The
bound girl whimpered and pleaded in her native language. “Easy now miss, you're
safe now,” he murmured stroking her dirty blond hair. Doc untied the first
girl.


The
girl brushed off the helping hands and rushed forward to the other woman and
wrapped her arms around her pushing the marine officer away. Perry stepped
back, looking around. The two dead women were by the looks of their brown
dresses, some sort of courtiers or servants. Men in red, purple, and white
livery littered the coach and surrounding area. Their uniforms were trimmed in
gold and silver. Most were fairly young. None were armed. It looked like their
clothes had been stripped of any metal or jewels. The raiders were dressed in a
motley assortment of brown and black. Some had furs of various colors, others
had ragged skins. One had a child's skull on a string around his dead neck.
Most were not wearing any sort of formal uniform.


“Well,
they say the bad guys wear black,” Ryans muttered. The elder blond girl had
untied the other girl, from the looks of both of them they were hotties,
probably why they were still alive. From the look of them they were sisters,
probably sisters to the little boy. Most likely raped though, from their
shattered looks and torn clothing he was fairly certain of that. The first girl
stroked her sister's hair gently, hugging her as she cried. She glanced his way
and he tried not to flinch at the intense glare.


Those
haunted eyes; they burned right through him into his soul. He couldn't look
into them. God, but it burned, they were both kids, teenagers. War was
definitely hell. He really wanted to break something or kill someone right now.
Anything to get away from the looks of pure hell on those kids faces.


Doc
grimaced as the women gabbled at her in their native language. Ryans came over.
The girls stared at him with intense hostility. He offered the larger gold
tiara to them and the oldest snatched it from him. The oldest, the blond gave
him a scolding in some language and then looked away as she fluffed her
battered tangled hair and then put her crown on. He handed the other one, made
to look like a laurel wreath with golden leaves to the younger girl who took it
quietly and put it on.


“Sorry
about the gems ladies, I think they took them. If you check them you might find
what's missing.” He indicated the raiders. The women looked and then looked at
him. He shook his head. He snorted in amusement looking at Doc, clearly getting
the idea that they wanted him to do it. “It looks like the ladies are royalty
Doc, or at least nobility.”


Doc
sighed in exasperation. “Yes, but I can't talk to them!” She threw her hands up
in helpless disgust at the situation. “It is a hodgepodge of languages. I can
make out a few... It's worse than English, I mean it's got Latin, Germanic,
Swedish, French, Chinese, Spanish, apparently Celtish, and stuff I don't even
know,” she said as she sighed in frustration. “I think Ben said the base
language sounded like Latin or Celt though. I didn't really specialize in it
you know, I mean Latin in medical school is more oriented for what we need to
know, not to talk in it.” She wrinkled her nose. “Wanda and Charlie are in the
same boat,” she admitted. She shook her head.


Ryans
smiled. “Latin, French, and German are the base languages for English Doc;
we'll have to figure something out. With Ben dead, we'll have to go to plan B,”
he grimaced, looking over to the dead body. Marines were already bagging the
linguist. One was digging a grave under a tree. Sydney was piling stones
nearby.


Doc
looked over to him. “We have a plan B?” she asked surprised and amused.


He
nodded and pulled out a blue tooth and clipped it to his ear, “Sure thing. This
will pick up their language through the mike. I've booted Ben's laptop, it will
have his translation matrix files and the library database to go on,” he
grimaced. “The AI will sample the language then build a mutual vocabulary. I
tied in Sony's and my AI systems to make it a learning adaptive system. But we
need more context to start. It will be slow though, a noticeable lag. We may
have to do some repeats so patience on both sides will have to be in order.
Hopefully we'll pick up the language over time on our own,” he explained.


He'd
had experience with the system of course; he'd helped to design it. It combined
hardware and software in new ways to provide translation services for those in
need. His ear piece was part of the hardware. It had two microphones and two
speakers, one of each was used to pick up his voice and the other two were Omni
directional. As long as only one or two persons spoke at a time it would
function normally.


The
external microphone picked up the other person's words and sent the signal to
the nearest computer. The software in the computer, usually a phone, tablet, or
laptop would turn the speech into text and then process it through levels of
filters using a database to compare what was said with what it had. Then the
system fed the translation back to the user through their ear piece using a
generated voice.


Of
course that was the easy part. The real hard part was the return route. After
all, having one way conversation helped but it didn't solve the problem. To
solve it the user spoke and the system picked up what they said, canceled their
voice out by using the speaker to act as an Anti-Noise Control device. It
worked by releasing the same sounds the user said at the same amplitude but
with an inverted phase to the original speech. While it was doing this the
computer would process what the person said, translate it into the other
person's language and then feed it to the external speaker with a generated
voice.


The
user had to remember to continue speaking even though their normal voice
disappeared. It worked really well when VR glasses were employed but he didn't
have any here. With the glasses he could see what the translation was in both
directions and actually sound out the response himself, thus picking up the
language by osmosis. The system worked best with a lot of computing power, but
they could get by with a phone or tablet if they had to. It wasn't perfect, it
had a ninety percent success rate, but it was relatively frustration free and
it was fast once it was set up properly. He'd insisted on bringing it along
despite having a linguist on staff. Now he was glad he had insisted on bringing
it, though he wasn't sure how effective it would be with the hodge podge of
languages the natives seemed to speak.


He
nodded to the women. “Parlez-vous français?” he asked. “Habla español ?” The
women looked at each other. One said something in a liquid dialect. “Ah,
database said that was Latin and Arabic but a little too fast to follow.
Okay... let’s start simple with yes and no and identifying objects.” He nodded
and then shook his head.


<==={}------------>


“He
is talking to us. Is he a gaijin?” Zara asked, coming out of her misery for a
moment to look at their strange savior. Deidra nodded; studying the man
hunkered down next to them. His lips moved strangely and a weird voice came
forth. It seemed to be coming from the thing on his ear. How strange she
thought.


“Indeed
it appears he is sister,” she murmured stroking the girl's hair. Not girl, at
least no more. Woman now, but woman made out of pain and the worst kind of...
she put the thought aside as anger welled up with it.


“A
gaijin saved us,” Zara murmured. Deidra looked at her in surprise. “Vita
sodalis. He smells funny though.”


“He
does,” Deidra said. It was the first thing to come to her, something different
about the gaijin other than his clothes and weapons. He smelled of mints and
strange soaps and musk, pleasant, more pleasant than the bastards around them.


“Can
you understand him?” Deidra asked.


“A
little,” Zara snuffled. “Oh Balthazar!” she cried, getting a look at their
little brother's body. Her eyes welled with tears again as men placed a cloth
over his body.


“Get
away...” she called but Deidra held her back. “They are here to help sister;
they are doing what they can for him. Someone must.”


“It's...
our...” Zara broke down into further sobs.


Deidra
sighed as she studied the gaijin. From the sound of it he was attempting to
communicate. His pronunciation was atrocious she realized. She had studied
under the masters of the realm, learning many languages. He seemed to be using
many and not in any particular order.


“They
are definitely gaijin, new through the portal. But strangely dressed,” she said
to Zara. She looked at the strange carts they had. Wagons were like that but
these were made of metal and had no animals to pull them. She turned to study
the men warily. There were women among them and the one who had helped her was
some sort of healer. “Do you need the healer?” she asked, holding her sister's
shoulders.


When
that didn't get a rise out of little Zara she observed the gaijin's vehicles
and gear. That finally did get Zara slightly interested. She turned with wide
eyes and wiped at her tear streaked face.


<==={}------------>


“You
see this?” Perry said hefting a sword. A few of the soldiers were going over
the dead on both sides. The boy's face was covered. He wasn't sure what to do
about the kid.


“What?”
Ryans asked coming up to him. He wasn't making much headway with the princesses
so he'd handed it off to Doc. Perry hefted the sword then went over to the
light of a dimmed headlight. He put the curved sword into the light.


“Curved...
Damascus steel?” Ryans asked looking it over. “Damn is that what I think it
is?” he asked, studying the water markings on the blade. Beautiful
craftsmanship. He could see two different kinds of steel.


“It
is. I did a tour in Okinawa. Saw some like this on the walls of a lot of
marines. How the hell did it end up here though?” The Gunny grunted running a
thumb over another nearby. “Damn, just as sharp too.” He flicked blood off of
his cut thumb, and then rinsed it with water from his canteen. Someone held up
some sort of battle ax as well.


“Doctor
Roshenko, a moment of your time,” Ryans said looking up. The doctor came out
and adjusted his coat before coming over. “A consult if you please,” Ryans
waved to the sword.


“Interesting,”
the Geologist and Metallurgist said, eying the blade. “May I?” he asked holding
his hands out expectantly.


“By
all means,” Perry said, handing the blade over. The metallurgist studied it for
a moment. “Yes, it does have the hall marks of a katana, note the etching...
it's actually due to clay that they use to coat the back of the blade. It
creates a temperature differential that is used in the final quenching to give
it a hard edge and yet a soft back... two grades of steel are normally used. It's
normally folded in a billet... fascinating... It also gives it that curve...
fascinating...”


Perry
smirked. “Glad he's happy. I'm going to check the perimeter.” He shook his
head, walking off. Ryans shrugged then watched the doctor studying the blade
for a moment, then turned his attention to the doctor and the two survivors.


<==={}------------>


“Their
names are Zara and Deidra. The oldest is Deidra,” Doc said over the link.
“We're making some progress. It's tough though. They are definitely royalty.
Princesses I think.”


“Keep
at it Doc,” Ryans said, looking over to her nodding politely to the three women
and then turning back to check the perimeter. The military personnel were
getting a little nervous about being in such an exposed area. They were going
to need to move soon. He glanced at Perry. They'd need a destination first,
time for another planning session.


<==={}------------>


Nate
the biologist was intrigued by the reptilian beasts that the raiders had been
riding. “Primitive... almost dinosaur... look at the leg structure! The hips
and spines!” He pointed excitedly to one of the bipedal creatures. “They have a
sexapod limb structure. I wonder how their shoulders and hips are arranged...”


“A
what?” Perry asked with a raised eyebrow.


“Sexapod,
it means six in Latin,” Nate answered distracted. The girls looked up at them
then back to the doctor.


“Well,
go with hex. It's less... of a problem,” Perry replied, clearly amused. He knew
what his soldiers would think of that whole sex thing.


“Very
well. The animals have a six limb arrangement but are bipedal. The upper two
pair of limbs seems to share a joint shoulder socket. I wonder if it split or
something further back on the evolutionary tree? The skin folds seem to be like
a rhino's... Oh!”


He
stepped back as one of the animals bent forward then went on all fours. It
groaned then lay down in front of him. He looked at it warily. The animal
snuffled then blew a trail of snot. Foam was crusted around its nostrils.


Zara,
the younger girl with the leaf tiara came over giving them an amused look. She
hugged herself as she approached and then passed them to get to the animal's
side. She rubbed its jowls, and then its multi eyebrows. The creature uruphed
and harrumphed at her. That got a slight smile out of the girl. She then patted
its side and touched its small upper arms until she reached the saddle bags.
She untied and flipped the cover up on one, then fished out a treat and fed it
to the creature. She rubbed at its brow ridges until it gave an umbling sound
and multiple eyelids closed. After a moment all six eyes were shut and it was
making snoring sounds.


“Fascinating,
to have domesticated a non Terran beast... It's quite strong too!” Nate said
watching the girl and taking video with his digital camera. Sergeant Waters
snorted. “It moves like a hadrosaur I'm sure,” the Doc murmured. By the way the
Doc was dancing around the camera footage was going to be next to useless later
Waters thought. He shrugged at the thought, it wasn't his problem. He looked
around to the perimeter, checking it instinctively.


Zara
pointed to bluish grass near the edge of the tree line. “Veno. Veno,” she said
something to Nate. He went to get some but she grabbed his hand. She told him
Veno again, shaking her head but he didn't understand. She waved her hands then
made hissing sounds.


“She's
telling you don't touch it Nate,” Ryans said catching on. “That's what you mean
right? Danger?” he asked pointing to the grass then making a slitting motion
across his neck. Her eyes were wide. He pointed again and said her word. “Veno
right?” he asked. She nodded, eyes clearing. “Latin for poison, root word for
venom gotcha,” he said, looking at the tablet.


“Yeah,”
he nodded then touched his throat mike. “Safety tip people, steer clear of the
bluish grass. Toxic.”


Mary
looked up in surprise. “A toxic grass? How unusual!” She went over to the tree
line. Zara tried to warn her but she waved the warning off and then made a show
out of putting on gloves and pulling a sample bag and giant plastic tongs out
of her kit. She took a few samples and then bagged them carefully.


“There,
something to look at when things quiet down.” She looked over to the
lieutenant. “We are moving on soon I hope?” she asked, indicating the animals.
He nodded. A group of soldiers and civilians were burying the bodies of the boy
and his servants in a nearby ditch. The bodies of the raiders were left to rot
for the scavengers.


“Their
base language is some form of garbled Latin or Celtic with a smattering of
Chinese. But a lot of words are popping up as unknowns...  We're getting
about a ten percent proper translation. I'd say the universal translator needs
work,” Sue said as she helped Deidra to her feet. The girl brushed at her
shredded dress in distaste. She didn't shy away from the people around her like
her sister did but she did growl and make it clear she didn't want any of them
especially the men getting any closer to her than necessary.


“The
system's not set up to poll multiple languages libraries at the same time probably.
When we settle down I'll tweak the AI to open the other language libraries,”
Sydney said coming over. “Once we have a base context we can build the database
and it'll be easier. I've set up all our bluetooth’s to translate through our
tablets... as long as we remember to keep them charged.” He gave Doc a dirty
look. She nodded. His eyes were wide as he filmed the scene. “Sorry about Ben,
he was a nice guy.”


“Yeah,
he was,” Perry said nodding. “Stupid though. He should have waited.” Sydney
turned to object but Ryans shook his head.


“Shit
happens. Sometimes there isn't anything we can do but get an umbrella and a big
roll of TP. Let's get moving,” he ordered, waving to the trucks.


<==={}------------>


They
buried the dead, righted the carriage, and put the women in it just as a pair
of refugees  came from up the road. They were immediately pressed into
service, as were the horses and reptilian animals of the late raiders. The
princesses rode off without a word. “Well that's some thanks,” Perry said
disgusted. A few moments later they heard an animal's scream and then a
woman's.


“I
knew it was too good to be true,” he said in disgust running to the vehicles.
They rushed off to find the women trapped and encircled by more raiders.


Perry
grimaced and fired a single shot over their heads. The raiders paused and then
looked at him in shock and surprise. He fired a second shot, this time at the
feet of the leader of the raiders. The man looked wide eyed at the dirt kicked
up by the shot. The animals were bucking in their traces, those riding them
were having all they could do to control their beasts, and weapons remained in
their scabbards or on the ground where they had dropped them.


“Think
it over red,” Ryans snarled.


The
red haired, red bearded giant looked around and then snarled something. He
turned his beast to leave. Just as they were about to relax he spun it in
place. He reached for his scabbard but Ryans fired. The man tottered in the
saddle clutching his chest and then fell. The military personnel fired as well,
picking off the other raiders in short one or three shot bursts.


“I'd
say that did it,” Perry said looking at the body. Most of the animals had gone
off into the bush when the weapons fire started. A few were dragging the bodies
of their riders.


“Yeah,”
Ryans sighed, seeing the girls looking at him. He shrugged. The other two
refugees were huddling together on the roof of the coach. They looked from him
to the women and then back. They looked a little pale.


One
of the carriage mounts was dead. That presented a problem he realized. The
ladies apparently didn't want to leave the carriage so they climbed out and
then they ordered the two refugees down.


“What
are they doing?” Perry asked as the refugees dismounted and began to strip the
tack off the dead beast. One of the other mounts nudged them, then its partner,
making mournful noises. The woman cooed, patting its nose then pushing it away.
It looked away and faruped.


“Getting
down to business,” Ryans replied turning away to the Terrans. He was putting
labels on his people, Terrans versus raiders with these native people stuck in
the middle. “We should do the same. It's obviously not safe here.” He looked
around. One of the refugees looked at a wounded mount and said something to the
princesses. The women looked out then climbed out to touch the beast.


It
had cross bow bolts stuck in its side. Its blood was dripping down. It was
trying to pull the bolts out with a hand and its mouth, but was failing. One
clawed hand splintered one of the bolts. It cried out piteously in pain,
throwing its head up and then bellowing.


“That
did it,” Perry muttered as the other animals became restless. “Just what we
don't need, a wounded alien critter.” He started forward drawing his weapon as
the younger woman, Zara came running forward and hugged the huge creature.


She
stroked it for a moment. Perry got to her just as one of the refugees tried to
pull the bolt out. The creature bellowed in agony and threw its body around,
thrashing in pain.


“Look
out girl!” Perry said grabbing the girl and pulling her away as the head
snapped at her. She cried as the animal screamed and lunged forward.


The
others were caught off balance. Startled, with the scent of blood in their nose
and their herd mate screaming in pain the other creatures panicked, lunging
down the trail.


Deidra,
caught off guard fell back from the carriage step into Eugene's arms. He helped
her to her feet. She angrily shook off his helping hands and said something like
unhand me. He grimaced, holding his hands up and backing away. She turned to
the unmanned carriage.


The
carriage bounced down the trail with the refugees yelling and running in hot
pursuit. It hit the bend of the trail and smashed into a pair of trees. Ryans
winced in mute sympathy. The splintered yoke snapped, the animals continued on
oblivious, leaving the wrecked carriage behind them.


The
girls stared stunned, the refugees as well. One was bent over, huffing in
distress, clearly out of breath. Zara threw herself into Perry's arms, weeping
bitterly. He hugged her and patted her shoulders awkwardly. “Well, that
sucked,” he muttered watching the refugees shake their heads and head back. One
kicked a stone in disgust.


“What
now?” he asked looking over to Ryans. He turned as well to see Deidra climbing
into a hummer.


“Guess
they ride with us,” Ryans said dryly as he looked over his shoulder to Deidra,
sitting prim and proper, head elevated, every inch a princess in charge. He
shook his head; he for one wasn't going to argue with the woman. “Come on
folks; let’s get the hell out of here. I for one have had enough excitement for
one damn night.”


“I'll
take care of them,” Doc said softly. “Come on kid, let’s get you fixed up. I've
got a washcloth and a chemical toilet with your name on it... then we can get
you an MRE.” She wrapped an arm over the other girl's shoulder and gently
guided Zara away from Perry towards the camper. Deidra noted their path and got
out to follow.


<==={}------------>


“Where
are we going now?” Zara asked, looking back to Deidra as the healer urged her
into the strange large carriage.


“With
them of course,” Deidra said. The man and woman followed her.


Inside
the metal carriage she looked around in amazement. There were strange torches
in the ceiling, bright white unlike anything she'd ever seen before. The walls
were thin and white with wood paneling on what looked like cupboards. 
There were seats as well, and seats in the front. There was a glass wall,
something she didn't understand. A man was seated in front, behind a wheel. He
said something to the healer.


“Strange,”
she murmured looking around. The healer closed the door and pushed the peasants
into a seat. Deidra and Zara sat in another seat. She turned to the driver and
said something. After a moment the strange contraption rumbled to life and
began to move.


The
healer turned and opened a small door and pulled out clear bottles. She used a
hand to pop the top off one and handed it to Zara before giving another to
Deidra and then finally one each to the peasants.


<==={}------------>


Doc
slipped each of the girls a couple of yellow pills after they had a drink of
clear cold water and washed up. They asked what they were for in their
language.  Guessing their intent from their faces she told them gently
that one was to prevent infection; the other was to prevent pregnancy. The
princesses nodded after she mimed what she meant. Zara latched onto the Doc,
Doc told them both they needed rape trauma counseling.
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When
Zara finished her drink she whimpered a little as they hit a bump. She fumbled
the cap on, surprised that it screwed on and then studied the material, trying
to distract herself. Her legs crossed and she groaned as they hit another bump
and jolted.


“You
have to go again don't you?” Deidra demanded. Zara nodded mutely, one hand
going to her waist. “I suppose I'll have them stop then,” Deidra said. She
waved to the healer. The healer caught the motion out of the corner of her eye
and turned to her. She mimed a stop. The woman shook her head no. Deidra
demanded they stop but the woman again shook her head no. Exasperated she held
up the water bottle with a trickle of water in it and tipped it over to drip
out and then pointed to her sister.


Sue's
face cleared as she realized what the girl wanted. She chuckled and came over
to the girl. She held out a hand and the girl took it. She pulled her to her
feet and then moved her to a cabinet sticking out of the wall further away. She
opened the door and the light came on. She pointed. “Bathroom,” she said.


Zara
stared at the white fixtures in confusion. Sue smiled and flipped the toilet
lid up and down and then turned the sink on and off. The girl blinked at her.
Sue frowned and then pantomimed sitting on the seat. When she did the girl
finally got the gist of the message and had the grace to blush. It was a
struggle to get her poufy but maligned dress into the tiny compartment so she
could close the door but they managed.


She
sat there and regretted her wardrobe choice. She should have worn her day gear
or even her hunting gear. They were... her eyes welled with tears. They were in
the carriage, in the trunks under the wreckage. Ah well, she thought snuffling.


“You
okay in there sister?” Deidra asked quietly. Zara dashed her tears and nodded.


“I'll
be finished here in a moment,” she said and then clutched at the walls and
fixtures as the carriage jolted. “If it's not shaken out of me sooner,” she
said.


“Indeed,”
Deidra said with a chuckle. When Zara came out she took her turn in the
bathroom and then opened the door but stood there staring at it in wonder. Zara
smiled at her. Both girls were amused and amazed by the bathroom. “I wish we
had this in the carriage,” Deidra observed, looking the fixtures over in envy.
They were made out of some strange metal coated in white paint. Paint that was
hard and didn't flake or chip.


“You
and me both,” Zara said from her seat by the door. She still blamed herself for
having them stop so she could go to the bathroom. It was that delay that had
allowed the raiders to catch them she was certain of it. She bit her lip in
pain and guilt.


When
they resumed their seats the healer offered the bathroom to the peasants. Both
took a turn and then sat. The healer pulled out small strange paper rectangles
and offered each of them one. The girl's blinked at her in confusion. They
weren't the only ones.


She
chuckled and then pulled one apart. Inside was a tray of that strange material.
She showed them the food on it. She pulled things off of it and then put the
tray in a white box. The box whirled and then dinged moments later. She took
the steaming tray out and put it in front of Zara.


The
girl stared at it until the healer pulled the clear material off and handed her
a strange eating implement. She looked at it and then down to the thing that
smelled of food. “I think she intends for us to eat,” Zara said.


“With
peasants?” Deidra asked dryly.


“Apparently
so,” Zara replied as the woman handed Deidra a tray and then another to the man
named Bux. The man took it gratefully and immediately started to eat.


The
healer took another tray and handed it off to the driver who picked at it with
one hand while trying to keep an eye on the road. Finally he called something
back to her. She stopped what she was doing and came forward. She took the tray
and handed him a bar that smelled of nuts. He took it and bit off a chunk.


Zara
picked at the food, not really hungry despite her rumbling stomach. The events
of the day were too traumatic for her. All she wanted was for this night to be
over with.


“It's
good,” Bux said. “Bland but good,” he said. “Hot.”


Zara
looked over his shoulder. He had some strange concoction of red sauce and green
noodles.


“Not
bad,” the woman said and nodded.


“I'll
try it,” Zara mumbled turning back to her own tray.


“Come
on, you're not normally the picky one,” Deidra teased.


“No,
that's Balth...” Zara immediately teared up, hands going to her face. Deidra
sighed. The healer rubbed the girl's shoulders soothingly until she settled
down.


The
others had grown quiet while the girl cried. When she stopped they started
eating once more. The healer picked at her tray and then took a bit of brown
goo on her implement and offered it to Zara.


“What
is it?” Zara asked.


“I
don't know,” Deidra said. “Try it and let me know,” she said.


Zara
hesitantly opened her mouth and the woman plopped it in.  She felt sugar
hit her taste buds and she smiled as she ate. “It's heavenly, she said.


“Oh?”
Deidra asked looking up. She used her implement to get some from the healer's
tray. The woman looked disgruntled but then chuckled and shrugged it off.
Deidra tried it and grunted. “It's okay,” she said.


The
healer took the rest of the small dish and gave it to Zara. Zara nodded
politely to her.


When
they were done eating the woman took care of the dirty implements and trays,
putting them in a container in a sink of all things. “This place has
everything,” Zara observed.


“A
bed?” Deidra yawned.


“I
wonder,” Zara said. She looked around and spotted beds just as the woman came
and handed them strange tubes.


“They
must be sickly. Mint is for stomach ailments,” Deidra warned sniffing.


“Apparently
not all,” Zara said amused. She sniffed at a tube the healer woman handed her.
She was also handed a small brush. She examined it. The bristles were soft and
many. It was made out of that strange material. Hard yet flexible she thought
testing it. She went to put it to her hair but the woman chuckled and showed
her it was to clean her teeth. She examined it in awe. She sniffed the tube and
then held it up to Deidra's nose.


“Interesting,”
Deidra replied with a wary sniff. “Apparently they like the smell of mint.”


“To
be fair we do as well sister,” Zara replied.


“True,”
Deidra admitted. She liked mint candy around the holidays, as did her sister
and... She put the thought aside hastily. There would be time to grieve later.


The
driver called to the healer. The healer came forward and then waved to them.
They looked. It was near dawn and a castle was in the distance.


“The
viscount of Monty,” Deidra said eyes dark. “The fool.”


“You
think we cannot find sanctuary there?” Zara asked warily.


“I
think he'll trade us to the Duluthians for a crust of bread,” Deidra growled.
“We must make it clear for them to move on.”


“I
think they are settling here for the day and moving on at night,” Zara said and
then yawned. She looked at the peasants. The couple had been lulled into sleep
by full stomachs and the rocking and thrumming of the metal carriage. “Sleep it
is,” Deidra said as the healer pulled what looked like pillows and blankets
from a cupboard. She looked out the windows of the metal carriage. Some of the
gaijin were covering the vehicles in strange ragged brown cloth while others
either set up to guard or bedded down.


“I
don't think I can,” Zara said fearfully as the healer showed her a bunk in the
back.


“You
will. Just focus on dreams of peace and the barn,” Deidra said soothingly. She
knew she and her sister would have terrible dreams this day, and for many more
to come.


 


The
next evening they passed a small castle keep in the dark. It was built into a
cliff face. The girls were disdainful of going to it when asked and refused to
leave the camper. Confused Wanda and Sue went to Perry.


“It
might be someone they don't trust,” he replied with a shrug, eying the dimly
lit edifice. He didn't like the looks of it; there was no way to retreat from
it. “Nice use of real estate though, it's built right into the plateau. It must
use a series of caves for the interior.” He noted there were no windows on the
lower ten meters of rock. He wondered if it had secret tunnels and passages.


“It's
like the castles in Turkey,” Nate murmured. Perry glanced his way. “Saw it once
when I was a lad on holiday. Bit like this but more reddish. Course that could
be the light,” he observed and then shrugged.


The
buildings in the walled town around the base of the castle were Asian style
fortresses of wood and red stone. Each had smoke pouring from smokestacks.
“Interesting mix of architectural styles though,” Nate said, nodding then
pointing to a lung chi dragon carved into the ends of the rafters.
“Fascinating. They adapted their Terran cultural references to an alien world.”


“Or
that may be a real animal Doc,” Perry said. The Biologist turned on him. “Alien
world Doc, the lung chi dragons could have crossed over from here to our side
at one point.”


Nate's
eyes went wide as he assimilated that. Perry snorted in amusement. “You know, I
never suspected that...” He heard the biologist murmur thoughtfully. “We'll
have to look into it. I'll cross reference... Oh dear.” He looked around for
his laptop. Their intranet was down while they were on the move.


Perry
snorted again. “You'll have to wait for the next stop Doc; we're not pulling
over here.” He turned to the group. “All right boys and girls, head 'em up and
move 'em out!” he said waving to the road.


<==={}------------>


Doctor
Roshenko looked amused as they bounced along in the camper. Ryans was bored,
they'd spent the past several days staring out at the darkened countryside as
they traveled each night. He'd switched to the camper just to stretch his legs.
He leaned over to the scientist, clearly trying to keep from arriving at
terminal boredom. “What's that?” he asked looking at the chunk of rock in the
man's hands. Roshenko must have picked it up from somewhere but he wasn't sure
where. He nodded his chin to it. “That important?”


“Only
concrete,” The geologist said, smiling with delight.


“Okay.”
Ryans nodded. He didn't get the amusement the geologist was sporting though;
clearly something was significant about that. More significant than what he
considered.


Sydney
looked up, clearly surprised. “Did I hear you say concrete?” he asked. “Here?”


“Yeah
he said that.” Ryans replied looking over to the historian. “That significant?”
he asked. Sydney flipped the laptop down. He was still picking through the
vocabulary database, amused that it was working out but annoyed that it was so
slow.


“Of
course!” Sydney said throwing his arms wide and looking at the ceiling. “It's a
roman thing. Europeans lost it for centuries! We didn't re-invent it until
modern times!”


Ryans
nodded. “Well, it looks like they never lost it here.” Ryans said amused.


“I'll
say,” Sydney said shaking his head. “Where is that from anyway?”


“The
village wall we paused at two days ago. The one near that big empty house,”
Roshenko replied.


“Ah,”
Sydney said nodding. “So if it's there at a serf's hut...”


Roshenko
nodded. “Then it's most likely all over. I wonder if they have rebar?” Roshenko
mused.


“Probably,
or something similar. When the medieval builders made castles in Europe they
used chain for that purpose,” Sydney replied. “Though it probably cost an arm
and a leg. Iron isn't exactly easy to mine with hand tools.”


“Yeah,
but they seem to be doing okay. And that plateau had an iron deposit. You could
tell from the red streaks. And it wasn't mined. Was it Doc?” Ryans asked,
turning to Roshenko.


Roshenko
frowned and then shook his head thoughtfully. “No, no it wasn't. Which
means...” He paused then brightened. “That they've got other mines. Mines
easier to work or closer to current towns!” he said smiling.


“Probably,”
Sydney said nodding. “Any idea on the formula for that?” He indicated the rock.


“No,
not likely any time soon until we've stood down for a good spell to check,” the
Geologist sighed.


“Yeah
well, keep me posted,” Sydney said smiling.


“Why
medieval?” Roshenko asked suddenly. Sydney paused. “I mean, why a feudal
society? We've spotted a blending of architecture and racial cultures, not to
mention genotypes, so why feudal specifically? And why European style over say
Asian?”


“Defense,”
Sydney answered. He sat back down on the bench as they rumbled past a rocky
stream. He glanced out the window at it and then back to them. “In history a
person, usually a bandit or someone strong becomes an alpha male. He leads the
pack. He sets up shop and builds a stronghold for him and his group. This
allowed them to defend against others who may attack them.”


Roshenko
nodded. “Ah, I'd think trying to survive on an alien world would keep them busy
enough.”


“Precisely
Doc,” Sydney said waving to the window. They could see an alien bovine munching
on a hedge on the other side of the road. Four of its six eyes were closed. The
middle legs stomped occasionally. The tail would flick, possibly flicking away
pests. “Look at it. An alien world. They needed to defend against the predators
here, as well as each other.”


Ryans
nodded in understanding. He'd come to a similar conclusion. What bothered him
was all the influence from various cultures but they hadn't combusted into
modern Terran culture and technology over time. “And what better way to secure
a territory than with a castle?”


“Right,”
Sydney nodded in agreement. “A fortified wall keeps the enemy out and your own
people in safe, securing your power. It also gives the people inside, a wall to
build against at first.”


“Ah,”
Doctor Roshenko nodded. “I see.” He rubbed his jaw. “But they could have moved
out of it,” he said looking up after a moment.


Sydney
nodded. “Sure, if they’re not stuck. Something is stagnating them. I'd say they
have a problem with breeding off the top of my head. I mean, we've seen so few
animals, and the houses are clustered in villages or towns that are miles
apart. In a feudal society people are tied to the land in a subsistence living
mindset. I'd imagine trying to survive on an alien world is an added
complication to that. They don't have the time to develop more.”


“Which
is the reason you said stagnant, or at least it's one of the reasons. Yeah, I
can see that now,” Ryans nodded.


“The
lords lording over the serfs adds to the problem. There may even be a genetic
problem going on. Especially with the serfs tied to the land as they are. After
all, with so few humans crossing over every year, you'd think the breeding
program would be a major concern or recessive genetic defects would start
cropping up,” Sydney murmured. Outside it began to rain. They looked up to the
roof of the camper as they heard the pitter patter of raindrops.


“Maybe,
I doubt they know it as that though Sydney,” Roshenko cautioned, looking over
to the princesses. They ignored the men completely. “But if you’re right then
serfs marry serfs, and lords marry lords... Yeah, I'd say you've got a double
breeding problem now that you mention it.” He sighed then shrugged. “Not my
problem, yet,” he said grimacing. The others nodded.


<==={}------------>


Princess
Deidra stepped out, needing to get away from the cluster of people. They had
been traveling for days in the metal carriages and she needed air and sunlight.
The rains had washed away the dust but the area the gaijin had stopped at was
muddy. There was a cliff nearby overlooking the forest below. She stepped over
to it, breathing in the crisp clean air of the morning.


She
needed it, needed the change in perspective she realized. Balthazar would have
loved... her hand went to cover her mouth as tears fell. She couldn't be
miserable she told herself, crying softly. She remembered her little brother,
so full of life and potential, now meat in the ground. It was wrong and her
heart twisted. She felt guilty, unclean. Not just the rape, but in leaving her
brother like that. Her brother and sister, they deserved better. Rubin had
deserved... fresh tears fell. Her people, she thought, what would become of
them?


A
hand fell, running through her ragged dress. She had been offered clothes by
the gaijin healer but they were men's clothes not proper dresses. Oh she didn't
mind if she were riding, but to dress like she did? In pants all the time? No,
she'd rather remain a princess, she thought, realizing pride was playing a part
in her decision but not caring. Her head came back and she felt the light morning
breeze blow her hair out behind her. She faced the day. She was Deidra,
princess of the realm and she'd damn well do as she pleased, she thought. She'd
make the Duluthians pay for their crimes she vowed just as she heard footsteps
behind her.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
watched the princess near the edge of the cliff. She hugged herself, looking
out over the edge.


“She's
not going to jump is she?” Sue asked concerned.  She was worried about
despair and depression in the two teenagers. Both showed signs of trauma of
course.


He
gave her a look. He jerked his head to Deidra. “Worried about depression Doc?
Somehow I don't think the lady is wired that way. She's more of a...”


“Leader?
Even leaders have to feel the pressure,” Sue said. “Especially at her age and
the trauma she's been through.”


Ryans
frowned. She was right but he wasn't quite willing to give in. “No, but if
someone like me goes and askesher we're more than likely to be pushed,”
he said. She grimaced.


She
gave him a glare but couldn't hold it for long. “Give the lady a break, she's a
rape victim.”


“I'm
trying Doc,” he sighed holding up his hands in surrender.


She
wrinkled her pert nose at him. “Try harder. In fact why don't you go over there
and talk to her. Get her to talk a little more so we can work on this language
barrier.” They had been working on it for a while but still had problems with
verbs and tenses. Names and objects were coming through though.


Ryans
shook his head. “Didn't I just mention a determined desire not to be
pushed over the edge?”


She
smiled. “Come on chicken. She's a widdle guurl,” she mocked.


“Say's
the widdle guurl,” Ryans growled. She held up a fist. “I'm going, I'm going,”
he sighed getting up and throwing his hands up in the air. “Bully,” he griped.


“You’re
damn tootin',” Sue smiled smugly.


“Hey
ah, Princess Deidra right?” he asked walking closer to her. The teenager turned
and glanced at him then went back to watching the skies. “We're not exactly
safe next to this cliff you know. It rained last night so it's probably
slippery.”


“So
go back,” she said not looking at him.


The
translator caught part of that but he was fairly sure of what she was saying
anyway. “Sure, just as soon as you do,” he said stubbornly. Two could be
pigheaded.


“Leave.
I order you,” she snarled, hugging herself tighter and turning away.


“First
off, I'm not one of your subject’s lady so that bullying crap won’t work
with me. Second I happen to be in charge of this group,” he said indicating the
Terrans. “If you don't want to be here we're more than happy to drop you off at
the nearest village.”


She
turned glaring full force at him but slipped. Her arms flew out wind milling.
She screeched as she fell backwards. He lunged forward and grabbed her ankle as
she fell. She dangled there over the cliff edge.


“Quit
struggling,” he snarled, feeling them both slip down to the cliff edge. “Ah, a
little help here?” he called over his shoulder. His grip on her ankle was
slipping.


Ryans
felt hands on his hips and then a rope was tossed out to Deidra. She grabbed at
it desperately. He dug his knees in and pulled. She squeaked as his grip
tightened like a vice on her ankle and he pulled her back off the edge to
safety.


He
panted for a second, surprised he was tired. He pulled her away as the cliff
edge crumbled under her. As they moved back the section they had been on gave
way completely and slid down the sheer cliff. He wrapped his arms around her
instinctively as he backed away.


She
clung to him for a moment breathing heavily and then pushed herself away and
getting up she stalked off wiping at the mud with an angry hand. He shook his
head and turned to the Gunny. “Thanks.”


“Sure.
Least one of you thought of it,” the Gunny said smiling. “That girl just
doesn't appreciate a favor,” he sighed. He rolled his shoulders and he coiled
the rope. Ryans shrugged glancing in the direction the princess had stomped
off. He had no intention of following her. Her or Sue for that matter.


Zara
came over and grabbed her arm. “Are you all right?” she demanded. Deidra
scowled, not answering as she brushed dirt and debris from her soiled dress. It
was a gift from her mother. If she had one from the carriage she would have
burned this tainted thing despite her mother's wrath. Mother would have understood
in the end she thought. She'd burn it anyway, first chance she got, she thought
turning as Zara shook her arm and then stepped back.


Deidra
looked up and glared. “I'm fine,” she growled. “No thanks to him,” she said
jerking her chin to the leader of the gaijin. She'd make him pay for
manhandling him. No man might touch her without permission.


“Him?
He saved you. Again sister, He saved you. Had he not been there to grab you...”


“It
was because of him that I fell!” Deidra snarled, watching her sister's eyes go
wide. Zara stepped back in alarm. “He...”


“We
need to go,” a soldier said waving to the trucks. She looked around. The gaijin
were loading up to leave. Turning she gave Ryans a fulminating look over her
shoulder before she reached down and hitched her tattered dress up so she could
more easily climb on board the carriage.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
caught the look and snorted. “Just between you and me I think I'll ride with
someone else this go around,” he said to Perry.


Perry
had also caught the look and snorted as well. “Yeah, I don't blame you,” he
said waving to the improvised command hummer. “After you,” he said.


<==={}------------>


Zara
stared out into the night, looking through the window as she rested her chin on
her folded arms. “That's twice he's saved your life,” she murmured to her
sister. She was bored, bored of being cooped up, bored of playing the word game
with the healer and the strange contraptions she had.


Deidra
looked affronted. Up until now she hadn't thought of it, hadn't thought of the
implications. Now suddenly Zara's pointing them out forced her eyes open to the
potential problem. “I...”


“You
know it's true. Once for me, twice for you.”


“I...
it's not true!” Deidra said desperately, glaring at the peasants who dared look
up in interest. Bux immediately dropped his head. His pregnant wife looked
away.


“I
know it is. You know it is Deidra,” Zara said looking at her sister in the
reflection of the window. It was dark, far darker than normal because of the
clouds overhead. Apparently it didn't bother the gaijin. Some like their driver
wore strange contraptions on their heads covering their eyes.


“It's
not true!” Deidra said as the trucks slowed and then stopped.


“You
know it is!” Zara said, turning to glare. “And you know what it means! For both
of us!” she said sounding desperate.


“No!”
Deidra practically screamed, throwing the door open and rushing out into the
night.


“Deidra!”
Zara said rushing after her.


Bux
looked at his wife. She bit her lip unsure. Finally she shrugged. “Tis no
concern of ours mine husband,” she cautioned. He slowly nodded.


<==={}------------>


After
driving another six hours they made a pit stop and the princesses immediately
went off by themselves, arguing intently. The two of them came running back a
minute later with an angry squealing six legged thing chasing them. Zara
hastily climbed up a tree, climbing for all she was worth. The military group
turned just as Deidra tripped and fell. She rolled, pulling out a dagger. The
beast lunged for her but a horn blew. Confused it turned its six piggish eyes
to the noise.


Ryans
blew the truck horn again. The animal turned, then stomped and began to paw at
the ground. He flicked the headlights on. Deidra rolled away and clambered
behind a tree.


The
hex boar lunged forward. Ryans popped the truck into gear and stomped down on
the accelerator. The truck surged forward as the boar's head dropped. When the
two collided the five hundred pound creature was thrown backwards, but it stuck
firmly to the bumper by its tusks. Edsfield tried to get a clear shot but he
couldn't. He yelled at Ryans to back up.


Ryans
popped the truck into neutral to go to reverse. The boar got its' footing and
began to dig in pushing the truck backwards. It tore at the bumper until its
tusk snapped. In pain and confused it retreated into the bush.


Deidra
came out after Edsfield confirmed the creature was gone. She coaxed a shaken
Zara down. Zara hugged her sister then looked over to Ryans. “Thank you,” she
said in her own language. He nodded. Deidra glared for a moment and then
ignored him, turning away.


Ryans
shook his head turning to Edsfield and Perry. “Just another day rescuing princesses
I guess,” he said with a rueful grin.


“Where
the hell are we going?” Edsfield asked. “Sir,” he said turning first to Perry
and then to Ryans.


“We're
following the main road,” Ryans responded when Perry turned to him. “It's the
only road that can handle our vehicles easily. I'd take one of the side roads
but this one lets us get as much distance between us and the damn raiders as we
can get, as fast as we can.


“Ah.”


“You
realize this will eventually lead to somewhere we may not want to be. Like oh,
say another castle or even the capital,” Perry warned as the head sniper left.


“Yeah
well, that's one of the reasons I'm letting the princesses tag along with us,”
he said jerking his chin slightly to the women in question. Perry nodded.


“One
of the reasons?” Perry asked neutrally.


“Okay,
every damn time we leave them to their own devices we have to come running to
rescue them.”


“Where's
Bowser when you need him huh?” Perry chuckled, slapping Ryans on the arm.


“Funny,
very funny,” Ryans said but couldn't help grinning slightly at the joke.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur
scowled. Word had just arrived from another hunting party, Thorvald and his
raiding party had been found. To add insult to injury the fool had let the
princesses slip through his fingers before being killed.


And
now this, he thought angrily slapping down a paper onto his makeshift desk. He
turned, pacing in his tent. Emroy, the so called Duke balked. His rejection of
Art’ur's generous terms of surrender left only a siege as a final recourse. It
would have to be, he couldn't leave Emroy behind him. He needed the food and
goods the Duke had stored.


The
count of Monty had fallen all over himself to surrender only this morning. The
man had sent his women and children off before surrendering. It vexed Art’ur;
he could have used the hostages to ensure the man's loyalty. At least he didn't
have to lay siege to that wretched castle. Not that it was much; his men had
identified three different ways to gain access to it easily.


A
siege, it always came back to that. “Majesty we can ill afford a siege. But we
must secure our rear,” Yorik said, one fist clasped over his heart. “We have
but a month's provisions. We must forage our men to keep them fed for longer.”


“Then
it's a siege then!” Art’ur howled, turning. Uuôden was crestfallen, head down
in a corner. He was weary and cursing himself for letting his brash impulsive
son rush ahead of the main army. He'd wanted the lad to get it out of his system
but... he scowled.


He
wouldn't be so brash and stupid he vowed. His people needed a leader. He needed
to lead, it was his destiny. He knew that in the fullness of time he'd rule
this world with an iron hand. It was written in the stars after all.


“Uuôden!
Uuôden the red I need your counsel! Your people, your King, needs you!” Art’ur
called turning in a swirl of royal robes.


“Coming
your Majesty,” Uuôden replied striding over to the young man.


<==={}------------>


Over
the next three days the Terrans continued to work on the linguistic barrier.
Using Ben's laptop as well as Doc's rudimentary understanding of Latin and the
wireless network to the other computers they managed to build a common syntax
they could use as a base. It helped that both women seemed to have a natural
gift of understanding them. Each of the princesses took turns with the words.
It seemed like a game to them. The two peasants were practically useless.


Corporal
Lisa Patterson, Ryans, Wanda, Doc, and their vid tech Sydney figured out the
linguistic system with some trial and error. They did firmware updates to the
team's phones and blue tooth ear wigs daily.


This
allowed them near real time translation. Natural linguists like Patterson
picked the language up on their own. In the three days she was exposed to the
girls and other refugees she picked up their language quickly. So quickly she
started to sound like a native. Patterson seemed to bond with Zara, the younger
princess.


<==={}------------>


Zara
stared at the gaijin woman Lisa. Lisa was a nice sort for a peasant soldier,
bright and smart. She, unlike Bux and Yana, knew how to read. Very few outside
the royal houses or merchant houses had that skill. She looked around. It
appeared that all the gaijin could read, to the princess that was something
that was slightly disconcerting. She had never been exposed to a mandatory
educational system for others outside of her class.


Lisa
pulled a wire out of her ear and looked over to her. “Did you say something
princess?” she asked.


Zara
frowned prettily, hands dry washing. She only understood a small part of what
the woman had said. She indicated the wire Lisa had dropped in her lap.


“What
oh this?” Lisa picked up the jack and then chuckled. “It's... look,” she said
holding it up and then putting it towards the teen's face.


Zara
reared back until Lisa encouraged her with a smile and used her other hand to
brush her hair aside. Zara noted another white wire in her ear. Hesitantly she
allowed Lisa to touch her hair.


Lisa
brushed the girl's blond locks over her ear and then put the earphone in, the
girl gasped as rich sound washed over her.


Deidra
looked up at her gasp but she waved the concern aside, her hand going to cup
her ear. She looked at Lisa in incredulous wonder.


Lisa
smiled. “IPod,” she said holding up a small rectangle. Zara stared at the small
silver thing.


“I
know it's a lot but well,” Lisa moved over to sit next to the girl. She showed
Zara the screen. Enraptured the teen listened and watched the small screen as
the woman showed her different images and text.


“Cool
huh?” Lisa said after a while. Her eyes lit onto a laptop. “Here check this,”
she said. She popped her earphone out and then reached over to the computer.


Zara
had seen the thing of course but hadn't understood it. Patterson flipped it
open and pressed a button. Lights began to blink. Zara gasped again. She
pointed at the screen and looked up to her sister. “It's a magic box!”


“A
child's toy,” Deidra said, sounding bored and exasperated. “So what? They all
play with them,” she said. She continued to stare out the window.


“It's
more than that look!” Zara said turning the laptop in Lisa's lap. Deidra looked
over just to make her sister happy and gasped, eyes going wide at the video
playing out.


“How
is that possible?” she asked, coming over immediately. She reached for it but
Lisa looked uncomfortable and shielded it with her hand. She moved over so
Deidra could sit on her other side.


“Here,”
Lisa said patting the cushion beside her.


Deidra
sank onto the cushion and watched enthralled by the moving pictures and sounds.


Bored
Bux and his wife Yani looked over their shoulders to watch as well. Zara looked
up at them in irritation but couldn't keep her gaze off the screen for long.


“Here
check this out,” Lisa said. She played a video of Earth, showing them various
cities and views. The natives were awed and speechless.


Finally
Lisa showed them a video of one of her favorite artists. That however didn't go
over well for some reason.


“She's...
undressed,” Deidra said, wrinkling her nose.


“Well,
Kelly Clarkson isn't for everyone I guess,” Lisa said with a diffident shrug as
she closed the laptop. “Time for breakfast and bed!” she said getting up and
waving for them to move.


Zara
looked up. In her enthrallment she hadn't even felt the metal carriage stop.
She looked out the window and saw a forest. Suddenly she wasn't at all happy
about going outside.


<==={}------------>


“Did
you notice the armor is Japanese?” Dr. Roshenko said coming over to Ryans and
plopping down beside him. They'd just finished watching video footage of the
army again. He stirred his MRE for a moment before taking a bite. The routine
was just that, routine now. If they pushed they could drive day and night but they
didn't want to run themselves out of fuel. By their best estimates they were at
least three or four days ahead of the raiding army and wanted to stay that way.


Which
made these pit stops during the day a pain. Oh he agreed, they needed to stand
down, the vehicles needed a break, the men and women needed a chance to unwind
and stretch but damn. Each time they were now wary of an alien animal coming
out of the bush. Perry, the Gunny, Waters, and Ryans were divided on the best
position to bed down. The military men were divided in wanting a defensible
position versus a hidden one. Ryans sought a compromise that didn't make anyone
happy but supposedly got the job done. At least for the short time they would
be there until they moved on anyway, Roshenko thought.


“Asian
you mean. They look like a hybrid of Roman, European plate armor, and Asian
armors,” Perry said, eating a bite of stew. It was weird for some people to see
them eating stew for breakfast but you got used to doing those things when you
were in the field.


“Probably,
ah hot, hot,” Roshenko said, fanning his mouth. He gulped some water then
cleared his throat as he set his canteen down. “I'd say it's got some samurai
overtones in the helmet and skirt. Shoulder pauldrons too for that matter. But
the chest looks like articulated armor from a European thirteenth century
knight.”


“True.
But did you see the armor some of the raiders were wearing? Or the footmen?
It's Roman. I mean Roman legion. They even have javelins,” Perry said looking
up.


Doctor
Roshenko's eyes became thoughtful. His fork was frozen midway to his mouth as
he stared off into the air. The mystery meat dripped off it after a moment.
Perry tried not to look at it.


“You
know, I didn't think of that. I... You know, you could be right. I did note
that some of the lower quality armor is lacquered like the Japanese did. It
must be to protect the metal from this damp atmosphere,” Roshenko murmured
thoughtfully. He looked around. “I did see some armor that looked suspiciously
like chromium or nickel platted alloy... possibly even stainless steel... I
wonder...” His thoughtful daze seemed to waken into enthusiasm. He looked
around distracted, patting his pockets. “I should check...”


“Eat
first, look at your notes later Doc,” Waters said. He looked over to Scooter
and Ginger who were snickering. They nodded to the Doc then rolled their eyes
when he wasn't looking. Waters glared until they dropped the snickering and
went back to eating.


 


The
basilisk attack was something that caught them all by surprise. They had
parked in the forest, screened from the road by the trees and brush and their
own camouflage.  The predator had climbed a tree near their camp, and then
went out on a limb before dropping in on them from above. Suddenly a giant six
legged predator was among the people sleeping outside in the waning light of
the evening.


 Pandemonium
struck. The beast savaged PFC Fairfax, disemboweling the medic in a welter of
gore. It spread its' cheek displays and Medusa tentacles and then turned on
Lieutenant Jg Galloway as he came out from around his hummer to see what the
commotion was all about.


Galloway
went down screaming as the creature swatted him with a massive clawed paw. He
screamed in pain as he hit the side of the camper. Hearing the commotion, growls
and screams, Ryans came up around him drawing his weapon just as the girls
burst from the camper they were in.


“No
get back inside!” he yelled, shooting at the beast. It turned, clawing at him
but only catching air and then swung its barbed tail at the door. Deidra was
trying to get Zara back into the bus but the girl was frozen in fear. The
barbed tail struck the door, knocking them to the ground. The tail spikes stuck
in the door. The creature turned, trying to pull the spikes out, when it
couldn't it turned on the door, clawing it.


The
girls screamed as the beast savaged the metal door beside them. Ryans grabbed
each of them and then shoved them under the bus. He turned just in time for the
back of a mighty paw to slap him to the ground. His Berretta went flying from
his hand.


“Ah
hell, why did you have to play a hero,” Perry yelled from beyond him as the
beast stood over Ryans. The beast looked up over its shoulder to the lieutenant
and hissed, displaying its cheek ruffs and tentacle hair once more.


“Oh
aren't you a nasty bitch,” Perry snarled, shooting at it with his Berretta. The
creature cawed in defiance and then turned on its new prey.


Ryans
had reached out and caught hold of Fairfax's Berretta still in its holster. He
fumbled it out while the creature was distracted and then brought it up. It was
slippery but he managed it.


“Eat
this you bitch,” he said as the predator turned to look down. He brought it up
in a two handed grip just as the beast opened its mouth to bite. Its jaw and
teeth articulated out, almost like a shark or viper.


The
first shot went up into its soft mouth, ricocheted off a bone then bounced off
the spine and down its gullet. The second punched through the throat, right
through the back of the neck nicking the spine. His third shot severed a
carotid artery, spraying blood. It screamed, turning away from him. It clawed
at its side, thrashing about. One of the kicks knocked him over. He felt
stabbing pain in his shoulder and side.


He
felt hands on his wounded shoulder pulling at him. He sat up, and took more
careful aim. A thunderous boom made him turn, Edsfield had his Barrett out. The
round exploded into the animal's shoulder.


It
thrashed around, staggering, slamming into the vehicles. Its hind claws tore
into his exposed thigh and arm as he tried to dodge and roll out of danger.
Then Edsfield's second shot made the predator's head explode. The carcass
toppled to the ground in a welter of gore.


Ryans
spat out the blood and guts that had sprayed into his face. “Medic,” he said
lying back under the smelly steaming carcass. “Yo, medic!” He called and then
sighed. He felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up over his head to see
Deidra’s eyes under the truck.


“You
girls okay?” he asked trying to pull himself out from under the body. Zara was
hysterical, sobbing. Her sister patted her arm. She clutched at her in
desperation, hugging herself for comfort. The red and purple dresses were even
richer in color now he thought.


“Well,
I can say one thing, this is a camping trip to remember,” he sighed as he
rocked his shoulders back and forth, pulling himself out. Every move was an
agony of stabbing pain.


“Hang
on a sec,” Perry said looking over to him. Doc was busy with Galloway. The
Gunny and Master Sergeant were nervously eying the trees, muttering about more
of the damn things.


“Deidra.”
He looked up again to the trees then to the shaken girl. “Hey.” He patted her
thigh. His bloody hand brushed Zara's and she shrieked into fresh hysterics.
“Sorry, I don't mean to scare you hon, but we need to ask you some questions.”


“What?”
Deidra asked rocking her sister and patting her hair.


“Are
there any more of those? Is it a pack hunter?”


“No,”
Deidra said shaking her head. “It may be a female though. It may have a mate.
If it is a female then it may have young nearby.”


The
Terrans caught half of that, but enough to get the general idea of what she was
saying. “Great, that's all we need,” Perry said as he stepped closer. “Looks
like you could use some help.” He bent forward and helped to pull Ryans out
from under the carcass. “Looks like you need a shower...and a long one. Maybe
one of the ladies can help you get cleaned up?” he teased. The women ignored
them.


Ryans
snorted. “Try getting them out of there,” he sighed, leaning against the camper
and putting pressure on the arm and thigh wounds.


“Injured?”
Perry asked suddenly concerned.


“Ah,
yeah, bitch chewed me like a rag doll,” Ryans grunted, feeling the temporary
anesthetic of adrenalin wear off and the throbbing pain start to set in.


“How
bad, I can't tell where you end and it begins under that,” Perry said, looking
serious he turned. “Sergeant; medical kit here!” he called looking over his
shoulder. The Gunny grabbed a medical kit from the nearest hummer and came
over, still eying the trees.


“Looks
like you got sprayed. Sure your'e hurt?” he asked eying the greenish blood.


Ryans
snarled and pulled his shirt up. Claw marks raked his side and shoulder. They
started bleeding again the moment he pulled the blood soaked cloth away,
tearing at the short lived scabs. They weren't deep, but they were long.


“Yeah,
I'll say you did. Doc has her hands full with Galloway, he's a mess.
Fairfax...” he looked down at the fallen private and sighed. “You’re not much
better off.” He shook his head as he opened the case. “We better rinse you off
before I spray this crap, I don't want to leave any alien buggers in for sepsis
to set in,” he said looking around. “Corporal your canteen,” he ordered and then
pointed.


“Sure,”
Lewis replied and tossed him a canteen.


“Get
me more water and more bandages,” the Gunny called.


Doc
looked up. “Got another?” she asked, looking over to them. “One of the girls?”


“No
Ryans is your next customer Doc, he's just got to wait in line,” the Gunny
said, sprinkling water over the injuries. “Bit tore up, claw marks on his right
shoulder, right arm, thorax, both thighs, and right calf,” he said not looking
up. “Stable, Doc. Wounds are long but shallow. It looks like they didn't get
past what little fat he's got on him. Triage. ”


“Right,”
Doc said nodding. “Galloway is bad. He's lost a lot of blood and tissue. I've
got two cans of biofoam in him. I had to use forceps to clamp a few bleeders so
I really need to operate.”


She
looked like she was going to come over, so Ryans waved his good hand. “Stay
Doc. Perry is right. Triage. Get him stable then you can peek at me. The others
have me in hand.” His voice was rough with pain but firm. He indicated the
Gunny cleaning the wounds. “He may be an ugly ass marine but I trust him.”


“Cute,”
the Gunny said as he worked.


Ryans
gasped as alcohol wipes were slathered over the ragged wound. “You did that on
purpose,” he accused glancing at him. The Gunny smirked but continued cleaning
the wounds.


“Someone
want to get the girls out and into the camper. I don't think we should stay
here too long. According to Deidra this may be a nesting female. If it is she's
probably got babies around here somewhere. Hungry babies and maybe one
pissed off mate,” Ryans warned. He felt his energy draining. He knew it was
fatigue and blood loss.


“Oh
that's just peachy,” the Gunny said not looking up as he sprayed a wound with
biofoam. “I'm more worried about a mate.”


“That's
just what we need,” Perry muttered looking around nervously. His eyes locked on
the master sergeant. “Waters we may have more of them around. Tighten the
perimeter. Doc, get your patients stable and then we're hitting the road early.
Pack up people,” he ordered and waved. Fairfax's body was already stripped of
gear and bagged.
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The
team got Galloway onto a back board and carried him into the camper. Doc kept
working on him as they moved. Nate the biologist was tripping over people as he
took measurements, pictures and samples of the beast. He muttered mournfully at
the destruction of the head until Wanda snarled at him to shut up. He just kept
going though, ignoring her.


“Come
on honey, let's get you two out of there and cleaned up,” Wanda and Charlie
urged. They hunkered down next to Ryans and the Gunny, hands outstretched.
Deidra looked up to them then down to her sister who was beginning to settle
down.


“Listen,
if it scares you, keep your eyes closed and we'll guide you out of there. You
don't have to look. It's safe now, and it will be a lot safer once we get you
in a truck.”


A
shrieking cry made everyone freeze. A second cry answered the first. Zara began
to shake and moan, sobbing and rocking back and forth once more. She shook her
head back and forth, going into hysterics again until her sister slapped her
hard.


The
fifteen year old looked at her in stunned surprise, choking back sobs.


“You’re
of the royal house. Act that way!” Deidra snarled. “This? This is nothing. We
need to go now!”  Her eyes flashed and held her sister's.


Zara
choked back her sobs, eyes wide. She nodded meekly, taking Charlie's hand and
letting her pull her out from under the camper. She was limp, eyes closed.
Charlie tried to lead her but ended up throwing the girl over her shoulder.


“Got
her?” Lewis asked concerned.


“Yeah,
she's light. Get the door,” Charlie said nodding her chin to the Stryker
nearby. Lisa pointed to the camper. Charlie grunted and turned back to it.


“Ah,
sure.” Lewis hot footed around the carcass then opened the door. She glanced at
it, feeling like it was going to get up and tear them apart at any moment.


Ryans
waved to the Gunny. “Let's go somewhere it's easier to work shall we?” he
asked. The Gunny eyed him. “I don't care for the decor. Besides, I'm getting
sore here and I think I got a stick up my... well you know,” he said with a
bemused grin. He reached up to move.


Perry
grabbed his hand and had another hand in his armpit. “Thanks,” Ryans said as he
helped him up.


“Hurt?”
Perry asked.


“Oh,
only when I breath,” Ryans answered, he moved slowly. “Or move,” he winced. “I
don't think anything vital got hit, most of it is superficial.”


“Yeah,
but it went right through the skin and fat layers and into muscle in some
places,” The Gunny cautioned.


“Are
you calling me fat?” Ryans asked as they helped him over to a bumper.


“All
civilians are,” the Gunny deadpanned. He had to admit though, Ryans wasn't an
ordinary civilian. The guy was ripped, he obviously worked out heavily. His
body was chiseled muscle. “Your wardrobe is going to need a good tailor,” he
said cutting the pants away.


“Yeah,
I think we can dispense with their services all together and just burn this
mess,” he sighed, relaxing and letting his head fall back.


Perry
glanced at him. “You still with us?” Perry asked worried.


“You're
not getting rid of me that easily,” Ryans said, eyes closed. “One bitch from
hell isn't going to stop me.”


“Good
to know,” Perry chuckled.
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“Fortunately
you've got a thick hide so these superficial scratches should give you a nice
set of scars to impress the ladies,” Doc said dabbing at his arm sometime
later. They'd stopped and transferred him and the girl's to the camper. Well,
the girls and he had made it as far as the bumper so far. The medical hummer
was full with Galloway and an attending nurse. They hadn't gotten clear of the
forest and everyone was a bit jumpy about that.


“Gee,
thanks Doc,” he quipped and then grimaced.


“You're
a pint or two low, are you sure you don't want me to give you a boost?” she
asked.


He
shook his head. “Save it for Galloway. How is he?”


“Stable.
I'm going to have to operate, his intestine is perforated, left ulna is
shattered, and I don't like the looks of his scans. He's got bite marks on his
shoulder too, bit like these...” She examined his shoulder.


“Claw
marks Doc, I'd know it if it bit me. That thing's fangs were as long as my arm.
I would have known if she had believe me,” he said with feeling. He shivered.


“Oh,”
Doc nodded dabbing at a wound. “Well, this one will have to be sewn up. The
deep ones I want to clean again before we close them. The shallow ones can
wait, that biofoam is doing a good job keeping everything closed as long as you
don't move much.”


“Good,”
he sighed head back.


“Light
headed?” she asked concerned. He grunted an affirmative.


She
frowned. “Blood loss, you're kind of pale too. BP is low. I'll have Gunny set
you up with a saline IV and give you some fruit juice and a cookie. Maybe a
glucose IV as well.”


He
waved a dismissive hand. “Save the saline and glucose for later Doc, but I'll
take the fruit juice and water,” he said smiling.


“Stubborn
pain in the ass. I normally like that about you,” she chuckled.


“What's
the other breakage?” he asked softly, catching her arm.


She
looked at it then patted it. “We lost Fairfax. He was...” She looked away. “I
couldn't do anything.”


He
sighed, patting her arm in turn. “Not your fault Doc, mine,” he sighed. “And
the others?”


She
shook her head and pursed her lips. “Scrapes and bruises nothing major. The
princesses got a bit banged up, scraped knees and elbows going under the
camper. That was quick thinking by the way. Saved them and got them out of the
line of fire.”


“Yeah,”
he sighed rubbing his temples, eyes closed. He wished now he could have gotten
under with them. “You've got Galloway stable enough for us to move?” He opened
his eyes and looked around. The camp was cleared; everyone was nervously
looking at the tree line and the branches above. Occasionally a screech would
put everyone on alert.


“I'd
rather not, his insides are dicey, and I just patched that artery together, but
we need to get somewhere safe,” she said and then shrugged. “Perry said we're
moving out in ten.”


“Got
it,” he replied and then pulled himself up with a groan.


“Easy
there,” she said and pushed his good shoulder back down. “Go easy on those
ribs. I've given you something for the pain, but you've got a couple of cracked
ribs and if you move you'll tear those wounds open more.”


“Ah,”
he nodded trying not to hiss. “I can't sit here though Doc, as much as they'd
like it.” He pointed to the bumper. Doc grimaced.


“Oh,”
she chuckled softly. “Yeah, good point, but go as slow as slow,” she said
waving to Lewis. Lewis looked around nervously then came over, hands on her weapon,
eyes scanning the trees.


“Lewis,
help him get to the camper. The Stryker is too small for him.”


“Yeah,
we need to move,” Lewis said, licking her lips then sticking her hand under his
armpit. “Gunny's checking the perimeter, trying to localize where they're
coming from.” She helped him over to the camper and up the folding steps.


“In
you go. Good work boss,” she said then moved off. He grimaced and passed the
girls then eased himself down at the table.


“You
ladies all right?” he asked hunched over his arm. They looked at each other and
then to him. The oldest, Deidra said something in her native language. He
grimaced, his blue tooth had been knocked into the dirt during the attack or
when Gunny first patched him up. He waved his hands then pointed to his ear.


“Sorry
ladies, I can't understand a word you're saying,” he sighed at Deidra's annoyed
look. “Lewis,” he called. “LEWIS!”


“Yeah
What?” Lewis said at the door.


“Find
my blue tooth. It's near the door. It fell off during the attack.”


“Right.”
She scanned the area around the carcass. “I don't see it. Lots of blood and
crap,” she muttered. She scuffed her boots then looked under the camper. “Got
it.” She came up with the little device and tossed it into the camper. It
bounced off Zara who shrank back.


“Do
you mind?” he asked pointing to it. Deidra glared. Zara looked, then bit her
lip and got the device. She looked it over curiously.


“It's
actually just a transceiver,” he said, forgetting they couldn't understand him.
He pointed to the ear piece. “This goes in here.” He pointed to his ear. “This
you talk into.” He pantomimed talking. “This translates what I say and speaks
your language.” He pointed to the little speaker. “This hears what you say and
turns it into my language and plays it in my ear.” He pointed to the ear piece
again. “Then it told me what to say back.”


Her
eyes were bright, at least brighter than they were after the attack. He
realized the wonder of the unknown device was helping her get over her fear so
he didn't insist on getting it back right off. She fumbled with it, tried it on
then smiled tentatively stroking the hair away from her ear. He nodded patting
her arm. “Looks good on you,” he said. She jerked, hand to her ear, eyes wide.
He chuckled.


“Working?”
he asked. She blinked in confusion. He grimaced.


“How's
it hanging?” the Gunny asked climbing in with an IV kit. “I've got just the
stuff to fix you up. Doc is insisting you at least get a saline drip. Saline we
can replace.” He motioned for Zara to move aside.


“Here,”
he pulled the kit out as Ryans raised his arm palm up. “This won’t hurt a bit,”
he said sticking the needle in and then checking to make sure the stick was
good.


“Nice,
first try,” Ryans smiled.


“Comes
with practice,” the Gunny said.


“Sure,”
Ryans said nodding as the Gunny hooked the IV up. The girls were wide eyed.
“He's giving me fluids to replace the blood I lost,” he explained and then
sighed. He kept forgetting they didn't understand.


The
Gunny turned to the girls and touched his blue tooth. He explained in their
language then waited. The girls looked confused and then nodded. Zara held out
the blue tooth tentatively to him. He took it, patted her on the knee and then
handed it to Ryans.


“Here,
I think you need this more than she does. Don't move that arm or you're liable
to bend the needle. Play nice,” the Gunny said and then left.


“Thank
you princess,” Ryans said nodding to Zara, and then Deidra. Zara smiled again,
running her fingers through her bangs.


Ryans
sighed. “I apologize if I was a little rough with you out there; I was trying
to protect you.”


Zara
smiled shyly again and then nodded in understanding. He touched her arm. She
flinched and then relaxed. “I'm sorry,” she murmured hoarsely.


He
stroked her arm. “Perfectly normal reaction, you've been traumatized enough.
You're a kid, and that scared all of us. We're just faster at recovering.
Remember, next time keep your head. Fall to pieces when it's safe,” he said,
trying to keep that as light as possible so he wouldn't be a downer to the kid.
He smiled lying back. After a moment she nodded.


“Thank
you for saving our lives,” Zara murmured, holding his hands. “Again,” she said
stroking her fingers on his arm. His eyes opened. Deidra looked startled and
then paled.


“No
problem. Now, I think the morphine's finally kicking in so I'm going to nod
off.” He slowly slipped into unconsciousness just as the camper moved out.
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“He
did it again,” Zara said.


“Again?”


“Saved
our lives,” Zara said firmly. “You and I both know what that means,” she said
stubbornly.


“It...”
Deidra shot the dozing man a look. Whatever the soldier named Gunny had given
him had him sleepy.


“He
may be married.”


“So?”
Zara demanded. “That doesn't matter with gaijin and you know it. You know the
law. They and their bloodline are special and must be protected and encouraged.
The laws of matrimony do not apply to us or to them.”


“But...”
Deidra bit her lip. “I'm certain he's married to the healer. I'm sure of it.”


“So?”


“So
he's not the type to dally I bet,” Deidra said, going out on a limb.


“Perhaps
sister, and perhaps not,” Zara warned. “We don't know for sure. We know little
about him,” she said. “And men like him, heroes must be passed on to the next
generation.”


“I...”
Zara and Deidra talked quietly about him saving them. Bux and Yani watched but
tried to remain quiet and out of the way. Deidra bit her lip. This wasn't going
well, she thought. She looked at him. For the first time she noticed his
rippling muscles. He was well built, not fat like some men. Well-muscled and
tall, well fed and strong, incredibly strong. But oh, this was so wrong. She
turned away in disgust with troubled thoughts.
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Art’ur
snarled as he watched the men prepare to lay siege to the castle. His efforts
to take the gates had been rebuffed. Now he had to risk his men to cut down
trees for the wood to make the siege engines to break the blasted wall.


He
eyed the wall in savage dissatisfaction. They'd pay he vowed, as men nearby
grunted, pulling up a log. They'd pay for their insolence, in daring to defy
him.


He
turned. Two trebuchets and a catapult were under construction. A shed was also
being put up. Unfortunately the fools he had for followers had torched some of
the nearby villages before being called off, so that ready supply of wood and
material had been lost.


He'd
dreamed of such machines, of a siege like this. It fired the imagination of a
child but he knew what trouble it was. His men were tied down, forced to
encircle the castle to cut it off from support and to continuously harass the
defenders while probing for weak points. Wearing the defenders down through
attrition was one way to break their will but it took time. Time he was afraid
he didn't have.


He
was certain he had some time, the seasons were long here, and this Kingdom
wasn't as far north as Duluth but the planting did need to get done or all
would suffer. He'd come here for the food and if none were planting it he would
be undone. They would be undone.


His
family's well placed spies in the capital were beginning to report in. There
was word of strange vehicles on the roads between here and the capital. He'd
heard of them in the attack on the wall but then nothing more so had put them
from his mind. Now he knew what had become of them. He didn't like gaijin
getting away.


Uuôden
approached from behind. He turned to the older man, knowing he had a report but
also knowing it was best to receive it where his men and the enemy wouldn't be
able to hear. “My tent,” he said, motioning for the other man to follow. Uuôden
nodded and followed his King.
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When
Ryans woke he got a report and then asked the Doc about the princesses. Doc's
assessment of the princesses put them as well fed teenagers. The oldest, the
brunette/blond was a dead ringer for Britney Spears. The younger had reddish
brown blond hair. She was fifteen from the look of her height and build. Her
older sister was easily eighteen or nineteen; the translation was off though so
they weren't sure. The eggheads were also wondering about the year length.


A
night of restless sleep did Ryans a bit of good. He felt like he'd been used as
a chew toy. Doc checked, he had a light fever but otherwise didn't have any
sign of infection. He did have a spectacular set of cuts and bruises through.
He was careful when he put a fresh shirt on. He made sure it was a button down,
not his usual T shirt undershirt. Hell if he was going to deal with that for a
while he thought.


They
buried PFC Fairfax's body in a pit his fellows dug for him. They buried him
under a cairn of stones to protect the body from scavengers. The Gunny said
some words from his pocket bible and then the service was complete.


“It
seems wrong but it's the best we can do,” Ryans sighed.


“We'll
come back for him. We don't lose our dead,” Waters vowed. “What about our
hitchhikers?” he asked jerking a scarred thumb to the princesses and peasants.


Ryans
looked over his shoulder to the natives. “What about them?” he asked and then
shrugged. He winced at the pain the shrug caused. He'd not taken any more pain
medication but hadn't skimped on the antibiotics the Doc insisted he take. He'd
take them for a couple of days to make sure he was out of the woods before
putting his foot down and stopping that too.


“Seems
they've decided to continue tagging along despite everything,” Waters said
dryly. The girl's had been talked out of their dresses and into baggy sweats.
They didn't look at all happy about the change but apparently Lisa had persuaded
them by promising to launder their outfits. Hopefully the blood splattered
things weren't dry clean only, Ryans thought.


“Can
you blame them?” Ryans replied with a snort. “Can you imagine going up against
that thing with a spear and a sword?”


“Yeah,
I gotta hand it to the lumberjacks in the area,” Waters replied shaking his
head.


The
girls and the two peasants elected to keep traveling with them. They had
several vehicles, Perry and the sarge acidly commented about a convoy sticking
out like a sore thumb. Then Perry grinned. “If you got it flaunt it,” he
finally said and then shrugged. “We'll make it work. We can still travel at
night I guess.”


They
passed through fields near dawn the next day. They noted people working the
fields, Nate commented about the back breaking labor and the risk of predators.


“Well,
that guy ain't working that hard,” Ginger said pointing to a guy leaning on a
white javelin spear. He had a reddish tunic with silver trim.


Nate
wrinkled his nose, now studying the man. He had the look of a soldier or a cop.
“I think he's the reeve. He's in charge of the group. From the look of it, he's
either guarding them from predators... or because they're prisoners,” Nate
replied studying the group as they passed. Several of the people looked up at
the sound of the approaching vehicles.


“Ah,”
Ginger noted the reeve called out to the group as he spotted the convoy. The
group hefted tools nervously, backing away from the road. “Let's let them know
we're friendly folks,” Perry said over the radio. He waved as the lead LAV
passed. They reached out the window and waved as well. Most of the natives just
stared in awe.


Deidra
saw her subjects and saw the gaijin waving. “What are they doing now?” she
asked.


“Trying
to reassure them,” Lisa said, looking up from her laptop.


“Oh,”
Deidra replied. She settled her shoulders and then opened the window to wave as
well.
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They
paused near a pond to refuel and ate lunch. Perry put out a guard. They heard
splashing and shouting in the pond and went to check. Perry snorted as he noted
a kid using a rope to swing into the pond.


“Looks
like fun,” he said as the kid dropped into the water.


“For
more than just them, look.” Ryans said pointing urgently to the other side of
the pond as he drew his weapon. A six legged croc like creature humped itself
off the edge of the water and slid into the water. It swam towards the
unsuspecting kids.


“Hey
get out of there!” he called waving his hands and gun. Perry cupped his hands
over his mouth and shouted danger. Edsfield, Lewis, and the Gunny came at a
run.


“Get
the hell out of there what's the matter with you? Can't you understand
English?” the Gunny snarled waving urgently to them. The kids looked at him in
confusion.


“Probably
not,” Ryans snarled then pointed behind the kids. He kept doing it. Perry
echoed the move. After a second a couple of other people tried to do the same,
lending urgency to the pointing. A kid turned ever so slowly and then screamed
at the sight of the approaching predator. They began to paddle to the shore in
a tangle of frantic arms and legs.


“They're
not going to make it in time,” Perry said urgently, running to the water's
edge. He felt and heard the thunder of a shot. It echoed out of the hollow
deafening them. The hex gator dived under the water and then came back up. It
rolled from side to side. Water splashed as it thrashed around. Several of its
fellows down on the far edge of the water came over. It thrashed at them then
moved up to the bank and out of the water. It shook itself then staggered out
into the nearby bushes.


“What
the hell?” Ryans asked, turning to Edsfield.


The
sniper was grimacing. “Son of a bitch is tough. Must have hit the skull at an
angle cause the round went up and didn't penetrate worth a plum nickel.” He
shook his head. “All I had was this here piddly MP-9 so I didn't have the
stopping power needed.”


“It
worked anyway. Thanks,” Ryans said nodding. The princesses and others were
coming over to them. He waved as the kids came over, dripping wet and clutching
their clothes. “I'd say there should be a no swimming sign. Don't you kids?”


The
kids looked confused. He sighed then pointed to the other croc beasts. They
looked then began to talk urgently and gabble about the animals. After a moment
he held up his hands.


“Just
a minute, just a minute. Princess, a little help here?” He turned to Zara. The
kids turned and noticed her tiara. The kid’s eyes widened comically. As one
they fell to their knees heads down.


Perry
rolled his eyes as Deidra seemed to preen. “Great, now they did it,” he sighed.
She glared. “Can you tell them not to go swimming again? At least till the
crocs leave?” She nodded and spoke for a moment.


“Get
up,” Perry said; pulling what looked like the eldest to his feet. “Go tell your
folks you're okay.” He pointed to the village. The boy gave the princess a
look. She pursed her lips and nodded. He turned and scampered fast.


The
other kids got up and bowed nervously.


“I
think if it's just the same to you we'll give these kids a ride,” Perry said
looking at Ryans. Reluctantly Ryans nodded.
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They
entered a small walled village a few minutes later. At its center was a stone
building, not quite a keep or castle but definitely a lord or lordling's manor.
Perry kept most of the vehicles outside the berm and palisade wall. The kids
milled around and then drifted off one by one.


“That's
the castle, he's in charge when... oh.” Nate nodded to a lord in a long flowing
green outfit. “I guess the lord is in.”


They
watched as the princesses spoke with the lord. Perry frowned. “He's a small
time sheriff or lower ranked knight from the sound of it. He's also not very
amused with the women... It looks like they haven't met and he's not sure if
they are impostors since they are dressed in our clothes.”


Ryans
nodded. The girl's probably looked like peasants in the gray sweats they wore.
“Interesting, He's taking them in anyway. It looks like we're not invited
though,” Ryans commented, watching the women haughtily pass the lord and enter
the small keep. “They better know we're leaving tomorrow. I'll get Max and
Scooter to refuel and check the vehicles while we're parked,” he said. He
waved, walking off slowly.


The
princesses stayed the night with the local Dominus while the Terrans camped
outside. Deidra tried to lord over the local knight who got drunk during
dinner. “I've had enough of your sharp tongue!” he finally bellowed when her
sharp tongue cut him to the quick once too often. Ryans caught the bellow
outside while walking the perimeter and looked up with a frown.


“So,
are we going to leave them here or are we going to keep them around for a
little while longer?” Perry asked Ryans. Ryans could hear snarls and a faint
scream. There was a crack of something hitting flesh. Something was definitely
wrong he thought.


Ryans
grimaced. “I checked with Max, we're low on fuel. He's fixed the camper's flat;
it was a big ass hollow thorn that was giving it a slow leak. We need some down
time to make new fuel as well. And some local support would be nice,” he
grimaced. He felt an itching sensation on the back of his neck though.
Something was wrong, he could feel it.


He
turned to the keep. His itch was coming from there. “Something's up. I'm going
to go check on the ladies and see if they are sticking with us or not.” He
started to walk to the keep. Perry shrugged and joined him.


 Ryans
heard the crack of flesh on flesh and realized someone was being slapped
around. From the whimper it sounded like a woman. He growled trying to move
faster. Ryans and Perry arrived to check on the women. When they entered the
main hall the Dominus was beating a bound Deidra. Deidra was bound much as
before, arms pinned behind her, rope pinning her arms to her sides, and more
rope apparently wound around her ample breasts.


“Hold
it,” Ryans growled. He pulled his weapon and held it on the knight. “Princess?”
he asked. “I don't think this is an S&M thing, though I could be wrong. You
okay?” he asked.


She
turned her head to look at him. She was gagged and he could see blood dribbling
around the gag. Pure rage was in her eyes as she squirmed. “No, guess not,” he
said. He fired into the air when the knight went for his sword.


The
harsh bark of the pistol made them all flinch and freeze. The bullet by chance
hit a chandelier made of antlers, pieces rained down making some of the drunken
footmen dodge and duck and cover. “Cover me,” Ryans ordered.


“Got
it,” Perry said. He touched his throat mike with his free hand, the other
holding his MP-9. “This is five, shot fired. Hostage situation, we're bugging
out. Three and four send a detail to the keep ASAP.”


“Roger,”
Waters said over the radio.


Ryans
waved the knight away from Deidra. The princess kicked the man in the shin. He
howled and grabbed at his leg. A second kick landed between his legs making him
double up. A third hit him square in the face and he went over backwards
bleeding and groaning.


“No
time to untie you princess, sorry,” Ryans said, scooping her up onto his
shoulder. “I have to admit I've always wanted to do this,” he grinned to Perry.
Perry snorted as the princess squealed indignantly over being manhandled.


Perry
held off the knight and his footmen while Ryans carried the princess out. Zara
was also found bound exactly as her sister, sobbing under a table. The
half-drunk squire lunged for a battle ax and Perry shot him in the arm. The
sharp bark of his MP-9 made every non Terran in the room flinch once more in
wide eyed fear. The servants stared at the gasping squire as the squire held
his left hand to his right bicep.


“Next
time listen dumb ass,” Perry snarled.


Perry
hip bumped the table over and carried the girl out with his free hand. He
grinned in the dark at Ryans, white teeth flashing as they ran off towards
Waters and the back up team approaching them. They could see the Terran camp
lighting up. “I could get used to this. Princess Rescue Inc. I wonder if it
should pay fringe benefits?” he said, waggling his eyebrows suggestively. He
didn't really mean it; his girlfriend back home would have his balls if he
strayed. Ryans chuckled until the girls squirmed and kicked.


They
took a left and paused at a building when they heard footfalls. When a native
patrol happened by he swatted her ass when she got too loud. She froze in sheer
outrage and then began to tremble. Fortunately her fit of impotent rage lasted
long enough for the danger to pass and for them to continue on their way.


Waters
met them at the gate. Ryans snorted when he spotted feet on the ground nearby.
Paterson grinned as she hauled the limp body into the shadows. “Not dead just
cold cocked the bastard,” Waters said as the back up team fell behind them as a
wary rear guard.


When
they were back to their own encampment he let Deidra down and untied her. She
had been bound as before, hands behind, biceps pinned to her sides. This time
the black knight had been thorough, for some reason binding her breasts and
binding her wrists up in an almost reverse prayer. Apparently she'd really
pissed him off. The moment her hands were free she rubbed her wrists and then
lunged for him, claws out. He held her off. “Maybe you untied her too soon.
That's gratitude I guess,” the sarge laughed pulling the fuming girl off. Zara
was quiet, leaning against a consoling corporal Paterson as the woman untied
her and gave her a drink of water.


Deidra
was indignant about being manhandled and swatted. She angrily tore at the gag
in her mouth. “How dare you!” she fumed. “I'll have your head for that!”


Perry
shrugged it off. “You’re alive aren't you? That's three or four or five times
we've saved your ass princess,” the lieutenant replied. He held up four and
then five fingers in front of her face. She froze at that, going white. Her
sister was wide eyed and pale as well. They turned to stare at each other.
Deidra bit her lip. They looked at each other then stared at the Terrans.
“Something I said?” Perry asked amused, looking from one to the other. Then the
men shrugged it off. “Well, you can come with us or stay. I don't care,” he
walked off to check the perimeter.


“Time
to pack up folks! Gotta move!” he said over the net push. The team grumbled but
swung into action. They were underway in less than fifteen minutes.


<==={}------------>


Sue
wryly commented about the girl’s lack of clothes the next morning. The
princesses had borrowed a few peasant garments from the dark knight and a
couple of blouses from Sue to go with their torn dress and borrowed sweats.


“Most
likely that had been what had gotten them into trouble,” Ryans replied
thoughtfully. The men noted the two girls were wearing nightshirt tunics belted
at their waists as well as their tiaras. Perry was amused when Ryans took his
jacket off and put it on the older princess, Deidra. She at first shrugged it
off, then when the wind picked up and she got a chill she tugged it on tighter.


Doc
set them up with a spare set of clothes and modified clothes from Ben's duffel.
She showed the fifteen year old princess Zara how to knot her shirt on the side
or in front to take up the slack and make it more feminine. Zara was amused but
went along with it.


<==={}------------>


Nate
and Mary were intrigued and impressed that the natives had domesticated local
life forms and plants for use. Only a handful of animals and plants were from
Earth, most likely due to it being hard to get a foothold in a competitive
ecosystem. Mary pointed out that it might also be because they didn't have
enough genetic stability. Nate agreed after a moment of consideration.


Tubers
were found and logged in their records, also wheat.  Rats, goats, sheep,
cattle, rabbits and horses were seen. Dogs of various breeds as well. Domestic
cats didn't survive; they couldn't compete with the local predators apparently.


Most
of the Terran animals were limited in number; the girls explained that they
were dying out. “There are a lot of still-births. There are a lot of problems
with the blood lines,” Zara hesitatingly explained. Her work with Lisa had
greatly expanded the AI's lexicon.


“Many
have trouble eating the food I bet,” Nate commented about dietary deficiencies.
Zara explained to him that the poorer serfs kept their animals in their homes
to keep them safe and warm. It helped in winter.


“Must
stink to high heaven though,” Nate muttered.


“It's
not a new thing Nate; they did it in medieval times as well. Hell they did it
back in the American colonies for that matter,” Ryans said shaking his head.


They
discovered that the American Indians that had crossed over brought with them
cocoa, coffee, and maize corn, much to some amusement from a few Terran people.
“They have only a limited supply of course,” Mary commented.


“Why
is that?” Perry asked amused.


“Because
it's subsistence farming. They are lucky if they can grow enough for
themselves, their taxes, and a bit left over for next year's seed. I'm amazed
that they've made it for this long.” She shook her head. “Having a balanced
diet on an alien world?” She threw her hands up when the men kept giving her
amused looks. “Man can't live on beer and beef alone you know?”


“Could
have fooled me,” the Gunny said with a tight lipped smile. He'd noted that the
natives drank beer exclusively. The girls and the two peasants drank water
reluctantly.


“Barley
is a grass. Which is in short supply according to Mary,” the Doc said dryly.
“So beer while big in medieval times is probably a pain to cultivate properly.”
She shook her head. “Which means a clean water supply is a pain in the ass. The
medieval idiots didn't know that boiling water to make beer purified it. They
drank beer and were stoned through the middle ages.” When the men stared at her
in amusement she glared. “If you don't believe me, go talk to Gregory, he's the
nutritionist! Let him tell you!” she said exasperated. Perry chuckled.


“Come
on, let's let the lady work,” Ryans nodded as he moved away.


<==={}------------>


Zara
shyly told Nate about the animals. He was intrigued. When she shyly asked him
if he was from there Deidra looked up.


“Ah,
no, no lass, I'm not from this world,” Nate said, smiling.


“None
of us are. We're from Earth. The home world, Terra,” Sue said coming over and
leaning against a bumper. “They don't have these here right?” She tapped the
truck. Zara shook her head. “Well, we don't have those on Earth.” She indicated
the animals in the pasture nearby.


“Gaijin,”
Zara said, giving her sister a significant look once more. Deidra tried to
glower but eventually looked away.


“Japanese
I think. Rude but true I suppose,” Nate observed.


“Almost
done?” Waters asked looking them over then walking on.


“Refueling
is a pain. Wish we could have done this under cover,” the Gunny grimaced.


“What
cover? This is the best we could do,” Scooter said as he squeezed the trigger
of the pump. “I'd rather get it now when it's quiet than get caught running on
fumes while looking for a safe place.”


“Yeah,”
the Gunny shook his head as Waters gave him a look.


“These
critters have no horns, but that one does. Males and females?” Waters asked,
pointing to the beasts in the pasture. A few were coming over the fence and
sticking their heads through to nibble at the grass on the other side.


Zara
shook her head. She said something in her language and then when they didn't
understand she picked up a stick and then touched it to her flesh and made a
hissing sound.


“Ah,
debudding,” Nate nodded in understanding. He looked over to the Master
Sergeant. “It's a process where they use a hot poker to burn the horn cells out
when the animal is young. That stopped the horns from growing. On Earth it is
used on goats, sheep, and cattle. I guess it works on spikes too.” He waved to
indicate the creatures. Zara nodded.


“Ah,
gotcha. Smart. Having all those pointy things around could put someone's eye
out,” the Gunny said smirking. The girls looked at him in confusion.


“They
probably got half that,” Sue sighed. She pulled out her tablet and then tapped
at it. “I guess another translation session is in order,” she grimaced, waving
to a confused Deidra.


<==={}------------>


They
spotted a man riding a bipedal creature running down the road. He was dressed
in scarlet and purple. His beast had some strange markings. The man looked
surprised at their vehicles, but dodged through them and moved on quickly
cresting the next hill out of sight. Gunny pushed Lewis's weapon down so she
wouldn't shoot.


“Okay,
you don't see that every day,” Perry said looking on to where the man went,
then back where he came from. “Scout maybe?”


Deidra
shook her head and said something. The translator paused then he heard “Mail
rider.”


“Ah,”
he nodded. “That explains the saddle bags,” he said. He nodded thoughtfully.
“Did the Duke send one out before the attack?” he asked, turning to the
Princess. She looked wary and then slowly nodded.


“Did
he get warning of the wall falling?” After a moment again she nodded this time
slowly, warily looking at him.


“Ah,
so why did it take so long for you to be sent to safety?” he asked. She
grimaced.


“My...”
She looked to her sister. “Our father ordered it if the wall should fall. Food
not... much in castle.”


“So
the Duke is low on provisions?” Perry asked. “Food? Water? Weapons?”
Reluctantly Deidra nodded.


“So
it may not be a long siege. Great,” he grimaced turning in place and then
pursing his lips in thought. “Something else to keep in mind. Once they're done
looting and pillaging they'll head in this direction.”


<==={}------------>


“I
don't know where we are do you?” Deidra asked. She was tired of being in the
metal carriage. It traveled much faster and smoother than the royal coach but
it was still a long trip to the capital. If they were even going to the
capital. They may have passed it in the night.


Zara
frowned but didn't look up from the movie she was watching. She was clutching a
pillow to her chest, watching it play out. Bux and Yani were watching with her.
The healer Sue was in the other carriage, taking care of the injured soldier.


“Zara,”
Deidra said impatiently. “Pay attention,” she said in exasperation.


“I
am, just not to you,” Zara said, eyes still locked on the screen. “Why do you
want to know?” Zara finally asked.


“Because
we need to know. We need to know where we're going. We need to get to the
capital.”


“I
wouldn't mind some fresh fruit,” Yani said. “The meals they serve sit like
rocks in your stomach,” she said holding her growing tummy. The gaijin healer
had checked on her pregnancy and said something about first term.


Deidra
frowned. “See?”


“So
talk to them. The leader,” Zara said and finally looked up at her.


“Think
of what they could tell us about things,” Deidra said desperately, trying to
change the subject. She didn't want to deal with the one called Ryans or his
soldier Lieutenant Perry.


“How
are you doing with their language?” Deidra finally asked.


“A
lot better if you'd stop interrupting,” Zara replied in disgust. She returned
to watching the movie. Deidra sighed.


When
they stopped for a break she immediately approached the one called Perry. “Can
we talk?” she asked. He nodded and put the remnants of his MRE away.


“What's
on your mind princess?” he asked. She was in a peasant outfit but kept the
tiara on. At least Doc had finally convinced her and her sister to take a
shower.


“We,
can we stop at a village?” she asked looking around for Ryans.


“The
last one didn't work out so well princess,” Perry said. She frowned and then
nodded. That was certainly true. She hadn't expected Drak to be such a stupid
moron. Her father would make him pay dearly for what he had done.


“I
need a map. And supplies,” Deidra said, lifting her chin imperiously. “And I'd
like your healer to look at some who may be injured. In compensation,” she
said.


“Bux
and Yani are hurt?” Perry asked getting up.


“No,
no, I mean any in the village, as compensation. I'd also like news and to
spread the word of the invasion,” she said.


“Ah,
well, we'll see,” he said nodding. “I'll bring it up with Ryans first chance I
get.”


<==={}------------>


The
next morning they stopped to get news and supplies and help a village, teaching
the native peasants what they could in the brief two day stay. Ryans and
mechanic got with the village blacksmith and taught him how to make a more
modern iron plow, then printed designs for various tools and items. The
blacksmith was grateful. They were grateful to add his comments and
descriptions to the translation program along with the fresh fruit from the
nearby orchard. The scientists were ecstatic over the samples they gathered.


Doc
met the local healer and checked on a few cases she had. Two had sepsis and she
lanced and disinfected boils under the supervision of the native healer. One
woman turned out to have an ectopic pregnancy. She aborted the fetus to save
the mother.


They
tried to get the girls to stay but the princesses flat out refused. The other
refugees chose to remain, however. It was a relief to have less people.


“Less
bunnies running around,” the Gunny said with another smirk. Sue asked what he
meant by that but he turned away.


<==={}------------>


On
the road once more they stopped in a small clearing in a swamp a few miles down
the road. Deidra separated herself from the others immediately; she walked off,
arms crossed, sulking. The young woman had become more and more distant to them
after talking with her sister.


“Pouting
princess?” Ginger asked pointing her fork her way. Ryans shrugged. Zara gave
them a look. “She should stay with the group, it's not safe being off on your
own,” Ginger said.


“Right,”
Ryans nodded. “You go ahead and tell her that little thing. I don't feel
like getting my ass chewed any more then I've already had it,” he sighed
leaning back. He rubbed at his injured arm. The cuts itched, a sign that they
were healing. Most of the shallow ones had scabbed over nicely. He didn't like
having them covered in bandages but Doc insisted due to the threat of unknown
infection. He preferred to air dry his wounds.


Zara
got up without a word and walked over to her sister. Ginger eyed her then
looked at Ryans. He shrugged, leaning back, eyes closed.


“What
the hell?” Scooter said looking up from the top of the camper. He shielded his
eyes to look into the grass near them.


“What?”
Perry asked. “See something?” Perry asked looking up. He hefted a rifle.


“Yeah...
looked like something in the grass. There, three o'clock and closing,” Scooter
pointed. Ryans and the others got up and looked in the indicated direction.
Weapons were immediately drawn.


“Boss
we're getting something on the infrared all around. Creatures coming in from
all sides!” The Gunny called looking up from the scanner, one hand on his
earwig.


“Red
alert!” Perry roared. He repeated the order over the radio. Waters looked up
from the truck he was working on and looked around. He picked up his MP-9 and
checked it just as the grass parted and a giant purple and brown centipede came
out.


“What
the hell?” Waters snarled. The yard long creature reared up like a cobra
hissing at him. Antenna and claws wiggled.” Want some of this?” Waters opened
up with the rifle. A quick three shot burst tore the animal apart. Another and
then another came out of the grass and he aimed down, spraying them.


“We
need to Evac now!” Perry ordered looking around. “Lock and load and get your
asses on board. By the numbers people! Move it! MOVE IT!”


Ryans
had made his way after the princesses. He rounded a tree to see Deidra smashing
one of the centipedes with a rock. Her sister was shrieking, backing away. She
stumbled and went down. Another came for her. Ryans grabbed a branch and
reached the girl just as the creature reared, slamming it with the branch in a
hard hit.


“Home
run,” he snarled as the creature sprayed blue goo and fell writhing in the
grass. He heard the shots behind him. He keyed his radio mike. “Try to conserve
ammo folks,” he said over the radio as he reached down for the girl.


“Deidra!”
Zara screeched getting up. He looked to see another centipede had her cornered.
A second was dropping from a branch above and behind the older princess.


“Watch
the trees, above and below!” he said keying his throat mike. Deidra turned just
as his branch slammed into the creature dangling behind her. She closed her
eyes as the goo sprayed her, and then sputtered. Some of it was stringy, like
silk.


“Sorry,”
he muttered, pushing her to one side as she tried to clear her face. He slapped
the stick down but the charging creature dodged, then wound itself around the
stick and started up it.


“Damn!”
He threw it away and pulled his sidearm. A single squeeze of the trigger and
it's head exploded. He looked around for more. When none came out he listened
to the short bursts of weapons fire.


A
hummer pulled up. Zara immediately turned and climbed in as the door popped
open. Deidra looked around. “Come on princess, you can take out your
frustrations on something else later,” Ryans urged, grabbing her arm and
pulling her into the truck. Perry was in the top turret, he fired off a short
burst into the hissing grass line.


“Let's
move out people!” He waved then pointed in the indicated direction. “Safer on
the damn roads apparently,” he snarled as they rumbled out.


“Anyone
hurt?” Ryans asked looking back and up to him.


“No,
not that I know of. Got that goop on a couple of people and things though.
Nate's pitching three kinds of fits about not getting a sample again. We're all
sorely tempted to leave him behind,” Perry growled.


“Typical,”
Ryans snorted. He looked over to Deidra who was wiping at her face. She paused
and looked up to him with a glare and then went back to wiping her face. She
turned away. He reached over and flipped a flap up, exposing a mirror. She
didn't look at him, just brushed his hand away.


“You're
welcome,” he said then shrugged turning back to look at the path ahead. “I
think,” he added shaking his head.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc366220227]Chapter 4


 


Princess
Deidra insisted on stopping at a local knight's small stone keep. She called it
a Donjon. The translator called it a great tower. Ryans frowned at the
translation.


“Sounds
a hell of a lot like dungeon if you ask me.” Waters muttered eying the
edification. He was impressed by the scale of the thing but not in the look. It
was covered in lichens and moss. Someone wasn't taking good care of the place
from the look of the crumbling mortar and stained walls. The girls give him a
look. He shrugged it off.


“Yeah,
it does. Let’s just stay the hell out of the basement then,” Ryans nodded.
“Hope this goes better than the last one,” he muttered.


“Sure,
but I'm taking some C-4 to knock down doors just in case,” Waters said smiling
grimly.


They
left the vehicles behind and went forward with a small party to the base of the
tower. They naturally followed the road right to the moat and wooden gatehouse.
They were challenged from the parapet of the wooden wall by a nervous guard.


“It
is I, your princess. Deidra daughter of Andreas! Royal princess to the realm!”
Deidra called up, chin out, shoulders back. Every inch screamed royal lady. Her
tiara gleamed in the sun.


“Dressed
as a whore? Tell another joke!” the man laughed as Deidra gasped.


“I'll
have your balls for that sir-rah!” she shrieked, hands on her hips and belt
knife, eyes flashing.


“As
long as you treat them gently they will be yours for a night... or two!” the
man roared with mirth. His fellows guffawed.


“Duke
Emroy's castle is besieged by the hated Duluth upstarts! He sent us to safety!”
she snarled. “I cry sanctuary!”


The
man looked down to her. “If you’re looking for a man's bed for sanctuary in
that outfit I'd say you'll find it, but not here. The Dominus is at the
castle,” he waved diffidently. “Now get thee hence before I fill you full of
arrows.”


Deidra
fumed until the man hefted a crossbow. “Come on sister,” Zara urged, grabbing
her arm. “We'll deal with him at a later time,” Zara said. She glared up at the
soldier.


“Much
later, two trollops in one bed?” the soldier laughed.


“Like
you could handle one let alone two?” another laughed. Deidra turned away
disgusted as the cat calls became more and more obscene.


“So
much for that,” Ryans said watching the princess storm back toward them in a
seriously black mood. He sighed. “I can't really blame them. From the looks of
things they've got about a half a dozen soldiers in there. Maybe a dozen,
that's about right for a small garrison for a keep this size. I wouldn't want
to let a strange force in.” He grimaced eying the fuming native females. Hell,
the way Deidra acted he'd be reluctant to let her in period. Even if she was in
full costume.


“Hoping
to unload them?” Perry asked amused. He glanced at Ryans who cocked an eyebrow
and shrugged. “A little close to the war front don't you think?” Perry asked.


“Yeah,
but out of sight, out of mind. Then they'd be someone else's problem,” the
Sergeant said nodding. “The dependents too.” He jerked his thumb to the retinue
in the vehicles looking around nervously. They'd been picking up more refugees
at the princesses' insistence. They'd traded Bux and Yani for trouble. “Caught
a couple stealing stuff. We need to unload them quick.”


“Yeah,”
Perry nodded. He turned a surreptitious glance toward the refugees and caught
sight of one of them trying to pry a bolt out with a knife. “Yeah,” He turned
and waved. “Hey dumb fuck! Don't scratch the paint!” He yelled waving a hand.


<==={}------------>


A
few hours later they came across a small convoy. As soon as they caught sight
of the traveling carts and wagons they immediately pulleed the vehicles over a
hill out of sight. The princesses and refugees met them at the roadside. Out of
earshot, the Terrans watch as Deidra explained the situation.


A
man leered and grabbed for her. Affronted she reared back and slapped him. He
took the blow then turned to her snarling, blood in his eye. He grabbed her
arm.  “Bet that's what happened with the black knight,” Ryans muttered
already moving.


“Shit,”
Perry blew the horn and they drove out. He flipped the lights on and then
pulled into a tight fast turn spraying the gaping native people with dirt and
dust.


They
climbed out and Ryans came over to Deidra. “Problem princess?” he asked hands
on his waist belt.


The
man looked down to her. “She's not no damn...” He froze, feeling the prick of a
knife against his throat. His eyes widened and he looked down to see the
snarling princess holding the knife with her free hand.


“I'd
be very careful what you do or say bub if I were you. She's not in a forgiving
mood. Not after the week she's had,” Perry said hefting a rifle.


A
soldier moved to pull his sword but Perry pointed the rifle at him. “I wouldn't
if I were you,” he warned.


The
convoy leader's eyes were wide as he took in Deidra’s snarl. Her eyes snapped
with rage... and perhaps a little madness. He gulped, feeling a trickle of fear
and blood. Slowly he released her arm and stood back.


“I
think you owe the princess an apology son,” Waters said softly.


“I’m
sorry your highness.” He removed his hat and bowed, then stood shaking. He
reached up and touched the cut on his throat, paled, and dug out a handkerchief
to cover the wound. He looked at the girl again and noted the tiara. He paled
further.


“I
believe the princesses here were trying to tell you that Duke Emroy's castle is
under siege and this area is now a war zone, correct?” Ryans asked coming up
beside the princess. Slowly, carefully he touched her hand with the knife and
pushed it down.


“Forget
them. They aren't worth it,” Wanda called over the radio. “Let's get the hell
out of here while we can.”


“Let's
have a little radio discipline instead,” Waters said turning to the hidden
civilian vehicles.


“I
suggest you folks turn around and return to where you came from. Or you could
form up and escort the princesses to their home,” Ryans suggested hopefully.
Deidra turned her glare on him. He shrugged. “Just a thought princess,” he said
spreading his hands. She shook her head.


“We
are ah, out of Abernathy my Dominus... um sir...” the man said hesitantly.
Ryans waved. “We're not traveling to the capital. This was ordered and paid for
in advance by Duke Emroy.” He waved to the loaded carts. “Duke Pryor ordered us
to bring it when the snows melted.”


“Ah
well, I suggest you turn around and go to a nearby village or keep and then
contact the Duke for instructions. You don't want your convoy to fall prey to
the Duluth enemy do you?” Perry asked.


The
convoy men and women looked at him then began to murmur. “Are you telling the
truth about Emroy? Is it truly under siege?” The wagon master asked.


Zara
straightened to her full height. “Indeed,” Zara nodded. “We, ah... we were sent
to the capital to keep us out of the enemy hands. These...” She indicated the
Terrans. “These gaijin people saved us. She made the us as royal
sounding as possible.”


“And
you’re really the princess?” the wagon master asked. He was looking at Deidra,
then to Zara, then finally to Ryans who nodded.


“I
beg pardon my lady,” he said immediately, dropping his eyes and then chin and
then dropping to one knee head down. He was trembling.


“Nothing
ventured nothing gained I guess,” Perry sighed. “Next time, don't jump to a
conclusion without evidence. And don't piss a lady off.”


“I
won’t. Never,” the man choked out shaking his head.


“Especially
this lady,” Ryans murmured. Deidra caught that part and glared again. “I take
it you came from the East?” he asked ignoring the glare.


“Yes,
my Dominus,” a woman said from atop a riding beast. He looked up to see her
hefting a crossbow. She looked a little sheepish with it. After a moment she
lowered the tip.


He
nodded. “Good. Like I said, turn around, head to your last stop and then send
word. You don't want to mix it up with what's coming down the road folks, trust
me.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “We're a day or two ahead of the
vanguard.”


The
convoy people started to look nervously toward the road. One stood up,
shielding his eyes with his hands. “I see dark smoke on the horizon,” he said
then looked down to the wagon master.


“Here,”
Ryans said. He pulled out a tablet and tapped at it then turned it so it faced
the surprised group. Video of the Duluth raiders surrounding the Duke's castle
was playing on the screen. He was amused by their gasps and wide eyed
fascination. He wasn't sure if they were reacting to the siege or the seemingly
magical device.


Deidra
glanced his way then back to the kneeling wagon master. “Oh get up,” the
princess snarled. She turned, pacing back and forth. She clenched at the handle
of the knife a few times then put it back in her belt. She was glad now that
the smith in the Gregor village had gifted it to her. “Go. Get thee out of my
sight. Get thee hence,” she waved imperiously.


The
wagon master turned to look over his shoulder. He opened his mouth to order the
command but froze when he caught sight of her in the corner of his eye.


She
was close to him once more. “But never. Never touch a lady like that again. Or
I will be the last thing you ever see,” she said coldly. He felt her tap his
crotch with the now freed knife. “And this will be the last thing this part of
you ever feels.”


She
turned with a whirl and left him. He stood there, cringing a little, mouth
agape. Ryans grimaced; he could smell fresh urine and was pretty sure of the
source. Hell, he was scared pissless now too. Ryans nodded politely to him as
he held a door open for the princess.


“Nice
knowing you folks,” Perry said dryly with a wave. Zara climbed in to the truck,
pulling her sister in behind her. He sighed closing the door for the princess
and then getting in the front.


“Well,
that was fun,” he said as they pulled off. The convoy lumbered to turn around
behind them. “You're just all sorts of cheer,” he sighed rubbing his brow and
ignoring the fuming woman behind him.


<==={}------------>


Max
tried to explain how the bluetooths work in translating and sending info to the
princesses again. He explained that they were machines and took his off to
point out the features. Wanda came along and noted this. She observed his
antics for a minute and noted the baffled but polite expressions on the
princess's faces. She hid a snicker when Zara caught her eye and then smiled
and rolled her eyes a little.


“I
don't think they get it,” Max grumbled in exasperation to her.


Wanda
giggled a little, hand over her mouth. “That's cause you've got the thing out
so they don't understand a word you said dummy,” Wanda replied. He looked down
at the machine in his hand then slaps his forehead. She laughed outright at his
dismay... and so did the girls. It was the first real laugh in a while.


Wanda
translated the simplified explanation to them. They nodded but were still
bemused by the explanation. The concepts didn't make sense to either of them.
Zara took comfort in Max, treating the old bear like an uncle. He in turn was
protective of her. She winced when he put his arm over her shoulders though,
but recovered after a moment.


<==={}------------>


“We
need to persuade  them to help. To go to the castle,” Zara said when Max
left. “Their wonders...”


“Would
be of great use,” Deidra agreed with a nod. “But I believe ordering them would
not work,” she said in disgust.


“Apparently
not,” Zara replied dryly. “So other means must be used to gain their aide.”


“Don't
go there sister,” Deidra sighed, hand to her brow. “Just... Don't go there. Let
us lay the groundwork but the decision is ultimately up to father and mother.
You know that.”


“True,”
Zara sighed.


 


Art’ur
paced, angry. Still the stubborn Emroy Duke kept to his castle, denying Art’ur
his rightful due. He had tried a ruse, using an ancient trick he had heard
about from the court story teller years ago. The story was of a faraway city
that had been under siege for many years. The enemy had finally broken the
siege when they seemingly left but left behind a statue of a horse. Within had
been men who had crept out at night and opened the gate for their fellows.


He
had turned it around, using carts seemingly loaded with provisions and dressed
like a convoy. He'd set it up carefully out of sight of the castle walls,
stuffing it with men. Their orders were to hide until the wagons crossed into
the drawbridge and then hold the gate until their fellows could relieve them.


He'd
even had Uuôden detail men to open a gap in the line at the gate and then chase
the convoy in. From his vantage it looked authentic but the Emroy Duke hadn't
fallen for the ruse. Instead the gate and draw bridge remained stubbornly
closed and when the convoy reached the side of the moat the wagons stopped in
confusion. When soldiers peeked out the cloth top to see what was going on and
then piled out they were set upon with flaming arrows from the gate defenders.
They and their fellows immediately fled.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
glanced up from his book reader to see Doc coming over. “Come to check on me?”
he asked.


“Why?
Guilty conscience?” she asked, mouth puckering in a smile.


“Ha
ha,” he joked. He turned the tablet off and tossed it on the seat. She snapped
her fingers and he raised his arm up.


Carefully
she checked the bandages and then nodded. “This damn crap doesn't heal,” she
muttered probing a puckered wound. “You keep pulling stitches too. I should
stick you in a sling.”


“Then
I'd be a pain in the ass,” he smirked.


“Or
your ass in a sling, or better yet a backboard,” she grinned back menacingly.
He grimaced but chose to ignore the threat. He knew when it was time to abandon
the field.


“So,
anything new?” he asked as she poked and prodded him. “How's the LT?” She
shrugged.


“Galloway
is fine. Resting as comfortably as he can. Not nearly as much a pain in the ass
as you,” she answered.


“I
heard about you carrying Deidra. Don't do something that stupid again,” she
ordered and shook her head at the futility of that particular order. He
snorted.


After
a moment she continued. “Depends on what you call new. From what we've got from
the girls.” She turned, nodding to the two princesses. “The calendar is broken
into periods and then into months.... Each has five that is Quintus...” She
turned and looked over to Zara.


“Octo
Quintus.” Zara replied with a nod. Her eyes were on Ryans and his chest though.


“That's
eight five day weeks in a mens or month,” he nodded. “Okay.”


“We're
in the beginning of early spring. Just made the seasonal cross over and missed
the worst of the March mud. That means we're heading into a short but semi
brutal summer period, about four months from now. Summer lasts about two
months, and then we loop out for a four month fall and an eight month hard
cold winter. A white Christmas with about two or three meters of snow on the
ground,” she said wrinkling her nose. “That explains why they build their
buildings in stone so high off the ground.”


“Oh
joy,” he grimaced. “That's kinda weird. That means we're in an elliptical
orbit. A seven hundred and twenty day year. Nearly twice what it is on Earth.”
He bent over to reach for the tablet but she jerked him back upright.


She
slapped his good shoulder. “Sit still. You'll pull the stitches.”


“You
mean you'll pull them, manhandling me like that,” he griped.


“Bitch,
bitch,” she said, not looking up. He winced as she touched the cut on his shoulder.
“This I don't remember.”


“Got
it the other day,” he said. It was a small scratch; he'd picked it up freeing
Deidra from the keep.


“What
did it?”


“Guy
threw a dagger or something,” he said.


“Okay.
Note, don't do that. Let's get through one set first,” she ordered.


He
snorted. “So, you were saying?” he asked after a moment. To tell the truth he
needed the distraction from what she was doing. It wasn't just her that was
bothering him though, he had an audience in the princesses and wasn't sure he
liked it. Zara was staring, bright eyed, but Deidra's occasional look didn't
help.


“I
was saying don't do that,” she said smiling again as she re-wrapped the
bandage.


“Oh
you're just full of it today,” he grumbled and then sighed. She giggled.


“Maybe
a little, to much caffeine maybe,” she shrugged as she finished with the
shoulder. “But, as to the topic of the calendar. It's not exactly simple. We're
orbiting two stars and a gas giant. So things can get hectic. Mach five storms,
some wicked solar events, and the tides...” She shrugged. “Not to mention how
that effects weather in general.”


“Yeah,
I'd think the planet would have two summers or be too hot to support life.”


“You'd
think so. I'm guessing not,” she replied. She reached for his waist.


“And
what do you think you’re doing Doc?” he asked, voice rising as he batted her
hand away.


“I'm
checking your leg wound. Or trying to,” she said sitting back. “You mind?”


“Yes,
actually I do. It's not like I drop my drawers when it suits a woman's pleasure
all the time you know,” he growled.


Her
right eyebrow lifted and she grinned coyly. “Why not? Come on, it's not like
they haven't seen it before. Or better,” she teased, eyes full of mischief.


Doc
looked over her shoulder to the girls. Zara ducked away blushing. She turned
back and he was scowling.


“All
right, let’s go,” she sighed, motioning to him.


“Go
where?” he asked, humor finally restored.


“Over
there,” She waved absently to the bushes. “Just far enough to get some
privacy.”


“Gee
thanks,” he sighed.


When
they were finished he limped back to the fire. Lewis wolf whistled at him.


“Oh
shut up,” he snarled tiredly. Doc's manhandling was tiring. Every time she
checked him over it reminded him of the wounds. He got along fine as long as he
didn't think of them. Lewis giggled; glancing at Doc. Doc blushed but then
waved it off. She tossed the bloody bandage into the fire. That shut Lewis up.


<==={}------------>


“Did
they just do what I think they did?” Zara asked. Deidra shook her head but she
looked stormy.


“I
don't think they did,” Deidra finally answered and then her eyes lit upon a
peasant pocketing something shiny. The lad froze when he saw her looking. Her
eyes glittered. “Put. It. Back,” She growled full of menace and rightful wrath.


The
lad paled and pulled the cylinder out of his pocket. Gunny heard Deidra's growl
and turned. He saw the boy had palmed a round and caught the kid’s wrist.


“A
thief?” he demanded. The boy froze and started to shiver. The Gunny turned to
the others. “Everyone who isn't a Terran get's searched. Any of you who have
stolen something will regret it. I'll give you this one chance to return your
ill gotten gains and don't do it again. We catch you again I'll personally
stake you out in a forest,” he snarled.


The
peasants in their midst froze, eyes wide and suddenly frightened. The soldiers
looked up and turned on them with glares. Some hunched their shoulders turning
away, others immediately turned out their pockets and rags. Items fell to the
ground. Deidra snarled. So did Gunny.


“I
think from now on the peasants can follow but they will no longer be welcome
with us. We gave you food, water, and shelter and this is how you repaid us,”
Perry said coming over. “You can follow along but none of you are to touch
anything unless we tell you to.”


Hanging
their heads the peasants left the fires. Perry turned to the princesses. “Sorry
princess but we can't afford losing our gear.”


“I
apologize for my people's misconduct,” she ground out.


“Not
your fault. We'll all have to keep a better eye out,” Perry said turning to the
others. He nodded to Walters and the Gunny.


<==={}------------>


“Are
we seriously considering helping these people?” Perry asked in an aside to
Ryans.


Ryans
eyed the peasants. They had been slack in letting them have the run of the
place. Gunny had tried to warn him and he'd ignored it. They probably still had
a few things but he wasn't about to search them. “I'm having second thoughts.
Right now I want to get the princesses to their home and then get a free pass
through the Kingdom. We'll make it up as we go along from there I guess,” he
said with a shrug.


“Make
it up...”


“As
we go along. In other words, I'm not planning anything until we have more
intel,” Ryans replied with a sigh.


“Yeah,
there is that. But we do need a GOTH plan just in case the capital goes south
too,” Perry said.


Ryans
nodded in appreciation. He understood the importance of prior planning. Having
a Go To Hell plan was a good idea. “Good idea. Work on that with Waters and the
Gunny but don't let anyone else know.”


“Right,”
Perry replied with a knowing nod. “Loose lips and all that,” he said and moved
off.
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Ryans
tried to draw the girls out, to get them to talk about the city but the
princesses were cold and distant to him. Young Zara more out of imitation of
her sister. She seemed hesitant about getting over whatever was bothering them
and seemed confused. He thought it was the intruding presence of a male but
wasn't sure. A sullen cloud hung around the two and the Terrans were hesitant
to poke their heads in lest a lightning bolt strike.


When
they arrived at the main castle they were impressed. The capital city was much
like London in medieval times. It was laid out like a Roman colony city,
straight streets arranged in a grid north to south, east to west. Most of the
buildings had walls of brick, stone, or concrete with second or third stories
made up of wattle and daub and concrete or brick pillars. Even some of the
roofs were slate or ceramic clay. It was an impressive lack of wood for a
feudal society.


The
central castle was a series of stone walls surrounding a keep that had many
cylindrical towers of various sizes arranged in an octagon. The keep was
elevated on a large hill, overlooking the town and surrounding countryside.


The
town was enclosed with a long, thirty foot high stone wall and wide water
filled moat. Three giant gates complete with gatehouses, draw bridges, and
fortifications were there guarding entry and exit to the castle. The Master
Sergeant eyed them with disfavor.


“Those
stone things on top jut out over the wall. Nasty, they would deter anyone
trying to get up and over the wall. I'm not sure we can bring the Strykers in
sirs, they'd fit, but the weight on that bridge alone...” he grumbled.


Perry
snorted. “Oh, I don't think that will be a problem.” He took his eyes away from
his binoculars to point out a great beast lumbering across the drawbridge.


“Ironwood,”
Zara commented. They turned to her. “It's a hard wood, hard to cut, very
strong,” she said in way of explanation.


“I
was wondering why you don't use more wood in your buildings,” Perry said. The
girls snorted.


Zara
rolled her eyes. “You saw the basilisk and yet you still ask?”


Perry
and the Sergeant nodded. “Point taken. I'd hate to be a lumberjack with them
around. Still, I'm not comfortable about having all our eggs in one basket sir.
If you catch my meaning,” the sarge said. Perry gave him a look then nodded.


For
the second time since their arrival they launched a UAV. The small robotic
plane circled the city from above, giving them a bird’s eye view of it as they
used a mapping program to generate a map of the city.


Within
the town the buildings were laid out in neat orderly lines, the streets were dressed
stone, complete with curbs and sidewalks. Dark smudges appeared to be openings
to a sewer system. Some of the older three story buildings were concrete,
brick, or stone. Many on the outskirts were fire brick with wooden or wattle
and daub thatched second stories.


Around
the outer wall were another series of roads and small houses. These roads were
dirt and gravel. The buildings were smaller; two story wattle and daub affairs
that felt more like slums. Laundry hung from windows and clothes lines all over
the place. Black and gray smoke poured into the air, both from chimneys and
from the various cottage industries.


“Early
industrial I'd say. Still medieval but they've got some stuff twisted,” Sydney
exclaimed, pointing to a series of water wheels along the nearby river. A grain
mill was centered between giant brick and stone buildings. “Granary I bet.
Flour mill,” he said looking the building over.


“Textiles
too,” Ryans said pointing to other buildings. One had its giant doors open to
catch the breeze. Bolts of fabric were being loaded onto wagons. One of the
beasts the natives called branacks was tethered to a wagon, it looked
back at the load behind it then snorted. It twitched a tail then went back to
chewing its food.


 


They
left the Strykers and other large vehicles on a low spot screened by bushes and
poplar trees. Max detailed a crew to wring the last drops of fuel out of the
trucks while they sat there. Perry detailed a couple guards to keep watch with
the UAV. They had strict orders to bug out if a large group approached them.


The
rest of the  group piled into and onto the light vehicles and moved
forward following the hummers. Perry watched the UAV feed as first the guards
reacted and then all hell broke loose in town. Men exploded from the barracks,
swarming to the gates with pikes and weapons. The drawbridge slowly creaked
upward, and the wood and iron portcullis groaned as it went down. Men and women
in their path screamed and ran for their lives, some trying to rush the
drawbridge but as it rose out of reach the group turned and flanked the moat,
running along its edge to the nearest gates.


“Slow
down,” Perry urged over the radio net. “I don't want to cause a riot or get
someone trampled,” he said to the lead LAV. The vehicles slowed so the people
could get out of the way.


“Nice
greeting,” the Sergeant snorted as they entered first row of dilapidated
buildings. “Real warm greeting,” he said sarcastically. Still he had a hand on
his MP-9 just in case.


“Least
it's not a paparazzi blitz Sarge,” Corporal Lewis snorted, eyes on the gate
arch. “I like the archway. Nice use of bricks to get that zig zag effect.”


“Eyes
in the game Lewis,” the Sarge snarled.


“Aye
Aye Master Sergeant.”


At
the edge of the moat they pulled up. The light buggies forming a perimeter
around the main group. Peasant refugees got off the vehicles and looked around
uncertainly. “Well, princess,” Ryans bowed his head to Deidra, “looks like
you’re on.” She adjusted her tiara, ignoring him. She huffed and got out of the
vehicle, chin high. She marched forward to the moat and called out something in
her native language.


“Interesting,”
Perry said hand to his ear wig. “Looks like she's giving them a tongue
lashing.  Too bad the computer can't handle her speed yet. Ah, a
reaction,” he observed. He watched as a man, most likely an officer ordered a
page to run off. “Going to buck the decision up the chain of command I see,” he
snorted. He really couldn't blame the guy; he for one wouldn't want to open the
gate to some strangers from a strange land.


From
a hundred yards away they could see the princess was angry, furious again at
not getting instant obedience. Ryans sighed watching Deidra look angrily up at
the battlements and fume. “I don't envy those guards,” he said as he shook his
head. “Keeping her waiting is pissing her off even more.”


Perry
shook his head. “Simple prudence. Would you trust a woman dressed as we are on
her word alone?” Perry snorted. Zara gave him a look and then got out and
joined her sister.


“Oh
great, now they're both going to be a pain in the ass. Kids these days, no
patience whatsoever,” Perry sighed watching Zara march up to her sister's side.
She called up to the men on the battlements. One of them appeared to recognize
her. She shouted up to them, answering questions.


Eventually
a Dominus arrived and looked down upon them. He talked to Deidra briefly and
then ordered the drawbridge down. He met them alone in the gateway after it was
lowered but the portcullis was still lowered between them.


“If
he's smart he won’t let her in with her temper,” Ryans joked.


Perry
snorted. “And risk it getting even more dangerous?” Perry asked.


“True.”


She
talked with him for a moment and then he ordered the doors and portcullis
opened.


“Let's
just keep the buggies here, go forward with the hummers shall we?” Ryans
suggested. Perry gave him a look. He grimaced. “Your call lieutenant, sorry for
stepping on your toes.”


The
lieutenant nodded. “You're right on both counts, I wanted to keep together, but
they look a tad nervous.”


They
entered the central town with a small force warily guarding them. Deidra led
the way, nose high.


“Whitewashed.
Nice,” Ryans murmured, taking in the imposing castle. “It's limestone at a
guess, a bit of granite mixed in here and there,” he pointed out. “Calcium
washed every couple of years to keep it clean and make it more impressive.”


Most
of the buildings had stone or brick ground floors. Some had that extended to
the second story. A few had timbers here and there, but most had what looked
like plaster covered walls for upper stories. He wasn't sure how they were
structurally supported. Perhaps arches inside? But of what material, stone?
Several buildings had stone arches on the ground floor.


Surprisingly
a few of the buildings on independent lots were made of reeds and bamboo. They
must be temporary affairs, from what they learned of this climate the long
snowy winter would make them hellish to be in.


“Are
those reed houses?” someone said over the net. “Damn, just like the marshes of
Iraq. That shit is super strong,” the soldier said before the master sergeant's
growl cut the chatter off. Ryans snorted.


Some
of the permanent buildings had shops on the lower floors. He could see a couple
hastily boarding up their shop as they approached. From the looks of it the top
panel formed an awning while the bottom had legs to form a counter. The woman
closed the panel and used a leather thong to tie the two panels together. The
dirty man looked up nervously as the vehicles crunched down the graveled brick
road. The couple flattened themselves against their doors. He waved a hello to
them. They just stared.


 He
nodded politely to those they passed, noting but turning a blind eye to the
animals in and around the place. They were everywhere, either milling about in
rudimentary pens, tethered to posts, or nesting in alcoves. Straw, suspicious
yellow stains and droppings were everywhere. He wrinkled his nose as the wind
shifted.


Ginger
coughed, covering her nose and waving a hand in front of her face. He grimaced,
feeling his begin to eyes water. “Yeah, it's a little rank,” he said softly.


“A
little?” Ginger murmured giving him a look as she turned away and waved a hand
in front of her face again. Her eyes were watering too. He shrugged.


“It's
a medieval castle. Get used to it. A stronghold. They weren't big on indoor
plumbing back on Earth at their peak, I guess not here either.”


Perry
eyes him and then snorted. “Yeah, a fortress. Bitch to get in to or out of. You
sure about this?”


Ryans
shrugged. “You've got a better idea?” he asked as they paused to let a group of
people on a convergent street pass. The soldiers were nervous but all were
locked and cocked and ready to rock.


Perry
sighed. “No, not really,” he grimaced. “Just not real happy about sticking my
head in the lion's mouth. I'm not sure I'll get it back.”


Sue
smiled. “Just go with the flow. I think Deidra will surprise you. Besides, I've
never met royalty besides her and her sister. This may be a once in a life time
opportunity!”


Ryans
chuckled. “Be careful what you wish for Doc.”


<==={}------------>


They
rumbled up the road leading to the inner keep. Perry looked a little nervous as
they drove over the wood and iron drawbridge and through the gatehouse and into
the inner courtyard. Kids playing what looked like grass hockey with curved
sticks and a hard ball paused and then hurried over as the vehicles stopped.


“This
had better be on the up and up. We're on fumes as it is, I'd really not like to
shoot my way out of here with so many kids around you know,” Perry said softly
to Ryans as they pulled into the courtyard behind the lead vehicle. He dodged a
goat and then parked next to a corral filled with alien beasts. Animals were
everywhere. Perry got out of the car and heard and felt the crunch of something
under his boot. He checked and wrinkled his nose at the crushed egg. “Perfect.”


Ryans
grimaced. “Yeah I know. We haven't had to the time or materials to set up the
still to make fuel.”


“See?
Maybe diesel would have been better?” Perry teased then shook his head. When
Ryans opened his mouth he went on. “Yeah I know, but it couldn't be made here
in the field. Yeah yeah,” he waved the storm Ryans was forming away.


“And
we would have been out by now if we were just using diesel.”


In
truth the ethylene was both a blessing and a curse. Each of the vehicles were
hybrids, able to run off of electricity, methane, hydrogen, diesel, biodiesel,
vegetable oil, or ethylene. Ethylene was the best of the home brewed fuels, it
was easier and safer to store. Right now the vehicles were running on their
last legs, solar panels and regenerative brakes could only do so much to
recharge the batteries.


Nate
was ecstatically checking each of the animals. He poked his head into a clay
bee hive and reared back as buzzing insects the size of cockroaches came out.
They formed a cloud around the hive then settled when a child misted them with
a smoker.


“That
was close,” Nate said wiping his brow and thanking the kid.


“Be
a bit more careful doctor, we can't afford to lose you to a stupid mistake,”
Perry called. Nate waved, looking a little sheepish.


“Honey?”
Nate asked then touched his mouth. The child looked confused. Nate pawed at his
pockets and pulled out a piece of candy. He handed it over. The child took it
and then unwrapped it. He popped it into his mouth and then nodded. “Sweet?”
Nate asked pointing to the hive. The child nodded. Nate smiled.


<==={}------------>


“Doc,
why don't you and Nate stay...?” Ryans said then turned away from her annoyed
look. “Or not,” he sighed and then raised his voice. “All right, Nate, you can
stay and get some film footage of the animals, just watch yourself. Ginger and
the sergeant will keep you company.” He nodded to the pilot. She nodded back.
She knew to watch the vehicles as well as the overzealous scientist.


“The
rest of you... let’s go.” He nodded to the princesses. “Follow the ladies,” he
said and waved to them. Deidra didn't turn to him but Zara did. He smiled and bowed
politely. Zara smiled tentatively back, but Deidra turned with a huff and
walked off. Shrugging it off they followed.


<==={}------------>


They
met the King in the royal court room. Doc recognized the signs of advanced
heart disease right away in the King. Deidra told him the story, sparing no
punches. When she got to the coach the King's knuckles turned pale and his lips
blue. His right hand went to his chest. The King heard the news that his son
had died and collapsed immediately. Sue got past Perry and rushed forward with
Ryans. Together they eased the King to the ground and then they performed CPR.


The
captain of the guard tried to intervene but the Sarge and Perry held the guards
off. Deidra waved them off. Doc looked up and called a page. She told him and
the youngest princess to get her med kit. When they hesitated she looked up and
snarled. “Go or he'll die!” Zara looked stricken but quickly turned. They left
at a full run.


Ryans
did the CPR reps, while the Doc handled breathing. When the pack arrived there
they injected the King with meds and then had to defibrillate him. The crowd
was aghast at their actions. The doctor had the guards push them back. When the
King began to breathe on his own the people  began to cheer. The captain
of the guard was amazed, sneaking a glance over his shoulder to them.


The
Queen arrived and rushed in. Others rushed to the King's side and they had to
push them back. Sue told the Queen she needed to get her husband to a quiet
room for monitoring and rest. The Queen stood and ordered everyone out.
Immediately the guards banged the butts of their pole arms onto the flagstones
to get everyone's attention and then hustled them out.


<==={}------------>


Doc
used the backboard built into the medical backpack as a stretcher. Together
they got the King to a room and treated him further. While he was asleep the
princesses updated their newly arrived mother with their news. She collapsed
against the dresser; hand over her mouth as she cried for her slain son. She
heard the brief outline of their travels and then shot a surprised glance to
Ryans. He hadn't been able to catch all of what they had said; the translation
system couldn't keep up with the speed. Some of the words were in Mandarin as
well, tripping the system up.


In
the courtyard the Sergeant had an altercation with a guard. The guard tried to
force him to move the vehicles but he refused belligerently. The guard got
violent and was put down hard, but not permanently. The sergeant let him up and
the guard limped off. A few minutes later he brought more people, all soldiers,
all heavily armed. Corporal Lewis called it in. Perry grimaced when he got the
news over the radio. He waved the captain over.


The
captain of the guard arrived with Perry and they settled things down.


“Damn
meter maid here wanted me to move the bus,” Waters said standing at attention.
The bruised guard stood before the guard captain, looking defiant but then
fearful when his boss gave him a dark look. Perry talked with the guard, and
then the guard captain. They began trading notes. Perry pulled out a tablet
from the hummer and showed them the video of the invading army.


<==={}------------>


When
the King woke he found his wife and daughters there waiting for him. Sue told
the Queen the King needed to rest, reduce his stress, diet properly, exercise
when and if he was better, and be checked regularly. He groaned and tried to
flirt with the Queen but she smiled and waved it off. She patted his bloated,
swollen hand. The royal healer arrived and was at first dismissive of the
Terran doctor until Ryans pointed out her training. “Well, I was trained by
Master Bron. He was the greatest healer of the Kingdom,” the healer said with
an authoritative sniff and disdainful air.


“Okay,
well, the Doc here was trained by over a dozen masters. She spent eight
vigorous years studying every form of medicine. She's a master of
masters in her and your field,” Ryans explained patiently.


The
healer was dumbstruck. He rallied when he said that she must have been a poor
student to have so many masters. She looked confused, but Ryans explained that
on Earth they have schools where men and women teach things. “There are dozens
of teachers each teaching a special measure of a field of study like medicine,”
he explained. He turned and shook his head. “The doctor also attended as an
intern at a hospital, a place as large as the castle with thousands of
patients, many with different problems. Plus she's got the equipment to go
along with it,” he said pointing to the equipment monitoring the health of the
monarch.


The
healer was amazed. The Queen and princesses caught some of this. The Queen
murmured to a female courtier with a pointed hat and lace dress to go get the
ladies in waiting.


When
the ladies arrived they cried and cooed over the girls and then rushed them off
to get them properly cleaned and dressed. Deidra reluctantly allowed herself to
be drawn off. She shot a look over her shoulder to Ryans and finally her
mother. Her mother made shooing motions and then turned to the gaijin. The
Queen talked with the others, murmuring quietly in the corner.


<==={}------------>


The
group at the gate was sent back to the hill with the others as night fell. Perry
set up a guard rotation for those in the castle, he wasn't at all happy about
his forces being divided into three camps. Lewis and the sergeant would cover
the vehicles in the courtyard. Charlie and Wanda insisted on joining them so
they were ferried up with a nervous looking pair of relief guards in a LAV to
the castle just before dark. Wanda was a nurse and chemist so she'd be an asset
helping Sue in watching over the fallen King.


Charlie
also had medical training but her primary skills were in biochemistry and basic
chemistry. Apparently Sue had asked her to come up to help figure out some
simple kitchen sink medications for the King in case they left.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
sighed as he escaped the medical tower and the knot of hangers on. He needed a
break from that mess. The King was being visited by his retainers and faithful
to reassure them that he was alive. Sue was grinding her teeth over it all. At
this rate she'd need dentures soon, Ryans thought. “Careful, the stairs are
slippery,” Ryans said wrinkling his nose.


“Ah,
yeah I see that,” Charlie said looking at the filthy mess. The grooves in the
blocks were swarming with mold and mildew. “What the hell?” she asked startled.


“People
go to the bathroom in the oddest places,” Perry said shaking his head.


“So
I... smelled,” Ryans coughed. “Versailles.”


“Huh?”
Charlie asked.


“It's
the palace in France. Where one of the wars ended in a treaty,” Perry answered.
Charlie gave him a curious look. “I went to France once.”


“Ah,”
she nodded. “So what does that have to do with this filth?” she coughed waving
a hand in front of her face. “Disgusting,” she choked out. “Can we get a move
on?” She waved to Zara who nodded, lifting her skirts to keep the hemline from
being tripped on or dragged through the filth. Zara had returned to show the
gaijin their quarters for the night.


“The
palace of Versailles, hell all the feudal buildings back in that time were
without plumbing. In fact Versailles was built without a single place to go to
the bathroom. Guests went in the stairs or in open pits,” Ryans explained.
“Number two is handled a bit differently, they had places where people would
sit over an open hole and the crap would either dribble into a pit someone had
to clean out later or down the outside of the castle walls into the moat.”


“Oh
god, that is so gross!” Charlie snarled, stepping in something squishy. She
shuddered. “Doesn't anyone realize this isn't healthy?” she demanded. Perry
looked at her.


“Hey!”
Perry snarled dodging a stream of yellow liquid as it tinkled down the stairs.
“Now that's just wrong! It's like living in a sewer!” he snarled. Charlie
dodged the stream.


“It's
much easier for you men,” Zara said from the front. She didn't look back.


“Yeah,
I can imagine, just whip it out any old place,” Charlie snarled.


“Well,
one end anyway,” Ryans snorted.


“Seriously,
this is bad. Not just the ammonia, I mean the fungus and mildew. The ammonia
kills some stuff, but other types of fungus and bacteria thrive in it!” She
pointed to a yellow stain near a door as they reached the next level. “That
crap gets into the air and it causes disease!” She waved then coughed.


Zara
looked back startled.


“No,
that's crap Charlie, but I see your point,” Perry nodded. He glanced at Zara.
“She's right Princess, it's a serious problem.” The princess's eyes were wide.
She frowned then nodded. “Puts a new spin on the proper hygiene lectures they
dished out in boot and in the academy,” Perry said shaking his head.


“Yeah,
I'd say so,” Ryans snorted. He inhaled then coughed. “Are we there yet?” he
asked weakly, eyes burning. Waving his hand in front of his face just made the
smell worse.


“We're
definitely getting this fixed. I mean right away. The spores can get into open
wounds...” Charlie glanced at Ryans who had stiffened. “Yeah, it's that
dangerous,” she said darkly.


Ryans
sighed, one hand protectively covering his wounds. The shallow ones were now
uncovered but the deeper ones were not. He was half healed. “Now you tell me.
Put it on the To-do list.”


“I
will. Right at the top,” she replied firmly. “You get to teach the natives how
to make modern plumbing and use it.”


“Yeah,
lucky me,” he said wrinkling his nose.


<==={}------------>


“Here
are your quarters,” Zara said, pushing a large ironwood door open. The hinges
were leather, something both Ryans and Perry were not comfortable with. “A bit
dark,” Charlie said, hand waving in front of her mouth. “And musty, hasn't
anyone opened a window in here?”


“Apparently
not,” Perry replied dryly as he went to the one window. It had a large cover
seat and multiple shutters. The shutters didn't do a good job; debris had come
in around the cracks. There were stains on the tartan cloth. He undid the
simple latch and then opened the windows. “There,” he said.


“It
will get cold,” Zara warned. For the first time she was both nonplussed and
embarrassed by her people and their living conditions. The gaijin kept
everything so clean and neat! She'd have to ask them how.


“Are
we really staying here?” Charlie asked.


“For
a while, at least the night.”


“How
long?” Charlie asked wrinkling her nose and pulling the bedding off the rickety
looking bed. The bed was made out of reeds bent and tied together into various
arches. She pulled out a spray and started spraying everything.


“I
think I'll um, bed down with the hummer,” Perry said.


“I'd
love to join you but no room,” Charlie said twitching the covers off and then
yelping as something scuttled off into the shadows.


“We'll
deal with it,” Ryans replied grimly.


“How
long are we going to be here again?” Charlie asked looking around. A maid had
come in behind them and was tending the open pit fireplace. A boy was hauling a
basket with moss and branches and other things.


“That's
not a whole lot of firewood,” Charlie griped.


“You're
going to be in a sleeping bag remember?” Ryans asked. “And yes you can have the
bed. I'll sleep on um...” he looked around and then sighed and pointed to the
deep window seat. “There will do I guess,” he said.


“What
are we going to do here?” Perry asked.


Ryan's
eyes cut to the princess who had her back to them as she oversaw the servants
and the fire. Apparently they were having trouble getting it started. He hoped
the chimney had been opened and checked recently. “Not here,” he said in
English, shutting his translator off. His eyes narrowing slightly as the
princess turned an ear to listen. Zara apparently understood some English he
realized. That was something they'd have to be aware of.  “We'll make sure
the King is stable and then go from there.”


“Move
on?”


“Right
now our only ride home is sitting right next to a battlefield and is right on
the convoy route of one of the armies. We can take them on but for how long?”


“True,”
Perry replied with a nod.


“Besides,”
Ryans said thoughtfully. “Doc had a point, Sydney, Nate, and Princess Deidra
too. We can be a help to these people. If they are willing to listen and put
the effort into it.”


“True,”
Perry said again, turning enough to see Zara frown and glance at them. He
caught on to why Ryans wasn't coming out with his plans now. He'd have to find
a secure place to talk then, soon.


“I'll
give you a ring later and we'll chat,” Ryans replied, knowing that little
euphemism would trip the eavesdropping princess up.


“Gossip,
right,” Perry replied with a slight smile. “Just like old times,” he said.


“Something
like that.”


<==={}------------>


Zara
caught up with Deidra shortly after she left the tower. Deidra had dressed in
her brown gown and robes, feeling much more comfortable after a bath and
regaining some of her own clothes. She was glad now her mother had insisted she
leave some behind. This one felt strange though at first. The gaijin's clothes
were more tightly woven and stitched. The soldier woman Lisa had explained in
their travels that they were made by machines. She could hardly understand it.


Zara
was wearing a light green outfit, a little small for her but it was presentable
for now. She curtsied to her mother who was sewing in the corner. “They are
settled in, at least the ones in the tower. They are not comfortable though.”


“It
has been a while since it has been aired out. It is the summer tower after
all,” the Queen replied with a nod.


Zara
frowned slightly. “It's not so much that mother as the gaijin are very clean
and neat. You should see their traveling carriages! Their camper!” she said
shaking her head.


“Perhaps
another time,” the Queen murmured in slight amusement at her daughter's
excitement.


“Did
they speak of their plans?” Deidra asked, crossing her arms. She looked around.
The ladies had been dismissed, only a servant girl was near. She was deaf and
therefore trustworthy. She tended the fire and kept quietly to herself.


“A
little,” Zara said, dry washing her hands a little. She sat on a stool,
adjusting her dress and then smoothing out any wrinkles in her lap. “They will
at least spend the night. The leader Ryans said he's not ready to commit too
much beyond that. The healer Sue is insisting they remain until father is
better.”


“Which
will be a long time if ever,” the Queen sighed. Zara stared at her and bit her
lip.


“I
have known it was coming for some time daughter,” the Queen said softly. Zara
was instantly distressed. Deidra nodded grimly at her mother's look of pain.
Her mother looked away, lifting her chin, fighting tears. “He is a stubborn man
and his age and health are against him. News of your brother's death has hit
him hard.”


“That
and its implications,” Deidra replied.


Her
mother turned to stare at her. “Indeed. It's implications on the succession and
on you my daughter. Your troubles...” she sighed at the flinty look Deidra had.
Zara flinched. “There is no child?”


“No,”
Deidra replied. “The gaijin healer gave us medicine to prevent it.”


“Excellent.
So we need not go into that matter any further. I so wished you two would have
brought that news in private though,” the Queen sighed and then smoothed the
cloth in front of her. “But what is done is done and we will deal with it.”


“Mother,
how goes the war preparations?” Deidra asked.


The
Queen grunted, putting her embroidery kit aside, into a basket beside her
chair. “Not well. Our coffers are full and we have many able bodied men but
this caught us by surprise with no warning. The wall fell too quickly as well.
We need time to prepare, to get the word out to our most distant lords and
lands and to at least get the seeds into the ground before we call our people
to war.”


Zara
bit her lip. Matters of state normally bored her. This was grim news though.
The hated Duluthians were concentrated and fouling their land but they would be
able to do nothing to drive them off for some time. And with father ill...


“It's
not all doom and gloom mother,” Deidra said, turning to the fire and then back
to her mother. “The gaijin.”


The
Queen nodded. “They are a bonus, if they remain.”


“If?”
Zara asked. She looked from her sister to her mother.


“If.
We dare not force them,” Deidra replied wrinkling her nose. “You and I have
seen their weapons. We can ill afford to lose men in trying to force them to do
our bidding.”


“At
least not now,” Zara replied. “I for one do not like that idea though; they
have been nothing but kind and generous to us.”


“True
and we will take that into account,” the Queen replied with a regal nod. “But
we must have their bloodlines. It has been far too long since gaijin have
walked our world.”


“One
in a century,” Zara replied with a knowing nod.


“Yes
the man who said he flew. I wonder now if he was telling the truth?” Deidra
asked, turning. “But I was not only referring to their blood mother,” she said.
Gaijin were treasured for their blood and for their knowledge. New knowledge
was a bargaining chip with other Kingdoms, and it could help their own people.
The stories the gaijin told were also fascinating to the people.


“Well,
the leader's blood in your case sister,” Zara said with a knowing smile.


Deidra
rounded on her with a glare but it bounced off that smile. Her eyes narrowed
dangerously. “Have a care sister,” she growled.


“You
know the law. He has saved our lives many times,” Zara replied, lifting her
chin in defiance. “You know I am right,” she said.


“This
is news,” the Queen said. “How did this come about?” she asked.


When
Deidra refused to say anything Zara explained their travels in greater detail.
Finally Deidra interjected. “It doesn't matter! We need their tools! Their aide
in fighting the Duluth! With their weapons we could cut right to the heart of
the raiders and drive them from our lands!”


“I
think it does matter,” the Queen mused, shaken that her daughters had been so
exposed to danger. She now understood why they were changed; it wasn't just
exposure to the gaijin that had done it. “I think the law will be the tool we
need to cement their aide if used properly. But that will require a sacrifice
on your part daughter,” she said turning to Deidra.


Deidra
sucked in her breath at that look. She turned immediately in a swirl of fabric
and moved to the door. “No. There must be another way,” she growled.


“We
shall see,” Zara said, now troubled. She had only been teasing her sister but
the implications... “Do we even know if he's unmarried?” she asked.


“I
would have thought your travels would have told you that,” the Queen rebuked
her.


“I...
I don't think so,” Zara said as her sister paused at the door. “He hasn't been
with the gaijin women and he didn't make a move on any of the peasants or
either of us.”


“Then
it behooves us to find out the truth of the matter. And soon,” the Queen said.
She nodded to her daughters. “Now, I know you are as wearied by today’s events
as I am. I am going to go sit with your father. You two rest.”


“Mother...”


“I
will be fine. I'm afraid if I am not there your fool of a father will get
himself into trouble. None dare stand up to him even when he needs it.”


“Someone
standing up to him would stress him further mother,” Deidra replied, hand on
the door jam.


“True,”
the Queen nodded. “Which is why I must be there to thwart his stupidity before
it becomes reality.”


“I
think the gaijin healer will stand up to him. I know it,” Zara murmured.


“Then
she will have to be watched,” the Queen nodded getting up. “You two sleep. I
want a full report on these gaijin and how they are organized, how they think
in the morning. I fear it will be vital.”


“Yes,
mother,” the girls replied in unison. They curtsied and then left together.


<==={}------------>


The
dawn light woke the King and once more he tried to assert he was fine but the
Queen squelched the argument with a single look. She made him stay in bed
despite his grumbling. He chafed at her attitude, and really got annoyed at the
cooks for the lack of fat and salt. When the doctor explained that it was bad
for him he started to get angry. The Queen quickly put him down with a look.
The Doc chuckled, making the Queen's eyes glitter with mischief.


“I
guess some things never change,” she laughed. The Queen nodded, the King
groaned in agreement and then chuckled, humor restored.


<==={}------------>


The
next morning Ryans skipped breakfast and went to find Sue and check on her.
He'd had a terrible night on that window seat and didn't want a repeat
performance tonight. Something had to give here and soon.


Sue
pointed out the Kings'  puffy hands and legs. “See that? It's not all
flab, that's fluid retention. I've given him water pills. It should make him
pee more which will eventually lessen his swelling and his blood pressure,
putting less strain on his heart. He also has kidney stones which have blocked
things up a bit.”


“Typical
in men over forty Doc,” Ryans replied with a nod.


“I've
given him aspirin to help thin his blood but there are...” she ran a hand
through her hair. “I shouldn't be telling you all this. Doctor patient
privilege,” she said.


“I'm
discrete Doc. Besides you're telling me vital information so don't sweat it.”


“Don't
stay long. I'm serious. He needs quiet, no stress,” Sue said emphatically. “Ten
minutes, fifteen tops and no more. I'm going to knock him out after to get him
to rest and keep the visitors at bay,” she scowled.


“Good
Doc, I getcha,” he said.


“What
do you intend?” the Queen asked.


“Well,”
Ryans shrugged glancing at Sue. Sue was busy and not quite out of ear shot. “My
people and I came to explore. We will be returning to Earth as soon as our
mission is complete.”


“None
return,” the King replied with a growl. “Tis impossible, a faerie dream. Best
forget that lad and move on. Thee and thine shall settle here with us,” the
King said magnanimously.


“Not
quite,” Ryans replied. “You see there have been a few, well changes. A few
scientists discovered the portal between worlds and we managed to contain it on
Earth.”


“Contain?”
the Queen asked in shock. Her embroidery project fell into her lap as one hand
went to her heart. “Is that even possible?” she asked, exchanging dubious looks
with her husband.


“I
assure you it is. We brought along equipment to do the same here. It will take
time to set up but when it is done we will be able to travel back and forth
between worlds every year or so.”


There
was a brief silence as they digested that. “So you intend to be here a year?”
the Queen finally asked. He nodded.


“That's
the plan, the problem is the Duluth are squatting on some of our equipment and
the portal,” he sighed.


“Indeed?”
the King asked.


“Yes,
we could get around them or even destroy their army but we're not happy about
that.”


“So
few,” the King rumbled.


“Our
numbers may be few but our weapons are powerful,” Ryans replied with a small
feral smile. “You'll have to take my word for it now. A demonstration is out
now until you are better,” he said. “You can ask Princess Deidra and Zara to
relate some of the details, however. If you haven't already,” he said nodding
as Deidra came into the room. She froze and then glared a little at him.


When
they began to talk agreement Ryans pulled out a camera and recorded it all.
Deidra attempted to warn her parents that he was recording and what it meant.
They did not understand and waved her concerns off.


Ryans
came to an agreement with the King. Caught off guard by the invasion, the
monarch was desperate for any aide. The King agreed to full diplomatic immunity
for the gaijin off worlders, and leadership roles for each. The weapons and
technologies would only be used in defense of the realm, and under the approval
of the gaijin. The gaijin would also show them how to improve their civilization
and technology but they would have to accept changes in the law and treatment
of the serfs. The Queen wasn't happy at first, but agreed reluctantly when she
realized they had little choice.


Ryans
insisted it be put in writing. The monarchs were immediately wary, knowing the
implications of that. They knew that an oral agreement and a written one were
two very different things, one could be flexible and even broken or its
existence denied. A written agreement had all sorts of implications they
weren't comfortable with. They didn't have a choice however so the royal scribe
was called in.


Ryans
made his own call through the radio and just before the scribe arrived Perry,
Sydney, and Wanda arrived.


Ryans
made introductions and then explained the situation to his fellow Terrans
quickly. Sydney nodded. Perry pursed his lips. He was not happy, but the
agreement was better in some ways than he had hoped for. Sydney pulled out a
laptop and listened to the recording with headphones, typing up the agreement
quickly.


While
he was talking Ryans pulled Perry aside for a quick consult. “I'm sorry I went
off half cocked,” he said apologetically, bracing for a blow out from the
lieutenant.


Perry
eyed him for a moment and then turned back to the royal couple and then room at
large. Finally he returned to Ryans. “You didn't. You are the leader of the
expedition and it's your show. But yeah, I'd would've liked to have been
consulted,” Perry replied.


“Again...”


“Yeah,
yeah I know. Sometimes things move fast and you've got to act. I get it. I
don't have any qualms, it beats running around the bush without a goal in mind.
We can draw resources from them?”


Ryans
turned and had Sydney add that. The historian nodded as he typed. “Already on
it,” Sydney said, clearly on his best behavior. Ryans patted him on the
shoulder.


“You
know, something's just occurred to me, I never heard the name of your Kingdom,”
Ryans said turning first to Deidra by the window and then to her royal parents.
The Queen looked at her daughter who was stiffly staring out the window. “I
mean I heard your northern invaders are called Duluthians or populous de Duluth
but no one's told me your Kingdom's name.”


The
Queen patted her husband's hand and then looked at Ryans. “I shall remedy the
oversight,” she said, straightening and glancing once more to Deidra. Deidra's
shoulders were hunched once more. “You are most welcome to the Ianua Imperiun.”


Ryans
waited until the computer parsed that out. Part of the sentence had been in
Greek but the last bit was Latin. “Ianua Imperium,” he pulled out his tablet
phone and typed with the stylus. After a moment he looked up and nodded. “The
gateway realm, interesting and appropriate I believe,” he said with a smile.


“We
tend to think so,” the Queen replied with a regal nod.


When
the royal scribe arrived he was followed by two assistants carrying bags of
material, a folding stool and an easel. They grumpily set up in a corner and
then the scribe cracked his knuckles in a show and picked up a quill pen. 
The royal scribe was muttering about interruptions, always interruptions. Ryans
glanced at the old codger. He looked to be in his sixties, but that really
didn't mean anything, here with the level of civilization and medical standards
the way they were he could be in his low forties or mid thirties.


He
was grayed, had a pony tail and a red French style cap with a long striped
white and black feather sticking out of a golden crest on the band. He had a
red bandoleer sash of some sort of silk, with a purple and gold trimmed jacket
and bloused half pants complete with white stockings and purple shoes. His
assistants were dressed much the same just not quite as richly.


While
the old man and his two assistants continued to set up Sydney finished the
first draft and used a small portable battery operated printer to print off two
versions, one in English one in the native language. He handed it to the scribe
for approval but the man took one look and fainted. “Well! I didn't think it
was that bad!” Sydney said shaking his head as he looked at the crumpled old
man in his assistant's arms.


The
Queen took the draft from Sydney as a servant aired the scribe and Wanda
checked him over. It had apparently been quite a shock to the old man, to see
something like that. The Queen pursed her lips as she read the document, eyes
narrowed at all the flowing phrases and clauses. She then shared it with her
husband.


They
went over the boilerplate, pissing Sue off who came in and meaningfully tapped
at her watch. The King waved her concern off so she stormed out in a huff,
grinding her teeth together. They wrangled a bit over a few things before
eventually coming to a final agreement.


The
scribe had been removed so his assistant copied the printed document. The
assistant muttered over the stark document, bereft of any embellishment on the
borders and without the usual flowing script. Ryans smiled and told the man
that he could always add it later.


The
royal monarchs each signed the document, then used wax to stamp their rings
onto the parchment to seal it. Ryans insisted on having the available lords
sign as well. They were a little put out over this, but formed a procession.
Each believed they were there to see that their liege was still alive but were
nonplussed and angry over the signing. When they were gathered in an ante room
Ryans demonstrated some of the technology they were bringing along. That had
more than one lord interested. He described various techniques that they could
pass on to the lords, to let them better themselves and their serfs.


Ryans
had each given a copy of the document before the signing and turned the
spontaneous event into something positive and uplifting. He had Sergio run
copies off, and the royal archivist did as well, handing off a master to each
of his assistants to make copies. The document and the notes were handed out to
the lords and posted in the city and castle later that evening. They started
getting down to the task of teaching as much as they could as fast as they
could.


“This
way no one can complain they didn't know and weren't told or weren't there to
ratify it. Or didn't understand. All in black in white, all above board. We'll
preserve the video for posterity as well,” Sydney said smugly.


The
King was fatigued and ready to sleep after hours of wrangling. Most of the
attendants and Terrans were escorted out, though Ryans was asked to remain.
“There is one more matter to attend to. Vita Sodalis,” the King said weakly. He
waved to his wife.


The
Queen nodded and stroked his hand. She looked up to Ryans. “There is a lex, a law,
an ancient one in our land. Vita Sodalis, the life bond or life mate. One that
has many hallowed traditions around it. If a person saves the life of another
they are indebted for life. If they are single and not of the same blood then
the two are to be wed.” She frowned. “From the tales of your travels both of
our daughters owe you several vita debts and are therefore Verlobte to you.”


Ryans
ran the translation of that V word through his dictionary. Wouldn't you know
that the translator would act up... vita life, no...?  He sounded it out
and typed it in and then did a search. Verlobte, it wasn't Latin it was German,
it meant female betrothed. “Um....” Ryans glanced at Deidra.  Deidra was
stiff, back to him.


“That
sounds like a life debt thing. I heard it was attributed to Asian cultures but
I didn't think it was real,” he said slowly shaking his head. All he could
think about was Chewbacca for the moment. He was tempted to say something, a
joke but he was fairly certain it wouldn't be understood and if Deidra did pick
it up she'd be even more pissed.


“I
don't know what to say,” he said, rubbing the back of his head. He was amused
but distinctively uncomfortable. Married to the shrew? He thought and then
winced.


“I...
am from a foreign land so some of what you said is lost in cultural
differences,” he said.


“Which
is an added bonus, thee and thine are from the home lands and are therefore new
blood for our people.”


“Um...”


“It
is customary for the rules of matrimony to be relaxed with gaijin in order to
further the spread of their bloodlines to renew the land. We must spread the
wealth across the Imperium. It is of vital importance.”


“Oh
boy, the soldiers won’t mind that in some ways but um...” He thought about the
threat of STDs and winced. He thought the implications of the situation over
and then carefully explained his point of view. “Look, my... I'm from another
land. A totally different culture so holding me or her to that is unfair. Yes I
saved them but I was in the right place at the right time and a couple of times
I had help.”


“But
you are here now,” the Queen said.


“And
I'm not going to be here for long. Plus I don't think it's fair to push her or
Zara into a loveless marriage,” he sighed and shook his head. “Look, I know in
your society and especially for you and other nobles arranged marriages are
normal. My arrival, didn't it disrupt that?”


“It
doesn't matter.”


“Really,”
he frowned. “And of course the ladies don't have any say in it?” he asked
hopefully. The Queen shook his head. “And if I have a let’s say relationship
with someone else?” he asked.


The
Queen frowned. He held up a hand. “Just a theoretical question. No, I am
single. And yes I know that this is a way to cement an allegiance and a way to
get control of me and my people.”


“You
are very astute,” the Queen said cautiously.


“You
mean blunt. I'm laying it all out. It's one of my people's failing sometimes.
We either go one of two ways, we either get very literal and explicit or we
assume you know what we're talking about and gloss over things. I'm bad at
both,” he admitted.


“Interesting
and wise to see your own weaknesses,” the Queen murmured graciously. His
knowledge of politics surprised them and impressed the King and Queen.


“Thanks,
I think,” Ryans replied. He turned to the princess. “So that's why you hate me.
I understand now and I don't blame you.” He turned back to her parents. “I
can't in good conscious marry your daughter, she's not in love with me, she
hates my guts, and I will not remain in your Kingdom for long. I fully intend to
lead my people back to Earth when the time is right. I have many obligations to
thousands of people on Earth.”


“Further
more me and my people come from a different world. We, by your standards are
all highly educated and most of us come from a republic. We have been trained
since birth to not only speak our minds but to stand up for our beliefs.
Equality is a way of life for us, everyone is born equal in my country, and
there are no nobles, no lords, and no monarchs. We also have trouble with
authority,” he said with a grin. “Which can make things lively sometimes. Trust
me; my people will be a very big thorn in your side if you try to
assimilate us. We really don't like being told what to do and how to live our
lives and a shotgun wedding may be joked about in my culture but we sort of
frown when someone tries to force the issue.”


“Nonetheless,
you will be married to Deidra. We will absolutio, absolve you of your
responsibility to young Zara but not Deidra. She is to inherit the throne and
she needs a strong hand to guide her in our dark time. You must be that hand,”
the King said. The Queen reluctantly agreed with a nod.


“Which
will be decades from now,” Ryans said stubbornly. “When you pass your wife will
be the ruling monarch.”


The
King frowned. “The nobles will not accept her. They will tear her from the
throne if she is alone. Tear her from the throne and kill her or shut her in a
tower for the rest of her days. Or wed her to a chosen son to beget a bastard,”
the King said and then breathed. He struggled to get up and look Ryans in the
eye. Reluctantly the Terran came closer.


“No,
you must lead. You and your people will bring new life to our land. If you want
these things; these new things you had us agree to then you must see it
through.”


“But...
look we don't need to get into this now. You need to rest. I mean you're not
going to die for some time if we...”


“It
must be done, you cannot deny it. Not for overlong,” the Queen said. “My
husband may have days,” she said patting his hand.


“
Or it will be a couple of hours if you don't buzz off all of you. My patient
needs to rest badly. He's been overstressed. Now out or I'll find a way to get
you out the damn window,” Doc snarled as she entered the room, determined to
kick everyone out so the King could rest.


Doc
pulled them aside to report as the door closed behind them. Doc gently told
them the King was suffering from the final stages of heart disease, and the
best she could do was try to ease his discomfort. “Really, every minute, every
hour is a blessing,” the Queen murmured gently.


“I...
I'm sorry. I wish I could do more. I don't think he'd survive a bypass. In
these conditions I don't want to attempt it. I think the chances of his
survival are less than ten percent actually.”


Ryans
winced. “Blockage?”


“And
the stress of being in his position. Throw in alcohol and over eating and not
exercising for decades and... Well, you do the math.”


“Yeah,
I get the picture Doc,” Ryans nodded grimly. They heard a noise in the room.
She turned and opened the door. The palace healer was bent over the King with a
tube. When she realized the healer was trying to bleed the King, Doc stopped
him and then took him aside to teach him. Ryans closed the door and nodded to
the Queen. “I suggest you get some food and rest while you can your majesty.
Things are going to get interesting soon when he wakes.”


The
Queen smiled slightly. Deidra sniffed, eyes flashing at his impetuous insult of
making a suggestion to her mother. “I believe you are right,” the Queen said
nodding. Deidra froze, startled and looked at her mother. The Queen's smile
grew slightly. “Andreas is trying even on the best of days,” she said dryly.


“It
comes with the Y chromosome,” Ryans replied absently and then shrugged at their
befuddled expressions. “It's a male thing, giving women a hard time. To be fair
you do it to us too.”


“True,”
the Queen smiled. “In our own small ways,” she said tucking her arm into her
daughters. “Come daughter, shall we away to converse?” Deidra nodded. The Queen
nodded politely to the guard and then moved off with her daughter.


Ryans
watched them go and shook his head. He turned and rubbed the back of his neck.
“Now what?” he asked himself thoughtfully. “Perry,” he muttered under his
breath and then went to find the lieutenant.


<==={}------------>


When
Ryans caught up with Perry in the courtyard he led the lieutenant off to the
battlements for a discussion away from the people wandering around. They kept
moving so the occasional servant or busybody wouldn't catch too much of the
conversation. When Perry heard about the betrothal idea he teased Ryans.


“I
am not amused Perry,” he snarled eyes flashing.


“I
can see that.” Perry said soberly, leaning over the battlements beside him to
stare out into the night as well. “But if you can't take a joke you shouldn't
have joined.” This earned a snort and small smile from Ryans. “It sucks. I
know. It's a stupid barbaric law. Then again, she's a looker,” he chuckled
ribbing Ryans.


Ryans
snorted. He'd carefully kept the princesses at arm’s length. He liked his
ladies beautiful but they were vipers, he just knew it. Trouble with a capital
T. “Yeah there is that. She's passionate, that's always been cool. The whole
firebrand thing is hot too, but she's jail bait,” Ryans replied running his
hand through his hair. The breeze whipped up he looked up as a pennant nearby
snapped and popped.


Perry
laughed. “Didn't know you knew that one,” he guffawed.


Ryans
shook his head. “Granddad passed it on. Oh hell Perry, I know if I went along
with it I'd end up with my throat slit, poisoned, or she'd cut my balls off.
Lorena Bobbitt has nothing on this lady if she's pissed. Which she is, She
doesn't like the situation at all.”


“Real
ball buster,” Perry agreed chuckling again. “You know you want it,” he teased,
ribbing Ryans.


Ryans
scowled but couldn't quite hold it. Deidra's fire and ice and her looks were
intoxicating. The whole forbidden fruit thing, he thought. Taming the shrew may
be appealing to some, and becoming King? For some, appealing but he knew what
kind of snake pit that was. “Oh shut up,” he growled.


<==={}------------>


The
stocky man dressed in guard livery looked at them warily as they came out the
next morning and re-entered the quad. He'd apparently been looking for them or
at least Perry. Perry tried not to smirk at the guy's stiff upper lip look. The
brown haired freckled guy was dressed in a blood red tunic trimmed in gold. He
jingled, wearing that layer of chain mail in between his gray undershirt and
his purple and red outer tunic must be damned uncomfortable. His sheathed,
curved sword made him look dangerous. He had a blood red cape with a gold chain
that passed over his right shoulder and under his left armpit to hold it up.
The cape was cut like a roman cape, trimmed in purple and silver.


Ryans
realized that although some of the soldier's outfit was medieval, some had
distinctively Roman or Greek influences like the leather kilt. He for one
wouldn't want to be running in the thing; it must be a sweatbox come summer.


Behind
the Captain, Sergeant Waters and Gunny Paris approached. They paused, waiting
and watching.


Ryans
nodded to the three men. “Captain Maximus this is Lieutenant Perry, I believe
you've talked before briefly but were never formally introduced. Here are his
non commissioned officers, Master Sergeant Waters, and Gunnery Sergeant Paris.
We, or should I say they, are going to help you bring your army up to
more modern standards, our standards.”


The
captain nodded curtly, his left hand holding his cape, his right on the pommel
of his sword. He indicated they should follow him to a nearby tower. “An honor
to meet beligators from the fabled Patria.” Ryans frowned. Patria, homelands.
He really needed to get onto Sydney about the translator.


“Soldiers
in our language sir. Warriors are something else,” Waters said from behind them
as they walked. The guard captain eyed him. “I am a noncom, as is the Gunny
here. That's Non Commissioned officer. We're one step below officer. We're the
ones that make the order stick.”


“Ah,”
the captain blinked, trying to cover his confusion. “I thought you said
servant.” He looked over to the Lieutenant. “Master of Servants?” he asked.
Perry shook his head. The translation was obviously off again.


“It
is a layer of command between the leaders and the grunts in the trenches,” the
Gunny replied helpfully. “You've got what? A hundred in the castle? Soldiers I
mean,” he said as the captain opened the door and entered.


The
Captain's chest puffed up in pride somehow despite the layers of chain mail and
cloth. “Two cohorts of regulars and one ordor equester. But their majesties
have authorized a call to arms, to reform the legions. Our numbers have swelled
an additional ten maniples over the past two-fifth days. We add a maniple
daily.”  


“Fifth
day, that's a week?” Perry asked. He knew a cohort was around the size of a
platoon, around one hundred twenty men. Equester sounded something like
equestrian, which meant horse. So knights?


The
captain nodded. “Yes my Dominus,” he said as the Gunny closed the door behind
him.


Perry
and the other Terrans took a quick look around. Spartan, some sort of office.
White, soot stained plaster walls, wood overhead  forming both a ceiling
and floor for the room above, a stone spiral staircase off to their right and a
fireplace nearby. A desk and chair in the corner that had seen better days.
Stools and a map of the castle were in the center of the room. This must be
some sort of briefing room.


“Ah.
So you've got what? Two hundred forty regulars and about what? Another three
hundred rookies? Not to mention the cavalry you mentioned?”


The
captain nodded. He wasn't happy about admitting it to the gaijin but the King
had ordered it. “Yes my Dominus. And another cohort of men for the outer town
walls and gates. I hope to double those numbers by the end of this fifth day.”


“Ah,”
Perry gave Waters a wary look. The senior noncom nodded.


“Okay,
the men on the walls, they just guard the walls and gates?” Ryans asked.


The
captain shook his head. “Oh no my Dominus, we also have patrols in the town.”


“Ah.
But I saw others in livery doing that as well. In silver I think,” Perry said.
Apparently he'd been a bit more observant than Ryans, Ryans thought with
amusement as he glanced at the lieutenant.


“The
sheriff and his men,” the guard captain's lip curled. “They are good at
arresting cut-purses and other such thieves but they call us in when there is a
punga or occidere.” Ryans frowned. Punga, he checked, Punga meant fight or
brawl. Occidere... occidere meant murder.


“So
he thinks you're SWAT,” the Gunny said amused. The guard captain looked
confused again. “It didn't translate. Never mind. Later,” he said as he waved
it off.


“As
you say,” the guard captain nodded turning back to Perry. “The imperator is
coming soon, Or so I'm told. We received word that he would be coming next
fifth day or the following one.”


“General?”
Ryans asked translating imperator. “Is he coming with an army?”


The
captain sighed. “No my Dominus. He has however three cohorts of men. Footmen
mostly, one score of veteran centurions, with about three knights and their
entourage.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “Fast reaction force?” he asked glancing from Perry to the guard
captain.


The
captain blinked. “He means, they are a quickly raised force to fight raiders?”
Perry amended.


The
captain nodded. “Yes. But it will take many more to get the Duluth scum out,”
the captain's lip curled again and he spat. “They will be traveling light and
from a great distance so they may need to be outfitted and given time to rest
and recover.”


Perry
nodded. “Yeah, I can imagine. Our recon said they had about ten or fifteen
thousand.”


The
guard captain paled. “Surely not so much!” He sat heavily on a stool. “To bring
that many they would have had to strip their regnum bare!”


“Every
able bodied man and even women apparently,” Perry said shaking his head. “It
looks that way. We've got video you can see later,” Perry said waving. “Now
these regulars, I take it you've never had a larger garrison?”


The
guard captain picked up a horn with a strap on it and uncapped it. He took a
swig of something inside and then offered it to the gaijin. They each demurred
so he put it back down. “No my Dominus. We are laying in stock now. In truth it
has been that way since the last war twenty years ago,” he sighed. “The former
King...” He looked around. “The former rex, King disbanded most of the regular
Centurions after the last war due to lack of need.”


“Ah,”
Perry glanced at the others. The Gunny shrugged. “Well, that sucks. Okay, so
we've got to draft the people we need. I saw some others in the castle.”


“The
country knights, lords, and their guards and retainers,” the guard captain said
with a sniff. He apparently wasn't very impressed with them. “Each Dominus is
entitled to six men in the capital to act as guards and servants while they are
here or traveling between here and their demise.”


“Okay,
can they be counted on to help?”


The
captain nodded enthusiastically. “Of course! That is their purpose.”


“Okay,
and there are what? About forty of them?” Waters asked getting to the point.


“Yes,
about that. Some are poor country lords or lower knights. I was one such until
his majesty tapped me for this post,” he said, lips twisting in a smile. Ryans
realized the man was proud of it, and was extremely loyal to the royal house.
That might be why he was chosen, his loyalty enhanced by being chosen over
others.


“Okay,
so that's another two to three hundred there. Great.” Waters tried not to roll
his eyes. “Outnumbered twenty to one. This is going to be a pain.”


“Yeah
well, think of them as a core group. We've got Max and the others working on
force multipliers,” Ryans answered looking at the master sergeant.


“Force
multipliers?” the Gunny asked, eyebrow raised.


“Our
kind,” Ryans patted his sidearm. He'd talked to Max about it on the way over a
few times but only recently taken the man off the leash and let him have his
head to get the ball rolling.


The
noncoms blanched. “You are not seriously thinking of giving them our
weapons?” the Gunny said slowly. They looked to Perry.


“No,
we're talking about making more. A lot more,” Perry said nodding to Ryans. “The
boss man has it worked out. Let’s focus on getting the ball rolling and let’s
handle logistics later.”


“Aye
sir,” the Gunny said, working his jaw. Then he looked thoughtful. Waters
glanced at him and they suddenly broke out into small smiles of approval.


“I
for one don't want to try going up against those creatures they ride with a bow
or a sword,” Ryans said shaking his head. The others looked to him. “Seriously,
even a Browning is going to have trouble denting the armor. It's... Think of a
charging rhino, then super size it and make the armor over the vitals about
twice as thick with layers of ceramic.”


“A
fifty cal...”


Ryans
pulled a photo from his back pocket, unfolded it and tossed it onto the table
top. They could see a giant animal there. Waters picked it up, looked at it,
blanched then passed it on to Perry. “Which is what a Browning shoots. Trust
me, it'll take a much heaver round to make something like that drop. Think of
hunting elephants. And we've got what? Four? Five? Not enough against the ten
or fifteen grand people and these critters. Not by a long shot. Which means
we...”


“I
get it sir. We need more weapons,” the Gunny said nodding firmly as he set the
photo down.


“Bows.”


“Bows
take too long. To do them right you have to shape a piece of wood into a stave,
in our case a long bow stave. Then age it just right, and then carve it down by
hand to the final shape. It took about a month or two to do a good bow. One
that will last a campaign I mean.”


“But
some people do have bows already right?”


Ryans
frowned. He'd noted the tech but hadn't really put his thoughts to words until
now. “Most do if the classic yeoman standards translated over here. We'd have
to check that. Hopefully so, and if it held true then they've trained
regularly. But...” he paused and grimaced. “But they will be recovering from a
long hard winter and busy planting so we're not going to get the best.”


“True,
but some is better than none.”


“True.
But remember, arrows are also hard to make and cost a lot. You have to form the
blanks, shave them down... forge the heads, feathers and bones for the rear...”
he shook his head. The guard captain was staring at him. “Trust me, with all
that work you become very careful about firing the damn things. You have to
make every shot count.”


Waters
held up his hands in surrender. “I get it I get it. But what about crossbows?”


“Similar
problem but we might be able to help there. We'd be back at the same problem
though; a bolt won’t penetrate that thick hide. Maybe at close quarters, but
not enough to hit a vital point. Usually they use a ballista.” Ryans shook his
head. “Usually due to the cost you held your fire until you were sure you could
hit a target in medieval times. I... well...”


“Where
did you get all that?” Perry asked, wrinkling his nose.


Ryans
grinned. “History channel thing on Robin Hood a while back.”


Perry
and the other Terrans snorted. “Oh.”


“Damn.
So we're back to guns,” Waters admitted, working his jaw. He knew it'd be a
miracle if they could get them done in time, making rifles too was precision
work, and under these conditions...


“Essentially,
yes,” Ryans said with a head shake. “Iron isn't a problem; they have a glut
right now of that as well as lead, carbon, and copper. Sulfur...”


The
lieutenant nodded. “Talk about the details later.”


“Better
yet, tour the stables they have and ask for a demo of their war mounts, then
come to me about any contamination complaints,” Ryans said shaking his head.
He'd had a quick look in passing and it was enough to give him nightmares.


Waters
met his eyes and then he looked at the photo again. He remembered the basilisk
thing. That had been alone and it had shrugged off small arms fire like gnat
flies. “Yeah, force multipliers are suddenly appealing,” Waters said after a
moment more of thought.


“I
think an hour or two of Napoleon style shock and awe should even the odds in
our favor,” Ryans said, eyes gleaming as he grinned wickedly. The noncoms
chuckled.


The
guard captain looked from one to the other in growing exasperation. “Would you
please...?”


“Clue
you in?” the Gunny finished. “Sure thing sir. We'll take you and some of your
men out to the courtyard.” Ryans frowned and shook his head at that. “What?”


“Not
the courtyard. There are animals there and people you’re liable to spook. I for
one don't want to be around one of those packs of critters if they stampede.”


Waters
nodded thoughtfully. “Good point. Okay, ah...” Waters gave the Gunny a look.
“Out of town?”


“Good
for me. On the other side of that hill? It'll create a noise barrier,” Paris
suggested. The guard captain looked wary.


Ryans
turned to the captain. “Okay, what we're talking about is showing you our
weapons. These,” Ryans said in explanation. The guard captain looked at the
pistol Ryans was tapping with his finger.


Carefully
Ryans drew the pistol checked the safety then removed the clip and jacked the
slide back. The round in the chamber popped out. The guard captain watched as
Ryans caught it with his free hand. “This is a pistol.” He held up the round.
“This is what it shoots. This is lead wrapped in a copper jacket. It flies so
fast it can tear a person apart. Or at least make a big hole in them.”


The
guard captain's eyes went round. He paled once more. “In veritas?” he asked,
looking from one to another. Perry nodded.


“It
will go through your armor too. Like a hot knife through butter,” Waters said
smiling nastily. The guard captain gave him a look. “Seriously, no shitting
you. It'll rip through most armor like it's not even there, from a distance
too.” He got up.


“We'll
show you in say an hour?” he asked. The captain nodded. “Meet us in the
courtyard, and bring some spare armor. Something you won’t mind turning into
Swiss cheese. We'll take your men to the hill. Ryans is right, we can't fire
them here, the noise is bad. It'll echo like hell off these tall walls. It can
spook your animals...”


“Not
to mention the people. One round sounds like a crash of thunder. Dozens...”
Perry shrugged.


“There
are more?” the captain asked. His eyes widened as Waters hefted his MP-9.


“Yup.
And these are just the close up weapons we carry. The longer range stuff can
knock you on your ass and blow people apart from miles away.”


“Miles?”
the captain asked in confusion.


“Leagues.
Several leagues,” Ryans interpreted for him.


“This
I must see,” the captain said getting to his feet and going to the door. “I'll
inform his majesty and select some men to join me,” he said walking out.


“He's
kinda wary,” Perry said looking out the door.


“Wouldn't
you be?” Ryans answered with a snort. “We're unknowns, and we just asked him to
leave the safety of the capital to see a wonder weapon he's having trouble
wrapping his head around, I don't blame him if he thinks it's a trap. A
possible coup attempt.”


“Crap,
I forgot that,” Perry muttered.


“Yeah
well, I didn't,” Ryans said shaking his head. “Welcome to politics 101. A den
of snakes, or whatever native critter you want to throw in,” he grimaced. He thought
Washington politics were bad. At least there if someone put a knife in your
back it was metaphorical not in reality. Here... “We're going to have to build
trust fast if this is going to work. Once you've shown them the basics I want
you to give them a quick safety course then let a couple of them pop a few
rounds off.”


Waters
grimaced then nodded. “Get them hooked?”


Ryans
smiled. “Right. And one more thing. Save your brass.” The military crew gave
him a dirty look. “What? We're going to need it. We've got reload kits
remember?” he reminded them, spreading his hands apart.


Perry
looked at the two senior noncoms. “He's right. It's not like we can make a
phone call and get more, so police your brass. Carry on gentlemen.” They
shrugged and left.
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Four
hours later they came back to the keep. Ryans looked out a window to see the
hummers and LAV's crunching up the road. He shook his head as they paused to
let a six legged dog like critter pass.


He
met them in the courtyard, watching as they piled out. A few like the guard
captain nodded politely and then went to check on things holding a plate of
armor. The older folks looked dazed and confused. The Terran soldiers looked
amused and bored.


The
younger guards were enthused, some rushed off to tell their fellows, others
lingered to examine the Terran's vehicles and strike up conversations with
their drivers. A few looked a little dazed as Scooter described the motors then
popped the hood of a hummer to show them.


“How'd
it go?” Ryans asked. He had heard the distant echoing shots from the capital,
but apparently no one in the castle had realized what it was.


“It
was a learning experience,” Waters said nodding. The guard captain came back
holding a breast plate. The shiny metal plate was looking suspiciously like a
dented colander. Another guard had on roman legion style armor. He tried to
carry it but it fell apart. The rounds had torn it apart.


Perry
turned at the clatter then turned back with a smile. “He brought that and the
other to see if we were telling the truth. I think one of the grunts pissed
himself when they went through the first time. Had to smell it all the way home
too,” he said. He wrinkled his nose and waved a hand in front of his face.


“Oh
lovely, I bet Scooter will be thrilled about that,” Ryans sighed. “So they
aren't house broken, what else did you learn?”


“That
fire discipline is in serious trouble?” Waters sighed. “Had one joker set a
Glock off and damn near shot my foot off.”


“Oh
great,” Ryans grimaced, instinctively looking down at Waters's feet.


“I'm
fine. Just pissed at the moron,” Waters growled. He shook his head. “I told him
and told him to have the safety on and keep his finger off the trigger. At
least it was on single shot.” He shook his head. “We told them to check the
chamber each time someone handed them a weapon. I got cute and slipped a round
in to ram the point home but it damn near backfired on me.”


Ryans
had to smile slightly at that. Of course the smile died when the master
sergeant glared. “For some people, the only way they learn is the hard way.
Unfortunately,” Ryans grimaced. “Chew his ass?”


“Yeah,
think?”


“Good.
Getting through to some people is going to be a bitch and a half though.”


“Better
not be all that hard or I'll dent his damn skull,” Waters muttered. “Gunny is
going to do a martial arts expo after dinner. We've got a skull session with
the guard captain tonight to set up a plan to train. Unfortunately we can't get
them all at once though.” He jerked his thumb to the captain.


“Why...
oh yeah, right, they've got to stand post and patrols. Forgot that,” Ryans
grimaced again, running a hand through his hair. “That's probably a good thing;
we can't bite off more than we can chew. Keeping them busy instead of ripping
up the town is probably a good idea too. Idle hands and all that.”


“True,”
Waters said nodding. Ryans waved. “Are you going to be there for the meeting?”


“Yes,
no, I don't know. It's all up in the air. I've got to get Wanda, Charlie, Sue,
and Max settled in fast. Wanda's got to get the formula for black powder sorted
out and maybe cordite or some other smokeless off and into production ASAP if
we're going to make this work. I'm trying to land with both feet on the
logistics side.”


“Are
you sure...”


“Yes,”
Ryans answered giving the noncom a look.


“Just...”


Ryans
nodded. He knew it could all blow up in their face. He knew the stakes, knew he
was flying blind but also knew he had little choice but to trust at this point.
“I know. But what choice do we have? I for one have no intention of fighting
them on a level playing field. Not when they've trained with swords and crap
all their lives.”


“True.
But once we're out of ammo...”


“Which
is why we're setting Wanda and the others up. We're going to have to keep a bit
back as an edge. Burn it into them that we may be opening our toy sack and
handing out goodies but we can still kick ass.”


“Oh,”
Waters grimaced. “I... see...” He nodded after a moment of thought. “You’re
planning that far ahead are you?”


Ryans
smiled darkly. “Of course sergeant. Since we're going to do this, we might as
well do it right the first time and make sure the weapons are bore
standardized. Our bore standardized of course.”


“Of
course,” the noncom nodded suddenly feeling a sense of relief. “So that should
take care of our supply issues down the road.”


“One
of them,” Ryans sighed. “We've got to break this army if we're going to go
home. They are squatting between us and home, and I'm not going to let a bunch
of ...” He looked over to a group of people sitting near. “Um... natives get in
my way. Agreed?”


“Agreed,”
the noncom nodded. Perry waved to him. “I've got to...”


“Go,
go. Dismissed with my compliments Master Sergeant. Have fun.”


Waters
smirked. “That won’t be till boot camp. Training the DI's we're selecting is
just an appetizer,” he said, the smirk turning positively evil.


“Yeah
right,” Ryans laughed waving him on with a shooing motion. He was glad that
they only had a few hundred veterans in the castle. They would be much harder
to train in the new tech and disciplines. He'd have to make a note to talk to
Perry and the others about focusing their efforts on younger suppler minds.
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Max
grunted as the artisans came into the room. They looked around, sizing each of
their own number up before taking an interest in the newcomers. He wasn't
impressed. Most were dressed in rich clothes but they had an attitude of
superiority. That always annoyed him. “What's this? Dear me, what's this?
Something new from the fabled lands?” an older man cackled, rushing over to
examine the Glock on the table.


“Easy
there. It's loaded,” Max said, covering the pistol with a meaty hand. “Hang on
a sec,” he ordered. He picked it up, checked the safety, and then flicked the
button to release the cartridge. He slid the bolt back and jacked out the round
and then handed the weapon to the old man. “There you go. I want it back,” he
said, putting the round back in the magazine.


The
old man carefully took the weapon and looked it over. His compatriots looked it
over as well. “This is one of the new thunder weapons you have brought?” one
asked looking up.


Max
nodded, not sure where this was going to lead. “A pistol, a Glock by the way,
standard personal side arm for each of us. Well, one of them anyway, some of us
have Berrettas. It's a little too complex for you to make right away though so
we've got something else in mind.” He reached over to his left side and pulled
out a laptop out of the tote bag hanging from the back of his chair. He turned
and set the laptop up on the table and turned it on.


The
others were examining the gun in the light of the fires. One had what looked
like a magnifying glass attached to a headband. Max snorted as he waited for
the computer to boot.


“What
is that?” the young man asked, waving to the laptop as it beeped then the
standard boot song played. Max grimaced.


“Laptop
a’ course. Also standard issue. We each have one, a phone and a tablet.” He
grimaced when the network booted but said he was out of range. “Damn. Oh well.”
He typed for a moment.


At
the sound of his typing a few of the artisans on the outer edge of the knot of
men turned. They looked at the laptop and descended like vultures.


“Here,”
Max said looking up. He turned the laptop so they could see the screen.


“Goddess
of Athena and Vulcan!” an old man babbled, eyes wide. His nostrils dilated then
he reached out with a gnarled hand to touch the screen.


“Careful
there old timer, I don't want prints on the screen mucking it up,” Max
cautioned. He pointed to the screen. “This here is a laptop like I was just
saying. It's ah... personal storage device. A library.” He shrugged then
groaned a little as he noticed his Glock was now in pieces.


“Why
is it so... plain?” one man asked.


“Huh?
Cause it's manufactured.” Max waved it away. “See we need you to make parts for
these here.” He pointed to the image of a rifle.


“It
will take months. Years,” one said shaking his head mournfully. His eyes
gleamed at the thought of the price though.


Max
chuckled. “Not quite. Besides, we don't have months or years. We've got to make
as many as possible in...” He looked at the computer calendar. “About three
months give or take one of your weeks. That's your time not mine.” He was
already planning on multiple tracing lathes for the wood stocks and rifling
benches to bore and rifle the barrels.


“Impossible!”
one of the men said looking up. “Sure the basics can be done, but the inlay
alone!”


“Will
have to wait until after we've won,” Max said sighing. “Look we need
quality weapons in a short time. You can make it pretty later. I'd like
that back by the way.” He indicated his pistol.


Sheepishly
and a little reluctantly the men still tinkering with the Glock brought the
pieces of the pistol over. Max took out a cleaning kit from his tote, did a
quick clean, and then reassembled the pieces. “Hope the spring and the firing
pin aren't messed up,” he muttered, then jacked the slide and checked the sight
alignment.


His
audience watched in awe at his experienced hands. He snorted. “Folks this is
just a baby weapon. Granted it's better than what you've got but still, not a
big weapon compared to stuff we've got on Earth.”


“And
you want us to make these... Pistols?” one asked.


Max
shook his head. “No, I said I want you to make rifles. Well, let's start with
muskets. How about that?”


“But
the inlay is important!”


“It
is?” Max asked, turning to an old man. The man looked like a mad scientist. He
was decked out with a leather apron, white leather duster, and an inlaid golden
broach. “Not for this,” he held up the pistol.


“Wait.
I... all right. Some inlay is important. It takes away some of the weight of
the device...” the man said as he indicated the pistol. “While adding strength
and giving it personality.” He picked up a nearby grieve and held it up. He
pointed to the flat metal sections then to the parts that had been cut out or
bent.


“And
it makes it pretty. Yeah I get that,” Max said nodding. He'd actually
overlooked the structural component of the argument. The guy was definitely
smarter than he looked. “But these...” he indicated the pistol, then the images
on the screen. “These we need to make a lot of very fast. I can show you all
sorts of tricks to get around the structural problems. Stamping metal for one.
By the way I know what you’re talking about,” he smiled.


“Creasing
metal usually stiffens it. Cutting holes out as well. Yup got that. But these
are a bit different.” He turned the laptop to face him then turned it back. Now
an exploded diagram of a rifle was shown.


“I
got this from Ryan's database. See here.” He took a stylus out of his pocket
and pointed. “This here is the butt or the stock. It's made out of wood or
plastic. It fits into the shoulder. This...” he pointed to the barrel. “This
thingy is the barrel. This is a long tube with spiral grooves cut into it. You
can't mess with this much or the entire thing will blow up in your hands.”


“Ah,”
the youngest nodded. He wasn't sure what the gaijin meant but he knew it was
important and wanted to sound like he knew. A few of the older men looked
thoughtful. “We do not have much time, a few of us are due for the ball,” the
youngest said giving one of the more formally dressed men a look.


Max
shook his head and tried hard not to groan. “Look. I'll set up a demo of well,
demo tomorrow. Explosives and gunpowder 101 we'll call it. Rifles too. I'll
even toss in a hand grenade,” he smiled.


The
others nodded looking thoughtful. “Till then, here.” He reached over and picked
up a stack of papers and then handed out a packet to each of them. “Simple
stuff really, but it'll whet your appetite for more,” he smiled encouragingly
again. They had had a hell of a time translating the diagrams. He'd kept to the
very basics to weed out the dumb fucks from the fast learners and the wannabes.
“Meet me in the quad, that's ah, the courtyard tomorrow at noon. It'll take me
that long to get things set up,” he waved.


The
party goers moved off, tucking the packets away or handing them off to
assistants with murmured orders. A few of the younger ones lingered however.
When the others were gone Max looked up from the laptop and snorted. “Wanna get
a jump on the competition I take it?” he asked smiling again.


“This
ah... paper...” an older Asian man asked. He had a classic long white beard you
only see in Asian martial arts movies.


“Yeah?
What about it?”


“Well,
tis so white and the edges are so clean and sharp...” he said, holding up the
paper. His female assistant nodded. Max noted she was writing on a piece of
slate. The tick tick tick of the chalk or charcoal had been annoying.


“Bleach.
And a straight cutter to make for a clean edge,” Max said smiling.


“Oh
you know about this as well?”


“For
bleach you'll have to talk to Wanda or Charlie,” Max shrugged as the native
secretary, had to be a secretary, wrote that little tidbit down. “Most likely
Charlie, though I could be wrong,” he said thoughtfully and then shrugged it
off. “But yeah, I know a lot of things. Discovery channel is your friend,” Max
said with a snort and a smile. The expressions of confusion were priceless.


“But
in this case I visited a paper mill when I was young. God, must have been ten
or twelve years ago. We made our own paper in class the next day from wood pulp
and blue jean rags. I was pissed cause they wouldn't let us use bleach to make
it white like we saw at the factory.”


“Interesting,”
the old man said, stroking his beard. “Tell me more...”


<==={}------------>


“So
what is this all about?” Perry asked, meeting Sue and Ryans in an alcove. He
could hear the strains of music, most likely string instruments in the ball
room nearby. “I've still got that meeting with Maximus, he's trying to draw up
a schedule,” he grimaced. Some of the people were treating the crisis like the
real thing, others were going into depression or hysterics, and a few others
were looking for opportunities to profit. Some were in denial, acting as if
everything was hunky dory normal. “I can't believe he didn't have it on paper,”
he growled. He shook his head. He'd left Maximus with one of his literate
soldiers trying to write on a piece of slate with a piece of charcoal or chalk.
“And now this... whatever this is,” he waved disgusted.


“A
welcome back ball apparently. And me without a dress or a date,” Sue answered
tiredly. She felt more than a little out of place wearing her grimy medical
smock. Her stethoscope was in her breast pocket. There was dried blood spatter
on her right sleeve. She'd been busy going through the sick and injured people
after she'd finished with the King. Making rounds with the healers had been an
interesting experience. Butting heads with them wasn't.


“Still
the belle of the ball Doc,” Perry said smiling.


“Why
thank you gracious sir,” she said returning his smile. She bowed her head
slightly to acknowledge the compliment. She rolled her eyes as a pair of women
nearby began to adjust their costumes. The lady was dressed in a light green
outfit from head to toe. Her hair was covered completely with a hat. She gave
the Terrans a disdainful look and sniff then strutted off. Her partner had some
sort of peacock fan on her back. She turned, fluttering a fan and left at a
swagger.


“Nothing
wrong with that Doc. If you've got it, flaunt it,” Perry said smirking. The
well developed woman was adjusting her bustier; her plump breasts seemed to
bounce.


“And
if you don't fake it,” Sue said meeting his eyes then nodding her chin to one
of the women stuffing cloth tissues in hers. Perry snorted. “Not going in?” she
asked.


“Somehow
I seemed to have forgotten my dress uniform in the confusion of leaving.” Perry
replied dryly.


“Pity,
all the women would be swooning all over you,” Sue said chuckling at his blush.
“The ladies really dig a man in uniform here apparently.”


“Yeah,
I can just imagine. And our status is rather exotic. I bet you've got women
chasing you and all your men... hell some of the women too,” Ryans said, arms
crossed. He leaned against the door jam, keeping in the shadows.


Perry
and the Doc looked over to him. “Something like that. I better not have any
outbreaks of the clap to have to deal with. Or any other STDs for that matter,”
Doc said darkly. She ran her hands through her hair, finger combing it.


“What,
is this contagious?” Perry murmured. Doc gave him a sharp look and he smiled.
“Nothin'.”


She
snorted. “I thought not.” She twitched her shoulders and picked some lint off,
then brushed at a stain. “Damn, won’t come out,” she sighed.


“How's
the King?” Ryans finally asked.


“Stable,”
she answered not looking up. “I've taken over most of the other cases in the
keep as well. Major and minor. The Queen is setting up a medical tower for me.
Getting equipment up from the medical trailer will be a bear.” They'd finally
brought over some more of the equipment and supplies. The largest vehicles were
still parked outside the city but all the smaller ones were inside now in a
couple of warehouses. It was still a pain in the ass to have to guard four
different locations.


“Tell
me about it. We've got the gear stored in a warehouse here for now. I'm going
to detail a group to set up some of the solar panels and the wind turbine on
the roof first thing in the morning.” Ryans yawned. They'd just finished
getting the gear into town and settled. Max had been pissed that he hadn't been
in on the move. From his report of the artisans it sounded like a mixed bag
with them. They'd have to see how well they performed later.


“Good,
I've been worried about power. Some of my batteries are getting low,” Doc
answered, and then yawned herself.


“Looks
like your organic batteries are running low too Doc. What say we go slip into
the kitchen, grab a snack then beat feet for our rooms and get some shut eye
while the local yokels party till dawn.”


Sue
snorted. “Sounds good to me. Why the hell are they partying at a time like
this? There's a war to be won you know.”


“Distraction,”
Perry answered. “Also proof that life goes on, and that the war doesn't alarm
the court... which reassures some...” he glanced around, “or so they think. I'd
much rather see them working on more important things myself.” He shrugged as
they walked down the servant corridors to the loud, brightly lit kitchen. “I
seem to recall a Poe story about a ball during the Black Death...” he muttered.
He shook his head.


“Also
a celebration for the girls returning safely and the King's survival I would
imagine,” Ryans said smiling as he opened the door.


Noise
around the doors stopped as some of the servants noticed them coming in. It
seemed to spread until everyone was staring.


“I
knew I should have changed,” Sue said sighing.


“Don't
mind us folks, we're just here to get a quick bite to eat then we're off to
bed,” Ryans waved. “Go back to whatever you’re doing,” he ordered with a hand
wave. He looked around. A servant girl shyly looked up and ran her greasy
fingers through her hair, then ducked down to the meat she was chopping.


Doc
took a look around, noted the unsanitary conditions and shuddered a little.
“Somehow, I'm not all that hungry anymore.”


Perry
snorted. “Come on Doc, a little dirt is good for you.” He went over to a
carcass on a spit and looked it over. A sleepy boy was basting it carefully
while two six legged dog lizards spun it on a spit. He snorted softly as he
noted the animals were hooked up to a contraption of gears that spun each of
the spits. At least they had gears and gear trains; he'd have to tell Max about
that.


“Bit
awkward, having them harnessed bites though. Why not treadmills I wonder?” he
asked looking at the boy. The boy shrugged but didn't say anything.


“Oh
well. I'll have some of that, some tubers...” he looked around. ”Um...”


“Yeah,
they're real potatoes. The safe ones, not the natural poisonous ones. Mary told
me rather excitedly in the hall when she passed me earlier,” Sue said taking in
his quizzical expression.


“Ah,
okay,” Perry nodded turning back to the kid. “So where do you sleep son, you're
just about done in.” He glanced at the kid. The lad was about eight or nine. He
looked at him wide eyed then pointed to a corner. Perry looked in the indicated
area. A raggedy blanket was there. He frowned ferociously. The kid flinched,
hands up.


“The
servants sleep at their posts Lieutenant. It's part of the culture. Also a bit
warmer in winter in here,” Ryans said coming over and cutting off a hunk of
meat with his knife. He put it on a trencher, a flat piece of bread and then
forked a couple of tubers on to it, added a slice of cheese and then went over
and placed it in front of the Doc.


“Interesting,”
Doc said looking at the bread. “This supposed to be the native's version of a
Panini?” she asked, lips curving up into a tired smile.


“No,
they didn't use plates that often. These are used. The bread soaks up the
juices. If it’s too soggy you feed it to the animals or to the poor,” Ryans
explained.


“Okay.
How did you...”


He
smiled. “I'm full of surprises,” he said, glad his grandmother had dragged him
off to a Renn faire in his youth. He smiled then handed her a dull looking
knife. He picked up a two pronged fork, cleaned it with his shirt tail and then
handed it to her with a slight flourish. She eyed it, then sighed and took it.


“Remind
me to remind you...”


“Yeah
Doc, we know. Cleanliness is next to godliness. Yup, we're going to fix that,
eventually,” Perry sighed, and then took a bite of his own sandwich. He waved
at his mouth for a moment. “Damn that's hot!” he got out. Ryans snorted.


<==={}------------>


Perry
heard a man's drunken roar and grimaced. He was making the rounds one last time
before he crashed and apparently the drunks were out and about. He paused in
the darkened corridor, watching a pair of guards supporting an elderly knight.
The knight was laughing and tottering about, pretending to fight.


“Who
the heck is that?” Perry muttered.


“Why
that's Dominus Elric, my Dominus,” a guard said. He turned to him. “He's the
King's champion.”


“Ah,”
Perry nodded keeping a straight face. “He's that good?”


The
guard nodded earnestly. “Yes my Dominus. Or at least he was in his prime. He
was quite extraordinary. After a time he won so many bouts none would challenge
him.”


“Oh.
So he really is that good huh?”


“Yes
my Dominus.”


“So
why didn't I see him earlier today?” Perry asked.


The
guard looked nervous. “Ah... He's unwell my Dominus. He's been...” the guard
looked away.


“Sick?”
Perry asked, watching the man fight an imaginary foe. “Looks okay from here.”


“He
is deep in his cups my Dominus; it is easier to manage him that way in truth.
His fancies can get... dangerous once roused.”


“You
mean he's got mental problems?” Perry asked goggling. “Dementia? And he's still
the champion?”


The
guard nodded. “Aye my Dominus. He's the King's favorite, twas since childhood
as friends.”


“Oh,”
Perry shook his head. “Okay. If you say so.” He gave the guard a look then
shrugged it off. “You don't suppose he's supposed to fight in the war?”


“Ah...
that would be unwise my Dominus. He's as likely to strike at a friend as a
foe.”


“Oh
just peachy. Goody. Goody gumdrop. He can mind the home fires then,” Perry
grimaced.


“Yes
my Dominus, that would be... wise.”


Perry
snorted. “Think you can point out where I'm supposed to be going in this
warren? I'm supposed to meet Maximus and then head off to bed.”


“Aye
my Dominus, the guard captain is most likely near the ball or within.”


“Great,”
Perry sighed. He'd been avoiding that particular mess. “Just great,” he growled
in disgust. Maybe he could get a guard or servant to fetch the captain when he
got there. If Maximus was drunk he'd...  He grimaced and turned back to
the hall.


<==={}------------>


Max
nodded politely as the group assembled in the courtyard just before noon. There
were a lot more than just the artisans from the night before, he wasn't sure if
they were apprentices or looky loos. He shrugged it off after a moment. “I
guess the more the merrier right?” he asked, turning to Edsfield. At least they
were mostly sober and not all that hung over. He hid a grin thinking about what
a few of the bangs would do to those who were still hung over. A hangover
wasn't really a hangover unless someone or something made you regret it.
Horribly regret it preferably.


The
sniper just shook his head. “Your funeral, or mine. Let's get this over with.”


Max
nodded. “Right, ah...” He looked around. The young man he had talked to last
night came up eagerly. “Yes, sir?”


The
young man unfolded a red silk cloth to expose parts of a Springfield rifle.
They were the simplest of parts but they were there and looked good. Factory
new. The kid had to have worked all night to have pulled this one off. “Are
these what you wanted?”


“Well,
I'll be doggone,” Max said, lifting his cap to rub at his scalp. “You do fast
work son, I'm impressed.” He picked up a trigger and examined it. “Nice. I'll
make sure to let the King know of your diligence,” he said nodding. The lad
puffed up in pride, eyes wide in appreciation.


“It
was easy, once you explained the steps,” the young man said, smiling. He
ignored the dirty expressions some of his elders gave him.


“Youth
and energy versus age and experience,” Max said smiling as he caught some of
the dark expressions. “These are good, real good. We'll find out how good when
we get the parts for the rest of a gun. Until then, why don't you hold onto
these while we go blow something up? I've got a date later this afternoon
running wire,” he smiled.


<==={}------------>


Zara
stared out from her window, admiring the view as she brushed her hair. “It is
so good to be home,” she said.


“I
suppose,” Deidra replied, staring at nothing as she brooded.


“What's
your problem?” Zara asked, stopping her ministrations as she clenched the brush
and rounded on her sister. “I'd have thought you for one would be happy to be
home. Here we are safe,” she said indicating the walls around them. “And once
more in our own clothes!” she said. Mother had limited them to three new
outfits though she had let them go through the old stores of clothes to help
restock their depleted wardrobes.


Deidra
didn't say anything just tapped her fingers against the arm rest of her chair.
After a moment she sighed. “What?” she asked, feeling her sister's eyes on her.


“Well,
I for one am glad to be home,” Zara said, turning her head to brush her hair
out. “I missed the court and my face paint. Old Druzilla was properly
scandalized by our outfits and lack of makeup.” Druzilla was one of the ladies
in waiting, a court appointed fashion guide for the royal family. She did all
their makeup and guided them in their fittings.


“I
had makeup on,” Deidra replied flexing her jaw.


“Not
proper makeup,” Zara replied with a sniff as she sat on the cushioned window
seat. “And not proper clothes,” she said. “Is that why you've been such a
striga?” she asked.


“I
have not been a witch,” Deidra replied, eyes flashing.


“Well,
you are now,” Zara said doubtfully, eying her. She put her hands on her hips.
“It's the Vita Sodalis isn't it?” she finally asked softly.


“I...
yes.”


“He
is a good man sister. We have both seen it.”


“Perhaps.
But good for whom?” Deidra asked looking away. She seemed to gather herself and
then looked at Zara. “He's not of our lands, not of our blood.”


“Which
is good, a gaijin is good remember? Fresh blood for the bloodlines?” Zara said
slyly. “Come on, teaching him about the court? He'll be reliant on you for
guidance for years,” she said with a demure smile.


“What
changes is he going to make though? And will we be able to handle them?”


“And
can you keep him alive long enough to beget a son?” Zara asked, wise beyond her
years. Her eyes met her sisters.


“I...
don't want to think about that part yet,” Deidra admitted. She wasn't
comfortable being beholden to the gaijin, and was even more upset about being
forced into this, the Vita Sodalis. When she had been younger the two sisters
had fantasized about being swept off their feet by a Vita Sodalis, in someone
coming to take them away from the dreary dull court and its deadly politics.
But as they had aged they had put such fantasies away. Now the fantasy was
flesh and blood and she was terrified it was going to turn into a nightmare for
her.


“One
day at a time sister,” Zara said hugging her, “one day at a time.”


“Perhaps,”
Deidra murmured, chin on her sister's collarbone as she stiffly returned the
hug.


 


“Okay,
this job officially sucks. Did anyone bother to tell you how much I hate
heights?” Sydney muttered, trying to hang on while carrying the antenna. Max
for some reason had tapped him to do this. It was bad enough to be up on the
top of the castle but with him? Why did he smell like cordite?


“Bitch
bitch. Be careful with that thing. Quick knocking it about already, we're
here,” Max grunted, lifting the overhead door to exit onto the tower roof. The
only had another hour or two of daylight left and he wanted to get this done.
He seriously didn't want to screw with this stuff on a roof ten stories up in
the dark.


“And
why the hell are we here?” Sydney panted. He tossed the box he'd been carrying
out to Max and then his backpack, and finally crawled through the hatch.


“Cause
this is the highest tower in the area,” Max replied matter of factly as he
surveyed the roof. Ceramic tile roof,  wood supports... cement... great.
At least some of the tiles were shaker wood tiles.


“Oh
that's just ducky,” Sydney muttered, looking down and instantly getting
vertigo. He clutched madly at the tiles.


“Great,
some help you are. Go back inside,” Max sighed. Weakly Sydney did. He started
to go down the steps to the crenelations rimming the outer edge and then
stopped. He sat at the hatch and watched as Max rigged a safety line and then
began drilling holes for attachments.


“What
are you doing?” Sydney asked.


Max
didn't bother to look up, just kept drilling into the mortar. He was focusing
on the mortar; it'd be easier to drill a hole here than say in the stone
itself. And a smarter anchor than the loose clay tiles or near rotten support
structure. “I told you, we're supposed to be setting up the radio for the
network. No phones remember?”


Sydney
nodded as he gulped. Something bright yellow with four wings floated on the
breeze nearby and then veered off west. “Ah. And this will help?”


“It's
a repeater. I've got six. This one will go in here. We'll set up another at
city hall since it's near the center of town, and the biggest building in town
any who.”


“Ah.
But what about the thick walls?” Sydney asked. He grabbed his pack and unzipped
it.


“If
you’re going to jaw, you might as well help,” Max grunted.


“It's
what I'm doing,” Sydney answered, assembling the parts. “Hey wait, if I had the
antenna and the repeater box, what did you have?”


“The
battery, ground wire, lightning rod, and the solar panels dummy. And they were
bloody heavy let me tell you,” Max said, caulking the holes with epoxy resin
and then straightening to rub the small of his back. The brackets and resin
would be stronger than the mortar in minutes. He finished the mounting brackets
and then took the repeater box from Sydney. He attached it to the brackets, and
then tightened it down.


“There,
that ain't going nowhere unless we get some nasty wind.” He looked it over,
suddenly wary. “Best do something about that.” He snipped off a length of cable
and then used screws to anchor it to a block, then to the repeater box. This
way if it did get knocked off it had a safety line and wouldn't drop on
someone's head.


“There,
that oughta do it,” he said smiling.


“Course
if the block goes it will drag the entire thing down you know,” Sydney said.


“Cute,”
Max snarled. He hated having his balloon punctured. “Real cute.”


“Just
trying to help Max,” Sydney smiled, spreading his hands.


“Right.
Hand me that antenna. No, not that one, that one.” Sydney picked up the
indicated antenna and passed it to Max. Carefully he stripped off the plastic
protecting the connecting point then screwed it into the repeater box. Guy
wires clipped to the tip and then attached to turnbuckles that attached to eye
hooks screwed into the roof.


“One
down, three to go,” Max said, carefully mounting the battery and hooking it up.
“Two down.” He rubbed at sweat in his eyes.


“What's
left? The solar panels you said?” Sydney asked looking around.


“Yeah,
that's tricky.” Max fished out a compass and sextant and then checked the angle
of the sun. It was a pain in the ass that it was setting.


“What's
that?” Sydney asked.


“checking
the sun. We want the max we can get,” Max answered. He grunted. “Well, waddya
know.” He marked the spot with chalk and then pocketed the tools. Sydney handed
him the bracket and he used the chalk to outline the holes, and then handed it
back so he could pre drill them.


“Hope
this slate holds up. Shit cracks and we're in deep Kimichi,” he grunted. He
drilled carefully, getting three holes pre drilled. The fourth cracked.


“Frack
me,” he snarled. “Hand me that jar of epoxy.”


“This?”
Sydney asked. He took it out and rolled it to the machinist. Max caught it just
before it rolled off. He gave the vid tech a glare and then used the brush
built into the underside of the lid to paint the crack. “There.” He put it into
his pocket then mounted the bracket.


“Better
and better.” Carefully he stripped off the plastic covering the solar panel
before he mounted it to the pivot. The pivot had a tiny servo motor to follow
the sun. He finished making the connections and then nodded.


“And
the last?” Sydney asked. Max grunted looking at the spire.


“I'd
like to attach it to this thing. Or better yet remove and replace it, but that
ain't happenin'. Least not now,” he grimaced shaking his head. “K' hand me that
last bracket.” He moved up to the peak of the slopped conical roof. He hung on
with one hand as Sydney handed him the bracket.


“Don't
strain yourself,” Max snarled.


“Sorry
man, I can't help it,” Sydney said. The slim man was shaking a bit.


“Yeah,
I know. Still sucks,” Max sighed. He knew about phobias and knew this one was a
pretty common one. He didn't blame the kid but damn it was a pain in the ass
working with someone who couldn't quite handle it. He drilled and mounted the
bracket, and then attached the antenna. Lastly he attached the coil of wire and
then tossed the free coil over the side.


“What'd
you do that for?” Sydney asked, watching the coil go. Max had a loop in his
hand to keep it from jerking on the antenna.


“Cause
it's a lightning rod like I told yah. It won’t work if it's not grounded. We'll
drive a rod into the ground at the base of the tower and connect the cable and
we're set.”


“Ah.”
Sydney nodded. He watched as Max went back and rooted in his backpack.


“Now
what?” he asked.


“Forgot,”
Max muttered. He came up with a canister. He pulled the side off to expose a
small helix wind turbine.


“That
too?” Sydney asked. “Isn't that overkill?”


“You
want the net to go down cause we don't have the power? Sides, down there the
air's too turbulent. Won't do much good down there. Up here now,” he smiled as
he mounted the bracket then slid the drill to Sydney. Carefully he attached the
turbine then plugged it in. He checked the repeater. “Green is go. All
connections are good; I even wrapped the wire nuts with tape just to protect
them. Let's get the hell down before we take the express elevator.”


“Not
soon enough for me!” Sydney said, backing away to let the big machinist toss
the gear into the hatch. He fumbled picking things up before the machinist
clambered through.


“All
done.” He closed the hatch then motioned for Sydney to go.


Sydney
grimaced. “The least they could have done was have a hand rail. God this
sucks.”


Max
snorted. Sydney had a point but he'd rather have a decent light. Speaking of
which... he turned his flashlight on and shouldered the now near empty bag.
“Quit your belly aching and lets go. Beer time's a wasting. Tell me about that
idea you had...”


“Well,
I was thinking, if we could access the linguist system then we could use that
sleep teaching method. It plays back a prerecorded audio tutorial over
headphones while you sleep. It's supposed to teach you...”


 


“Can
you hear me now?” Max said into the phone. He grimaced then moved over a bit.
“How about now?”


Ryans
watched, amused. He shook his head.


“A
lot of dead spots?” Perry asked. Ryans turned to him and nodded.


“Near
the inner most areas of the castle due to the thick walls... Also near the
really thick walls. It works pretty well if you’re in line of sight of the
antenna or if you’re directly under it. Wood floors and roofs are practically
transparent for this rig.”


“Ah.”


“Once
we get things sorted out we can get into the cache. There are some wireless routers
and modems in there I bet we can adapt. I was thinking we can put them in areas
that have dead spots as repeaters.”


“Well,
to do that we've got to get past that army. And to do that...”


Ryans
sighed. Yes, Perry was right, one thing at a time. “Right. Okay...”


<==={}------------>


“So,
how'd it go?” Ryans asked, watching Max eat with single minded intensity. A
servant girl put another bread platter in front of him. He snickered. “Better
count your fingers dear,” he teased.


She
looked at him confused and then shrugged it off when another patron called for
her. She smiled and walked off with a hip waggle.


Max
grunted. “What you talkin' about?” He mumbled with his mouth full. His
shoulders were hunched. He rolled them then sat back and pushed the bread bowl
aside to take a sip of grog. Sometimes Max's speech dropped into a southern
pidgin when he was in a hurry.


“I
was wondering how it went with the artisans?”


“You
mean the union? So, so. They were impressed with the demo that I'll say.”


“Union?”
Ryans asked, puzzling that out. He'd finally gotten the chance to catch up with
Max. It was surprising that it was during dinner. At least it wasn't on the
crapper he thought, imagining himself talking to the big guy while he took a
shit somewhere.


“Yeah.
Seems the longer you've put in the higher ranked you are. Some even get invited
to parties like that one last night here,” Max said waving. Ryans nodded.


“And?”


“And
some of the younger generation are showing just how fast they can get stuff
done. Showin' their betters’ up, which is pissin' some of dem off.”


Ryans
nodded in understanding. “Ah.”


“Yeah.”


“So
of course they aren't happy and made their displeasure known?” Ryans asked. He
was curious as to how they would do that, hopefully a bit of grumbling and then
some healthy competition.


“Tried
to. But I pointed out that we need shit fast, but also accurate. Dey ain't
happy, but dey get the job done. Eventually,” Max grimaced in annoyance. “For a
ridiculous price.”


“Sellers
market. We need their skill.”


“Yes
and no. I pointed out that we can make molds and make crap a hell of a lot
faster than some of them can if they can't come down on the price. Highway
robbery, dats what it is. Highway robbery,” Max said shaking his head
mournfully. “Steal the fillings right outta ya teeth while complainin' the
entire time.”


“Peachy,”
Ryans sighed sitting back.


“Like
I said, da youngins ain't so bad. Young skuts who want to please and get the
job done. Day wanna make a name for demselves. Some of the dem dear older ones
just too set in dere ways.”


“Great,”
Ryans shook his head. “I'm not too keen on cottage industry anyway. The
industrial and economic model... sucks.”


“And
is labor intensive,” Max said, using a roll to wipe up the gravy drippings.


“That
too. So we've got our work cut out there. How'd the install go? I noticed the
network's up.”


“Yeah.
You'd better get a tech to do a better check for dead zones though. We've only
got so many repeaters.”


“Yeah.
Nice job though,” Ryans nodded getting up. “Seen Sydney? That'd be a good job
for him.”


Max
nodded. “He helped me set up the repeaters. He's working on dat dar dohicky
thing now. The language thing since he was useless up on the towers.” He held
up his bluetooth and then clipped it to his ear.


“Ah.”


“Said
somet'in' or other about sleep teachin' the language now that we'ze got a
handle on it.”


“Right.
I need my beauty rest though,” Ryans said, smiling.


“Well,
some of us are as beautiful as we gonna get,” Max said with a snort as he got
up. He tapped his chest and then burped a long particularly loud burp. When the
servant girl looked over to him he grinned and gave her a thumbs up.


“Funny.
Real funny.”


<==={}------------>


Sydney
figured out how to access the linguist’s language system and the sleep teaching
system. He snagged a couple of the others who were multilingual to play guinea
pig. Some of the military people were using the language as an exercise. They
went back and forth with basic phrase drills to become acquainted with the new
language. The sleep teaching program was more for the people who were not
polylingual. It would help them to be able to at least understand what the
natives were saying, or at least the gist of what they were trying to get
across.


<==={}------------>


Doc
snarled as she saw the marine pissing in the corner. She walked up behind him
and slapped him upside the head, hard.


“What
the hell? What the hell was that for?” he snarled turning. He rubbed at the
back of his head as he fumbled with his zipper. Damn that had hurt. He regretted
not wearing his helmet now.


“What
the hell do you think you’re doing?” Doc snarled.


Edsfield
shrugged. “When in Rome Doc. Hell, they think the whole world is a freakin'
outhouse,” Edsfield said shaking his head. He touched the back of his head.
“Damn that hurt.”


“Good.
And don't come looking for an aspirin. If everyone jumped off a cliff would you
do it?” Sue demanded, one finger pointed into his chest. Edsfield opened his
mouth and Doc snarled again, eyes flashing dangerously. She raised a finger.
“Don't. Don't you dare.”


She
turned and stalked off and then turned back. “We're trying to set an example
here. NOT pick up bad habits. That crap is full of ammonia and bacteria. Didn't
they teach you anything about hygiene?”


Edsfield
rubbed the back of his head thoughtfully. “Ah.”


“Get
a mop and clean it up. Tell the others. I catch them using anything but a damn
toilet and I'll castrate them,” Sue snarled. Edsfield gulped. From the way she
said that he was not ready to test her. The Doc's eyes gleamed. “And no, I
won’t use anesthetic.” She turned and stalked off.


<==={}------------>


“This
fruit cobbler tastes great. My compliments to the chef,” Perry said smiling.
They were eating desert in the hall. The Queen had insisted that the gaijin
mingle with the lords to make their changes easier to implement. She and the
Dukes were seated on an elevated platform near the fire. The other tables were
arranged close to the walls. A great expanse was left in the center of the
room. Servants went about bringing trays of food and drink. A minstrel strolled
about, playing a guitar.


As
guests of honor Perry, Sue, and Ryans were seated with the royal family. Deidra
didn't look at all happy about that.


“It's
a little tart,” a lady down the table sniffed. Crystal goblets tinkled as
people scooped up the treat. Ryans wondered why the salt was close to the Dukes
and not strategically placed for everyone to have access to. It must be a
political thing, something subtle he was missing. Either that or someone wanted
them to die of heart disease.


“I
like tart. Reminds me of granny smith apple pies my great grandmother made,”
Perry said getting another fork full.


“The
Kedara fruit is small and tart when harvested in the spring. It grows sweeter
and much larger if left to ripen until fall,” Zara explained.


“Ah,”
Perry nodded. “So why pick it now? Other than for the tart taste,” he smiled
politely as he dabbed at his mouth with a linen napkin. He removed the cover
from his drink to take a sip.


The
princess smiled back a little. “The war I believe. The orchards these came from
are near the Duluth army. The grower picked what he could before he fled here.”
She made a moue. “His loss, our gain.”


“Ah.”
Perry looked up to see a nervous looking guy coming over wiping his hands on an
apron.


“You
called for me my Dominus?” the man asked.


“Ah,
not that I know of. Wait you’re the chef?” Perry asked. The man bobbed a
nervous nod.


“Good
food. You are quite the cook. What's your name?”


“Cassius
my Dominus, if it pleases you,” the chef said glowing a little. Perry smiled.


“It
pleases me greatly to meet you Cassius, you’re a good chef. I bet you'd give
any restaurant chef back home a run for their money.” He hefted the platter.


The
chef smiled a little. “What is this term chef?” he asked.


“Ah...”
Perry looked over to Ryans.


“It's
a formal title for a professional cook. A culinary artist,” Ryans explained. He
frowned as the bluetooth bounced that last bit back. “It is a title of respect
for those who cook good food,” he repeated, dumbing it down further.


“Ah,”
Cassius nodded.


“Food
is the building block of life Cassius; remind me to get you some of our recipes
from the files. I bet you'd have a ball,” Ryans said.


The
chef looked a little confused and then bobbed a nod. That seemed safe to him.


“Cassius,
food, cooked food that is, is what made us smart. Well, that and walking
upright and these.” He held up his thumbs and wiggled them.


“Science
channel Ryans? Really?” Perry replied snorting.


“No,
it's true when you look at it. At least it's an interesting perspective,” Ryans
said and turned back to his audience. “You see raw food takes a lot of time,
space, and energy to digest. That is why cows have multiple stomachs and chew
their cud.” He saw a few of the ladies sniff and looked disdainfully at him.


“What
I mean is, we can't get the same energy out of raw food as we can from cooked.
The cooking breaks down the materials and makes it much easier for our bodies
to digest. We get less than ten percent of the nutrition of one of these fruits
if it was eaten raw.”


The
chef looked alarmed. “You cannot eat this raw my Dominus. The fruit is
poisonous.”


“Oh.
Like a potato. Okay. Got it.” Ryans shrugged. The chef nodded.


“Anyway,
when it's cooked; food is easier to digest and less is needed to fuel your
body. With a need for less food we can do more and eat less. At least some of
us.” He turned a mock glower on Perry who was scraping his plate clean.


Perry
looked up, fork raised, chin dribbling with purple juice. “What?” he garbled
out of a full mouth. Ryans chuckled.


“Thank
you my good man,” Deidra said nodding to the chef. He bowed deeply then
withdrew quickly.


“You
are going to be as big around as earl Pettigrew over there if you’re not
careful,” Zara stage whispered to Perry.


“Not
likely. Besides I'm a growing boy,” Perry said smiling to her.


“You
said you can heal many things. Can you prevent death?” a voice asked. Sue
frowned.


“No
one can cheat death. We will all die eventually, it is a part of the cycle of
life,” she replied and then grimaced as the voices murmured. “But that doesn't
mean we can give in to it gracefully in all instances.”


“How
old can you live on patria?” Earl Pettigrew asked.


“Well,
the oldest recorded is one hundred and thirty years,” Ryans replied casually.
“The average is about eighty for men, and ninety for women in most modern
cultures,” he replied. People began to chatter as he finished that statement.


“And
they... can still get about?” A surprised voice asked, cutting through the
hubbub. The voices quieted to hear his answer.


He
nodded. “Oh yes, many do not retire from doing work until they are seventy or
older. Some do productive work into their ninth decade. They learn their limits
though. A few, a small few who can continue on can get about on their own even
when they are over one hundred.”


“It's
called geriatrics,” Perry said looking up. “Sue here knows about it. As your
bodies age they go through different stages. Certain medicines, diet, and
exercise and changing your lifestyle can do wonders for how long you can live.”
He turned as Sergeant Waters came in. “Take the Master Sergeant here for an
example.”


The
Master Sergeant frowned as he came to attention. “Sir we have another intel
dump...” The Lieutenant got up.


“Okay,
just a sec.” He turned to the group. “Sergeant how old are you?”


The
Sergeant stiffened further then gave a minuscule shrug. “Sixty sir.” It seemed
he wasn't at all happy about admitting that fact. There was a slight murmur as
the court digested that news.


“You've
been a marine for forty years?” Ryans asked.


Waters
nodded. “Yes sir. Forty two. I will be retiring when this tour is over. In fact
I was offered early retirement for doing this mission.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded.


“You've
been a soldier for over forty years?” a lady asked surprised. The master
Sergeant nodded.


“Yes
ma'am. Forty two years. I signed up when I was a shave tail eighteen year old.
I've been through four wars and nine campaigns,” he said. That elicited a
murmur from the court once more. The Queen glanced at Deidra. Deidra nodded.


“A
worthy soldier indeed,” she murmured.


“Impressive,”
another courtier observed.


“Yes,
it is.” Ryans replied nodding.


“What
do you plan to do when you retire?” the lady asked.


“I'd
like to see my mother in Florida ma'am. She's in a retirement home there. She's
eighty-five,” she blinked at him. He shrugged. “I haven't had much thought
beyond that ma’am; the corps has been my life.”


“For
a lot of people Master Sergeant,” Perry said waving. “If you'll excuse us.” He
retreated with the Master Sergeant in tow.


“Interesting
men.”


“Earl
Peta... Um...” Sue glanced to Zara.


“Pettigrew,”
Zara supplied.


“Ah,”
Sue replied. She nodded as the lord studied her with his jowls and heavy brows.
He looked like an ogre. “Sorry, Earl Pettigrew. I think you and I should have a
chat about your health. From the looks of your fingers you're ripe for a heart
attack yourself and we need to head that off before it happens.”


The
lord harrumphed. He waved away the thought irritably but froze at the look of
his wife's face. His lady looked to Sue and then nodded. “I'll make sure he
attends,” she said. Her husband looked at her and then harrumphed again. She
poked him. There was a small titter at that but finally he nodded.


Sue
smiled. “Good to hear.”
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Sue
insisted they build a servants' quarters. They talked it over with the
chamberlain and the castle Castiles... then the head steward. Ryans pointed out
a store room near the kitchen that was not used. He had them clean it out, and
then they brought in a carpenter with a pair of assistants. The native wood
crafter had his apprentices bring in loads of materials.


One
of the first things he wanted done was to repair or remake the battered and
rotten door. He set them on it while he checked them out.


“Is
that plywood?” Ryans asked in surprise, picking up a small sixty centimeter
wide by one hundred twenty centimeter long panel. He examined it. The outer
layers looked like plant material. He looked at the side. It looked like it was
made up of layers. He looked at one of the men.


“Ah...
Laminated. Glue and material?” he asked tapping the board. The man looked
confused.


“Gluten...
ah... sticky stuff?” He frowned; knowing the translation wasn't working, the
guy just didn't get it. He tapped the board again and asked how it was made.


The
man shrugged. Another came in and he asked again. He cocked his head. “Secret.”


Ryans
frowned. “Well, not to us, I have an idea how it's made I just wanted to confirm
it. It looks like plywood we use on Earth.”


“Ah...
Okay.” The man shrugged. “My Dominus are you here to supervise?”


“No,
I'm here to help,” Ryans watched as the men exchanged dubious looks. He
snorted. “Just bring the materials in. I'll get some tools.” One left while the
other went about his business.


Ryans
watched him work then called Max. “What? What now?” Max answered irritably.
Ryans moved next to the window to get better reception. After a few static
pocked moments he half hung out it to get a clear signal.


“Max
do we have any carpentry equipment? Skill saw? Circular saw? Drill?”


“What
the hell do you need that... ah hell, let me check inventory.” Max paused.
Ryans could hear typing in the background. “Yeah, I got one here, a couple of
drills of course, a circular saw, and a reciprocating saw. The rest is in the
cache.”


Ryans
nodded. “Okay, I'll drop by and grab the circular saw and a drill. I've got a
project and I'd like to get it done by tonight.” He nodded to the carpenter as
he closed the phone and put it away. “I'm going to get some tools and be right
back.” The man looked amused and waved.


Ryans
came back an hour later with a pair of hammers, the circular saw, and a bag of
nails and screws. The carpenters had finished repairing the door. He sighed
swinging it back and forth. Leather hinges... it would have to do.


“Okay,
we want bunk beds,” he said. He used his hands then grabbed some scraps of wood
and explained. The carpenter and his assistant were confused. Ryans pulled out
some scrap paper from his pocket and drew out what he's talking about. The men
nodded but he was sure they weren't getting the concept.


“Okay
then,” he waved. “Let us see if we can do this.” They started with a pair of
saw horses and then move on.


He
spent the day with them laying out the materials and putting the first bed
together. They were impressed by the circular saw and examined it. He watched
as they block sanded and fit the pieces together. Once the first bed was
together they tested both bunks.


The
carpenter grinned at the idea. He ran his weathered and callused hands over the
wood. “A little stain and it'll be as good as anything back on earth. Patria.
Good job fellas,” Ryans said giving them a thumbs up.


They
moved the bunk to a spot laid out with chalk then got started on a second set.
Ryans realized the time when his phone rang.


“Where
the hell are you?” Wanda demanded when he answered.  He winced. He had the
thing on speaker phone and the carpenters were staring at him and the little
box in his hand. “You know half the damn castle is looking for you?”


“And
they didn't call because...?” he asked pausing.


“Cause
they don't have a phone jack ass. You've missed two appointments and the Queen
and princess are pissed. The guards don't know where the hell you are,” Wanda
replied.


“I'm
surprised I've got reception,” he replied thoughtfully, looking around. “I'm in
the new servant's quarters. Sue insisted we get that squared away today. Once
we get this sorted out I'm going to turn these lads loose making new quarters for
the barracks.”


“Oh.
Well, get your ass cleaned up and go talk to the Queen for god’s sake before
she starts clawing the tapestries.”


“Oh
sure, like I want to be her scratching post,” Ryans muttered.


“Bitch,
bitch. That's what you get for hiding and playing with yourself instead of
doing what you’re told,” Wanda replied and then hung up. He sighed.


“Sorry
gents, playtime is over. I'll check in on you later. Get some food now and then
finish what you can.” He looked up. The room's single window was only giving a
small amount of light. He looked over to a pair of oil lamps on the wall
sconces.


“I
must be slipping if I missed that. On second thoughts, let's knock off for the
afternoon... or take this outside,” he waved. He knew better than to try to
stain something in an enclosed space.


Out
in the courtyard they set up in a well lit area. The men ate some bread they
had brought along. He let the carpenter know he needed them to return the saw
and drill to Max. He explained that the power was low and they needed
recharging. Reluctantly the men agreed.


A
page rushed up and bowed. He panted as he told Ryans he was required to attend
the Queen at dinner. Ryans sighed. “See that these men get fed. And let the
staff know about the servants' quarters. They will need reed mattresses and
blankets. I'm going to go get cleaned up then I'll see the Queen. Go on lad,
let her know I'll be there in a bit,” Ryans said with a wave. The boy gave him
a dubious look over his shoulder then shrugged and rushed off.


<==={}------------>


Nate
gave him a look as he passed him on his way to the great hall. “Boss you are in
deep Kiamichi.”


Ryans
grimaced. “I've been busy,” he growled and then shrugged. He flexed his
fingers. “Getting my hands dirty was fun. Now that they know what to do I won't
be needed. I hope.” He said.


“The
carpenter and his apprentice?” Nate asked nodding his chin to the carpenters.


“Yeah,”
Ryans said turning. He waved and then moved on.


“They
were supposed to be setting up the hoardings on the walls of the castle you
know,” Nate replied. Ryans turned. “Just saying.” He held up his hands.


“They
can do it later, or get someone else to do it,” he growled as they entered the
hall. He felt and sensed the over powering smells and sound wash over him for a
moment. He caught sight of the Queen talking with someone. She looked up and
nodded to him. He smiled politely and walked with a steward to his seat.


“Sorry
I'm late, I've been working on a project,” he said. He smiled politely to his
dinner companions. “Did I miss much?” he asked as a platter of dripping meat
was set in front of him.


<==={}------------>


“That
bunk bed thing, you got something going there,” Perry said smiling the next
morning. “I've got the carpenters working on them in the barracks. I think we
can get that sorted out nicely.”


“That
was the plan,” Ryans replied. Well, part of it, he admitted to himself. The
other was to get his hands dirty and a little subtle reminder to himself and the
women that he wasn't going to be pushed around or bullied.


“We'll
have them sorted out soon,” Perry said. He nodded his chin as a pair of boys
approached.


“Who's
this?” Ryans asked turning as the boys looked at each other and then bowed.


“Corgi
my Dominus. Page to the royal court,” the red haired boy with the bowl cut
said. He smiled. He had a gap between his teeth. “This is Answorth he and I
have been assigned as your pages.” The boy in the red and black tunic nodded.
He was Asian, with black hair. Both kids looked about ten.


“Mine?”
Ryans asked surprised.


“Well,
mine as well apparently,” Perry snorted.


“So
we've got our own keepers now?” Ryans asked amused. The boys looked amused.
Apparently this was the Queen's way of getting him back for being out of contact,
great.


“Helping
hands. Trainees if you will.” Perry replied shrugging. “It'll grow on you I
guess.” He nodded to Corgi.


“You
two should be in school, not running errands,” Ryans growled, eying them.


“They
are. They're pages. Once they get to a certain age they become squires, then
knights, then lords. Think of us as tutors,” Perry replied.


“Oh
just peachy,” Ryans growled. He knew all that, knew these people learned on the
job but every once in a while his American values and conditioning came boiling
to the top. “Okay so where do you sleep? In the bunkhouse?”


Ah,
no my Dominus,” Answorth glanced at Corgi. “I ah, sleep in your room my
Dominus.”


“On
that cot at the foot of the bed?” Ryans asked wrinkling his nose. He wasn't at
all thrilled about sharing his room with a little kid.


“Yes
my Dominus.”


“Well,
as Nate said, bugger to that. We'll get you into a decent sized bed kid. Even
if I have to build it myself. Do you know how to read?”


The
boy gulped and nodded.


“What
about math?” Ryans asked. The kid looked uncertain. “I take it only basic
math?” he asked. “You know counting, subtraction and addition?” The boys
nodded.


“Oh
boy,” he sighed. “Well you know this castle in and out so you’re a guide too I
suppose.” The boys nodded.


“And
we are to keep your schedule my Dominus,” Corgi said nodding. “Their majesties
wish it.”


“I've
got an app. for that actually,” Ryans said holding up his phone. “Okay, well,
I'll figure something out. Until then, you...”


“Answorth,”
Perry supplied.


“I
knew that,” Ryans said giving him a dirty look. He turned back to the boys.
“You go find out the schedule. I've got an appointment with my team and then
I'm getting a rescheduled tour of the factory districts. I want you to check in
with Max and let him know and help him out if he needs it.” He waved as the boy
started to back away.


“Yes
my Dominus,” he rushed off.


“You
know you could call him,” Perry said amused.


“And
not have something else for the kid to do? I've got to figure this out. I don't
like a shadow,” Ryans frowned. Corgi had separated from them and was talking
with a milk maid.


“Yeah...
I'm not exactly keen about the idea either,” Perry said observing the duo. “I
think we'll need that school set up just to keep them busy.”


“Good
idea,” Ryans said smiling. “That just jumped to the top ten in the list.” He
shrugged. “I'll see you at the meeting?”


“Yup.”


<==={}------------>


“Your
majesty about the gaijin leader's wardrobe...” Druzilla asked, dry washing her
hands.


“Yes,
it is... different isn't it?” the Queen asked, looking up from a parchment she
was reading. She'd taken over a room next to her husband's to keep tabs on him.
Her door was open so she could see who came to his door.


“I...
he needs proper clothing majesty. Something in the royal colors perhaps? To
remind others of his pending status?”


“Interesting,”
the Queen murmured. She set her hands in her lap.


“Those
drab greens and browns are so unbecoming. They may be fashionable in the wild but
here? In the Imperium court?” the old woman said with a dry sniff.


“Perhaps
we can arrange a fitting,” the Queen replied. She looked over to the woman.
“See to it,” she ordered.


“I've
tried majesty but he seems uninterested in such things.”


“I'll
have his page rearrange his schedule then,” the Queen said in good humor.


“Ah,
very well, thank you your majesty,” the royal chambermaid replied curtsying.


“Dismissed,”
the Queen mother said, picking up a feather fan and fanning herself with it.
The other woman dropped her eyes and left without another word.


“That
won't work mother,” Deidra said, looking at her mother from the corner.


“Oh?”
the Queen asked turning to her daughter. “Come now daughter, all men are
clothes horses. They like to look their best for the ladies,” she said with a
small knowing smile.


“But
he's not interested in courting or in court appearances, he's focused on
getting the job done,” Deidra admitted. That was something she had to admire
about the man. He was intent on his job, whatever he chose it to be. He lacked
direction though, focus.


“I
did notice he wasn't interested in attending to my gentle requests for an
audience,” the Queen said haughtily.


“You
mean he didn't come at your call like a good pet,” Deidra replied. Her mother
looked down her nose at her with scant favor. “I know what the court is saying
about that mother. He has his own way of doing things and getting him to see
things our way will not be achieved overnight.”


“Or
at all if you do not attend to your duties my daughter,” the Queen replied with
just enough teeth in her voice to make her daughter freeze and frown
ferociously. She folded the fan and smacked it into her hand a few times and
then set it down.


“I
will do as duty requires if and only if it is necessary. He does not believe in
following in our laws and customs so...”


“He
may not but we do my daughter. We are held to higher standards than the
commoners.”


“He's
not a commoner mother. As you pointed out he's a gaijin. A powerful one.”


“But
he is not royal.”


“But
he is a leader mother,” Deidra sighed and shook her head as her mother picked
up the fan once more. She could tell her mother was agitated by the entire
situation.


“He
will learn,” the Queen finally said, looking away.


“He's
not going to bend to your will mother. I know the man, I've watched him. He's
accustomed to getting his own way,” Deidra replied. “Force him and you, we,
will regret it.”


The
Queen fanned herself once more. “We shall see about that. Even the reed must
bend in the wind daughter. Else it will break.”


<==={}------------>


Ryans
turned as he heard footsteps approaching. “You rang boss?” Sydney asked,
hefting a camera.


“Yeah,
I've got a job for you.”


Sydney
frowned. “Can't...”


Ryans
shook his head meaningfully. Sydney's frown deepened into a scowl. “No,
everyone else is tasked. Everyone that is except you,” Ryans replied crossing
his arms. “The military contingent is busy digging in with their field, Max is
up to his ears in engineering projects, and the others are all tasked. You're
it.”


“Crap,”
Sydney frowned.


“Oh,
you'll love it I bet,” Ryans grinned evilly as he waved to the door at the end
of the hall.


“Right.
From your expression, somehow I doubt it,” Sydney replied warily.


“Observant.
You'll need that,” Ryans said nodding as they went out into the courtyard. They
rounded the camper to see a group of kids around Gregory the cook and go to
guy. The Russian was happy to have some help but seemed dubious about the
quality it seemed. The gopher was patiently explaining how to use the laundry
machine. He looked up with hope to see Ryans.


“Sorry
to interrupt folks,” Ryans said and smiled. “I have your teacher here, well one
of them. We're each going to take a turn,” he said. He nodded to Sydney.
“Sydney here is a historian and journalist. He's going to check your skills and
help those of you who need it.” He waved to Sydney who was looking a little
pale.


“Classes
start at ten a.m. here in the courtyard or in the class room once we get one
set up. How many of you can read?” he asked.


Corgi
and Answorth immediately raised their hands. A few others did tentatively. He
was pleased to see it was a mixed group, boys and girls. The boys outnumbered
the girls three to one though. “All right, we'll get you tested. Basic reading,
math, and some history. The Kingdom's historian is going to help. I believe she
is on her way.” He turned to see a frumpy big breasted woman stumble around the
corner. She was squinting and had a rumpled dress on, not a good sign. “Ah, I
think that's her,” Ryans said. Sydney turned and winced.


“Miss
Nirvana correct?” Ryans asked politely, trying hard to breathe through his
mouth not his nose. Some of the court didn't believe in regular bathing, they
preferred to dose themselves in perfumes and colognes and could knock a skunk
over from a hundred yards downwind. The woman blushed and nodded. “And let’s
see.” He turned to see a pair of teens approaching. “Your instructional aides.”
He nodded to them. “These four people and a few others will be the core of the
castle teaching staff until we get things sorted out. For now, please bear with
us as we get things set up. Classes will run from ten a.m. to lunch, then from
one until three. Then you’re off for the day.” He nodded to the new staff.


“You'll
have to split the students by level and probably into smaller class sizes. I
was going to suggest using a nineteenth century schooling method, but its up to
you Mr. Principal,” Ryans said with a nod to Sydney. He smiled to Sydney and
then turned to the students and staff. “A principal or in your language a
principium is the person who is responsible for the running of the schola or in
our language school. We've got some private tutors who will be helping out once
we get negotiations with them settled,” he frowned at that last bit.


“You
mentioned a classroom?” Gregory asked. Ryans smiled. He knew the Russian was
just asking to hopefully get the kids out of what little hair he had. “Yes, I
was told a store room in the east wing near the library will be used.” He
turned to Answorth. “You know where it is right?” he asked. The lad nodded.
“Good you can lead those who don't there.”


Answorth
snorted softly. Ryans had a distinct impression that what he had said was
considered stupid. Most likely the kids had every nook and cranny of this place
explored and mapped.


“Get
to work folks; we've got materials for you there.” He clapped his hands. The
historian and kids moved off. The two junior instructors... actually squires to
the King moved off to keep order. Sydney glared at him hanging back.


“I'll
get you for this,” he growled darkly.


Ryans
grinned. “Well, you could switch with Gregory here, he's got to train the
military support staff as well as keep up with our own crew... and I think he's
doing buzz cuts tomorrow... and cooking in the field when the army leaves.”


Sydney
looked at Gregory who looked hopeful. Then he sighed. “Ah hell, I can't cook
worth a damn.” He shook his head. “Dare I ask if there's a plan?”


“I
roughed out a syllabus and lesson plan last night before bed. It's in your
e-mail. There's a print out for the staff as well. This is a pilot project
Sydney, the first of its kind on a new world. Instead of reporting history, you
my friend are making it. Congratulations,” he smiled.


“Gee
thanks,” Sydney said shaking his head.


“Cheer
up; it's only five or six hours a day. We'll all chip in when we can. You can
contact each of us as guest lecturers and schedule us time permitting. See
Answorth about my schedule,” he smiled. Sydney rolled his eyes as he walked
off, shaking his head.


<==={}------------>


“My
Dominus you have a scheduled appointment with the chambermaid for a fitting,”
Answorth told him as he checked in with Max. Max had a prototype tracing lathe
in pieces on his improvised work bench.


“No,
I don't,” Ryans replied, filing a bur off a gear. “I cleared my schedule this
morning. And I told you to check with me before you add anything to it,” he
said not looking up.


When
Answorth didn't leave he looked up to the lad. The boy looked distinctively uncomfortable.
“What?” he asked.


“It's
by order of the Queen sir,” he said.


“I
don't follow the Queen's or the King's orders. We gaijin have diplomatic
immunity. Furthermore, I've got better things to do than to stand around while
women cluck over my choice of wardrobe,” he growled. “You can tell her majesty
that too. Now get out or you'll be drafted.”


“Um...”


Ryans
sighed. “Just tell the chambermaid no and leave. I'll deal with it, you're
clean.”


“As
you say my Dominus,” the lad said and gulped. Ryans waved to him to scoot.


Max
looked at him, hands on the casing for the gear train. “Was that wise?”


Ryans
turned in disgust. “I'm not some overdressed lap dog. I want them to get that
through their thick heads now. I've got better things to do than play political
pissing matches over something so petty and stupid. Can't they figure out there
is a war on?” he demanded, hands up in disgust.


“Yeah,
I getcha, sometimes I wonder about them,” Max said, shaking his head and going
back to work. “The good news is the casting tech they've got is pretty good.
They use sand casting and even have a binder. Just got this flash to clean up
and a quick quality control check and we can put some of the pieces together.”


“I'm
not happy about this thing being water powered,” Ryans grumped. “Damned
inefficient,” he said.


Max
shrugged. “Right now I'll take what I can get. Yeah it'll be slow and buggy but
it'll hopefully work.”


“Hopefully.”


“If
we finish sometime soon,” Max said. Another artisan came in with a load of
parts. He frowned. “Which isn't going to be anytime soon as long as we keep
jawing about it and not doing nothin'. I'll get on that, you finish here,” he
said.


“Gotcha,”
Ryans said nodding and turning back to the gears.


<==={}------------>


About
an hour later a shadow in the doorway blocked out the light they were using to
see. Annoyed Max turned and noted the guards and then poked Ryans. Ryans
turned. He took in the no nonsense guards and set the file down. One hand
drifted to his pistol butt. “Problem gents?” he asked.


He
waited for the translation to clear. He still had trouble speaking the native
tongue but he had a half ass grasp of it now. It helped that English was based
in Latin and other languages and many of the root words were there with the
same meaning.


“You
are required to attend to the chambermaid,” the lead guard, a big guy with
black hair and a scar on his right cheek said, hand on the pommel of his sword.
“By order of the Queen.”


“Seems
like we've got a bit of a Mexican standoff here gentlemen. The Queen agreed I
am not under her command. And I frankly have better things to do than listen to
a bunch of over dressed peacocks right now,” Ryans said, half snarling.


“Be
that as it may my Dominus you will attend.”


“Really,”
Ryans asked softly, hand gripping the gun butt. “Wanna bet?” he asked softly,
cold eyes locking onto the guard's.


The
guard with him backpedaled, gulping visibly, He pulled the scarred fellow to
the side and quietly warned him about the gaijin's thunder weapon. Scar face
turned back to Ryans. “You dare threaten a soldier on Queen's business?”


“You
dare order me around?” Ryans asked thinly, eyes flashing. “Why don't you
contact Maximus and see if he wants this to go down now.”


“I
have my orders,” the guard replied stubbornly, not moving an inch.


“Okay,”
Ryans said using his free hand to touch his bluetooth. “Ryans to Perry.”


There
was a click and then a momentary pause and then distant sounds of a phone
ringing. “Perry here,” Perry said.


“We've
got a situation here and it's spiraling out of control fast. It seems the Queen
is reneging on her end of the bargain.”


“Shit,”
Perry growled. “Are you telling me what I think you're telling me?”


“I
think you better be aware of the situation. Find Maximus and alert the team.” He
turned to Max. “Max is with me. He'll be enroute. Close up shop.”


“Frack,
I'll get on it. What about you?”


Ryans
explained the situation, eyes never leaving the three guards. “I think their
majesties and I need to have another heart to heart,” he said finally.


“All
right.”


“I'll
keep the channel open.” Ryans turned to Max. “Max circle the wagons,” he said.


Max
grunted and then eyed the guards. “Damn it. Stupid,” he said and left by
another door. Ryans watched him go, pushing past another pair of guards standing
there.


“All
right gentlemen; let's go talk with the Queen.”


“The
Dominus chambermaid ordered...”


“Did
she order this or the Queen?” Ryans demanded.


“She
speaks for the Queen...”


“We'll
see about that,” Ryans said. “After you,” he said. Waving. Scarface gave him a
cold look and then left. The four other guards followed behind in their wake.


Scarface
led the way but when it came time to go to the Queen's chamber he turned left
instead of right. Ryans however didn't follow; he kept going to the Queen's
chamber. He could hear the guard’s boots scrape on the stone as he turned and
then cursed. Ryans smiled slightly but kept going.


When
he arrived at the door he walked in, glad it was open. “You wanted a chat your
majesty?” he asked, eyes glittering.


The
Queen looked up from her conversation with a count and blinked at him. “I did
not send for you,” she said and waved.


“No,
but someone sent a pack of your guards after me. I'm not happy about that,” he
said indicating scarface as he came into the threshold of the doorway. The
guard caught sight of his monarch and bowed deeply to her.


The
count looked from the Queen to the gaijin and the guard. Ryans frowned, one
hand on his hip. After a moment when no one said anything he crossed his arms.


“There
must be a mistake,” the Queen finally said.


“Yes,
I believe someone made a mistake. I made it clear I am not going to change my
clothes or my way of doing things for anyone at anytime. I am not a clothes
horse and I have better things to do with my time than stand around while a
bunch of women cluck about my appearance,” he snarled coldly. “There is a war
to be fought here and a duchy to save,” he growled.


The
count gulped slightly, looking at Ryans in sheer shock. “Madness,” he muttered
under his breath.


“No,
I have diplomatic immunity,” Ryans replied. “Which means I don't answer to the
Queen or anyone. I and my people are immune from control and the law. That
includes your Vita Sodalis law.”


He
watched as that news struck home. The count turned to the Queen who was sitting
back, eyes cool but glittering. “Is that so?” she asked softly.


“I
know what you're doing. I know the levels of what is going on here. I know you
let the chambermaid pull this for plausible denial-ability if it fell apart, but
also to make me more presentable to your daughter and the court. Won’t wash. I
like my life and the way I live it. I am an outsider to your people, a gaijin
as you say and I'm damn proud of it. I plan on staying that way. Deal with it
or get the hell out of my way,” he snarled. “I, and your people do not have
time for this petty posturing crap,” he growled.


“I
will excuse your behavior since you are overwrought with this situation. As I
said it is a mistake,” the Queen replied after a long moment. She seemed
thoughtful but also slightly shaken. Ryans was blunt and strong willed,
something she hadn't known. She smiled slightly but the smile didn't reach her
eyes. “I regret this misunderstanding and I will correct it.”


“Right.
We need to focus your majesty. Duluth. Now, do you want to play petty political
games with me? Try to force your will on me, and me and mine are gone and you
can deal with the consequences.”


“As
I said it is a regrettable misunderstanding,” the Queen said through gritted
teeth.


He
eyed her for a second and then looked at the count. He was making the Queen eat
crow in front of an audience and that wasn't very bright but he wanted to make
it clear to her. Perhaps he was getting a little carried away. He'd ground the
point into her face enough, he realized. “Fine then. I apologize for the
intrusion. Now, can you...” he turned and indicated the guards behind him.


“Yes,
yes, you and your people are free to go about your business,” the Queen said.
“Decadus see to it that this situation doesn't happen again,” she said looking
directly at scarface.


“Um,
yes your majesty,” Decadus said, sounding confused. He nodded to Ryans. Ryans
nodded back and left without a backwards glance.


<==={}------------>


“This
is Ryans, all clear. I say again all clear. But all Terrans report to the quad
for a debrief,” he said into his bluetooth. He waited for a response. When he
got an okay from the major players he nodded. “Right. See you there in ten,” he
said moving off.


<==={}------------>


Zara
looked up as Sue and Wanda looked at each other. “Something amiss?” she asked.
She'd noticed the gaijin packing their gear and was confused.


“Not
anymore apparently. A little showdown between your mother and Eugene,” Sue said
putting the gear back on the improvised shelves.


“What
happened?”


“I'm
really not sure. I think your mother tried to throw her weight around with
Eugene and he called her on it. He sounds pretty pissed.”


“He
was calling for a general pull out. I'd say pissed doesn't quite describe it,”
Wanda said shaking her head. “We’ve got to report to him in the quad.  Can
you mind your father while we check in?”


“Pull
out?” Zara asked.


“Leave.”


Zara's
eyes went wide. “But that would mean my father could die? That the Duluth...”
She turned to Sue and then to Wanda. “Please!”


“Sorry
kid, it's not our call. Maybe someone should talk to your mother about holding
her end of the bargain up and playing nice,” Wanda said.


“I
will,” Zara replied and then bit her lip. To agree to counsel her mother the
Queen on matters of state? She felt a little light headed and off balance with
that. Madness she thought to herself.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
met the other Terrans in the quad. He had them shut off their ear pieces and
then quietly explained the situation and his conclusions. The military
component of their team were wary of the guards and scowled at the news of his
escort. Apparently it wasn't news to some; Max had gotten the word out to a
couple of people. Either that or they had been listening in.


“So
all this is over clothes?” Sue finally demanded when he finished.


He
sighed. “Not just clothes. Apparently the Queen is trying the opening moves in
controlling me and therefore you. In exercising her control over me and forcing
me to marry the princess. She's hinted about our giving up wanting to return
home a lot.”


“I
caught that at dinner,” Wanda replied with a nod. Ryans nodded.


“Right.
Well, today it escalated over a stupid and admittedly petty thing. I said no,
and she sent her bully boys to force the issue.”


“Ouch,”
Corporal Patterson said with a wince.


“Yeah,
apparently I'm not dressed properly for the court.”


“Tough
shit,” Waters growled.


“Right.
I'm fairly certain I was just the tip of the iceberg here, they'd be after you
lot next. So we're going to cool our heels for the day and work on contingency
plans and minor things and get everyone on the same page. Let them stew for a
bit.”


<==={}------------>


When
the Queen heard about the gaijin meeting she was not amused. She was further annoyed
that they had blown off working on the various projects they had undertaken and
seemed in no hurry to take them up once more. She knew that the confrontation
between Ryans and herself would be all over the court by now, undermining her
authority. She shook her head wearily. She'd have to saddle Druzilla with
responsibility for the entire encounter. Deflecting it wouldn't help totally
but it would shift some of the blame elsewhere. “Where is the gaijin healer?”
Deidra asked, coming in to her mother's improvised quarters.


“Apparently
still talking with the other gaijin,” Zara answered, coming in behind her
sister, arms crossed. She was scowling, something that was abnormal on the
normally sweet and sunny Zara. Both princesses had been dark and brooding since
their return come to think of it, the Queen thought looking to the window. Zara
scowl blackened. “Mother how could you!”


Deidra
turned in surprise to her little sister. Zara's eyes were flashing. Her mother
turned to stare at Zara. Et tu was clearly written all over her face.
Zara frowned and then slammed the door behind her. “All right, we can talk now.
You know what I mean! To throw it all away over posturing!” She brushed at her
skirts angrily, glaring.


Deidra
turned to her mother. “Apparently this went worse than I thought?” she asked.
“I did warn you mother,” she said giving her mother a knowing look.


“I
know,” the Queen ground out. “He is strong willed,” she said. She wasn't sure if
she liked that or not. Pliable she could work with. She'd anticipated his
eagerness to become a ruler, and the need for her support. He however was
clinging to his idea of returning to Patria, the fabled homeland.


“Strong
willed and stubborn. Also used to getting his own way and he has a great deal
of experience and an education we can only dream of,” Zara replied. The Queen
and Deidra turned to stare at her.


“I
spoke with the others. The soldier Paterson told me of Ryans and the others and
how they lived their lives and the schools they went to. Ryans trained to be a
soldier in ways our pages only dream of before he got into tinkering and became
a merchant of machines. A great merchant with thousands of people under him. He
built it all with little to start with.”


“Thousands?”
the Queen murmured. Their greatest merchant houses had a few dozen ships with
crews of forty souls and a handful of caravans that crisscrossed the Imperium.
Thousands though? She thought.


Zara
nodded. “And he's dealt with other governments. Governments of different forms
with all sorts of different cultures. They are taught about governments in
class and their government's actions are broadcast and debated hourly on their
machines. They had a lively blunt discussion. You remember,” she said turning
to Deidra. “The one known as Waters talked of something to the crafter Max.”


Deidra
nodded. “Just before the basilisk attack?” she asked. Zara nodded. “But
they spoke in their own tongue, how did you know what they talked about?” she
herself was still having trouble understanding this English.


Zara
smiled. “I asked Lisa. She told me it was politics. Apparently the one known as
Max made a comment or joke about gun control and the one known as Waters
reacted.”


“Ah,”
Deidra said nodding. She remembered, the master of sergeants had not been
amused and had clearly said so. She turned to her mother and snorted softly.
Her mother was thoroughly confused by the exchange and looked vexed. She was
drumming her fingers on her arm rest, a sure sign of frustration. “I know you
wanted to make him more presentable to me and to the court but it backfired
mother.”


“He
did point that out,” the Queen admitted irritably.


Deidra
blinked in surprise. “I told you,” Zara said. She took a seat. “He's smarter
than he looks. He saw right through your ploy.”


“Also
proud. Men and their pride,” the Queen ground out.


“Which
we can use in time,” Deidra admitted.


“Is
it true what he said?” Zara asked, turning from her mother to her sister. “That
he is not holding you or I to the Vita Sodalis?”


“Apparently,”
Deidra said turning to her mother. She searched her face and wasn't sure she
liked what she found there.


“We
need him,” the Queen admitted. “Though he is currently more troublesome than
his worth now. You will need his strength more than ever if you are to rule.
This technology of theirs must become ours and not fall into the hands of
others. And it is past time for you to start a family,” she said looking first
to Deidra and then to Zara. “Both of you should have been wed years ago.”


“Events
tended to prevent that mother,” Deidra replied. She was actually proud of her
freedom. She resented being told she had to marry. She knew it was petty, she
knew her duty, but she had to admit to herself that she secretly cherished and
treasured her freedom.


“You
are getting to the stage of being considered an old maid daughter, one
unmarriageable. A shrew best left in a tower and forgotten as unworthy,” the
Queen reminded her daughter. It was rare for that to happen but the threat was
there. “There should have been grandchildren for your father and I by now.”


“Mother,”
Deidra sighed. She knew her duty to the continuation of their line. It had been
drummed into her from birth.


Her
mother waved a dismissive kerchief. “Yes, yes, I know, the death of Dominus
Luthor has put a crimp in that plan. But you must marry soon.”


“I'm
not sure if he is the one,” Deidra admitted.


Her
mother eyed her. “If not him then who?” She brushed at the kerchief in her lap
and then sighed and rubbed her temples. “Go. I am excessively wearied by this
entire day.”


“Yes
mother,” both sisters said in unison and then bowed their heads briefly before
retreating.


<==={}------------>


“So,
why don't we see anyone here from more modern times?” Perry asked looking
around. “I mean, if the bridge was around Bermuda, wouldn't it have hit a few
colony ships? Slave ships?” Since they had pulled in their horns, Perry and Max
had set the others on routine maintenance for their vehicles and equipment.


Ryans
looked thoughtful. He'd been wondering that very thing. “It may well have...
but there is no telling where they may have ended up. In the middle of the
ocean, or another continent, or who knows...” Ryans shrugged.


“Besides,
I for one wouldn't want to be in a boat when you pass through the vortex.” Max
said turning a wrench.


“What
do you mean?” Perry asked.


“The
lightning remember? Couple of good hits and a boat would go up like tinder hit
with a flame thrower,” Max grunted as he pulled at a part. “And an iron boat
would be a great big conductor. Fry everyone touching it. Bet there are ghost
ships floating around... those that don't get sunk.... that is if they don't
appear at the bottom of the ocean here in the first place.”


“Shit.
Okay, good to know. But that brings up another question. Will the portal come
back?” Perry asked, suddenly intent. He had the nebulous idea of building some
sort of ship to get to the portal. That was now obviously out.


“Yeah,
that's a big question.” Ryans nodded. “I think it goes around the planet
according to the magnetic ley lines. But from the look of things it takes its
time,” he grimaced. “I'd have to check the timing of when their ancestors
crossed over, but I'm betting most came around 1000 AD or before that.”


“Ah,”
Perry nodded. “So it does a string ball? Up and down and around the planet?”


Ryans
nodded. “Seems that way. If we can create a database for when people crossed
over and where they came from and where they came out on this end then we can map
it out. That should let us know where the vortex will go next.”


“Most
likely it will come back boss,” Max said looking up.


They
looked at him. “How you figure that Max?” Perry asked. Max was an engineer no
physicist.


Max
spread his greasy hands. “Simple, that plateau was solid iron ferrite. Sucker
was playing havoc with the electronics. Once we left that vortex will circle
around and around.” He used his hands to describe an orbit. “It'll bob around
for a bit. When it settles down it should be right around where it was when we
first came, at least for now.”


“Ah.
And if it jumps to another ley line?” Ryans asked amused.


Max
shrugged. “Give us about a year or two to get things sorted and I'll damn well build
a detector and cage the sucker,” Max growled. All three men laughed at that.


<==={}------------>


“Answorth,
why are you here?” Ryans asked looking up from a paper he was reading.


The
boy frowned. “To serve you my Dominus.” He put Ryans clothes on the press.


Ryans
rubbed his brow. “No, I meant here as in... Ah hell, never mind.” He shook his
head. “Who's your father?”


“My
father? Duke Emroy my Dominus.”


Ryans
froze at that. “Sorry kid, I didn't know.” Ryans shook his head. “You can knock
it off with the titles, I'm not a Dominus.”


Answorth
looked wary. “Yes sir.”


Ryans
snorted. “And I'm not a knight.”


The
boy looked startled. “What, you thought I was?” Ryans asked amused. He smiled a
half sardonic smile of amusement before he shook his head. “Sorry to disappoint
you, but I'm not. I trained as a warrior when I was younger than you, but I
also trained for many other things. I chose a different path.”


“Ah,”
the boy looked a little lost. He obviously didn't know what to think or say
about that.


“So
yeah, I can't teach you all the ins and outs of court life or of being a
knight. I learned some of it in my history text books and from watching movies
but really? I'm out of my element here. I'm sort of making that part up as I go
along myself.” He waved the paper then tossed it onto the desk. “Why were you
assigned to me? To keep an eye on me?”


“No
my... ah sir. Una,” Answorth said. He held up a finger. “My liege ordered it.”
Ryans grimaced at that. “ Doa, I and the Imperium do need to learn about you
and your wonders. You have a great deal to teach us. And a great deal to learn
yourself,” the boy said. Ryans nodded and reassessed the lad's maturity
upwards. The young man looked uncertain for a moment. “And Tria...” He held up
the three fingers. “You have more important things to do than run simple
errands or clean my Dominus.”


Ryans
smiled. “Cute. You're right, its part of delegating. I forgot.” He bobbed a nod
feeling a little sheepish. “All right. You got me. But, speaking of learning,
how are you doing? How are your classes?”


“Well,
my Dominus. It is... interesting learning new things,” Answorth said looking a
little torn. “The math is difficult. I'm not so much interested in it. Or the
writing. But the history lessons are interesting,” he admitted and then smiled.
He had learned to love the story teller's fireside stories. Some of the ones in
his class came with pictures or movies.


Ryans
chuckled. “Let me guess, they're using movies?”


“Yes
my Dominus. May I see some on that?” Answorth asked, pointing to the laptop.


“Sure.
I'll set up a screen name for you. I've got a limited battery though, so only
for an hour or two.” He opened the laptop and typed for a minute. “See I've
been using it and forgetting to plug it in and charge it at night. We're
setting up charging stations, but it's a pain,” he grimaced. “I've got a solar
blanket but it doesn't get a whole lot of sun from that window.” He waved to
the window. Answorth looked over to see it in shadow then back and nodded.


“There,
all set up. I've set a link to the movie library as well. There's one problem;
the movies are in my language, not yours.” He looked up to the young man. He
looked a little weird with the Moe style bowl hair cut. A lot of men had them.
It took a little getting used to though.


“Ah...
I think it would be okay,” the boy replied with a nod.


“If
you say so, but here.” He held up a set of headphones. Use these.” He plugged
the USB in then held them out to the kid. The boy took them gingerly and
examined them.


“Put
them over your ears.” Ryans explained, and then helped him get them on.
Answorth shot him an uncertain look then looked down to the screen with his
hands in his lap.


“Here,”
Ryans tapped the link. “This is the movie index. Let’s see... You want a war
movie?”


The
kid nodded eagerly. Ryans smiled. “Right, Ah... Let’s see. How about this one,
Pearl Harbor... no, how about... Braveheart... hmmm... Or the Longest Day...”
He tapped the links. “Any preferences?”


“Transformers?
The Avengers?” Answorth asked hopefully.


“What
the hell is he teaching in that history class?” Ryans muttered, vowing to find
out. “I think I need to talk to him about the syllabus,” he vowed. He shook his
head and found the movies. “Transformers one, two or three?”


“Ah,
we watched one... there is more than one?” Answorth asked looking up at him.


“Yeah,
let’s set you up with two. This is fiction kid, it didn't happen. It's a story
to entertain nothing more. You know that right?”


The
boy nodded.


Ryans
gushed out a sigh. “I hope so. Okay...” He tapped the play button. The boy
smiled eagerly then looked down as the movie began to play.  Ryans shook
his head and went back to the desk to get some more work done.


<==={}------------>


Max
grunted as he looked over the assembled blacksmiths. Some were eager; others
arms crossed, looked bored or annoyed at being here. He counted noses. There
were six broken noses and four bent ones, not enough for what he had in mind
but it was a start. “Okay, my name is Max and I'm here to go over a few things
with you. All of you have been selected because you are general blacksmiths,
not specialty smiths like farriers and sword smiths. So what we're going to do
is teach you a few things and then try to help you first improve your smithy
and then teach you how to make new plows and other pieces of equipment.”


“Why?”
a burly smith asked. He had Popeye forearms and a short, scruffy, soot stained
beard.


“Because
we want you to work better and we want more food.”


“Why?”


“Because
we're going to need food, a lot of food, for the people and the army. Any other
stupid questions?” Max asked looking around. The man looked as though he was
about to object forcibly but one of his fellows laid a hand on his arm.


“We're
not saying it shouldn't be done, but why us?” the gray bearded man asked.


Max
eyed him and then nodded. The man had spent probably decades in the fire pits,
working his way up from an apprentice. “What we want to do is get as much work
out of everyone as possible. To show you how to make some of our machines, or
older versions of them that will allow one man to do the work of ten or twenty
men.”


“Ah,”
the smith said with a nod.


“Not
possible,” another grunted.


“Really,”
Max said. He went over to the island bench in the center of the room and tapped
the projector. “Anyone mess with this?” he asked, checking it over carefully.
He glanced around. His audience shook their heads. “All right then,” he
motioned for a few men to move aside from the projector screen. “Someone close
the door and cover that window.” He waited until the door shut and the window
drapes were drawn before turning the projector on. “This is a slide show. I'll
try to keep it simple. First we're going to show you some of our machines
starting with a tractor then I'll show you some things you can make....”


<==={}------------>


Over
the course of the next three days they each tried to teach the establishment in
their own way. Perry and Ryans buttonholed Maximus to go over strategy and
planning. They overhauled and modernize as much as they could. Sorting out a
more modern ranking structure was difficult.


The
Sergeants and enlisted hit the guard and army, shaking them up, then working
them over with martial arts training, and then advanced freehand training. It
was easier to train the new recruits; they were pliable and raw, many eager for
glory but scared. The smarter ones paid close attention and those that looked
good were advanced through the new ranking structure.


Ryans
caught sight of the noncom training. The Gunny called out some of the biggest
brawlers in the recruits and quickly demolished them one by one while hardly
breaking a sweat. He even took them on as a group, taking them all down hard. A
few were battered and bruised and there was apparently one broken bone but they
survived long enough to get out of the ring. He then showed them how he did it.
“Well, that's one way to get their attention.” Ryans muttered and then went
back to the records.


Max
reported his seed had sprung somewhat with some of the smiths. A few were slow
or reluctant to change so he focused on those who were interested. The power
wheel and power hammer was an apparent hit, no pun intended. Of course only the
two smiths near the river could use such a device. It had taken an entire day
to get the first set up, but once they did the second was completed the next
morning fairly quickly. Each had a small wooden paddle wheel that powered a set
of belts that turned a cam that operated the bellows and also the power hammer.


Freeing
up the apprentices to do other chores was a mixed blessing apparently.
“Apparently they put the kids on the bellows to get them to work out, build up
the muscles needed to hammer. Also to build up their endurance and get them
used to working with the fire and the hot metal. Having them ringside to see
the temperature colors in the metal helps as well,” Max explained to an amused
Ryans during his evening report.


“But
the two tools are a hit?”


“You
could say that,” Max replied with a grin. “Some of the others are a little
annoyed at not having them. The third is eager now and he's helping out.
Hopefully they'll get his set up soon.”


“Can
they have more than one wheel?” Ryans asked.


Max
looked thoughtful and shrugged after a moment. “Maybe. These are thrown
together boss, not purpose built. If we did it right maybe. We'd have to divert
the river, dig a trench, line it, and then build a proper wheel pit and house
and gear train. Take a week or two minimum.”


“And
they'd be down the entire time,” Ryans said.


“Oh
no, they wouldn't but we'd need a lot of money, materials, and manpower to pull
it off.”


“Shit.
Okay, investment in the future. You realize these smiths and some of the others
are our future industrial leaders right? Or at least the future ones here?”


“Boss,
I haven't even thought of crap like that. Too far ahead for me. I'm focused on
getting the shit out the door.”


“Right,”
Ryans replied with a nod. He sat back in the chair. He hated the creaky thing
now but it was all he had for now. At least he'd gotten the other Terrans out.


“I
saw the GI party. Must be fun,” Max said wrinkling his nose.


“GI
party?” Ryans asked.


Max
shrugged. “Sue, Paris, and Waters have some of the soldiers and servants
cleaning. Sue had me stop what I was doing to make scrapers and stuff to get
the crap off the walls and floors. She's got them cleaning the castle. Good
discipline Waters said.”


“Yes,
it is. Tedious though. It does teach them a zero defect, zero excuse mentality
though,” Ryans replied thoughtfully. He'd learned about the approach in school.
It was chicken shit but it did get them sorted out. “I take it Waters had a
word with you about the rifles?”


“Give
me a break boss! Not you too!” Max said shaking his head as he sat down in a
chair heavily. “Anyone tell you Rome wasn't built in a day? Well, a rifle
wasn't built in a day either! I've got the tracing lathe up, but it's buggy as
all hell. Now that we've got the concept across to the artisans it isn't half
bad. Some are good in their own way. But we're at least a week away from
sorting out the casting and getting a decent rifling bench done. We're still in
the build the tools to build the tools stage boss.”


“Right.”


“That
blacksmith Roads is a good sort. He's got a good location right next to the
river. He's not specialized in any one field and he's got a lot of shop space
going unused. A big ass four story brick and cement building. I think I might
be able to talk him into becoming a gunsmith. He's young and flexible enough
and he's got good hand eye coordination for the fiddly bits. The space can be
turned into a small factory to turn out the weapons or assemble them there.”


Ryans
nodded. “Good.”


Max
wrinkled his nose. “Muskets though?”


“You
yourself said we need to crawl before we can walk Max. Work out a prototype,
and test it. Not by hand. Use all safety methods and a range Max,” Ryans
cautioned, one hand up. He made sure to lock eyes with the engineer. Max
nodded.


“Don't
have to tell me twice,” Max growled. “No way I want to blow my hand or ass off
with this shit. Any word on Wanda?”


“She's
still stuck on bleach. She said making black powder is all about getting her a
safe place to work and the raw materials. We'll see,” Ryans replied as Max got
up.


“Okay,
well, I'm going to go eat and then find a bed,” Max said rubbing the small of
his back. “The water wheels are a good idea. I'll see if one of the other
smiths can make an assembly line and make the parts instead of custom making
the shit. Easier that way,” he said gruffly.


“Good
idea. Gregory's due in for a report on the food production soon. Doctor
Roshenko get with you about the metallurgy yet?” Ryans asked. Doctor Fred Roshenko
was a brilliant Canadian metallurgist and geologist. He was overhauling the
metal smelting in the city and surrounding area. Perry had assigned the absent
minded professor a guard and a LAV to get him around.


Max
scowled, half to the door. “I haven't seen him but some of his stuff is
starting to get in. I'm not happy about the quality though. Still bad.”


“We'll
work on it then. Go, eat. I'll see you tomorrow,” Ryans said waving.


“Right,”
Max sighed as he left.


<==={}------------>


Sue
and Wanda worked on training Xandor and Senji, the royal healers, and Angie,
the head nurse. The quiet, pixy like Angie soaked up the training like a
sponge. She was young and eager to please. Senji was more stubborn and set in
his ways. Xandor was a few years younger than Senji and more flexible. Tau, a
Chinese healer was amused when Sue and Wanda readily accepted acupuncture and
some traditional healing potions. Tau was the castle's resident pharmacist.
Wanda explained to him that some things, like mint for asthma and stomach bugs,
were well known.


The
lack of proper materials was a major frustrating handicap for the Terrans. The
competition for resources was fierce right now. Sue focused on concepts the
healers could understand and absorb, and focused on changes that could be
implemented with a minimum amount of materials or intervention and supervision
from the Terrans. It was frustratingly slow for her though.


<==={}------------>


The
royal court titillated in reaction to Ryans and the gaijin and their actions.
Some were scandalized, other amused or dismayed by the changes. Some were not
sure what to make of the interlopers but they were impressed with their tech.
Commentary about Ryans and Druzilla's head butting was fodder for the rumor
mills, the encounter growing in proportion with each retelling.


There
was a meeting between Duke Rojer, Baron Muchinson, Earl Pettigrew and Duchess
of Rojer Serena. It wasn't too hard to arrange, Rojer and his wife Serena had
just arrived and were resting in their quarters. Making sure there were no
royal spies had been difficult but not impossible. Fortunately for them her
grace had long ago bribed the royal spies assigned to watch over them. So far
the King and Queen had not caught on to the double treason.


The
Rojer couple had just arrived with their retinue and were settling in. Rojer
frowned as Serena dismissed their steward. He was unhappy about the invasion
but his older brother's fall could be turned to his advantage. The gaijin were
an unknown factor however, they were a wild card he didn't know and didn't care
for. He wanted to get a sense of them before committing to anything. “The
question is, how do we turn this situation to our advantage? And what do these
interlopers mean to our plans?” the Duke murmured as his wife swirled her drink
with a golden stirring stick. It glittered in the fading light of the day. They
had just managed to get to the capital before nightfall. He was glad he'd
pressed on, though one of his branacks would have to be put down.


“They
are strange,” Earl Pettigrew nodded. “And we know so little about them. But
they are well versed in many things apparently. Each is an expert in many
fields.” He explained a little about Ryans. The Duke and duchess had seen a few
of the gaijin and their magical vehicles but had little to go on in
understanding such machinery.


“Medicine,
weapons, food, they even promise new ways to heat and cool the castles!” the
baron scoffed.


“A
treasure then,” Serena murmured. That brought the normally reactionary baron up
short. He looked thoughtful.


“A
treasure but one that doesn't know when to keep its mouth shut,” the baron
replied after a long moment.


“True
but the one known as Ryans was wise. If any of these tales of his encounter are
even half true he has some experience with moving in rarefied circles. We must
be wary and take his measure carefully,” the Duke replied. He looked to his
wife who nodded. They had already heard from their spies in the palace. It
would be interesting to compare their spy’s reports to what the other nobles
said of these gaijin and the events surrounding their arrival.


“We
need their help. After the war it will be a different story,” Earl Pettigrew
agreed with a malicious smile. The Baron was more reluctant to agree. “After
all, treaties are meant to be broken,” the earl said. This elicited a wicked
chuckle and knowing nod from the baron.


“You
do have to admit they're doing our work for us,” the Duke said, sitting back
with a smile. One finger smoothed his mustache. “After all we couldn't have
undermined her majesty any better than this gaijin Ryans did. And so handily
too! They're driving a wedge betwixt themselves and don't even know it! Let the
split widen some more.” Grudgingly the Baron agreed to wait.


“In
the meantime why don't you fill us in on my niece’s adventures? And of course
all that has transpired since the gaijin have arrived. I need to know the
battlefield and the players after all,” the Duke said with a nod to the other
nobles. Pettigrew nodded. Muchinson smiled nastily and started in with what he
had heard about their travels.


“I
think perhaps we will lay low. But if you my dear Baron wish to test the waters
to stir them and see where things may lead, feel free. But do have a care in
how much you stir.”


“There's
no pleasure in rocking the boat and knocking us all out,” the earl growled.


“True,”
Serena murmured smiling. “Be impetuous but be ready to back down if you are
cornered or if we indicate it. We shall see what this trouble brews.”


<==={}------------>


Max,
Ryans, Sue, and Perry reported to the Queen and royal court the following
afternoon. The Queen was dressed in rich red flowing robes, trimmed in gold.
Her neck ruff was trimmed in gold and was high backed and stiff, forming a
circle behind her head. Her face was painted white, even her eye shadow and
lips. She had on a snow white wig done up in a classic Asian style and wore
white gloves. Her red petticoat had a white laced frilly under dress that
peeked out of the sleeves. She was a piece of work, Ryans had to admit
privately to himself, she reminded him of that queen from the Star Wars movies.


Deidra
was there as well, she was dressed in rich purple, trimmed in silver. Her face
was also paper white, and she had a snow white wig on. Unlike her mother though
she had black eyeliner on and black lipstick, lending her a goth look. Her
bosom seemed to be supported by strands of black rope, an interesting addition
to her wardrobe in Ryans opinion. Her belt sash was more of a gun belt, wide,
black with silver fittings. She wore a jeweled dagger on her hip, something the
guards seemed unhappy but resigned to see.


Zara
was absent, one of the royal family was watching over his majesty at all times
apparently.


Duke
Rojer had just arrived the day before and apparently the formal court was for
his benefit. He made a show of bowing politely to the Queen and was introduced
to the gaijin with a sweeping hand from her majesty on her throne. Rojer turned
back to them. He was a younger version of his brother, with black hair wavy, a
faint scar on one cheek and a handlebar mustache and goatee. His sideburns were
slightly silver giving him an elder distinguished look. He was dressed in rich
red robes of the royal house. The robes did a good job of hiding his bulk.
Well, his gut at least. Ryans could see the double chin and jowls easily.


That
robe and lack of a wig had actually surprised Ryans, he had noted the people
had their own style but it normally trended to some form of medieval fashion.
Rojer bucked the system, either going to a throw back of their ancient Roman
and Greek ancestors or he just wanted to look different, stand out from the
crowd. The glittering gold badge of his office was on his shoulder, pinning his
cape on. Apparently that was all the ostentation he desired.


Duke
Rojer in turn quietly sized the gaijin up. Ryans was amused when Rojer gave him
a look of amused disdain and commented slyly about his odd clothing. Ryans shot
the Queen an amused look. “Actually we've already been over that. I prefer my
own clothing thank you,” Ryans replied. He turned his attention to the Queen,
who frowned but didn't rise to the bait.


Ryans
had heard that Druzilla had retired for the time being, attending to other
business. She hadn't been out and out dismissed but she was apparently in the
doghouse over their little misunderstanding. He knew she was a partial
scapegoat but it didn't bother him. If she was the one who came up with these
designs she should be out on her ass. He for one wouldn't be caught dead in
such get up.


Perry
reported that the weapons programs and other projects were going well. Once
they had working prototypes and trained workers they would hopefully be able to
turn out a dozen a day. Hopefully they would have the first prototypes or even
mock ups in the trainers' hands by the end of the week.


“One
of our problems is that it's the start of spring and the men are out planting.
If we pull them to train then there will be no food later. The usual campaign
time is after planting,” Ryans mused. The Queen nodded regally. “Which is why
the defenses were caught so flat footed. No one expected the attack so soon
apparently. You do have to admire their chutzpa.”


The
Queen blinked at the unusual word. Ryans shrugged. “The good news is once we've
got some of the farm tech in the fields we should free up additional manpower
for the army. Max is focusing on the tech that's attainable right now and
attempting to leverage as much out of all of it as he can.”


“And
that means?”


“It
means with our technology one man can do the work of ten,” Ryans replied with a
shrug. There was a murmur from the courtiers over that. “More if we can get
more tech in. Harvest time will be very interesting but that is a ways away and
we will lay the ground work for that in a month.”


“Indeed?”


“Well,
a John Deere tractor is out but I think we can do a couple of animal drawn
combines and threshers,” Ryans mused. “Which should help with the logistics for
the population and the military,” he said turning to Perry. The lieutenant
nodded, taking up the report.


Perry
reported that the military training was going okay, but it is still in its
early stages. “It'll be weeks before we're sure of a proper crop,” he finished.
This seemed to amuse Rojer. “We're training them to a hybrid standard, partly
ours, well okay mostly ours, but with some of your traditions as well. At least
those that transfer over to the new weapons, tactics, and strategies.”


“These
wonder weapons have changed the field of battle that much?” the Duke asked with
a polite smile.


“You
have no idea what kind of a can of whoop ass we're talking about. Let me know
if you want a demonstration. I'll set it up for you and any other interested
lords by the end of the week,” Perry replied.


“I
look forward to it,” the Duke said with a polite nod. Perry's eyes cut to the
doctor.


Sue
reported that the King was resting comfortably. She had him exercising a little
to regain some of his muscle tone and he had lost some weight. The water pills
had reduced the swelling and puffiness and helped reduce his blood pressure and
stress on his heart. The blood pressure medication had helped prevent blood
clots from resting for so long. Her training program was going better.


“It's
hard un-training a lifetime of bad habits in a short period of time. With time
and patience I think they'll get it as long as they don't backslide. I'd like
to get some of the basic medical texts translated though,” she said looking at
Ryans.


“I'd
ask Sydney to do it but he's busy Doc. I'm not sure how well the translation
program will work on its own.”


When
the meeting concluded the Queen insisted Deidra leave for a walk with Ryans.
Deidra took the order gracefully in front of her uncle the Duke. Rojer eyed her
so she took Ryans arm and sweetly asked him to accompany her for the walk.
Ryans decided the better part of valor meant keeping peace with the royals so
went along with the charade.


“Listen
to me gaijin, my uncle Rojer is a schemer,” Deidra warned him. “He is powerful,
one of the six Dukes in the Kingdom and by far the most powerful. He is here
more to find an opening to drag father and mother from the throne than to help
in the Imperium's desperate hour.”


Visions
of a wolf pack or lion pride fighting for dominance flashed through his mind.
“Mufassa and  Scar,” he said. She blinked at him in confusion. “Sorry,
never mind.”


Their
arms disengaged as he thought about the situation. “Lovely,” Ryans replied when
the silence grew. She looked at him. “Sorry, understated annoyed sarcasm over
the situation. “No, I'm not happy about it. I did expect it, but the idea of a
sibling... well no, sibling rivalry and all...” he shook his head and then
rubbed the bridge of his nose as he closed his eyes. “Yeah, I can see it now.
Sometimes we wear blinders,” he finally said.


Her
lips pursed. “True. I am not certain you know how dangerous the situation truly
is.”


“Oh
I'm getting it. Rojer is a bad apple, he'll hug you with one arm while the
other shoves a knife in your back,” he replied.


“Actually
he'd much rather use a subordinate,” Deidra replied. She frowned. “So beware.”


“I
think he's sizing the situation up. Once he gets his bearings he'll be a
problem. The question is will he settle for laying the groundwork now while
we're trying to get organized and fight the Duluth or will he try to take
advantage of the crisis and strike now?”


“That's
something for mother and father to consider,” Deidra replied primly.


“Not
quite, I'm on that list as well. What happens affects me and mine as well.
Technically it'll affect you and Zara as well.”


Diedra
frowned. “Yes, but it's not my place to interfere.”


“I
know, the dutiful daughter. I also know there's fire in those eyes and if you
see him doing something you're not going to wait, you'll kick his ass.”


She
stopped to stare at him. He turned to face her. He cocked his head as they
sized each other up. He finally raised an eyebrow in inquiry. “I'm right and
you know it. Better to ask for forgiveness than permission and all that. Uncle
or not if he's a threat you'll do it.”


“I...”


“Princess,
I know some people think you should be a swooning thing, dainty and prim and
proper. I think they're full of shit. I heard some of the crap they were saying
about my saving you. Also horse shit. If the situation had been reversed you
would have done the same.”


“You
think you know me so well,” she said looking away.


“Oh,
you mean holding back to protect yourself and therefore the line of succession?
Or not risking your life for another? Yes, I know that's there somewhere in the
back of your mind. But I also saw the fighter. You just need to pick and choose
your fights better,” he said.


She
turned to him, eyes glittering. He held up a finger. “Example, your little run
in with the black knight and your experience with that castle that turned you
and Zara away.”


Her
lips thinned as she scowled. She turned and looked away.


“And
of course I'm putting my foot in my mouth by bringing it up. Sorry, maybe I
should learn my own lesson about picking fights,” he said with a sigh, shaking
his head.”


“Perhaps
you should. Your recent fight with mother for example,” she replied bitingly.


“Yeah,
that wasn't very bright. I could have handled that better. I admit I was a bit
heavy handed in getting the point across.”


“I'd
say so,” Deidra growled.


“Thanks
for rubbing it in,” he sighed. “You really think Rojer's going to be a serious
problem? I mean soon?” he asked. Rojer wasn't loyal to the throne though he
pretended to be. That worried Ryans. He'd instituted a policy of having the
newly arrived nobles sign the gaijin treaty. Baron Muchinson had, under
protest, but Rojer had begged off due to travel fatigue. He'd have to get the
man onto it. Or better yet sick the Queen on him.


“Yes,
how quickly he will become a problem is anyone's guess. I think he'll wait to
see if father recovers fully or not,” Deidra finally replied as they started
walking once more.


“Great,
just great. Another problem to keep an eye on. In some ways I like your mother
but I really don't want to be caught in the middle of this.”


“Then
chose a side.”


“I'll...”
he sighed and shook his head. “I'll wait and see.” Her eyes flashed at him. He
shrugged as she started to reply hotly to him. “Can you blame me?” he asked
softly. Her mouth closed and she frowned again. Finally she shook her head.


“Thank
you for being honest with me princess,” he murmured. “I know this is for show,
I know your mother ordered it, but just the same thank you.”


“I
didn't do it for you.”


“I
know. Just the same thank you for the warning and the talk,” he turned,
deciding a change in subject was in order. He looked out to the courtyard
below.


“I
see a mix of different races. That's um... unusual in cultures like yours. At
least on Earth in the past,” Ryans said nodding his chin to Answorth and the
kids below. They were on the wall overlooking the courtyard. Answorth was
working out with some of the other young volunteers. He wasn't sure if it was
play or general mayhem.


Answorth
was still a work in progress, at least he'd gotten the kid to take a shower in
the camper every other day and he no longer had lice or fleas or whatever those
things were. The kid still loved to borrow his laptop or tablet to watch movies
which could be a pain.


Deidra
turned a cool glance to him and then back to the courtyard. “You mean slant
eyes? All are welcome here. Skin color, size, eyes, it doesn't matter, there's
too much to do and too few to do it. Everyone is welcome here. Even Gaijin like
you,” she said and then left.


He
shook his head in bemusement. “Well, that put me in my place,” he said. He
turned as Wanda came up behind him. She was holding something he couldn't make
out at first.


“Put
who in whose place?” she asked.


“Never
mind,” he waved a dismissive hand. “That it?” he asked indicating the ceramic
bowl in her hand. It was pretty, white with blue flowers painted in the glaze.


She
looked down at it. She wasn't at all happy about holding the damn thing but it
was inert as long as pressure and heat weren't around. “Well, hopefully. I've
got another batch drying. The alcohol mush is a pain. Sure it makes a dandy
paste but grinding the stuff smooth makes me a little spooked.”


“Me
to, to bad we don't have a meat grinder. It'd work good and make pretty good
proportions,” Ryans said smiling.


“Sure,
now you tell me. Probably one in that cache you know,” Wanda replied bending
over to put the bowl on the ground. She looked around then shifted it away from
a trellis covered in tomatoes. “Course you could get Max to make one.”


“I'll
probably do that and one for the chefs. I wouldn't mind a decent burger.”


“Botulism?”
she asked.


“You
would bring food poisoning up,” he sighed shaking his head in annoyance.


“Here
goes,” she said, touching a long lighter to the compound. It didn't light. She
tried again frowning. “Ohhh kayy. What the hell did I do wrong?” she muttered.


“It's
probably still wet. It may take time...” Suddenly the compound flashed into a
bright light and then a lot of gray smoke. “Or not.”


“I
think that was some of the alcohol. We watered it down,” Wanda observed.


“You
watered the alcohol down?” Ryans asked slowly.


“Ah
yeah, just breathing that crap in will make you drunk you know,” Wanda said
turning an irritated glance his way. He sighed.


“Then
use a respirator Wanda. The water contaminated it,” he said.


“Crap.
Okay, I'll try.” Wanda picked the blackened bowl up and walked off muttering
darkly to herself. He shook his head and went back to his laptop.


<==={}------------>


Deidra
nodded politely to her mother and sister as she came into the room later in the
evening. “Have a nice walk?” Zara asked with a small smile.


“Hush,”
their mother said, knowing Deidra was in no mood to be teased. She was glad
that the walk had been brooded about though. “How did it go dear?”


“He
is sufficiently informed of uncle Rojer and his scheming,” Deidra replied,
smoothing her skirt out.


The
Queen nodded. That of course had been only part of the reason they had that
walk. “Will he aide us?”


Deidra
sighed. “I think he wishes to stay out of it. Stay out of any schemes or
scheming as he said. He is focused on getting the war over so he and his people
can leave.”


The
Queen's eyes narrowed. “He must get over such lofty goals.”


“Which,
winning the war or returning to Patria?” Zara asked looking from her mother to
her sister.


“Returning,
none can return. The portal is savage.”


“Mother
I wouldn't put anything past these gaijin. Patria has changed greatly since our
ancestors left there. You should watch the picture boxes they have. They have
video of their world and the cities. Such cities!” Zara said shaking her head.
“Towers of glass and iron touching the sky!”


The
Queen looked at her youngest daughter and then to Deidra. Deidra nodded and
then looked away. “Tis true mother, they have such places. Bridges of metal and
stone that span great rivers, machines to move goods in scales we would only
dream of and our merchants would envy.”


“They
could do a lot of that here,” Zara murmured. “If we could sufficiently entice
them to do so.”


“Some
may choose to stay,” Deidra replied. “We might be able to entice a few to stay
with word of a soft life and riches.”


“Force
is definitely out,” Zara said, shaking her head. Deidra nodded. “Any who try to
force them will run into the will of an angry bull rhinotrike in full musk. And
have as much luck surviving such rage,” Zara said. Deidra winced and then
nodded.


“What
about these wonder weapons and things they make?” the Queen asked. Zara gasped,
catching her mother's train of thought easily.


“Thinking
of using them against them mother?” Deidra asked, cocking her head and raising
an eyebrow. Her mother drummed her fingers against her armrest. “Don't mother.
They have greater weapons. The ones they make now are primitive. We will have
more but they will have better and are better trained to use theirs.”


“Don't
mother, don't. We owe them much and they have been kind to us. They try to help
our people and deserve respect,” Zara said earnestly.


“The
fate of our people is ever on my mind daughter,” the Queen said primly.


“It
is about honor,” Deidra replied locking her mother with her own intent gaze.
“Honor, theirs and ours. They honor us with their trust and aide. We must
return the honor and not betray them.”


“Tis
something to consider greatly mother,” Zara said softly. Slowly the Queen
nodded.
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Wanda
the chemist and Charlie the biochemist worked out an improved black powder
formula. They also turned open their labs, flooding the castle with ideas that
made many people confused but hopeful. Simple things were a hit, including
refined yeast and improved baking soda.


Cleaning
agents had their uses in the kitchen as well. Kitchen sink chemistry and
overhauling the food handling practices helped. The improvement in the quality
of the food was an instant hit with the castle denizens.


Of
course getting someone to install a sink with running water in the kitchen had
been out of the question for now but getting the kitchen staff to bathe and
clean themselves before cooking had helped, if not in flavor then in the
Terran's peace of mind... not to mention stomachs.


The
simple cleaning solutions they released were a big hit, not just with the
cleaning crews but also with the wig industry. Some of the castle court loved
powder white wigs and found that the bleach did a good job of brightening them.
Though one courtier found the hard way that dipping a wig in a watered down
solution overnight destroyed the pricey wig.


Most
of what the Terran chemists had released was from the stockpile the Terrans had
brought along, watered down or thinned with native materials to make it go
longer. It would be at least another week or two before they could get bleach
from scratch into full production. They had to wait that long because the raw
materials weren't in sufficient amounts in the capital for a production run. It
would be a month before they had enough to give it a shot. Aldonis, a native
who had some experience in chemistry was setting up the chemical works under
Wanda's supervision.


“Where
are you getting the saltpeter?” Perry asked at their next general meeting. They
had one every other night. He'd heard about Wanda's gunpowder show from Ryans
that morning.


Charlie
smiled. “Same place you told us, caves.” Mary gave her a look. “Bat guano, or the
equivalent.” Mary wrinkled her nose. “Mix high nitrate level manure with
limestone, then leach it through straw and water and you'll get potassium
nitrate. Run it through the leaching cradles a few times and you'll turn it
into a thick slurry,” Charlie explained to the uninitiated.


Mary
looked thoughtful for a moment then shook her head. “Where in the world did
you... Never mind. Chemistry class,” she smiled.


“Actually.
It was a cave,” Perry interrupted quietly. “A cave in West Virginia used by the
Confederates during the American civil war,” he explained. “Most of the
confederate gunpowder was made in those caves from the nitrates found there.
The Yankee's never suspected a thing,” he chuckled at Mary's dubious
expression.


“Organ
cave?” Charlie asked.


Perry
nodded. “You got it,” he replied. Charlie chuckled. “Been there?” he asked her
still smiling.


She
shook her head. “Nah, caught it on Discovery channel a while back. Beaut of a
cave though, I wanted to check it out someday,” she sighed. She loved spelunking.
Perry chuckled once more.


“We've
tested that method but we're going to try to improve on it. We're going to try
paper filtering,” Charlie said, getting back on track.


“Paper
filtering?”


“Just
like coffee.”


“Ah.
Well, if it doesn't work at least we'll have plenty of coffee filters,” Perry
quipped. Charlie snorted.


“Well,
the good news is I figured out where all that oil is coming from,” Mary called
as Perry started to walk off. He turned, suddenly interested.


“All
right, I'll bite, what oil?” he asked. She smiled and unrolled a scroll.


He
looked over her shoulder to see a plant. It looked like a cross between bamboo
and a fern.


“See
they call it a phoenix plant. It's hollow. It stores and secretes an oil. In
the spring the oil is full of sugars and it smells sweet. That attracts insects
to pollinate,” she explained.


“Okay,
that's nice Doc...” Perry said trying to move away. She grabbed his arm.


“Hold
on, I'm getting to the good part. See as the seasons change so does the oil.
When it rains in the late fall the water fills the open interior cavity and
mixes with the oil.”


He
wrinkled his nose. “And oil and water don't mix?”


“Cute.
No, that water pressure does something, I'm not sure. But from this it said it
turned the oil into something flammable. Very flammable,” she said with an evil
grin.


Suddenly
he got it. “Ah.”


“And
thinned out because of the water. Before it was thick.” She got up and went
over and picked up a lamp. “They harvest the oil for everything from heating
oil to lamps, to other things.” She tapped on the ceramic container.


“A
plant with 101 uses. Wait, why the phoenix plant then? Why is it called that?”
Perry asked, wrinkling his brow.


“Ah,
you got to the good part.” Mary smiled. “When it gets to fall it dries out.
When that happens it becomes extremely flammable. One spark and whoosh!” She
threw her hands up into the air. “But if it doesn't get a spark it will
spontaneously combust on its own. The native's aren't sure why. I think it's a
bacteria symbiosis that generates the requisite heat.”


“Okay...”
Perry said nodding patiently.


“The
plant has blisters on the inside of the chimney walls. When they heat up the
long tube sucks in cool air at its base and then releases smoke and hot air
up...”


He
nodded. “Like a chimney, yeah Doc, I get that.”


“Well
I am guessing it releases its spore pods in the smoke. These drift like
dandelion seeds on the thermals to a new place to land and settle in. The
parent plant's roots are buried deep and cut themselves off from the upper
plant like a weed being pulled. The ash nourishes them over the winter and
early spring when they sprout anew.”


“Ah.”


“It's
a big thing. They don't let them grow around buildings and on farms. Once they
start going off...”


“I
can imagine,” Perry said nodding.


“The
plant's got some fire making uses as well. I'm trying to get some so we can
give it a go with some of the stuff you want. The flash paper for one.”


He
blinked in sudden understanding. “Oh.”


“But
we're having trouble getting it. It is farmed in the wetlands south of here.
Apparently they use some sort of suction method to draw off the oils. That
keeps the plant from going up in flames. Unfortunately I can't get a look at
one... but if your men see one...”


“Oh.
Let me see that sketch of the plant again?”
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Gunny
Paris had his own headaches as he tried to get the latest batch of new recruits
into some semblance of order. “I'm so getting too old for this chicken shit,”
he muttered near the door to the barracks. There was a line of volunteers,
about fifty here. They were taking them in job lots now with only a cursory
exam. He'd even talked Maximus and the sheriff into turning over the capital's
tax evaders and other nonviolent criminals. Working their tail off in the army
was much better than starving in the dungeons or being tortured.


“Is
this necessary?” one of the men murmured to another.


“Yes,”
the Gunny growled. “Now zip it. No talking in line.”


“Yes,
sir,” one recruit said gulping. The Gunny glared.


“I'm
not an officer so don't sir me. But I'll let it slide this once. Get in the
chair,” He pointed. Gregory smiled, holding the clippers.


“Relax,
it won’t hurt,” he said, turning them on as the kid settled. The buzzing
startled the kid. He looked wide eyed at the small noise maker.


“Relax
I said,” Gregory cupped a hand under his chin then began to work on the kids
scalp. In moments he was down to stubble. “All done. Next?” he asked. The kid
got up and shook himself out.


“Out.
Line up with the others,” the Gunny ordered. “Smartly you jack ass. Move it!”
The kid picked up his pace, running disbelieving hands through his scalp.


“Was
he crying?” Ginger asked amused, looking in the direction the kid had run off.


“Probably,”
the Gunny snorted. “He's going to need to be a lot tougher if he's going to
hang.” He turned to the waiting line. “Who's next?”


<==={}------------>


“All
right you maggots listen up. We've got a lot to do, and only a little time to
do it in. This is introduction to being a soldier one oh one, aka boot camp.
Welcome to the most work you've ever done in your entire life. It's going to be
hell,” the Gunny growled gruffly. The Gunny looked at the crowd with a feral
smile. Some gulped.


“I'm
your instructor. You can call me Gunny or DI. DI stands for Drill Instructor.
The same goes for each of these people. They will serve as your instructors.”
He pointed to the instructors lined up in a neat row. They then fanned out to
stand on either side of each row. “When they tell you to jump you say how high
on the way up! You got it?”


“Sir,
yes sir!” the recruits bellowed. He smiled. “I'm glad someone's clued you in on
how things work. But just for old times’ sake, drop and give me twenty anyway.”
He pointed to the ground. “Now!”


<==={}------------>


Ryans
watched the Gunny at work. “I still think three weeks is a little short,” Perry
said sighing. The men were lined up in neat orderly rows. The Gunny took them
through their paces with his DIs having them turn left and right, and march.


“It's
the best we can do with what we got Lieutenant. We've got to get them out there
and use these as a nucleus to form the new military. Promotion is going to be
rapid. The DIs are going to have to be on the ball.” He shook his head. He
really didn't want to think about one bad apple and how that could frack up the
works.


“Once
we get through basic military discipline and physical fitness then we can add
first aid and other things as time allows. Marksmanship is going to be
interesting with so few guns.” Right now they were training with kits made out
of rocks to train the kids in endurance and build up their strength. The guns
were mock ups, just staffs cut in a general shape with a red tip on one end to
simulate the barrel.


“It's
not the guns as much as the limited ammo that concerns me actually,” Perry
snorted.


“Yeah.”


“Do
we have to go with an old style combat method?” Waters asked plaintively.
“Can't we go with a more modern one?”


“To
them this is modern. Hell it's beyond it. It's a hybrid, the best compromise we
can make now. I'm not sure they're structured for a modern style of combat
environment,” the Lieutenant replied. He had his own reservations about the
whole thing. They were taking kids from their families, stripping them down and
then building up a core belief around them. Three weeks was just too damn short
to get the old habits out and the new habits settled in. “The best we can do is
a Napoleonic era army.”


“Yeah
but that leaves us out in the open. My boys will get slaughtered,” the master
Sergeant sighed.


“No,
I think it will be the other way around actually,” Ryans mused. Waters looked
at him dubiously. “Remember, we've got rifles. Or we should if Max pulls
through.”


“God
I hope so. I'd hate to take these boys and girls in a head on charge hand to
hand,” Waters grumbled.


“Yeah
well, we're going to hold them back until we've got enough rifles or muskets to
make a difference,” Perry said.


“You
know a couple of the M-60 would do it.”


“Yeah,
but if they did it would send the wrong message. And the Duluth would get
slaughtered. Those that didn't would go hell for leather for the hills and be a
bitch to clean out,” Ryans replied. “I want them broken and bagged,” he
growled.


“Why
the hell do they drink so much beer?” Waters asked changing the subject. He
snorted. “I'd normally love it, heaven if it had a Maui beach and a couple of
girls with great...” He paused as Perry gave him a dirty look then smiled. “Ah,
for a later time.” He shook his head. Perry eyed him.


Ryans
snorted. “It's all to do with water actually.” They both looked to him. “Water
quality stinks in this civilization. So to prevent getting something from the
water they drink beer or ale. It's been boiled so much its clean. It can also
serve as their daily bread ration. The people of our time didn't connect
boiling water with cleaning it for a looong time,” he said.


The
Sarge snorted. “That I can believe. That swill we had before was nasty. Love in
a row boat... The stuff they have in the castle now...”


Ryans
nodded. “Remember, they don't have refrigeration, so they have to use it fast.
They brew small batches weekly or so, and then if it can't be kegged and buried
or stored in straw to be kept cool it's used fast. Poor places without access
to the hops flowers or with bad yeast have poor yields.”


“Ah.
And how do you know so much may I ask Mr. teetotaler?” the Sarge asked amused.
He'd never seen Ryans drink a drop, not even the wine they served during
dinner. When he even went to the dinners. Normally Ryans passed on them,
preferring to be out and about and picking up a meal at a random place and
time.


Perry
eyed Ryans. “I was wondering that too.”


Ryans
chuckled. “Well, I was asked to invest in a microbrewery a while back. Did my
homework. Even watched a Good Eats episode about it. Didn't like the odds.”


Perry
nodded. “Well, you'll never know when the oddest things come to the surface and
prove useful,” Perry said. The Sarge nodded.


“Still
doesn't solve my problem though, how the hell do we keep beered up recruits
from killing each other?” Waters asked. He was really not looking forward to
instilling fire discipline in a bunch of half liquored kids.


Ryans
sighed. “Well, they have an anathema to straight water,” he said. They nodded.
They'd seen it on the trip here with the princesses and other refugees. He
shrugged. “Pasteurized milk in the morning might work. I dunno though, you have
to remember, they have literally grown up drinking beer, so they probably have
a high blood alcohol tolerance.”


The
Sarge nodded. “Just what I need, milk for mama's boys,” he sighed.


“Wait,
pasteurized?” Perry asked. He gave Ryans a look then shook his head, hands up.
“Nope I don't want to know.” They chuckled at that.


<==={}------------>


“The
King is recovering,” Baron Muchinson said, pacing. Duke Rojer ignored the man's
pacing as he thought about that. It was true; the gaijin doctor had his brother
off what she called life support and actually moving around. He was still
infirm but better, having even lost some weight.


Rojer
rubbed his goatee covered jaw as he stared out into the night view beyond his
window. Indeed something had to be done, his plan of pulling his brother down,
stepping into his place and rallying his people to victory to cement his rule
was in danger of being undone.


Muchinson
was a hot head, preferring to act without thinking. He was a semi-useful tool
that if not carefully handled could quickly outlive his usefulness. And like
all semi-useful tools he could easily cut the user. Rojer didn't really blame
the Baron, he was who he was. He knew he would blame himself if he was
inadvertently cut. Right after he mourned the poor sap's death of course.


 Rojer
of course was more cautious, wanting to feel out the situation. Still the need
to act, to stimulate something to get a response he could study was appealing.


“There
is little we can do,” the Duke said, smiling politely. Telling Muchinson there
was little they could do was precisely something the Baron didn't want to hear
of course.


“These
gaijin are taking over!” the baron grumbled, kicking at the carpet. The Duke
winced. “I need to do something not just stand idly by...”


“My
dear baron to do otherwise is to invite your own destruction now. Their
majesties have decreed the gaijin sacrosanct. None may touch them and live.”


“There
has to be a way,” Muchinson growled.


“Indirect
methods are the only ones possible. But I caution you to have more patience. We
must watch and be ready,” Rojer counseled. He manipulated the Baron expertly
into feeling upset and resentful over the gaijin upstarts and what they were
doing to their society. “That should properly stir the pot for a while,” he
murmured to Selena when the baron departed. She smiled to him and nodded.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur
snarled as he stared at the runner. He handed the message roll to Uuôden. “So,
Andreas is gravely ill. But not by our hand.”


“The
capital spies reported in my liege?” Uuôden asked, stroking his beard.


“Indeed,
finally. I received word a moment ago,” the young King growled in disgust.
“Andreas's collapse couldn't have come at a better time. It will certainly
divide the court. With his son and heir dead it will be a free for all,” he
grinned savagely. “It seems Thorvald's actions were fortuitous after all,” he
growled.


He
didn't like the other news though. He scowled blackly at his armor hanging
nearby. Uuôden scanned the text and then frowned. “Gaijin? With strange weapons
and magic carts?” he looked up to his King in confusion.


“I
believe it explains the strange reports we've heard,” Art’ur said, waving a
dismissive hand. His right hand curled into a ball before rubbing at his chin.
The gaijin were a new problem.


“Can
they truly be of concern?” Baron Fargut asked, taking the roll from the general
to look it over. It was cursedly bereft of vital information. Just bare facts,
laid out in a few short sentences. He read it out loud and then tossed the
paper aside onto a nearby table. It skittered across the surface, curling
around itself before falling to the carpeted floor. The King had had time to
take his pick of the loot his people were gathering. Smaller castles in the
area had already fallen.


“Right
now they are a treasure we can bargain for,” Viscount Wesdt said, taking his
helmet off as he brushed aside the entrance flaps as he entered. He saluted his
liege with a fist over his chest. “I have heard rumors of gaijin traveling the
land between here and the capital of the Imperium my liege.”


“And
you didn't report it earlier?” the King asked, suddenly furious.


Uuôden
glared at the viscount. Wedst was a capable field commander but knew not when
to hold his tongue, or so he thought. “It was rumor only my Dominus. Strange
tales of carts that moved with no animals to pull them. A wives tales told to
intrigue others, or so I thought until this confirmed it,” he said indicating
the report.


“They
promise wonder weapons,” the general said. “Yet it mentions no details. Could
they be promising these to quell unrest?” he asked.


“Possibly
but I doubt it. Gaijin are dangerous. They are valued for their knowledge and
bloodlines,” the baron replied. “I suggest your majesty order the spies to dig
further,” he said. He wasn't happy about their army being pinned down in this
bloody siege. So far the Duke of Emroy had been wily, a capable man who had
husbanded his resources to protect the town and keep.


The
main army was pinned, surrounding the duchy with their weight. Small cohorts
had gone out to raid nearby villages and towns but now his men were having to
go further and further afield to find provisions since the area was now
deserted, the fields laid barren and empty. Soon weeds would be springing up.
The water was becoming fouled by the wastes from the army as well. If they were
not careful the phoenix plant would take root near and spread like wildfire.
Should that happen and the field catch fire...


“The
spies are in the town, not the keep,” Uuôden sighed. “The one servant in the
keep his majesty had carefully placed died in the winter from a bad fall.”


“Wonder
weapons,” the King finally scoffed, shaking his head. “Fairy tales, nothing
more. Stuff and nonsense. A sharp sword and stout men before you is all you
need.”


“It
is to be expected that the Imperium would lunge for the new and untried my
Dominus. But we must ever be wary,” Uuôden cautioned. He for one was wary of
something these gaijin could come up with. Something using the phoenix plant
could wreak havoc with his men and animals.


“Order
the spies to set fire to what they can to delay the Imperium's preparations.
Foul their water and food. Sabotage. And get me the plans for these wonder
weapons. We shall see what they intend and prepare counter weapons,” the King
ordered.


“Yes
my Dominus,” Uuôden nodded.


When
he was finished passing on orders the King ordered the nobles out and then ordered
a slave in. The ten year old girl was escorted in by his handpicked royal guard
bound, pushed over to fall at the feet of her new sovereign. She squirmed on
the ground, kicking to try to get to her knees and sobbing. He had ordered her
up from a distant village; she was so far untouched by other hands. It was time
to rectify that, he thought, needing the distraction to relax. “Kneel before me
slave,” he murmured undoing his belt. Her fingers wiggled uselessly. She was
dressed in a ragged dress, better than a peasant's dress but not a ladies
proper outfit. A bar wench perhaps? He thought and then dismissed the idle
interest as unworthy of him. It didn't matter anyway; she wouldn't live long
unless she greatly pleased him. “I have need of your talented tongue,” he
smirked at her, grin widening as she whimpered at his feet.


<==={}------------>


“War
is the mother of all invention,” Ryans muttered. He and Perry were having a bit
of a get together, trying to figure out how to beat modern technology and
concepts into medieval minds. Apparently it wasn't going well for either of
them.


Perry
pointed out that they were trying to reprogram a medieval society with modern
equipment when they didn't have the mental flexibility for it. He pointed out
the Magna Carta, industrial revolution, etc.  “Each of these things came
but their influence took time to seep into the minds of the people. We're
throwing way too much at them all at once.” He'd recently run into hellacious
resistance from the growing officer corps.


Ryans
nodded. “I agree, but the only other choice is to run and hide.” He pointed to
the mountains in the distance. “You and I both know that's not an option.”
Neither man wanted to go up against the alien animals in the mountains again.


Perry
reluctantly agreed. “I guess misery loves company.”


Ryans
chuckled. “More likely many hands make light work.” He waved to the town. “Did
you get the uniform situation sorted out?”


Perry's
face soured. “Yes and no. We've got a basic uniform worked out; the textile
mills are working on it now. Max's changes there have made some impact but it's
too soon to tell. Just having everyone in one uniform is a tough sell for some.
The boots are a problem though, they've got rubber but the whole vulcanization
thing is apparently new. And getting the cobblers to move to an industrial
format is... not working.” He rubbed his brow. A lot of the artisans were
entrenched in their ways, having known no other way. They were quite frankly
scared of change.


“All
right, I'll go over it with the... ah hell, I'll find someone. I've got the TOE
of the court in my files. I'll bet there's some minister or lord I can go to,”
Ryans sighed. He avoided talking with the royals as much as possible. Duke
Rojer had hit him up a few times but so far he'd declined due to other pressing
concerns.


Perry
smiled sourly. “Fun isn't it?”


Ryans
rolled his eyes. “Don't get me started,” he sighed. He shook his head and then
looked out the window. After a moment he continued.


“So
for each man's kit we've got a change of clothes, food for two days, canteen...
wait,” he frowned. “Since it's almost summer make that two canteens,” he said
He made a note as both military men nodded. “Cleaning gear, Hygiene kit,
bedroll, chain mail armor, helmet, folding shovel, first aid kit, and a
sheathed dagger... What about ranged weapons?” Ryans asked looking up from the
list.


“So,
we've got what? Slings, long bows, cross bows, and even Sun Tzu Chinese machine
gun bows for ranged weapons?” Perry asked. He wrinkled his nose at the thought
of such antiquated tech. The fact that the Imperium had just reinvented the
cross bow a century ago wasn't lost on him. Under the Terran guidance the
Imperium army was focusing on ranged weapons over melee weapons. They wanted to
tear the enemy up from afar and beat them in a battle of maneuver, wearing them
down. There would be hell to pay if the enemy ever managed to close with them
though.


“Don't
forget  boomerangs, spears and a few other toys,” the Sergeant deadpanned.
He'd seen all of them tested out. He wasn't impressed with the boomerangs but
some of the spears weren't too shabby. “That is if we can't get muskets and
rifles out.”


“Not
helping,” Ryans sighed.


“Sorry,”
Waters said with a tired smirk.


“According
to the chemists we should have some more black powder to test tomorrow. Enough
for a hundred shots. If it works we'll put it together with the first musket
and give it a shot,” Perry smiled. He was still at odds with Maximus on the
design of the uniform. He'd lobbied for a simple Terran style approach,
camouflage pants, shirt, and jacket. Unfortunately Maximus had buttonholed the
general and King and these three great masters of war had insisted some
traditions just had to be kept no matter what. Which was why each Decurion was
going out with a roman leather skirt, two shirts, a chain mail shirt, shin
guards, and a cape. Heaven help these kids if they got bogged down in muddy
terrain.


“Cute,”
Ryans said chuckling.


“Huh?
Oh,” Perry replied laughing.


<==={}------------>


Their
second week in the capital Ryans and Perry were directed to a pair of
innovators in town. These two were the cream of the crop apparently, beyond the
artisans Max had met. They were so valuable that others made appointments and
came to them, even their lieges. They went to the giant warehouse feeling
amusement. Inside they blinked at the various mechanical wonders all over the
room. The entire building was covered in various contraptions and models of
contraptions. Even the ceiling was covered with hanging contraptions made of
the local bamboo or paper or other cellulose products. Many were reminiscent of
Leonardo da Vinci. Parchment drawings were tacked up everywhere, sometimes ten
or twenty pages thick.


“Can
I help you gentlemen?” a woman asked. She was wearing a simple green dress with
a leather apron over it. She wiped her hands on a rag.


“Working
on a project?” Perry asked.


“You
are a soldier?” she asked. “Perhaps an officer?” she asked, studying him.
“Strange dress... a gaijin?” she suddenly asked, eyes intent. Perry nodded,
smiling politely. Her eyes lit. “Come, come!” she waved them forward excitedly.


She
showed them to a side room where she and her husband were working on a suit of
articulated, gilded armor. There were multiple sets, two pairs for humans, and
one giant armor plated behemoth. The creature looked alive, but after a moment
of study they realized it was a statue.


“Nice,”
Ryans murmured in appreciation and nodded. He took in the glittering
overlapping plate armor. It was flexible, able to articulate and move. It was
precision work, even the fingers had coverings. Chain mail covered the
vulnerable joints of the animal. “I'd hate to have to run into one of these on
the battlefield.” He smiled and bobbed a bow to the proprietress.


She
was all smiles. An older man was hammering at something in the back. She called
him out. He grumbled but came out wiping his hands. When he saw the visitors
his eyes widened in delight.


“Out
worlders!” he exclaimed in awe. “I heard you were here. Remember Anna? Mistress
Thorn told us only this morrow!” he turned to his wife.


Her
eyes were wide. She turned a keen glance on each of them. They nodded.


“My
name is Eugene Ryans. I am the civilian leader of our team. This is Lieutenant
Perry, my military counterpart,” Ryans said making introductions. He waved
politely to Perry who straightened and nodded.


“Pleased
to meet you,” Perry smiled. “We were told you make many things and you would be
the ones to talk to about reproducing some of our tech.” He tapped his gun.


The
inventors bowed. The wife was blushing. Her husband smiled. “We do our humble
best.”


“Well,
the Kingdom is under attack and the King asked us to aide in this war. We're
going to pull out some of our technology to upgrade the King's soldiers.”


“Why
we've wanted to do that for ages!” the wife said jumping up and down excitedly.
“Haven't we Martin?”


The
husband chuckled. “That we have. We've been working on a self powered cart.” He
went over and brushed aside a tent of parchments before he picked up a model
and carried it over.


It
was a turtle shaped vehicle, with six wheels and a chimney. “Steam powered?”
Ryans asked looking it over. They had even built in a dragon's head into the thing.


“Steam?”
the husband asked confused.


“Water,”
Ryans replied. He pointed to what was obviously the boiler. “You heat water
here, and then when it gets hot it pushes this which turns this.” He pointed to
the gears and then to the wheels.


“You
know of this?” the wife asked amazed. He smiled.


“I
had a toy train when I was five.”


Ryans
was amused by the da Vinci couple's steam toy. He explained about steam tech,
including weapons, trains, and other things. They were at first bemused, but he
pulled out a laptop from the bag he had been carrying. They were amazed by it.
“Steam?” the wife asked. He shook his head. He pulled up a video of his nephews
at a train show. The da Vinci's were amazed. He explained the principle of a
piston, which they easily grasped, then the power of steam and valves. He
cautioned them about having a governor to regulate the flow of steam to keep
the boiler from exploding. This got them excited. Mr. da Vinci explained that
they had had a boiler explode when it became red hot when left unattended. He
left them, amused... They were oblivious, chattering, drawing, and writing.


“Wait,
wait...” Martin said. He pulled them back in for more talks.


Ryans
found out that they were responsible for many of the local advances in the past
ten years. The two of them had created Archimedes screws to use in the fields
to irrigate crops that were hard to irrigate due to location. They had also
engineered a primitive hand pump made out of bamboo and leather for deep water
wells. Recently they had updated that design to be powered by animals on a
treadmill or wheel. They were the ones responsible for the treadmills in the
castle kitchens, the ones with the animals that turned the spit. They had
created many of the cranes used in the city, and pioneered the first water
pumped fire brigade, though they used lead pipes to direct the water.


The
husband was actually a child survivor of a wreck, which surprised him. Perry
came along and nodded. “Not safe after dark boss,” he murmured. Perry quietly
pointed out a mugger which made Ryans nod.


“Gotcha.”


<==={}------------>


Sergio
asked about the remarkable lack of organized religion in this, a feudal
society. Zara explained that when the Europeans first came, others were already
here. She related the story of a lay priest who had organized his flock into a
small village in the forest. When he had seen the animals he had said they were
in the devil's playground and had tried to exorcise them. He was leading a
sermon when a basilisk attacked, the priest tried to exorcise it while
his flock fled but was cut down. Sergio winced.


“After
that the survivors fled and were taken in by a small group of survivors living
in a hill fort. They had been living in hardship for some time, seeing their
numbers dwindle. The survivors were of a different religion. Another group of
gaijin’s known as Huns were also taken in a month later. When the people began
to fight over religion, Herod, the leader of the clan at that time put an end
to it. He decreed that anyone may worship as they choose and none shall oppose
them.” She shrugged. “That's how it came to be.”


“Ah,”
Sergio nodded. Wanda did as well. “I take it Herod was an ancestor of yours
princess?”


She
nodded smiling. “But of course. He is known now as Herod the Great and wise. He
founded this Kingdom.” She waved proudly. “He was once a Roman slave as a child
on Patria but rose to become a great leader.”


“Thought
so. Smart guy. I wish I could have met him,” Sergio smiled.


<==={}------------>


Doc
pointed out a mongoloid. A lady in waiting told them he was a merc. His people
came on horses; they were one of the few that brought any in number. They still
spoke their own language and were nomadic, preferring to stay on the steppes.
From time to time they traded or raided villages on the outer borders with the
steppes. They made excellent guards and soldiers.


Doc
speculated on the various people. Even American Indians were represented. Ryans
explained to her about the vortex, that it moved along the magnetic ley lines
of the planet according to a pattern they were not sure about. It was possibly
linked to solar and magnetic activity. It was also attracted to concentrations
of magnetic objects, such as the meteor in Canada, and Bermuda.


“Yeah,
but why so many Europeans? Why not more Africans or American Indians, or
Chinese?” Doc asked.


He
frowned, thinking before answering. “Well, I'm not sure about the Asians, we
don't have a fair enough sampling for comparison remember,” he cautioned. She
grimaced and then reluctantly nodded. “But as for the others, I have a
hypothesis.”


“Oh
do enlighten me,” Doc said, lips pursed then smiling. “I'm all ears.”


“Well,
civilizations differ, as do population density. What I mean is that you've got
a lot more people in a modern medieval society versus in an Indian village,” he
said. Her eyes widened then she looked thoughtful.


“True,”
she finally said and nodded.


“Same
for African villages. It doesn't hold water with Chinese or some other cultures
though. I'm not sure...”


“But
you're right, we don't have sufficient data,” she replied and nodded once more.


“And
there's one other point, it... I mean the vortex preferred to stick around
Bermuda half the time or the magnetic poles. That's why I built the platform
there in the Atlantic,” Ryans said with a shrug.


“That
also helps explain the concentration of Europeans,” she said nodding, then
paused. “So ships and planes that disappeared in the triangle?”


“Some
may have come here, but most were probably hit with EMP from the vortex and
were lost... and the weather around the vortex could have knocked them down to
the bottom of the ocean,” Ryans replied. He for one wouldn't want to be in a
wooden or metal ship or aircraft getting repeatedly struck by bolts of
lightning.


She
shivered. “Not a good way to go. Lost, confused, in pain, with a million miles
of ocean around and on your last gasp of gas.”


He
nodded. “Yeah. Nasty.”


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc366220231]Chapter 8


 


As
they settled in, princess Deidra acidly commented about courtiers and ladies in
waiting swooning over the Terrans. Charlie shrugged it off. “It's actually to
be expected, we're something new and exciting. Celebrities,” she said. She'd
noticed some of the younger generation were now emulating the Terran dress and
style. Many were forgoing the layers of makeup and clothing, scandalizing the
older generation. That amused the hell out of her, but apparently most of the
other Terran's didn't care, they were too busy with their various projects to
notice the growing rift. Deidra noted her little sister and ladies in waiting
following Ryans around and stormed off.


“Jealous?”
the chemist asked Doc.


“Well,
will wonders never cease,” Doc murmured watching as Deidra chased the other
women off and then chewed out Ryans for not working. He looked abashed and made
a hasty retreat.


“She's
gotta stop being a shrew sometime. Being a bitch isn't exactly helpful to her
cause,” Charlie said sighing.


“You
attract more flies with honey than vinegar you mean,” Doc said smiling.


“I
must have missed that one,” the Queen said, startling them. They turned and
stepped aside, nodding politely to her. She smiled graciously, taking in the
sight of Deidra standing in the courtyard fuming as Ryans retreated. She
sighed. “She does have my temper and tongue, more so now than ever.” She shook
her head and walked off, with ladies and guards following in her wake.


<==={}------------>


“Medical
emergency! Barracks!” Ryans started, then looked up. “Damn it, we need a crash
cart stat!” he heard over the radio.


Lips
pursing he went at a trot to see what the hell was going on. Lewis rushed up
the path carrying a duffel. She knocked a pair of men to the ground as she
passed them. “Damn it,” Ryans swore, then keyed his radio when people blocked
the path. “Six to five, status report.”


After
a moment a voice answered. “Ah, is this on?”


“Who
the hell is that?” the Gunny said looking around. He looked up to Ryans'
window. “We've got a situation here boss. Perry is down.”


“Fuck.
Be right there,” Ryans said rushing out.


He
arrived at a run just behind Sue. The Gunny stopped him near the door. A crowd
was beginning to form at the door. “What the hell happened Gunny?”


“Some
idjet gave Perry some chow. He took one bite and dropped thrashing. Waters is
on it.”


Ryans
peered over his shoulder to see a mix of bodies. The Master Sergeant was busy
doing CPR reps on the Lieutenant. Sue elbowed him aside and stuck a giant
needle right into the officer's chest. The Gunny and Ryans winced.


“Adrenalin.
Shit hurts like a sumbitch but it might get him over it,” the Gunny muttered.


“Poison?”
Ryans asked.


“Yeah
think?” the Gunny snarled, giving him a 'what are you, stupid?' look before
going back to watching the show. Lewis continued to use the respirator on the
officer, carefully timing the squeezes of the bulb. “I induced vomitting right
away to try to get it out. Some may have stuck in his mouth.”


Crap,”
Ryans grimaced. Doc checked his pulse and then nodded, looking relieved. Lewis
seemed to sigh explosively at that.


“Looks
like he's through the first hump. Shit's potent I guess,” Waters said coming
over. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Fucker who gave it to him is dead. When
we went to help the Lieutenant he tripped and fell in his own mush.”


“Oh
he did did he?” Ryans asked. He knew damn well it wasn't the truth. He just
wasn't sure if he should quibble about it or not.


Waters
held up a hand. “God's honest truth. I know, I'd like to get the bastard behind
him. But well...”


“Water
over the dam, Master Sergeant,” Ryans nodded.  He would have liked to have
had a living man to interrogate but what was done was done. He stepped aside to
let a team get by with a stretcher. The team worked quickly to transfer the
officer to the stretcher then pick him up.


“Doc?”
he asked as they exited. She paused.


“He's
alive. For how long I don't know. I can't even tell you what it was. Neurotoxin
possibly. Maybe something else but I doubt it. Paralytic definitely. Lewis
pumped his stomach with the hose so I'll get this to Charlie.” She held up a
small vial with brownish food bits in it.


“I'll
do that Doc, stay with the patient,” Ryans said, taking the vial.


“Yeah,
I dunno about this damn world,” Sue growled, walking off at a trot.


<==={}------------>


He
was waiting outside the medical tower when Doc came out an hour later. She
looked tiredly at him, then ran her hands through her hair.


“He'll
live. He's stable and comfortable. Whatever did that was a short term thing.
Charlie's checking a blood sample against the food sample now. It's definitely
a neurotoxin, nasty thing. Locks up the muscles. The victim strangles to death
unable to breathe.”


“The
Catawba,” a burly guard said wrinkling his nose. They looked over to him. “An
assassin's weapon. It is widely known. At one time it was used to cull animals
for the harvest. After an hour the flesh was pure of the poison.”


“Well,
that's good to know,” Sue said smiling. She gave the guard a wary look. He
shrugged.


She
turned her attention back to Ryans. “Senji and Tau had an antidote but it's
some holistic thing. I had Charlie check it; it's a plant that saps the poison
out. We made a tea and doused him with it. Seems to help. He's going to have a
hard time talking for a while.”


“Long
term damage?”


“Well,
his trachea isn't too happy. He's got some scratches and bruising from the
stomach pump as well. The tissue in his throat was pretty swollen so I'm afraid
Lewis wasn't to gentle with the trachea tube.”


“At
least he's alive,” Ryans sighed. “When will he...” he said, walking with the
Doc to the hall.


Sue
shook her head and brushed the bangs out of her eyes irritably. “Give him a
couple of days. Damn it Eugene, I don't know what the hell to say. I'm not even
sure he'll even be able to move!” She threw her hands up in the air. He
grimaced. A lot of their plans were riding on Perry.


“All
right. Note to self, hell to the entire group, don't take food from strangers,”
he said. He grimaced as she snorted and then nodded.


“Did
you find out who was behind it?” she finally asked.


“Unfortunately
no, dead end. Literally,” he grimaced. “Waters checked, the guy was a new
recruit. Literally new, but he was obviously targeting Perry personally.”


“Think
it was Duluth?” Sue asked.


Ryans
frowned before he shrugged at the thought. “I'm more worried about our so
called friends.” He looked away. “Doc, do you know the history of the
handshake?”


“Um...
What the hell does that have to do with this?”


“It's
a roundabout thing, I'll get to in a second. Do you know the history?” he
asked, turning to her. She shook her head. “Way way back when people would
greet each other. To show that they were unarmed and had good intentions they
shook hands. They used their right hand to show that it was clean.”


“Um...”


“It's
an old custom Doc, going back centuries. What just occurred to me is that not
one, not one person here has offered to shake our hand. No one.” He frowned as
she blinked at him. “It makes it kind of hard to know who to trust doesn't it?”
he asked whimsically.


“Oh
that's just sooo good to know,” Sue snarled. Her hands shook. “What the hell do
we do?” she demanded. So much for sleeping tonight. She'd prop the damn chest
and chair up against the door. Of course that didn't account for any secret
passages... She shivered. On second thought she'd sleep in the damn camper.
Maybe... no, there wasn't enough room for Perry there. Fortunately Galloway was
up and filling in for him for now.


“We
take it one day at a time. But when I get a chance we're going to rough out a
better GOTH plan just in case it ever gets nasty with our friends.” He snuck a
look at some of the lords in the hall. They were drinking and talking off to
one side. Sue looked, then looked back to him nodding.


“Good,
and you're right, no food from strangers.”


He
smiled. “That a request for me to cook Doc?” he asked. She laughed.


“Something
like that. I'm just glad you can't burn water.”


He
mock scowled. “Cute Doc, real cute.”


<==={}------------>


Baron
Muchinson was angry about the failed assassination attempt. He was disturbed
that the gaijin had saved the fallen man and had stopped taking food from
others and returned to eating their own rations. He was vexed over the lack of
progress on his armor, and being thwarted in getting his hands on the new
weapons didn't help his fraying temper any. Perry had firmly told him no the
day before his unfortunate accident and he had not been pleased about being
denied such wonder weapons. He was also not used to a low born telling him no.


The
show the gaijin had put on a week ago had been an eye opening and nerve
wracking thing. He, like the others, had taken a mount and a few guards and
thought of the demonstration as a picnic, a time to converse with his fellows
while away from the eyes and ears of the castle. He hadn't been impressed with
the metal and strange material weapons the gaijin carried. Some sort of
modified crossbow he had thought.


The
animals the Imperium lords had rode to the hillside with their retinue had been
duly impressed by the noise. They panicked when the weapons had made their
thunderous noise, bucking and turning about, stomping one unfortunate steward
into gruel before throwing their riders. More than one lord had been unseated
unceremoniously and left spitting in the dust as their mounts charged off to
who knows where.


Of
course the gaijin and army men had smothered their laughter and helped their
betters to their feet and gone on with the demonstration. The man that had been
killed was beyond help.


When
the shocking demonstration had finished he had like his fellows tried to bribe
the gaijin to get a weapon of their own but had been cruelly denied his just
due. Now he had to think of something else and thinking was not his strong
suit. Mother had done that for him for far too long he realized. She'd told him
to go off and play and let her focus on the workings of the court. Now she was
dead and he was finding himself leaning on the Duke far more than he probably
should. He realized his failings, knew he was a man of action. “Someday,” he
muttered darkly, looking up to the window of the room where the gaijin
lieutenant slept. “Someday,” he growled and stalked off.


<==={}------------>


Gunny
Paris studied a teen with moderate to severe acne scars. Puberty had definitely
not been kind in that regard, though the lad had a strikingly buff body. The
kid was good, smart; he rarely made the same mistake twice. He adapted to the
new tech like a fish to water, sucking it up. “Tiberius right? Think he's for
the officer candidate program?” Waters asked nodding his chin to the lad as
they watched Paterson put the latest group through their paces. Another platoon
was marching around the quad, working on their drilling skills.


Paris
shrugged. “Beats me. I'm just the hired help. I think we should bump him up to
squad leader and see how he hacks it.”


“He's
quiet,” Waters observed, watching the lad help one of his team mates on the
improvised obstacle course. “But he does show leadership potential,” he
admitted as the other kid got over the wall and kept going.


“Yeah,
that he does. He doesn't jaw at you or anything, just listens intently,” the
Gunny said. “Worried he's a spy?” he finally asked, staring at the lad.


“No,”
Waters finally said. “But it's something we have to be on the lookout for. I
think he's just a smart cookie. Someone told him to keep his ears open and his
trap shut if he wanted to survive this I bet,” he said.


“Maybe,”
Paris replied reluctantly.


Waters
turned away. “Make him the squad leader. Let's see what he can do.”


“I
hate rushing this shit,” the Gunny sighed. Twenty two hours in a day, five days
in a week... they didn't have the time they needed to not only get to know the
kids but to let them get to know and trust them. Trust in their leadership and
teach them to listen.


“We
work with what we've got. Squad leader,” Waters said with a nod. “I'll deal
with the paperwork.”


“Right,”
the Gunny replied. He didn't envy Waters; the Master Sergeant was also trying
to deal with the so called officer training program. So far most of the
candidates were nobles or sons of nobles with delusions of grandeur and no
interest in following orders. All they wanted to do was rush off for glory and
loot. Having an upstart in their ranks could get interesting. It'd be hell on
the kid but if he was tough he'd handle the hazing and come out even stronger
than before.


<==={}------------>


Ryans,
Sydney, Zara, and Deidra discussed Herod the Great. The kids were a quiet audience,
watching from the sidelines. Zara explained that he was a former Roman slave
who survived when the town was laid waste by disease and people fled into the
wilderness. When a new crop of people crossed over he used his knowledge to
become their leader.


Deidra
was annoyed with Zara; the girl was spending entirely too much time with the
gaijin. She'd come in to berate them all for wasting their time but had become
intrigued by Sydney's teaching and her sharp tongue had been quelled.


Zara
was dressing too much like the gaijin these days. Without the sharp guiding
hand of Druzilla or nana she was flouting traditional garb and makeup. She
sometimes borrowed an outfit from the gaijin Paterson. She even washed her
outfits in the gaijin's machinery. It was both amusing and vexing all in one
package.


“It
was he that united the various cultures into one group by outlawing slavery and
banning a state religion. He also wanted democracy but was made King,” Zara said
proudly. “He called it emperor but others changed it to King.”


 “They
needed a strong central leader,” Ryans noted with a nod.


Sydney
looked amused. “Yeah, I can see that I guess,” hHe sniffed. “People always
flock to power though.”


“True,”
Ryans nodded. “Also to the security and comfort of having someone in charge who
knows what he's doing. Who has the bigger picture.”


“So
is this where the whole marriage thing comes in?” Sydney asked. The princesses
stiffened.


Ryans
sighed and rubbed his brow. “Sydney...”


“What?
Oh bollocks, I put my foot right into it didn't I?” he asked looking at the
girls.


“Typical,”
Ryans snorted. “Sorry ladies but we're ignorant of the custom and he's...
curious.” He glanced at Sydney who nodded. “So am I for that matter.”


Zara
gave both men a look as Deidra looked away, then brushed her skirt and got up.


“If
you'll excuse me,” she murmured as they got up. She left without a backwards
glance.


“Did
I hit a nerve? I said I was sorry,” Sydney said.


“Yeah,
I'll say,” Ryans sighed.


“So
what's this about? We can't keep going around stumbling in the dark. Toes get
trodden on enough here as it is,” Sydney said. He for one was heartily sick of
the crap.


Zara
frowned then nodded. “Herod...” she cleared her throat. “Herod saved a woman's
life. She was a new immigrant and was pregnant. Her husband was dead. basilisk.”
She frowned. “He married her and instituted Vitas Sodalis...”


“Ah.
Okay. So that explained it.”


“She
had twins, Herod named them Romulus and Remus.”


Ryans
nodded in appreciation. “Right out of Roman mythology. Cute.”


“Yeah,”
Sydney nodded. He opened his mouth but the exasperated look from the princess
made him close it. “A story for another day I suppose. You were saying
princess?”


“Yes,”
she nodded smoothing the wrinkles in her skirt. “I was saying that Herod had
two boys. They grew up. One day they saved a pair of sisters.”


“Ah.
I take it...”


“No,
they didn't marry,” Zara shook her head. “They were too young their father
said. But they joked about it. Then, well... there was an accident and the
girl’s father was killed building the outer wall of the capital.”


Ryans
eyed her. “Herod had the women move into the keep as part of his household.”
Zara shook her head.


Sydney
frowned. “Ah. And then?”


“No...
Actually it was during a trip to a nearby land. Duluth actually, Remus met the
Dominus and they tried to force him to marry their... ah... ugly daughter.”


Sydney
snorted.


“Tried
to cement the two Kingdoms and get a line in on the Imperium throne. I take it
that didn't go over well?” Ryans asked amused.


“No,”
Zara looked like she was ready to giggle. “No, She was fat and ugly... like a basilisk.
Or so I was told.”


“Oh
boy, Yeah...Talk about a diplomatic mess in the making,” Sydney sighed. “Hell I
for one wouldn't want to wake up next to that every morning!”


“Right,”
Zara nodded, giving him a quelling look. “He got out of the marriage by
insisting he had saved the life of a princess in his own land and was betrothed
to her. His father had created the precedent.”


“Ah,
he talked his way out of it. Cute.” Sydney said softly. “Bet you wish you were
that smart,” he said eying Ryans. Ryans didn't rise to the bait. He'd made it
clear the diplomatic immunity negated the Vita Sodalis but apparently the Queen
had ignored the message.


“Yes
well, when Remus sent word and word of the Dominus's daughter Herod reluctantly
agreed. However when Remus came back he was wed to Sejini. His parents
insisted,” she grimaced.


“Ah.
And therefore his brother and her sister...”


Zara
nodded. “They were also wed. And that didn't go over well with Romulus or his
new wife. They fought quite often it was said. Romulus was quite bitter with
his brother for the marriage as well. He had fallen in love with another and
wasn't happy about being forced into a loveless marriage.”


Ryans
winced. He could relate. “Ah.”


“When
Herod died the Kingdom was split in two. But Romulus was quite angry still.
When he had had enough of his wife's sharp tongue he cut it out in a drunken
rage one night.” The men winced at that.


“He
sent it to his brother. Remus went to war at his wife's urging. It was to save
her sister. The war was brutal and lasted several years. Hasana and her
daughter fled the castle through a secret passage when it was under siege. They
met up with Remus who used the passage to get in and kill his brother.”


“That
was here?” Ryans asked. He was keenly interested in the secret passages of this
warren. If there were any, Zara had just confirmed that the natives knew and
had made use of them.


Zara
shook her head. “No, it was in duchy Rojer. Although it wasn't known as that of
course.”


“Ah.”


“Hasana
became the duchess there with her daughter. Remus supplanted them with his
youngest son but his eldest died with fire head. He was forced to bring his
youngest son Cedric the younger back to the capital.”


“Ah.
So Hasana's heirs inherited the Rojer duchy once more? But they were bitter?”


“Exactly,
Sejani died in childbirth a short time later. They didn't communicate with the King
for some time. Even when there was famine they didn't ask for aid.”


“Ah,
the sins of pride,” Sydney sighed.


Zara
sighed. “Yes, many suffered on both sides.”


“So
that's why your sister isn't amused? Precedence?” Ryans asked.


“Well,
the law has been enacted twice more. The second time prince Zuko married a
commoner immigrant woman. He was betrothed at the time. It was quite a scandal.
He insisted on following precedent because it would bring new blood to the
royal lineage. She grimaced.


“Did
he...”


“He
is said to have saved her from an Anasazi. A giant creature that stung a person
and then wrapped them in goo it spat from its mouth.”


“Ewe,
yuck. I'd think she'd be dead.”


“No,
it didn't get her. Or so they said. He saved her before it could strike.”


Sydney
raised an eyebrow, dubious of that. Predators killed fast, they rarely played
with their prey. Killing it in ambush made sure it couldn't fight back or get
away. “He was in the nick of time?”


“Yes,
for both of them. He was to be married the next day.”


“Well
fancy that.” Ryans snorted.


“It
isn't as it seems. Or at least not as rumors were. She was a pleasant enough
woman... or so history said, but not a beautiful one. She wasn't happy about
being married, however. At least, not at first,” she grimaced.


“Shotgun
wedding. Who could blame the gal,” Ryans snorted. He was having his own problem
with that idea.


“You
have looked upon her portrait in the hall,” Zara said after a moment.


Ryans
frowned. He tried to imagine the portrait. Some were faded to vague shapes.
“Um... no offense princess, but um... some aren't all that good.”


“Yes,
I know,” she sighed and then grimaced. “But you get the idea. Her image is the
one of the fat woman with long braids in the purple gown.”


“Okay....”


“The
one with jowls, seen it,” Sydney said nodding. They both looked to him. He
shrugged. “My gram had the same problem. And a mole right on her chin.”


“Yeah,
okay. So she's your ancestor?” Ryans asked looking at Zara. She shook her head.


“No,
not directly, for Zuko's children died in a plague. I and our line are from his
sister Emilina.”


“Ah.”


“So
there was another?” Sydney asked trying to get back to the subject at hand. “I
mean another um... rescue marriage,” he said awkwardly.


Zara
froze then nodded. “Yes,” she hissed. Her eyes glittered darkly. “Once by
force,” she said tightly.


“Droit
de seigneur?”
Sydney asked, eyebrow raised in surprise.


“Ah...”
Ryans said stalling for time while he tried to think of a diplomatic way of
stating the obvious.


“I
know the term,” Zara said tightly, hand raised. “And yes it was... bad. Three
generations ago, my grandfather went to war to defend duchy Emroy from the
duchy Troy. When the war was over he demanded the hand of Duke Troy's daughter
in return for letting the lords live.”


“That
doesn't have...”


“Oh,
but it does. He claimed that since he spared her life it was part of the Herod
pack, the Vita Sodalis,” she practically spat it out.


“Ah...
crap. Legal mumbo jumbo. He twisted it,” Sydney said in disgust.


“Yes.
And he... forced himself upon my grandmother. I have read her diary scrolls.
She was spiteful of him and her father for allowing it. She had been intended
for another who had died in the war.”


Sydney
winced. “Crap. Yeah, that must have been an interesting marriage.”


“Yes.
He threatened to have her tongue removed like Hasani's was. Only once. After
that she stayed quiet and as far away from him as she possibly could.”


“Smart
lady.”


“I
would think so,” Zara smiled. “She killed him,” she said softly after a moment.
The men looked at her surprised.


“Poison?”
Ryans asked after a moment. Zara nodded, this time she was a little surprised.


“It's
the weapon of choice for a woman. Non confrontational. You can poison a guy and
smile to his face and he's oblivious,” Ryans replied to her questioning look.
Sydney looked down at the drink he was holding and then carefully set it aside.
Ryans snorted. It did put a new twist on Perry's recent mischief though.


“Indeed,”
Zara said getting up. Both men did as well. “You may wish to dwell on that for
a time,” she said walking out with a backwards look.


“Ah
crap,” Ryans muttered. The kids around the room were staring at him.


Sydney
shook his head and clapped him on the shoulder. “Yup, in a nutshell boss. I
don't envy you a bit. She's being forced and... Ohhh boy. Nope, I don't envy
you in the slightest.”


“Gee
thanks a lot. Trade yah?” Ryans said shaking his head.


“Not
on your life. Or mine for that matter. Not even on a bet,” Sydney chuckled. “If
you don't mind I've got to get this lot back on track here.”


“Sure,”
Ryans said walking out feeling like his head was ready to explode.


<==={}------------>


The
next morning Ryans snuck into the ward. He smiled as he caught sight of Perry
sitting up in bed. He had a monitor attached to one wrist but otherwise looked
much better. No oxygen tank or anything at least. His eyes were alert.


“You’re
awake? Thought we lost you,” he said coming over. Perry tried to talk but only
a hoarse croak came out. A nurse turned and gave him a dirty look.


She
turned that look on Ryans after a moment. “He's not allowed to talk. He needs
to rest,” she said, pointedly looking at Ryans and then the door.


“Sorry,
be gone in just a minute,” he said, giving Perry an amused but exasperated
look. The lieutenant rolled his eyes. “Least you've got... feisty nurses to
keep you company. Enjoy it while you can. Can't play grab ass in the barracks.”


Perry
grinned. Sue snorted. They turned to see her. “Damn well better not here
with my nurses or I'll order an enema for the both of you,” she mock
growled. Ryans held up his hands.


“I'm
not one of your patient’s Doc,” he said, hands up, backing towards the open
door.


“Yet.
That can change real quick,” she replied with a toothy grin. He made a hasty
retreat. She turned, smiling to Perry. “All right LT, open your mouth stick out
your tongue and do your best not to say ah.”


<==={}------------>


“Max,
why aren't you an engineer? You know all this... I mean, why just a
machinist?" Scooter asked as he lubed part of the lathe with oil. It was
the second they had built, he thought they'd gotten the kinks out of building
the thing, but not yet apparently. This would make the second tracing lathe
they had finished... if it worked. So far it had been a bit buggy.


Max
snorted. “What's wrong with that? You’re a driver! Side’s you’re a fair to
middlin' mechanic.”


“Gee
thanks... I think,” Scooter said eying the machinist.


Max
was both appalled and enthused about the projects ahead of him. He'd explained
everything to Scooter when he felt overwhelmed two weeks ago. “Start with a
power lathe and the simple tools, and then work out from there, Max.” Scooter
had told him. Easier said than done.


“God,
where to start, where to... yeah, a lathe is as good as any. We'll need another
better rifling bench too.” He shook his head. “I saw that spoke bench they use,
not bad. My daddy and I used to watch those old PBS shows, and then mechanical
shows when I was older, maybe I can help them out here and there...” He
grimaced.


“Lathe
Max,” Scooter replied indicating the project in front of them. He'd heard Max
had been off on every project under the sun. Now that he had a handle on the
vehicle maintenance and wasn't playing guard, he had time to lend a helping
hand.


“When
can we get the gear we stuck in that cave and in that ravine?” Max asked
suddenly, looking to Scooter and then to the approaching Ryans.


“Not
anytime soon I'm afraid. We might be able to sneak a team in, but I doubt it.
It's not worth it Max, trust me,” Ryans replied with a frown.


“Oh
but it is, I raided the machine shops before we left. Took everything not
bolted down, and quite a bit that was,” Max grimaced. Scooter nodded. “We could
use that stuff now! I mean...” He waved to the crude workshop around them.
“Honestly! You want me to make modern weapons from that?” The first musket had
been a dismal failure. The barrel had exploded. He had thought they had put too
much powder into it but was now certain it was the quality of the iron
smelting. They were working on a replacement now.


“Everyone's
got to start somewhere. Break it down into incremental steps... and even
further subdivisions if you have to. Get people to help at each stage, then
once you have it sorted out, farm it out to them and move on to the next. In
other words, delegate Max,” Ryans replied calmly. “Even the natives can handle
a simple project if you explain it in small words and gestures and keep to the
KISS principle.”


“Right.
Right. That might help. A little,” Max sighed running his hands through the
stubble of his hair. “This is either going to be fun or the worst year of my
friggin' life,” he said. Scooter and Ryans chuckled.


“We'll
get back to you on that,” Scooter said, slapping the man on the shoulder.


<==={}------------>


Wanda
sighed, rolling her shoulders. One of the great things about working the hours
she did was that she didn't have to put up with a crowd when she wanted to eat.
The downside was she either got leftovers or she heated an MRE. After what
happened to Perry she stuck to MREs even though they stuck to her gut like a
lead weight.


She
stirred the mystery meat stew thinking blue thoughts for a moment. She looked
up as footfalls approached. Zara stood nearby.


“Yes,
princess?” she said then couldn't help but yawn. “Sorry,” she said shrugging.


“You’re
tired,” the young princess said, nodding. “It's to be expected.” She adjusted
the sash on her kimono robe then sat in a chair nearby.


“Yeah,
I've got a lot on my plate,” Wanda frowned.


“Not
from the looks of it,” Zara said indicating the MRE. “That's the food we had on
the trip here right?”


Wanda
nodded. “Yeah, it's high in calories though. Military rations to keep them
fueled in combat,” she explained. She grimaced and played with the stew some
more. “Not quite what I want before going to bed, but it works.”


Zara
frowned then looked over to the kitchen door. She cleared her throat then
clapped her hands loudly. After a moment a sleepy boy came out rubbing his
eyes. His eyes widened at the sight of the princess.


“Y-y-your
majesty?” he stutter asked, hastening to her.


“Food
for two. Make it quick,” she said nodding. The boy nodded and bolted for the
door.


“Kinda
hoity toity but okay, I'll roll with it,” Wanda said sitting back. “I know
lords have servants and retainers, but I thought the grapevine said you don't
have slaves?” she asked looking over to Zara.


Zara
shook her head. “No. My ancestor, Herod the great put a stop to slavery.”


“Ah,
but you have serfs. That's another form of slavery, just with a different
name,” Wanda said gently. Sue gave her a warning look. Wanda ignored it and
then shrugged to her when Zara wasn't looking their way.


“No,
in truth a serf may go where he or she pleases. They can leave if a Dominus is
too brutal, or if the land they rent becomes impossible for them to maintain,”
Zara frowned. She turned and lifted a tapestry near the throne.


“Here
it is,” she said. She tugged the tapestry aside exposing a tablet mounted into
the wall. It was ancient, written in various languages. “This was said to have
been carved by Herod himself,” she said proudly. She ran her hand over the
dusty tablet.


Wanda
got up and came over. “My Latin is a bit rusty, and don't get me started on
this language,” she said, looking at it. The column on the left was in Latin,
the one on the right was in Chinese or some other cuneiform. The middle was a
mix of the two. She was curious as to why. “We need to show this to the others.
Why is it covered?”


“My
great grandfather,” Zara said, straightening the tapestry once more. She
pointed to a series of battle scenes woven in red and gold on the large cloth.


“Ah.
Still, the tablets look important. Part of your heritage,” Wanda said nodding.
She walked over to her electronic tablet and picked it up. “Can we see that
again?” she asked holding the tablet up to expose the camera.


Zara
nodded and pulled the tapestry back. Wanda snapped a couple of photos, and then
another of Zara. “What are you doing?” Zara asked after the last flash.


“Taking
some pictures for history. Hope the system can handle it. If it can't I'll sick
Sydney on it later.”


Zara
nodded and pulled the tapestry on the other side over to expose a second and
third tablet. “What more?” Wanda asked, about to put the tablet down.


“Yes,”
Zara nodded. Wanda took the pictures and then frowned. She ran her hands over a
chipped and faded stone.


“It's
interesting that someone used gold inlay to make the lettering pop and glitter.
It really stands out and glitters in the firelight.”


“In
truth I had never seen it that way before,” Zara said nodding. Wanda took the tapestry
from her so she could step back and admire it. Zara nodded. “I see what you
mean. They have significant importance to our people. Perhaps we should expose
them to the light of day once more.”


“What
happened here?” Wanda said, running her hand over an area that was chipped at.
Someone had cut away at the gilded lettering, removing the gold.


“It
would seem someone has been stealing the gold,” Zara said frowning darkly. She
came closer and ran her hands over it. She moved, blocking their light. She looked
around for a torch but Wanda stopped her with her hand on her arm.


“No,
a torch near these dust dry fabric things is a bad idea. Real bad.” She tapped
at her tablet and the screen lit. “Here. We'll have to wait till tomorrow to
see more.” She ran the light over the lettering.


Zara
traced a delicate finger under the lettering, mouthing the words she could
still read. Her scowl grew darker. “Much of this is as Ryans has said. He has
said things we have long forgotten. Things... I am ashamed that he had to
remind us of this. It was here under our nose the entire time. I will have a
talk with mother and father. We definitely need to expose this for our people
to see. If only to keep them from destroying their own heritage.”


Wanda
nodded. They heard a clatter of pots and turned to see a cook and an apprentice
coming in. “Well, midnight rations are served. Care for a snack milady?”


Zara
smiled and nodded, following her back to their seats. She frowned though,
looking over her shoulder to the tapestries.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
got up and stretched. He'd been up till nearly four a.m. and it was well past
dawn now. He ate a quick MRE, and grimaced. He'd need a shower in the camper
later, that was for sure.


He
left his quarters and made his way down the spiral stairs to the main floor. He
turned a corner and ran into Perry walking down the hall.


“What
the hell? Should you even be out of bed?” Ryans asked. Perry gave him a dirty
look. “What? Just asking,” he said, hands up.


“Well,
don't. Doc said I'm okay as long as I stay off my feet.” Perry croaked out. He
coughed a little.


“You
don't sound it,” Ryans said shaking his head. “Try to take it easy for a while
will you? Galloway, Paris, and Waters have you covered. And no matter how many
times I tell you, this time let’s not have a repeat. Don't take food from
strangers.”


“Now
you tell me,” Perry snorted, looking disgusted.


“Sorry,
thought you knew already.”


“Well,
I do now,” Perry coughed. “Let’s go chat. I've got to catch up on what I
missed,” he croaked out.


“I'll
talk, you listen,” Ryans replied.


Ryans
grimaced, looking out the window an hour later. It was just barely noon. “Who
the hell is that?” he asked. Perry looked then grunted.


“Someone
who's going to get their ass chewed,” He grunted as he looked. “Or not.” A fat
elderly man got off a branack. The man was dressed for riding, but he
had a man holding a standard. It was festooned with ribbons and pennants.


Elric
the champion came over and embraced the man. They laughed, thumping each
other's backs.


“Looks
like that general they mentioned is here,” Perry frowned. “Great, more brass.
Well, it was fun while it lasted.” He flicked a paper in disgust. “What's his
name anyway?”


“Decius
Pendragon I think,” Ryans answered, not looking up.


“You're
kidding me... okay, you’re not. What people go through to name their kids,”
Perry coughed then sighed. “Damn, hard to talk,” he choked out. He grabbed a
glass and got a drink of beer.


“Better
watch that, I think those two will be a handful.”


“True,
and I'd rather get my liquor first hand, not second,” Perry snorted. Elric was
rip roaring drunk and turning about laughing and back slapping the general. The
general seemed to be reciprocating the treatment.


“What?”


“You'll
see,” he waved. “Since they're making nice and shit, let’s go look over that
map again.”


<==={}------------>


“Castle?”
he asked eying the map. “Yeah, its' like that one Scottish castle back home.
It's weird; it's near the ocean and has a natural moat. The castle is on an
island in the middle of the bay. It has a narrow zig zag path to it that's only
usable when the tide is out. When the tide comes in, it's gone.”


“Nice.
So this is the southern castle....ah. Yes, I see. That's why he's not hooking
south. With something like that, it'd be damn near impregnable. Playing race
the clock with the tide wouldn't work.”


“Right.
So that leaves the northern villages, the hills between us and them, a couple
of small knight's keeps, one of which we went to and then these two small keeps
here and here.” He pointed.


“We
passed them on the way here in the dark. They were manned but not by many
people.” Perry said hoarsely nodding.


“So
we can't draw on their levies for reinforcements. Great,” Ryans sighed. “I take
it they're there to protect the pass?” he asked.


“Yes
and no, also to protect the surrounding villages in case of animal attack. The
villages have wooden or stone palisades, those that have access to either
material. Some even have moats. But that doesn't protect them if something big
and hungry comes over the mountains.”


“Ah,
good to know,” he nodded.


<==={}------------>


“Lieutenant
Perry, Dominus Ryans I have the honor to introduce Dominus Pendragon, Earl of
New Ulster, slayer of the hound, General of the Imperium's armies.”


“And
all around good guy,” Perry muttered as the herald withdrew. The fat man
entered. He was dressed in a modified Roman general's uniform. He had a blood
red tunic on, gold sash, leather kilt, maroon cape with silver chain, and a
Roman style helmet complete with head crest. Strapped to his hip was a gilded
short sword. His cape was weighed down. He had it wrapped around his left arm
as he entered. A herald followed him in carrying a pennant with the Imperium
crest on it. It was tall; he had to bend it to get it in the door. It had a basilisk
skull on top of it. At no time did the man let the rich red, purple, and gold
fabric touch the flagstones.


“The
King has informed me you are to aide me in command of the army in his absence.
Most irregular,” the general said, jowls flopping in annoyance. His cheeks were
red, Ryans wasn't sure if it was anger or from drinking or the travel. He
rubbed at a stain on his blood red tunic. The golden sash had a few stains on
it as well.


Ryans
and Perry glanced at each other then shrugged. Ryans smiled. “Since we're using
our technology to outfit your army, it's only fitting.”


The
general harrumphed in irritation. “And what do you know of war?” he demanded.


Perry
looked at Ryans and chuckled. Ryans waved the man over. “Come on over and we'll
show you,” he said pulling his laptop out.
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“You're
saying we didn't do it?” Art’ur demanded, staring at Uuôden. Uuôden shook his
head. Art’ur pursed his lips in thought. “None of our people are in the keep?”


“No
majesty, we have only four spies in the capital and they have elected to
continue their positions.”


“Cowards,”
the King snarled, staring off at the duchy. “Cowards and fools the lot.”


“To
be fair majesty two are women. Bar wenches,” Baron Fargut murmured. One of the
spies was a distant cousin of his. He'd paid for her to travel to the Imperium
capital and set her up as a bar wench so she could overhear talk in the bar.


“Well,
someone must have done it,” the King growled, hands shifting on his mount's
saddle horn. The rhinotrike snorted, eager for battle. He checked to
make sure the animal's eye blinders were firmly in place. They were. Good.
There would be no unfortunate accidents.


“How
fortuitous that we received word so quickly,” Earl Tiberius murmured. Viscount
Wedst looked at him with contempt. “Using the Imperium's mail against them.”
The earl was a good fighter, good administrator and a worthy supporter of the
King. He was fit and in his prime, itching to fight and prove himself worthy of
better titles and lands.


Art’ur
ignored the comment as unworthy. He turned, thinking. The news from the capital
had just arrived, it had been quickly sent as soon as the wench had a second
confirmation. Someone had poisoned the gaijin war leader. Unfortunately he was
expected to live. Also the assassin had died of his own poison.


“Someone
else is sowing discord with the gaijin?” the earl asked.


“Rojer
most likely.”


The
other lords looked at each other and then nodded as one. All knew of Rojer's
scheming to get to the throne. It was normal in a noble family, only Andreas's
foolish soft spot for his younger brother had so far spared his life.


Andreas's
foolishness and the Duke's possible machinations lent all sorts of interesting
possibilities to the King of Duluth. At first he'd come to force the King's
hand and get him to pay blood guild to get the Duluth to leave. Tribute to feed
his people and cement Art’ur's reign. Also an opportunity to carefully weed out
his more troublesome competition among the lower lords and lord-lings.


But
now, he sucked in a breath, careful to contain his eagerness. Now this was an
interesting possibility. If he could smash this army he could then seize the
Imperium and add it to his own lands. Apparently the possibility wasn't lost on
a few of his supporting lords.


“Any
more word on these strange weapons of the gaijin?” he asked.


“No,
my liege,” Uuôden replied. He knew the King had read the same report but wanted
reassurance that none knew more than he did. “According to the report it is a
strange form of pole arm.”


“Pole
arm. Pathetic,” the King said with a disgusted sniff.


“Apparently
the soldiers in the capital are of much the same opinion. It... From the
drawings it appears to be a combination of a club and a spear,” Fargut said,
shaking his head. “I do not see the advantages for such a thing in battle.”


“Nor
do I,” Uuôden replied. The King barely heard them, his mind was far away, and
steps ahead.


To
truly control this land though he'd have to capture a royal. Capture and break
one. Marry one of the women or marry her to a loyal supporter who would then be
his puppet. But first things first, he had to break the siege! Each day he
wasted here he burned precious time and resources! Resources the greedy Duke
Emroy was clutching and using for his blasted people! Didn't he know when he
was beaten??


“If
they are at each other’s throats then we may have the advantage. That is if we
can break this blasted siege!” the King growled, glaring at the defenders. Men
and women were on the walls, hurling rocks and flaming packets of oil down onto
his latest attempt to breach the walls. The rocks smashed through the covering
shed allowing the flaming oil to seep in to drip on the sappers below. The men
boiled out of the shed to be picked off by arrows from the defenders before
they could make it back to the lines.


“Fools,”
the King growled. The shed burst into flames when the fire caught the
unprotected underside of the shed. “I thought you said it was fire proof?” he
demanded, turning his body in the saddle to glare at Uuôden.


Uuôden
scowled at the ink black smoke and raging fire. “The top leathers were soaked
in water to protect them my liege. Once the rocks broke through the fire lit it
from underneath,” he said. He and King Richard had planned the campaign carefully.
They had intended to launch it just after the season's planting but when the
old King had died in the depths of winter his son had immediately called forth
heavy levies from all the lords of Duluth to follow him to war. The lords
thought he was brilliant yet mad to attack so early and risk the harvest on the
work of the elderly and young they had left behind. Of course they knew that
those same elderly and young would pay the price if they didn't get the job
done and there wasn't enough food to last the winter again.


Unfortunately
there were few old, infirm, or young left in the Kingdom. The past three
harvests had been poor, each worse than the last. The men had been called away for
too long to train constantly it was said. Each year they had scraped by on
their reserves but this last winter the reserves were not there and winter
hunting had been sparse. Hungry faces had been all around the halls, and all
too many children and old folk had paid for the lack of food with their lives.


The
King grunted in irritation. “Well, that's that,” he said with a sigh, turning
once more. “See to it that the next bunch knows that if they run like the
cowards they are, they will find no shelter amongst out lines. In fact they
will be cut down as unworthy dogs.”


Uuôden
frowned. Most of the sappers had been slaves or new conscripts. He had no
intention of wasting good warriors on a forlorn hope. “Majesty the outer walls
are too thick and the moat is too wide in many places to ford easily. That
leaves treachery or waiting them out,” Uuôden reminded him.


“Do
not tell me my business Imperator, I know,” the King ground out between gritted
teeth. He closed his eyes for a long moment. Uuôden had been at this far longer
than he but he couldn't acknowledge that. “Do you have a third option?”


“Disease
majesty.”


The
King frowned, thinking about it. Sending sick or disgusting packages over the
walls seemed... appealing. “See to it. And make sure you send them our best
regards,” he said, drawing his sword and pointing its tip to a pile of garbage.
“Suitably packaged of course,” he said, pointing to a knot of prisoners nearby.


“I
don't know if the siege machines can send them majesty. The weight...”


“Then
send them one pieces at a time,” the King said rounding on him. “Must I think
of everything?” he demanded. The other lords gulped at that order. The baron
paled visibly. Sensing his fear, his mount shifted about.


“Steady
there,” Fargut grumbled slapping it with his crop.


“A
problem baron?” the King asked, turning to the baron.


“No
majesty, my mount is eager for battle.”


“Well,
if we can find some more villagers to deal with then I shall see your mount
gets proper exercise,” the King replied nastily.


“Thank
you majesty,” the baron said. He bowed slightly from his saddle.


“Think
nothing of it. Now, we must plan the next attack. Pray it goes better than this
did.”


<==={}------------>


Sniper
extraordinaire Zack Edsfield wasn't happy about trying to teach the new
recruits marksmanship with mock ups and electronic games. They had one
prototype but couldn't fire it since the damn barrel needed to be remade. That
was all he needed, the threat of a screwed up barrel exploding in someone's
face. They had some wood and paper mock ups that the troops were to drill with
but he knew that was a poor substitute for the real thing.


This
thing was a modified Springfield, with a heavier barrel and ring bayonet. It
had a ladder on top of the barrel for easy modification and iron sights. Apparently
the ladder was for anyone who earned one of the extremely rare scopes they had.
Hopefully someone had thought to try to make some more.


The
rifle had an enclosed, banana cartridge with ten rounds in it. Keeping the
thing light was a pain in the ass, right now everything was cast steel and that
weighed a lot. They needed to get the industry into stamping and thin sheets to
get the weight under control.


Of
course the hybrid Springfield was what they were shooting for but not
necessarily what they would end up with. Right now the best the riflemen were
going to get were powder muskets with maybe rifled barrels.


“Okay,
here's the deal,” he said, looking around his class. He had a hundred earnest
faces staring back at him. “Each of you are going to get one clip of ammo in a
couple of days,” he said. Hopefully he thought. Sergeant Lewis's class was
stuck with muskets and they had been promised a working Springfield for a week.
So far the so called geniuses hadn't delivered. “You're going to have to figure
out how best to shoot, get it right the first time. Those of you with the best
scores will be singled out for sniper and instructor training. Those with the
worst may be sent to the general army,” he said.


The
gaijin weren't happy about the way the army had been split up into three
groups. General Pendragon had insisted, since they were limited on the new
weapons. One group, the largest would train in traditional methods of fighting
and be outfitted with pole arms and ranged weapons. The second would be made up
of the lords and county knights and would form the various cavalry units. The
third would be the smallest, the gaijin led riflemen. At least that was the
plan anyway.


Of
course it meant the cavalry men were sitting on their asses shining bar stools in
the capital most of the time instead of out training like the riflemen.
Pendragon at least had his people drilling regularly, though not nearly as much
as the riflemen. Apparently he took the training as both as joke and a
challenge.


Edsfield
wasn't at all keen about the plan, and was even less enthused about giving guns
to kids with no background in firearms, no concept of firearms, and trying to
train them in a few short weeks with limited ammo.


“Since
we're low on ammo we're going to try something a little different so bear with
me. What we're going to do is break you down into groups of four and then run
you past a shooter game. We've got two games set up. We're using a WII with a
simulated weapon. I know it's clunky and not what we're trying to train you for
but it should help give you an idea of some of what we're doing. I know for all
of you this is going to be your first taste of computers and videos so don't go
all teenage female on me or I'll have your ass...”


<==={}------------>


A
page heard the gaijin talking in English and led them to a beggar. They were
confused by the idea but the page insisted that the beggar knew English and was
a gaijin. Perry was wary of a trap so he took two of his own and a squad of
soldiers for back up.


They
found the beggar in an alley. The page pointed the bundle of stained rags out.
They were confused and hesitant about the mess, wary of a trap. There was so
much human misery there, and something oddly familiar about the leather coat he
had. The beggar turned and noted them. He mumbled. He had one eye, a battered
head and face. Scraggly beard, twisted arm, and leg. He was wearing a battered
flight suit under the rags, Perry observed, eyes going wide in recognition.


“You
okay old timer?” he pitched his voice to the bundle of rags. The man's face
twisted. Fire had ravaged him, He was heavily scarred. He pulled off the woolen
frayed cap to show a scarred scalp. “Alms?” he asked, hand shaking. “You ain't
going to understand a word I say no never mind,” the guy muttered in English.


“Wanna
bet?” Perry answered in English, shutting his bluetooth off.


The
guy stared at him. Spittle dribbled from the burnt side of his face. He
struggled in the rags, trying to get the crutch under him to get up. “Now I know
I'm in for it, must be dreamin'.” He tried to pinch himself.


“You're
not,” Ryans said shutting off his own earpiece. “We came through the portal
too.”


The
man stared and then teared up. He reached for Perry who let him hug his leg but
waved his face at the smell. The man gibbered and sobbed for a few minutes and
then started to calm down when Perry patted his back awkwardly.


“Ensign
James Buckland, United States Navy. E-double Oh...  um... ah I canna...”


Ryans
crouched down and patted his shoulder. “It is all right sailor.” He looked up
to Perry. “Get Doc. Have the Sergeant escort her. Tell her we've got a long
lost friend in need of her tender care.”


The
man looked scared. “Not them healer’s dem the devils work.” He shook his head,
clearly frightened.


Perry
smiled. “Doc's doing her best to set them straight ensign. She's from Earth
like us. She's a Canuk. My name is Lt Marcus Perry. This here is my boss,
mister Eugene Ryans of Futuretech. We came through the portal a couple of weeks
ago.”


The
guy nodded. “I figured as much. You know it moves around here on dis end too
right?”  He wiped at the spittle and drool with his good hand. The hand
was mottled with liver spots on it.


The
men look at each other. “Ah, no... No we didn't,” Perry drawled. Perry turned a
concerned look on Ryans who shrugged.


Buckland
nodded. “Yeah, it jumps around. I tried to get back. Honest I did. I ain't no
deserter. After the crash...he waved to his broken body.”


“Right.”
Perry turned as a guard called over to them. He turned his bluetooth back on
and ordered a litter to be brought.


Doc
came up with her EMT pack. She crouched down and checked the man over. He
clutched at her arm. “Ain't never seen a more beautiful sight lass.”


The
doctor blushed. “I bet you tell that to all the nurses too. Well, you will once
you get to the castle.” She chuckled. “You're a right mess, going to take a
while to fix you up,” she huffed as she worked. She checked his heart with her
stethoscope then hung it around her neck while her helper attached the leads to
the heart monitor. “I'm giving you a shot of morphine here and some fluids
since you’re about a quart low,” she said, setting up an IV. “You've also got
some fluid in your lungs so we'll give you some antibiotics. It sounds like
chronic pneumonia,” she said. He winced as she stuck his good arm as he cackled
at her joke, and then started coughing.


He
patted her arm as he calmed down. “I'm used to it Doc, been twenty years like
this.” His head lulled around.


“Bad?”
Perry asked as Doc straightened.


“Yeah,”
Doc murmured. “How he didn't die of sepsis poisoning I'll never know. The human
will to live can be strong.” She shook her head in wonder. “I've given him an
injection of morphine to ease some of the pain.”


“Do
what you can Doc, we owe him that much,” Perry said as the guards hefted the
litter. She nodded.


<==={}------------>


They
took him to the hospital tower. The Queen pursed her lips when she smelled and
took note of the beggar. Perry told her he was a gaijin, a lost one. She didn't
say anything.  Doc made sure Buckfield had food and water and was resting
comfortably before she turned back to showing the healers how to use an
ultrasound on the King. The King was amused and amazed. The ensign noted it and
smiled laying back.


“Miss
it?” Ryans asked catching the look.


The
ensign closed his eyes. “You have no idea.” he said softly. “I need a shower in
the worst way, I can't get clean here. I know I stink so bad, I can't help it.
A decent beer and a Mc'dee's cheese burger would be nice right about now too.”


Ryans
chuckled. “Yeah, we ah, kinda smelled that. Doc will fix you up. A bath at
least till we get our local inventors up to making indoor plumbing. Just don't
get to frisky with the nurses or they'll sick an orderly on you next time,” he
cautioned smiling. The ensign chuckled.


The
Queen sniffed overhearing that, then hid a cough as she recognized her mistake
too late. “Indoor plumbing?” she asked, taking her fan and waving it in front
of her face. She glanced over her shoulder to them.


“Copper
pipe,” Ryans explained. “Galvanized iron would work too, but not as good.
Currently you use lead and ceramic. The ceramic and stone is okay, but the lead
is poisonous to you, and especially your children,” he explained, deadly
serious. Her eyes widened at that. “On Earth we use copper or galvanized steel
to pipe water to where you want it. Like a bathroom. Ah, a  balineum for
you,” Ryans explained. She cocked her head. “It's great for hot water too. You
can have it on demand in the kitchen, or for a bath. The copper even acts as an
antimicrobial, it puts on a green patina over time that kills a lot of nasty
bugs that live in water. With proper filtering you can even drink the water as
well,” he explained.


She
was fascinated with his explanation, her eyes widened thoughtfully. “Perhaps
it’s not so bad,” she murmured watching a pair of servants struggling to bring
in and not slop rather full water jugs.


“Right,
and it makes it cleaner and safer too. With water you can flush a toilet. Which
means the waste is flushed away,” the ensign explained in a hoarse voice. “No
stinky sewer gases, and no creepy crawlies in the sewers to come up and take a
bite out of you when you go do your business.”


She
cocked her head again. “You've known this,” she, asked. He groaned and nodded.


“I
tried to tell anyone who would listen,” he said with a sigh. She bowed.


“I
am sorry you were not seen,” she murmured. It bothered her that a gaijin had
been here, in her capital right under their nose all this time. What could he
have done for her people? For her?


He
waved feebly. “Not your fault ma'am, I know I look like crap,” he grunted.
“Hell, smell like crap too,” he said, lifting his arm to take a sniff and then
laying back with a sigh. “I tried to ride her too far, ran out of fuel and
tried to belly land. Didn't work obviously,” he mumbled. He sighed again
eyelids fluttering. His eyes close for a moment. He still remembered the
tremendous crash, the fire. He shivered.


The
Queen noted the Doc was finished with her husband. “Is he all right?” she asked.


The
doctor sighed. “His heart is in a lot of trouble. He's got some serious
blockage. If he was on Earth he'd need an immediate triple bypass and possibly
an entire heart transplant. We'll have to play it by ear and do what we can,”
she said. The Queen cocked her head to the ensign. Sue blinked in surprise. “Oh
the ensign? He's a fighter pilot. With care we can improve his life. If we can
get him home we can repair most of that damage.”


The
Queen stared in amazement. “So much?” She noted the missing fingers, amputated
foot, twisted limbs and scarred skin. Doc looked over then back and nodded.


“We
can make replacements for missing body parts now. We can do some for him now to
make him more comfortable and if we can get to the cache I can do more. Hell, if
we can get to that cache I might be able to do that triple bypass your husband
needs.”


“Really?”
the Queen asked hopefully. She sternly told herself to temper her emotions. She
settled herself, laying her hands across her lap.


“We
can do a lot for him,” Sue said. “Your husband as well. We've come a long way
in many things, especially our understanding of medicine. Most of this is
repairable in time. It'll be painful, the surgery, the rehab, but it's all do
able. His heart is clean, I checked. We'll need a full blood screen to check
for internal damage. The damn ultrasound is just good for different shades of
gray,” she grimaced and then sighed. “Without a baseline, that's useless to me.
If nothing else we can amputate what can't be saved and replace the limbs with
prosthetics.” The ensign shivered. Ryans patted his shoulder.


“Or
you could be a candidate for replacement ensign. We're doing wonders with
grafts and cloning now. We can grow entire ears, finger tips, and other pieces
of the body to order. Scientists were working on growing organs when we left.
Like the Doc said, we've come a long way,” Ryans said. The ensign's good eye
opened. He pointed to it with his gnarled hand.


“Oh,
no, not eyes.” Ryans sighed, “We can repair them but we can't quite replace
them though there's still hope there. Scientists back on Earth have a
prosthetic camera, but it's not very effective. It's improving though. The one
I saw ten years ago used a bank of photo cells to give a crude sense of sight.
They moved on to micro video cameras a couple of years ago. The tricky thing is
all the attachments to the optic nerve. Real headache there,” he said shaking
his head and then he shrugged. “They've broken the neural weave problem so now
they can transplant fingers, skin, organs, or limbs,” he said nodding to Sue.
Doc nodded.


Sue
patted the ensign's side. “Sure, and like I said, we do dandy prosthetics now.
If I had the gear here I'd clean out his heart and grow both of you new skin
and simple organs,” she sighed.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
nodded as he came into the main hall and noted the tablets once more on
display. “Interesting,” he murmured, noting a few people were near them,
reading them carefully. The room was now well lit, and a guard was standing
near, watching over those who wished to get close to the gilded lettering.


“In
truth a distraction, but a link to our past long overlooked,” Deidra replied,
nodding. “I'm glad Zara remembered it. Its' put a new perspective on things you
and the other gaijin have mentioned. I dare say its' put a krath amongst
the saben birds!”


He
chuckled at that as they made their way to their seats. The diners around them
were abuzz with talk of the army and the tablets. He nodded smiling and
thanking a servant as she put a platter down in front of them. Perhaps exposing
this will help in the long run after all. He made certain to take food only
after the chief food taster had given it his okay.


<==={}------------>


That
evening just before sundown he had an appointment with a local astronomer to
explain astronomy. Normally Sydney would take it but he'd volunteered since the
guy had been strung out with the kids.


The
couple were older rich merchants. The astronomer used what he learned to make
maps for night travel. One of their ongoing projects was to find Patria,
something that interested Ryans.


The
couple wore purple, dark almost black robes, thick ones since they were mostly
out in the night air. They had guards around them, not only to protect their
goods from bandits but also to protect the people from raiding predators who
stalked the night.


“You
started this at night you said? To avoid traffic?” Ryans asked. The merchant
nodded, rubbing his beard.


“Aye.
Traffic you see was terrible coming in and out of the city. Moving at night
allowed us to move freely.”


“Right,
traffic. I should have known,” Ryans said with a snort. Princess Zara blinked
at him. He shrugged it off. “Never mind, Earth thing,” he said.


Deidra
looked at him and away. “You are kind to allow us time to consult,” she said to
the couple, a subtle dig to Ryans to get on with things.


“It's
better to be on a mountain, away from the light pollution of the town,” Ryans
pointed out. “But your tools can be used for other things,” he said indicating
the leather wrapped scope. The astronomers had a small following, several like
minded students who did most of the grunt work.


“They
can?” the astronomer asked, dubious. Ryans nodded. He explained about
binoculars and scouting, and using signal mirrors. The astronomer and his
students excitedly agreed to the concepts once they understood them.


He
explained lens theory, concave and convex lenses and how they worked by
gathering or scattering light. “So you can use them to make distant things look
close, and small things look large,” he said. They nodded. “By using multiple
lenses and varying the length in between them you can focus the image and
improve it.”


“Correct,”
the wife said, smiling politely.


“Well,
one of the reasons we've come to you is that you are the local experts on such things.
So we need you and your glass smiths,” he bowed slightly to a pair of women and
an elderly Asian male in the back of the room. “To make lenses for the scouting
forces and the snipers.”


“These
scopes and binoculars you mentioned,” the wife said crossing her arms.


Ryans
nodded. “And the sniper rifle scopes. I'll get you the specs.”


“We
usually focus on the stars,” the husband rumbled.


“Well,
I can help with that too,” Ryans replied.


“Oh?”


“You
do know that the gas giant in the sky is a world right?” he finally asked. The
astronomer nodded.


“Long
have I suspected as much. It is strange to see it as a flat disk though.”


“It's
not. It's a ball,” Ryans looked around and then picked up a fruit from a nearby
bowl. It was purple with hints of red and yellow. He held it up with his
fingers extended. “See, when you look at it you see the circle.” He traced the
circle shape with his free hand.


Zara
and Deidra stared at the spheroid in his hand. He turned. The astronomers were
nodding. “But as it turned, or spins, you see different faces.” He rotated his
wrist to simulate the turning of the planet.


“Yes,
yes!” The woman said, practically bouncing in her excitement. “And the clouds
too! They're clouds right?” she asked. She was a plump woman, big bosomed,
dressed in a Roman style dress. It was plain, purple, with an outer robe.


“Yes,”
Ryans smiled, nodding.


“I
had never thought to have seen clouds from above,” the man murmured, hands
clenched across his belly. He turned to his wife after a moment. “You were
right.”


She
smiled beautifully. “You owe me dinner then.”


He
chuckled, nodding at her dig. “Indeed, indeed.” He held her hand. She smiled
again as his fingers stroked hers.


Zara
glanced at her sister. There was so much love between the couple, something
that surprised and pleased her. Deidra however looked away.


Ryans
cleared his throat after a moment. The couple and the audience looked to him.
“Right, so when the planet is facing the light, it is day, and the part facing
away is night.”


They
turned to him. “What was that?” the man asked, blinking. They dropped their
grip. “Night and day?”


“Yes,
when a planet turns, it is also orbiting the stars you see. The suns,” he
pointed out the window to the sky. His audience nodded. “Right well, when they
do they face the sun for a time, but as they spin....” He spun the fruit in his
hand slowly.


“Part
of it is in shadow. Look,” He walked over to the window. “See?” He oriented
himself so one face of the fruit was in sun, while the other was in shadow.


“Ah,”
Deidra nodded, blinking. She wasn't sure where he was going with this concept.


“Fascinating,”
the astronomer murmured. He took a fruit from the bowl and went over and tried
the experiment himself. “I had never thought of night and day as such.” He held
the fruit up and examined it.


“Right.”
Ryans nodded.


“Wouldn't
the night side be dark like when it is versus obscurus nox?” Zara asked
tentatively.


“True
dark night?” Ryans asked, puzzling that out.


Zara
nodded. “A time when the night is pitch black.”


“Oh.
That must be when there isn't anything reflecting light back to the night
side,” Ryans said. He nodded turning to Zara. “See other objects reflect light
to various degrees. Like your gas giant out there.” He waved to the window.


The
astronomer's wife nodded. “Indeed. And the other moons? Is that why we can see
them? They are reflecting light?”


“Exactly.
And some of that light reaches here for you to see.” He was a little amazed
that people of this culture were getting it so quickly. Of course this couple
had been thinking about it for years probably. She smiled indulgently at him in
the class.


“So
that explained it,” she grinned to her husband and held up two fingers. He
rolled his eyes. “That's two you owe me,” she said wickedly, eyes gleaming with
mischief. Zara giggled, hand over her mouth.


When
the others looked at her in surprise she stopped. “Sorry,” she said regaining
her composure.


“Right
well, ah...” Ryans took fruit from the bowl, then went over and took others
from a set of hanging wicker baskets. He laid them out on top of a desk covered
in scrolls and then frowned and laid them out on the floor.


“See,
here are your suns,”he pointed to each of the stars in turn. “This is a model
of your solar system as I know it. Things will change as we learn more.”


The
husband and wife team nodded. Deidra frowned, and then cocked her head. “These
are?” she asked, pointing to a large fruit.


“Right,
this is your gas giant, this is your world,” he said. He pointed to each in
turn. “Now remember, this isn't to scale. Things look small far away but are
really quite large.” He looked at them.


Deidra
and Zara frowned. The wife blinked. The husband was crouched over studying the
model.


“See
when you're close up things are the right size, but when you move away they
seem to shrink. It's called perspective,” Ryans explained.


The
women looked at him in confusion. He sighed. “Princess... er, princesses.” He
nodded to each. “When you are in the highest tower of the castle, when you look
down, don't the people look like ants?”


Deidra
nodded. “But in truth they aren't that way,” she said. She waved. “I see your
intent if not your full meaning. Continue,” she ordered regally, shaking her
hair out. She nodded her chin to the model on the floor.


“Right,
well, when your world spins, it has a cycle of night and day. But things are a
little more complex than that.”


He
moved the fruit representing their planet around the gas giant fruit. “See it
also moves around the gas giant.”


“Ah?
I thought it was the other way? That the suns and other worlds moved around
us?” The wife asked.


The
husband nodded. “Indeed we see it in the sky.”


“But
you see a reset right? Each night it moves across the sky, then back right?”
Ryans asked. The husband slowly nodded.


“That
is because the world you are on is moving just like they are.” He picked up the
second fruit and moved it around the suns.


“See
when your world moves around the gas giant and the suns it creates your
seasons. When they are close to the stars you have your summer for that is when
the suns are the brightest and therefore the air gets hotter.”


Zara
started to bounce. “So when they move closer to that point or away that's when
we get spring and fall! I get it! It is so simple now!” she grinned excitedly.


Ryans
nodded. “Right. You’re catching on nicely princess,” he said smiling
encouragingly to her. “See when the gas giant and your world move further and
further away from the stars you get winter.”


“When
it is cold and we have snow,” Deidra murmured, eyes narrowed in thought. “The
oceans and coast lines are battered with terrible storms in the summer time. Is
that because of this?” she waved to indicate the model.


Ryans
nodded; glad she was picking it up and no longer bored. “Right. The tides, the
in and out pull of the waves are controlled by your moons and the gas giant.
They constantly tug and pull at each other with gravity. The force that makes
things fall.”


“Ah,”
Deidra blinked looking lost. He held up a spoon then handed it to her. “Drop
it.”


She
blinked again, then did so. It fell to the floor and clattered. “See the force
that pulls the spoon down is called gravity. Every object has it. Even the
suns.” He tapped each fruit. “They are so big and so strong that they pull the
planets around them in a circle or ellipse. Around and around.” He used his
hands to move the planet models around in circles.


“But
this pull also causes weather?” the wife asked.


Ryans
nodded. “Right. As they pull and as the air gets hotter or cooler it moves
around. This moving around causes some of your weather. Also, when the sun
warms the water it evaporates some of the water into the air. This steam rises
into the air and forms your clouds. When the clouds hit cold air the steam
turns suddenly into...”


Zara
grinned. “Rain!”


“Or
snow depending on the season,” the husband said smiling and nodding to the
princess. “Indeed a most illuminating discussion.”


“Yeah,
learning new things is intoxicating,” Ryans smiled.


“How
will this help us?” Deidra asked slowly. She waved to the model on the floor.
The astronomers looked crestfallen.


Ryans
smiled slightly and nodded to her. “Well, for one thing, having a better
understanding of your world and how it works makes it easier to understand and
predict things. How long a winter will be, when weather will peak, and so on.”


“Ah.
So we can predict weather?”


“Well,
if we could get science teams out then you could create an almanac. Later if we
could get satellites up we could launch them to orbit this world to watch the
weather and predict it.”


“Ah,”
Deidra nodded. She wasn't sure what he meant but she had heard of satellites
before. She just wasn't sure what they were and was determined not to ask.


“It
may not be an immediate thing but it will help in the long run princess,” he
said. She shrugged.


“But
in the short run we can look into applying what we know to make better tools.
Both for astronomy and for vision, to see far,” he pointed to the primitive
telescope. The class nodded as one.


<==={}------------>


Some
of the lords in house had heard about the technical wonders. They demanded the
Terrans and da Vincis set up various luxuries in their own castles and homes.
Perry was disgusted by the distraction. “Let's fight the raiders off first
folks, the luxuries can wait,” he snarled in court. His voice was gruff from
his poisoning.


Reluctantly
Duke Rojer agreed. The Queen did so as well. She pulled the Terrans aside and
told them they had a problem. With the King ill the Duke was taking on more and
more power. With their young son dead there was an inheritance problem. “The
succession is in doubt. In short my standing, our standing is in jeopardy.”


Perry
pointed to the princesses sitting in the courtyard below with their ladies in
waiting. The Queen disagreed with a hearty sigh and a flutter of her feathered
fan. They heard swords clashing and looked. Zara, the youngest princess was
practicing. Perry pursed his lips. “Real firebrand you've got there,” he
muttered.


The
Queen chuckled in appreciation. “My thanks. Our daughters have always stood
out. We have warrior women, but the demands of womanhood are different to
manhood.”  In truth her daughters had had only a passing interest in arms
before their recent misadventure. Now both were showing keen interest in arms,
much to her dismay. The distraction was eating into the time they could use to
help cosset and spy on the lords.


He
nodded. “Medieval society, so it’s patriarchal right?” he asked. She looked
confused. “Only the King can rule? They won’t accept you? Even though you’re
the rightful heir?” he asked softly.


She
hesitated and then nodded looking away. “When the King dies.” Her voice caught
and she looked away. She folded the fan and clenched it for a long moment.


“When
Andreas passes the throne passes to our next in line. Since Balthazar is dead
and the girls are not married...” She looked away. “His uncle Duke Rojer has a
claim to the throne,” she said. She sighed, shoulders hunched.


“Which
is bad?” Perry asked. Damn it now he was worried. Rojer was nice to your face but
he'd caught some of the guy's smarmy looks. He was a snake, he'd fit right in
with some of the bottom dwellers.


“He's...
not very good. He's more interested in his own selfish interests than the good
of the people. Or the Imperium,” she hesitantly said. “He's Machiavellian, but
not anywhere near the level he thinks he's at. Court intrigue would swallow him
alive. While he was caught up in it the Imperium would suffer from neglect or
from his cronies' mismanagement,” she said looking away. Perry snorted eying
her. “We need an heir,” she finally admitted and then sighed.


“Are
your girls betrothed?” Perry asked, looking out the balcony once more. The
metal on metal clashing had stopped. Zara was now kneeling at the feet of a
swords master with her opponent. They cleaned their blades while listening
quietly to his critique.


“No,
the betrothals were broken. Zara would have married Günter, but he died from an
infection when he was eight. Deidra was to marry Rojer's eldest son Luthor but
he died in a hunting accident last year,” she grimaced. “It's not good for the
blood to marry so close to the bloodline. I hadn't wanted it but Andreas had
worked out a deal for Rojer's support early in his reign,” she sighed, looking
away and biting her lip.


“It's
put a strain on the family. Rojer wanted her to marry his youngest son, but she
put that down firmly,” the Queen said. She didn't sound like she blamed her
daughter. She shook her head. “I can't blame the girl, after all, being
betrothed to a filius? Quadrimus?” She looked like she was ready to snarl. It
took a moment for the translator to pars that out. A four year old, he thought.
Yeah he couldn't blame the girl. “With her uncle as regent? The babe wouldn't
live to take the throne,” the Queen continued.


Perry
nodded. “Talk about robbing the cradle,” he sighed in sympathy. “So that’s it?”


She
looked away again, this time at a tapestry, and then seemed to come to a
decision. “There is another law. Newcomers are important. Gaijin like you and
Ryans. Fresh blood for the bloodline is sacrosanct. We need it,” she said with
stubborn determination. He was a little surprised that they were so
knowledgeable about inbreeding. “Coupled with the three rescues... there is
precedence. Vitas Sodalis.” She looked to Ryans as he sat quietly near the
doorway.


“Oh
hell, now we're talking about robbing the cradle,” he said gruffly, looking up
from a paper he had been reading. He had been trying to ignore where the
conversation had been going but that last bit had and a kick under the table from
Perry had drawn his attention to it. Perry gave him a look. “Besides, your
daughter may do it out of duty, but I have no intention of remaining
here for long,” he snarled. “I have no intention of being put on the throne,
waiting for someone to stick me in the back or poison me,” he growled, waving
to Perry who winced. “And I don't want to live in a loveless marriage. Deidra
has made it clear she wants no part of me.” He shrugged then got up and paced.
The Queen's lips pursed then she sighed patiently.


“From
our records the portal skips around on both sides. It could end up anywhere,”
she said softly.


Perry
nodded. “The ensign told us that. We'll have to wait and see next year. We've
got some gear to detect it, and a general idea on how to contain it. Besides,
if the others on the other side don't hear from us they'll send help right?” He
looked over to Ryans.


Ryans
frowned and then shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not, it depends on money and
politics,” he said. Perry winced.  He sighed at Perry's disgusted look. “I
know the rule about not leaving a man behind Perry, but the powers that be,
hell even I wouldn't send people through without some intel. For all they know
the next batch could end up floating in space somewhere. Or in the middle of an
ocean, it was sheer dumb luck we ended up on that plateau. If we don't report
back...”


Perry
nodded. “A meat grinder. Like sending good money after bad. I gotcha,” he
sighed running his hand through his hair.


“Well,
I need to talk with the general, we're working on an intel dump, we should have
something of a briefing later today,” Perry said after a moment. He got up and
stretched. Ryans nodded. “Sergeant Waters said some of the guards are coming
along. He wanted to pair them up with some of our boys and girls and do some recon
and hit and run,” Perry said as he gave the Queen a look, and then turned the
questioning look on Ryans.


 Ryans
shrugged, lips twisting into a wry smile. “You're the military expert Marcus,
your shop. If you can do it, do it, but try to get our people back in one
piece. We need them as the core to train and stiffen the army,” Ryans said.


“Yeah,
don't I know it,” Perry said from the doorway. “And Sergeant Waters or the
Gunny will want to go with them,” he said shaking his head at that idea. He sighed
again. “No way in hell. I can't spare them from training and if I'm stuck
behind a desk shuffling paperwork they aren't going to go out and play past
their bed times,” he chuckled at Eugene's grin. “See you.” He gave a jaunty
wave as he left.


The
Queen nodded. “Your people are informal,” she said after a moment turning her
attention to him.


“Most
of us are from a republic.” She looked confused. “Um...” he paused trying to
think of a frame of reference.


“Like
the Greeks and Romans?” she finally asked.  She smiled at him. He cocked
his head.


“I'm
surprised you know of them,” he said surprised.


“Our
Imperium was founded by an escaped Roman slave and many people from many
countries over the past four thousand years and beyond. Why there are tales of
great monstrous beings with mashed up faces that lived in this very valley at
one time,” she said. He blinked at that. “A few survive to this day in the high
mountains or in small enclaves in the woods.” He nodded.


She
must have been describing Neanderthals. If she was it was something he would
have to tell the others and have Nate check on. It would be one heck of a find
to run into a living one. That was if they survived the experience to report
back he thought wryly. She cleared her throat, interrupting his train of
thought.


“Sorry,
wool gathering,” he said then took a sip of wine. “We are a democracy. The
people in our nation elect our leaders and vote on laws. Both small local
governments, state governments, and federal governments.”


She
cocked an eye at this. “And this works?” she asked politely but a little
strained. She fluttered her fan again. He had said such things before but she
hadn't truly believed it.


He
nodded. “For over two hundred years and fifty years, yes. Our country is now
the strongest on Earth. It has the largest and strongest military, with the
strongest economy and technology you can hardly believe,” he said and then
smiled. She looked shaken.


“When
you give people a chance at something, a chance at a better future for
themselves and their children they will excel to new heights and strengths. For
instance farming.” He waved to the distant hills. “Farms in my country are
giant. A handful of people manage farms as large as your entire Imperium,” he
explained. She blinked at that, seemingly shocked. “And we've got thousands of
farms like that.” She stared at him, mouth opening in shock.


He
smiled. “Remember the machines we came in?”


She
nodded. “The metal carriages? The ah, cars?” she asked.


He
nodded in return. “Machines like them have been built to plow fields, harvest
grain, dig for metals, and carry materials from one place to another. We have
many things like that. Our world is crisscrossed with roads, many made of
cement.”


She
smiled. “I would like to see these machines.”


He
nodded. “When your majesty would like to schedule some free time I would love
to show you.” She nodded as a page cleared his throat in the doorway. Her eyes
turn to the young boy and then she nodded to him. “Yes, I see we have other
business. You are dismissed,” she said regally, aware of the audience. He bowed
his head slightly as he rose from the desk and then left.
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Sue,
the Queen, Wanda, and Charlie the chemist, the princesses, and the ladies in
waiting got together for a girls night a month after their arrival in the
castle. The natives were a bit confused by the pajama party but Doc used the
opportunity to counsel the princesses. The Queen let her hair down, literally
and figuratively and they girl talked.


They
traded tips on hygiene and makeup, and even watched a movie on Sue's laptop.
Sue explained about makeup and how it can be dangerous to their skin with long
term exposure. “Charlie here found dangerous levels of mercury and lead in your
makeup. The talc you use is okay but it's blocking your skin. It's great as a
sun block I guess but it's also cutting into your vitamin D production. That's
not good for your body over long periods of time.”


“Is
that why you gaijin wear no makeup?” a lady in waiting asked.


Sue
snorted. “Oh we wear makeup, just not gobs of it. Isn't it a pain in the summer
heat?” she asked. It wasn't quite summer yet but they had had a few hot humid
days. That had been a prelude to the coming summer, one the Terrans weren't
happy about.


The
Queen sighed and fanned herself. She had little makeup on. “It's a problem.
Sweat can make it run if we are in excessive heat for long periods.”


“Or
dancing for a long time,” Zara replied maliciously.


“This
is starting to sound like a Mary Kay or a makeup party,” Charlie laughed,
holding a glass of wine.


“A
little,” Doc said. Together the two chemists brought out their makeup kits and
showed the natives how they put on their own war paint. “It's understated but
it's there. I mean we can go all out if we're going to a party but I'm not the
type.”


“Well,
I am, I like yellow,” Wanda said, holding up yellow eye liner. It sparkled,
making the native girls awe and coo in appreciation. Of course they had to try
it.


“Raccoon
eyes,” Wanda said with a grin to Charlie. Charlie snorted. “Don't take this the
wrong way but you look a lot like a famous singer on Earth Princess Deidra,”
she said turning to the older princess. Deidra blinked at her.


“A
pop singer. Famous for her singing and somewhat for her acting,” Sue explained.
“Singers on Earth are celebrities.”


“Minstrels?”
a lady asked. “I dated one once. Terrible kisser,” she said. The girls giggled
at that.


Charlie
snorted and tapped at the laptop. It took a moment to pull up a video of
Britney. She pressed play. The women crowded around to watch. Deidra stared at
the image. “And you think she looks like me?”


“This
was when she was your age actually. You have the same facial structure and
hair, somewhat with the body. You also move with grace,” Wanda said. “I wonder
why that's on the net?” she asked. She'd expected maybe a picture. She checked
the link address and then snorted. “Figures, Newban. He's always been a hound
dog,” she said shaking her head.


“Newban?”


“Marine.
Marines are known for being hard headed, woman chasers, and brawlers. He's one
of our survival experts. Nice guy once you get past the macho crap and get him
to settle down alone. With the other guy's around he's impossible,” Sue said
shaking her head.


“I'll
remember that,” Zara replied dryly. Deidra and her mother stared at her. She
giggled, hand covering her mouth.


“What
of you, have you found any of the gaijin tempting?” a lady asked, turning to
Deidra.


“Yes
daughter, do tell,” the Queen asked sweetly.


Deidra
finally admitted to her mother’s probing that she was not adverse to a
relationship with Ryans. Her constant exposure to him had worn down some of the
rough edges in their relationship. He was standoffish with her though,
something that amused her. Charlie shook her head, clearly amused about the
discussion. “You're going to have a hell of a time getting through his defenses
now girl. Frontal assault is out of the question.”


Sue
giggled and then nodded. She knew she'd had a bit too much wine but needed to
unwind. She also knew she and the others were going to catch hell if this ever
got back to Ryans. “She's right, you've bitten his head off so often he ducks
and covers when you come around.” Deidra froze.


The
Queen nodded. “I noticed this. Whenever anyone who brings it up he suddenly has
something else, anything else, important to do,” she said. “Only when you are
unexpected and he is busy does he stay. And not for overlong,” she said
frowning.


Zara
hesitantly said she talked with him sometimes but not for long. She said he was
busy all the time, working on the defenses, building the army, and making new
things. “He hardly sleeps!” she said shaking her head. “Or eats for that
matter. I heard the servants complain when he left a third meal in his quarters
untouched.”


“That's
not what I heard,” Deidra said. “He's sleeping with the scullery wench,” she
said acidly. She'd heard the rumors swirling around the castle. Male
fornication was usually a topic she ignored, but now she was keen to hear any
rumors. They had borne fruit and she had of course felt disgust that he'd
proven to be just a man.


“Honey,
even your father has from time to time,” her mother said, making both girls
goggle at her. She waved off their surprise. “The wine must be affecting me.
Loosening my tongue more than it should,” the Queen said and then to their
surprise she giggled. “Sometimes it’s a good thing girls, it can take his edge
off if you’re not in the mood...and it quiets him down.”


Zara
shook her head. “He's not sleeping around, honest. I was there when she tried,
he just ignored it. Boy was she pissed!” Deidra looked confused.


“He’s
not really into you girls,” Wanda said slowly. “No offense. It's partly focus
on his work, and I know it's well, the makeup, dresses, and the politics,” she
said. The natives looked a little restless. “And yes, the age...” she shrugged
as Diedra frowned. “We also have a standing order not to well, fraternize with
you folks. He's leading by example I guess.”


“All
work and no play makes jack a dull boy,” Sue murmured. Charlie giggled, and
then translated the metaphor for the natives. “Still it's not good he's working
himself so hard,” Sue finally said with a scowl.


“So
says you. Isn't that a case of a kettle and a dark color Doc?” Charlie teased.
Sue hit her with a pillow, making her guffaw and laugh as she ducked away.


“So
what do I do if I want to see if he's the one?” Deidra asked, shoulders
hunched.


“Well,
first you need to get through his defenses.” Charlie said.


“Sneak
attack right,” one of the inebriated girls giggled.


“Ah
the fine art of seduction,” the Queen murmured wickedly. “Men only think
they have sneaky down,” she grinned a feral grin.


“He's
so intent on getting us home and not giving up, he's missing the best thing he
may ever have. Even if you weren't all that inviting to begin with,” Sue said.
“No offense princess,” she said looking at Deidra. Charlie nodded. Deidra
sighed.


“Will
I be able to get through his defenses like that? To my people I am...” She
hugged herself as her face grew stony. “Damaged,” she admitted darkly. Zara
shivered. She was in the same position. The gaijin didn't know how badly they
needed Ryans now.


“Won't
be a problem for him,” Charlie said and then shook her head. “Hmm... no come to
think of it, it might be. If he thinks you’re coming on to him cause you feel
indebted to him, or cause you're being forced, it'll shut him down fast. The
man's got an honor streak, I'll give him that, stubborn too. He'll be so
worried about you being hurt that he'll be turned off too,” she said. She took
another sip of wine.


“Sneaky
like she said,” Zara said nodding.


“Oh
hell no, the guys from our world know now who's really sneaky... Which will
make your job even harder,” Sue said then sighed. “He's so smart he's dumb.”


“He's
rich, very rich. He's probably had women come on to him and might be wary of
that too,” Charlie said.


Sue
frowned. “Talk to him. Flirt a little. Go there when it's cold ,wearing
something skimpy and revealing. Don't expect much. Hell, don't push him too
hard at all. Shiver a little, remember the jacket?” Deidra nodded and then
brightened. Yes, Ryans was protective. Getting his protective instincts going
might be the crack in his armor she needed.


“He's
protective, all men are... or at least good men.” Charlie nodded. “Not the bad
ones, the bastards that raped you,” she grumbled darkly. The Queen's eyes
flash. She gave her daughters a look. Zara flushed.


“Something
lingering there? I know you haven't talked much. I haven't had the time to set
up a counseling session. I know you both probably need it.” Sue said giving
each princess a look. Deidra flushed. “It wasn't your fault you know. You
couldn't have stopped it. Or prevented it. If you had you would have likely
ended up with your throat slit like your brother,” she said. The girls pale at
this. Zara looked to her mother, eyes shiny with unshed tears. Sue plowed on in
drunken honesty.


“Hell,
I bet most of our guys have nightmares too,” Charlie said. “It wouldn't
surprise me at all if Ryans does,” she said. Zara gave her a disbelieving look.
“Well, they do. But it’s a dual edged thing. Some may be upset that they
weren't in time to prevent it, or upset their dark side liked the idea.” She
grimaced. “He's from our world. Women have made men much more sensitive. They
aren't all dumb jocks, no sirree, Ma’am. Sorry,” she said and hiccupped. “We're
pretty advanced when it comes to sexual mores; we've played all sorts of
games.”


The
Queen snorted in amusement. “I take it damsel in distress and rescuing are
common?” she asked with a slight smile.


“Okay,
I take it we're not as advanced on the role playing front as we believed,”
Charlie said giggling. Sue giggled as well for a moment, blushing as she
remembered some of her own games.


She
studied Deidra’s face as she sobered. Deidra looked away. She was trying to be
stoic but Sue could see right through it. “That's part of it isn't it?” Deidra
looked away biting her lip. “In some small way your body enjoyed it so you feel
betrayed,” Sue said softly. Deidra nodded then sobbed into her mother’s
embrace.


Her
mother rocked her. Zara hugged her side. “It's natural honey. All part of human
nature,” Sue said. “It's a survival instinct built into us.”


Deidra
was surprised by her mother's ready embrace. Her eyes pricked with tears. Her
mother hadn't hugged her in many years, not like this.


“It's
your body and sub consciousness defending you. We call it Stockholm syndrome,”
Charlie said.


“Did
you ever play that way? I know they say good girls don't but we have a habit of
doing what others don't expect,” Sue asked when the girls quieted down.


“What
do you mean?” Deidra asked looking up. She used the side of her hand to dash
her tears. Her mother handed her a hanky. She smiled her thanks and used it to
wipe at her runny makeup.


Sue
snorted. “What do you think I mean? D.I.D., Damsel In Distress like your mother
said.” She got up and hammed up. She pressed her hand to her brow, “Oh Romeo
save me,” she hammed. Charlie giggled a little, so did a few of the ladies,
albeit uncertainly. Sue straightened and smiled. “Its role play for us. Save
the damsel win the girl, or vice versa. Your mother just mentioned it a moment
ago.”


Zara
goggles again. “You mean...”


Charlie
laughed. “Oh hell yeah, guys get into all sorts of games, and being the bottom
can be fun. After all we all know who really calls the shots right
girls?” She looked around and caught a few lurking grins. “Might as well make
it official. Why I remember tying my last boyfriend to the bed... boy did we
have a good time! I didn't let him up all weekend...” She smiled wickedly. “I
think he walked bow legged for a couple of days afterward,” she snickered as
the other girls laughed. “The boys ribbed him for a while but he loved it.”


Sue
pummeled her with a pillow. “Braggart.”


When
they calmed down Sue caught one of each of the girls' hands in her own. They
looked at her, uncertain and vulnerable. “Just remember, you’re a survivor.
That's the important thing. You survived, and you'll go on and grow stronger
for this. That's the important thing. Don't be ashamed of it. If you do, if you
let others judge you on this it will haunt you for the rest of your life in the
worst ways possible,” she sighed. “Besides, the bastards are dead, you're still
here and the best revenge is living long enough to spit on the bastards' graves
and live a good life. Okay, lectures over, I'm too drunk for more philosophy
crap now.” She shook her head as she released their hands.


“Invade
his space. Be nice. Get a back rub or give one, show concern for his welfare.
Give him a shoulder rub... if he lets you. I tried; he wouldn't let me for some
reason.” Charlie frowned and then shrugged. He could be gay but she was fairly
certain he wasn't. “Get frisky with him, rough house. Wrestle. Tickle him. Go
for a walk, or eat dinner with him sometime. His defenses will be down if he's
exhausted but he'll be a bit snippy and quick tempered. Be patient with him and
try not to take anything personally. Let nature take its course and don't be
dismayed by setbacks. But be nice and go slow!” Charlie cautioned.


“What
about playing hard to get? Shy?” the Queen asked. They both shrugged. “It is
hard to get a guy's attention if you’re running away. Especially in this time,
under these conditions, and with their past behavior between them,” Sue said
shrugging. “Since he's avoiding the entire idea, it won't wash.”


“Alcohol
or an aphrodisiac might work, but he doesn't drink...and that could backfire.
Listen to him, just listen. Ask questions to get him going, but get interested.
You may be surprised; he's very intelligent, and very sweet. He's also got a
wicked sense of humor,” Sue said then fell back onto the pillows. She hit her
head on the edge of something hard and groaned. The girls fell into fits of
giggled as she moaned an ow.


“Okay,
what the heck do you put in that wine! Geesh!” she groaned.


“What
if he strays later?” Deidra asked, biting her lip. Her hands twisted, tying the
silk pillowcase in her hands into a ball.


“He
will,” a lady said.


“He
won’t. Or probably won’t. Different culture,” Charlie said loyally.


“He
was with you,” Deidra said, looking at Sue darkly.


“Me?
Oh hell girl, that was a doctor patient thing,” Sue said waving a hand
drunkenly in dismissal. “He's hung nice I admit, but that's all you'll get out
of me. Nice ass,” she said wickedly. “But no, I never got a leg over, nor do I
intend to. He's nice but not really my type,” she said finally, shrugging under
Deidra's thoughtful gaze.


“He
hasn't done any of us,” Charlie admitted, looking at Wanda who shook her head in
confirmation.


“What
of you and father, you said he strays mother?” Zara asked quietly. The Queen
looked at her then patted her thigh.


“Your
father and I were betrothed early in life,earlier than you. I was still a child
when I wed him,” she grimaced in pained memory. Gently she put such concerns
aside. “Perhaps that's why he got into the habit. But I knew I had to bind him
to me to keep him and the Imperium safe.”


Deidra
looked at her. She smiled. “I flirted a little in court. It would set your
father on edge, the jealousy of the man!” she smiled a feral smile. “He had it
out with me and we separated. This was before either of you were born.” Zara
looked at her wide eyed.


She
looked thoughtful, almost wistful. “After a time, his temper cooled and he
longed for me. He started writing missives that were passed to me.” She smiled
in tender remembrance. “Quite horrid poems, but sweet in their own way. Over
time we made up. The passion of it was quite... invigorating,” she grinned
wickedly as the girls blushed. “I dare say that's how you came to be dear one,”
she patted her eldest's leg.


“So
he'll stray,” Zara said still a little amazed.


“He
won’t,” Charlie said.


“He
may,” the Queen said, giving both a quelling look.


“It's
in their nature,” Sue said sighing. Charlie gave her a curious look. She
shrugged. “Men, it's part of their genetic programming, to spread the seed as
far as possible as often as needed.” She shrugged. “And their sex
drive...well.” She chuckled. “Fun as it is for some, it can be a burden at times.”


The
Queen nodded knowingly. A few of the other ladies did as well.


“Women's
sex drives don't hit until they're in their thirties. Boy can we get frisky
then,” Sue grinned wickedly at the girls. “It can be fun.”


“Eugene
is from our world, he of course knows all this. Like I said, he's so smart he's
dumb. He's also something of a strategist so don't get too cute or he'll see
right through it. But if you can get him into bed ,screw him into the floor
boards and then do it over and over again until he's yours. Do it every chance
you two can get and he'll be yours forever and always. If he's half as
experienced in bed as he is with other things then he knows exactly how to
pleasure a woman in bed. Pleasure her and do it over and over again,” Sue said.


The
girls giggled. Now the Queen was staring at her daughter. “If I was but a few
years younger I'd give you a run for your man,” she said wickedly. That had all
of them laughing so hard they teared up.


“And
on that note, I'm for bed. Make sure you drink plenty of water or juice, or
you’re in for a nasty hang over. Don't say I didn't warn you.” Sue said, trying
to point her finger as she staggered up to her slippered feet.


“I'll
just make sure you get to your room intact. No sense seeing you fall for some
soldier in a hallway Doc,” Charlie said smiling. Sue snorted.


“Ladies,
good night,” she slurred giving a drunken curtsy as they left. Deidra looked
thoughtfully toward the door for a long time as the others murmured around her.
She had a lot to think about.


<==={}------------>


Deidra
checked on Ryans in his quarters the next day. When she noted his exhausted
face she immediately felt a small concern. She ordered food, and got him to eat
with her. Eventually they were interrupted much to her ire. She suppressed it and
left.


Charlie
met her with bated breath. “How'd it go princess?” she asked, eyes shining.


Deidra
sighed, running her hand through her hair. “Well, until we were interrupted. He
was explaining some of the plans and inventions when we were interrupted by the
page.”


Charlie
nodded. “It's to be expected. Remember, go as slow as slow. Check on him
tonight, make him stretch, rub his shoulders, dress nicely, and get him out on
the balcony. Look at the stars, invade his space. Make him go to sleep,” she
said. “Just don't expect much in his current condition.” Deidra chuckled.


“It's
too bad you couldn't tell him you want to sleep with him to feel safe,” Charlie
murmured. Deidra gave her a wide eyed look. Charlie shook her head. “Wouldn't
work. He'd either see right through it and call you on it or point out you've
got a castle full of soldiers,” she said. Deidra looked a little crestfallen.


Later
that evening as the evening breeze turned chilly she went up wearing a thin
green v cut night dress. She shivered a little, having left her shawl and
petticoat in her room. The cold did do interesting things to her nipples, which
charged her libido somewhat. She wasn't sure about this, unsure of where it
would lead. She had yet to ride this particular stallion since her... rape.


She
brushed at her dress, nodding to the wide eyed guard absently. The guard took
her in and then immediately bowed but averted his eyes. She looked down and
scowled. Her nipples could be seen through her dress. Great, she thought in
disgust. Perhaps she could use it. She definitely didn't intend to leave his
quarters though. Not and traverse the castle grounds once more being ogled by
every guard in the palace. She knew she would be fodder for the morning gossip.


She
knocked hesitantly, and entered at his mumble. She frowned at his back hunched
over a table. She sighed at seeing a meal nearby, untouched from the look of
it. She came over and leaned around him, feeling her breasts brush him. He
looked up a little bleary to see her and smiled. “Hi.”


She
nodded, examining his work. “Interesting. A gun you called it?” she asked. He
nodded. She rubbed his shoulders a little with one hand, steadying herself. She
felt a bandage on his right shoulder under the cloth. He sighed a little. She
bit her lip in indecision.


He
got up and shook a little, teetered slightly. She caught his unsteady balance
and a flash of concern lit within her. He was pushing himself too hard she
realized. Hard to protect her and her people. She realized then and there he
had done it for her, each time putting his life on the line to save her, not
caring for her rank or station, but for her Deidra. In a way that humbled her.
Humbled and helped her make up her mind somewhat. He would be a challenge but
one she'd face. If he could put himself between her and danger then she could
do this, she thought firmly. “Have you gotten some air? Come on.” She got up
and opened the balcony doors. The wind made some of the maps and papers flutter
and he groaned looking back at them. She shivered a little as the cold air hit
her chest once more. She could feel the goose bumps prick her skin “A little
cold though but so invigorating,” she said ignoring the groan.


“Here,”
he said. He got a jacket off the back of a chair and draped it over her
shoulders. She caught his hand and held on a moment. She shivered a little then
pushed up against him. He instinctively hugged her. She smelled him, taking in
his scent. He'd showered and had on the same scents she'd first smelled on him.
Something under his arms and on his chest. Slowly they walked out to the
balcony. He looked up to the night sky. “Nice. No clouds,” he murmured.


She
looked up to the stars. They talked a little about astronomy; he explained that
somewhere in that inky void, one of those tiny lights was Earth's sun. She was
amazed and a little awed by his knowledge. They sat on the window seat and he
pointed out different features of the night sky. She had always been fascinated
as a child but his keen knowledge interested her as well.


When
they tired of this she got up and led him inside. “Time for bed,” she ordered.


He
sighed and scrubbed at his tired face. He needed to shave he realized, another
one thing to add to his list. “Princess, I can't. I really need...”


“No
buts,” she said pushing him. She maneuvered him until his back was to the bed
then pushed his shoulders firmly. He went down with a thump. She chuckled
softly, glad her ploy had worked. Being in control was better she realized, it
put the shadows and fear behind her. Being the wanton was fun. He sighed as he
felt her taking his boots off.


“Look
I really need...” She climbed on top of him and he froze, suddenly very aware
of her presence and what she intended. “What you really need is a nights rest.
No more talking,” she ordered. She put a finger to his lips. Her hair formed a
silken halo around him. Her eyes glittered in the lamp light. “Sleep. That is
all. Sleep.” She got up and blew out the lamp and candle lights and then came
back and rested on his chest.


“You
are going to make sure?” he asked chuckling.


She
smiled in the dark. “It's the only way. Get used to it since you can't behave.”


He
chuckled softly. “Yes ma'am,” he said. She felt his arm tighten around her. The
other arm pulled the covers up over them both.


<==={}------------>


The
next morning they were quiet for a while. Awake and very much aware of each
other and their bodies desire to get up and go about their morning business but
not wanting to be the first to break the tableau. Finally they opened their
mouth's to speak as one. That made him chuckle and her laugh softly. They began
to talk but were interrupted by the chamber maid coming in. Mortified, the
princess made a hasty retreat, hugging his jacket to him as she left the room.
Answorth noted her in passing as he came in and gave Ryans a speculative look.
He shrugged. “Okay, well, that didn't go over well,” he sighed. “On to business
I guess.” He turned to the maid. “But next time, knock.”


<==={}------------>


Later
Deidra talked to the Queen and Charlie. Charlie had heard the rumors and
congratulated her on her first victory. Deidra was surprised he hadn't take
advantage of her. Charlie chuckled. “Some men won't. They're too much of a
gentleman by training. They've been brought up to be sensitive and caring. He
can be gruff and rough but it's not really his nature now, he's too civilized I
guess you could say. Have you gotten frisky with him yet?” she asked leering
with a wicked gleam.


“Frisky?”
the Queen asked dubiously. She wasn't sure what the gaijin word meant.


“You
know, play. Tickle him. Wrestle, horseplay. Whatever you want to call it,”
Charlie said, still smiling. The Queen blushed in memory. Indeed she remembered
such encounters with Andreas in their youth.


Deidra
caught the blush. “Do you mean tease? Word play?” she asked wrinkling her nose.
Mental games and flirting were amusing to some. She was only mildly interested
in it. Some of the poetry suitors had sent her in the past had seemed
particularly dire. 


“That
too of course,” the Queen murmured. She remembered the passion such play had
begun in both her and her husband.


“Wrestle
with him, like you would a playful child. It'll be fun and tiring... and will
get things moving. It'll get both of you worked up,” Charlie suggested.


Deidra
ducked away, now upset about the idea. “What if he hurts me?” she asked softly.


Charlie
shook her head. “He won’t. He'll hold back his strength to your level, hell he
may even let you win,” Charlie chuckled. “Some men like it that way,
with the lady on top.”


“What
if I hurt him?” Deidra asked. The Queen pursed her lips.


Charlie
grinned. “Actually, that's not all for the bad either, it lets you play nurse
and be all soft and apologetic,” Charlie murmured, smiling again.


The
Queen chuckled and nodded. “Yes, yes,” she murmured. “I've done that. When your
father was injured in battle or in the tournaments...” She smiled to herself in
soft remembrance. Deidra looked at her and then away. She had to admit Ryans,
Eugene had been kind and gentle even though they hadn't even kissed yet.


“Talking
about Ryans I take it ladies?” Doc asked behind them. Charlie looked over and
nodded. “Did anyone check his wounds today? Princess?” Doc asked coming up
behind them.


Deidra
turned. “I touched them but he moved away.”


“Wounds?”
the Queen asked, suddenly concerned.


“A
basilisk clawed his arm, hip, leg, and shoulder. And he was nicked with
a dagger and a sword when he rescued the princesses from that knight,” Doc
replied. “The damn fool won’t take antibiotics, he said he doesn't need them
and we'll need them later,” she sighed shaking her head at such stubborn
stupidity. “Are they at least clean and healing?” she asked Deidra.


Deidra
blushed looking away. “I didn't get a good look.”


Her
mother pursed her lips. “Well, best to check since those wounds were earned
saving you my child,” she ordered firmly. She got up and motioned for them to
go. Doc nodded.


“I've
got a meeting in a few minutes with Senji and Tau but I can spare a moment if you
can finish for me princess.” She nodded.


“It's
the honorable thing to do, to bind wounds given in your service,” Her mother
replied softly.


Deidra
nodded again firmly, shoulders back, chin up. Her mother was right; she'd
neglected that simple courtesy. “Let's go,” she ordered. She gathered her gown
and marched off. Doc gave her retreating back a look and then shrugged to the
Queen, bowed slightly and followed the departing princess.


<==={}------------>


In
his suite the princess chased off Answorth, a pair of apprentice engineers, and
an artist assigned to draft the blueprints they were working on. “Now princess,
I did eat, honest,” he said holding his hands up. He wasn't sure what all her
sudden concern for his welfare meant. At least she wasn't a shrew, that's all
he could think about. He did have to admit he did feel better with five hours
of uninterrupted sleep. Doc came in behind the princess and quietly shut the
door. “Oh no, not you too? Did you put a bug in her ear?” He jerked his thumb
to the princess who was trying to lift his shirt. “What the hell are you
doing?” he demanded looking at her.


She
sighed in exasperation, hands stopping for the moment. “The doctor told me to
check your wounds. Take your tunic off.”


“They're
fine!” he said returning her ire with his own. He turned on the Doc. “You did
this you meddling female…” He yipped when Deidra pinched him.


“Be
nice!” she growled, eyes flashing only a foot away from his own. He turned on
her with a glower but she ducked the look grabbing his right forearm and
holding it still. “There is blood on the bandage,” she said, suddenly
concerned. He had been injured nearly a month ago. The wounds should be healed
better than this.


“Probably
torn the stitches again, He's done it a few times already. It keeps setting the
healing process back. Not surprising given the activity we're all doing,” Doc
said with an exasperated sigh. “Over here,” She waved to the bed as she set her
kit down on it.


He
grumbled but got up and let them check his wounds. Deidra brushed up against
him a few times, making him feel a little warm. Doc checked for a fever and
frowned. “You're running a point and a half high; that's a sign of an
infection.” She gave him a dirty look. He shrugged it off. “I'm fine Doc, just
ah....” Deidra brushed up against him again. “A little distracted and it's a
little stuffy. I've also been ah...” He waited until Deidra turned. “I've been
on my feet a lot,” he admitted Doc chuckled slightly.


A
chambermaid and lady in waiting came in with water and fresh bandages. They got
his shirt off. “Eyes right!” He growled at the younger girls.


The
chambermaid caught the princess's flush and lingering look over his body and
giggled something to the lady near her. The princess turned a quelling glower
on the two of them. “You're dismissed,” she growled, eyes flashing.


After
he was bandaged Doc firmly informed him they needed to be checked daily and he
needed to put less strain on the skin so it would knit properly. He sighed.
There was a knock at the door and he looked up as it opened. The hall was
filled with people all jostling to get in. He rolled his eyes at Doc.


Sue
sighed. She knew the look, knew just how far she could push him. He was about
fed up with her machinations, she could tell just from his subsonic rumble and
body language. “Fine, then book some free time. And I want you down for six
hours a night. Six, not four, not five and a half... six!” she sternly waggled
a finger at him. “I'll send a nurse up with some antibiotics. We are finally
getting that worked out by the way; we’ve got plenty of sulfur so that's not a
problem even though Wanda and Charlie are using it for the gunpowder. Charlie
said she managed to identify penicillin this morning. She's culturing it now.”


“That's
good to know,” he said and smiled. She gave him a look. “All right Doc. I'll
try to get some down time,” he sighed.


“See
that you do,” she said turning to Deidra. “And you make sure of it,” she said.


“I
will,” the princess said. Ryans eyed her and then turned a suspicious eye on
Sue. Sue shrugged.


<==={}------------>


Later
he caught Doc having an argument with a group of healers. He caught part of it,
a heated argument over anatomy. He went to his suite and printed out a couple
of pages on anatomy. He brought them down with a poster and handed them over.
One of the healers started to snarl and crumple the paper but another grabbed
his arm.


“Look,”
Senji urged. The old man looked down and was astonished at the images. He
looked up but Ryans was already gone.


Doc
nodded, wanting to kick herself for not thinking of that sooner. “As you can
see, we have an extensive medical library at our disposal. If we can get more
ink and paper, then we can have easier access to it, or at least copy the
material out for books for easier access. Unfortunately that is in English so I
will translate...”


<==={}------------>


Max
and Scooter checked out an armorer. “He's busy,” his assistant said waving them
off.


“What
gives?” Max asked.


“A
local lord wants his armor repaired,” the assistant said pumping the bellows.
He'd heard the gaijin had made many things available to other smiths but was
unsure of them. He wanted to keep his job. It was tedious pumping the bellows
but it was work.


The
smith was sans shirt, bare chested with a broad burly chest. He had no facial
or chest hair, and no hair on top of his bullet head. He was sun burnt, most
likely from being around the forge and he had a long black braid. His hands
were thick and heavily callused from his work. There was a fresh cut on the
back of his right hand.


They
watched as the smith pulled a broken rivet out of the armor and then used a
dolly and hammer to hammer the dent around the hole back into shape. Scooter
nodded. The guy was using the same techniques body and fender guys had used
over the years.


“What
are you working on there?” Max asked, pointing to the forge.


“Armor
for a titan,” the assistant replied. The smith grunted, not looking up.


“We
are gaijin tasked to defend the Imperium by King Andreas. It is said you know hard
metals. That you make the best hard metals and know how to make things light,”
Max said. He noted several stamping forms in a dark corner. Good.


“Indeed,”
the armorer said, puffing his chest in quiet pride.


“All
right, we've got some work for you,” Scooter said looking to the smith. “I've
been told you can handle making small parts?”  He was hopeful this guy
could handle it. The artisans were all tasked.


The
smith nodded. He pulled a rivet out of his pocket and put it into the holes. He
tapped the hammer and dolly to bend the rivet, and then put it on the anvil to
hammer the rivet head shut. Cold forging, Max thought.


“Aye,
I can,” he said gruffly. He pointed to the chain mail on a bench nearby. “But
I've got a lot to do right now,” he said. “The lord wants this fixed. He should
have known better than to ride in the last tourney,” he said. He shook his
head.


“Yeah,
we can see that. I've got a couple of small projects for you. It's a royal
priority,” Max replied. The smith looked up with a glare.


Max
held up a writ signed by the lord chamberlain. “See?”


The
smith looked it over, eyes darting back and forth. He couldn't read it but he
did recognize the seal and the signature. “All right, just what do you need?”


“Well,
we need a couple of things. Tools really, they will be used to make new
weapons. Let's start with more parts for a lathe. Then another rifling bench.
Fortunately we've done both already so we know all the steps involved and the
parts,” he said, pulling out a scroll with blueprints.


<==={}------------>


“Sue,
what are you two up to now?” Ryans asked, eying the Doc.


“Is
this your way of asking what's up? I wondered why the sudden interest in all
things medical,” she said with a lurking smirk. He snorted.


“No,
that was actually an accident. Yes I was looking for you but I kind of figured
you'd be busy.”


“Riiight,”
she drawled.


“Look,
what are you playing at? You know you're playing with fire. You, Charlie, and
Wanda. Don't think I don't know about your little girls' night the other
night,” he warned. She flushed. “Let me guess, I was the topic of
conversation?” he suddenly demanded, eyes intent. “Right, and let me guess, how
to get through my defenses and cozy up to me was a subtopic? With pointed hints
from you three?”


“What
did you expect?” Sue demanded, spreading her hands.


“Sue,”
he said impatiently, running a hand through his hair. He'd finally taken the
time to shave and shower, he'd felt better for it. “So that's her sudden
concern for my welfare?”


“Saw
through that huh?” Sue asked, leaning back against the table behind her. He
snorted.


“Gee,
she comes over in a sheer low cut silk gown, late at night to get me to talk
about the stars and make me go to bed? I know damn well it's brooded about all
over the court,” he said waving and angry hand.


“And
that's not a good thing?”


“I'm...
damn it Sue, I am not going to get dragged into this shit. I know damn well you
females are manipulating me!” he growled, eyes flashing. “Playing me for a
fool, setting me up.”


“Did
it ever occur to you that she's genuinely interested now?” Sue asked. He
snorted. “No seriously,” she said, pushing him back when he tried to leave. He
growled. “Don't growl at me bub or I'll find an enema with your name on it,
boss or not,” she growled, this time her eyes flashed. He glared. “Okay, okay,
joke in poor taste. But you've got to admit, she's thawing. Is that such a bad
thing?”


“No,”
he admitted grudgingly.


“Do
you want her back as an ice princess?” Sue asked. “Cause I
garun-fucking-tee if you act all pissy with her as you are with me right now
that's what you'll get. She'll shell up and be seriously pissed.”


“No,”
he said in exasperation. “But I don't want to be tied down either,” he said,
jaw set.


“Who
said anything about that?” Sue asked, spreading her hands... She knew damn well
where this was leading he knew, knew it and lied right to his face. Typical, he
thought with a mental snarl. “You nit, she liked you. You finally thawed her
out when you started to talk about astronomy. She's been into it since she was
a little girl. That broke the ice,” she said.


He
froze and then frowned thoughtfully, remembering her keen interest with the
astronomers and then in his quarters. “Okay,” he said backing down a little.
“I'll give you that,” he said grudgingly. “But you and your cronies are out of
this. Pass the word, no more crap. Yeah, I know you're setting me up. Teaching
her how to get through my guard. She's got enough of an advantage as it is so
knock the shit off.”


“You
don't like her?”


“I...
that's no one's business. I'm not going to be here long enough so why go
there?” he demanded. “I'm serious Sue, knock off the crap, I don't have time
for it,” he growled.


“Yes
sir captain sir,” she mockingly said, coming to attention and saluting with a
sneer. His eyes flashed.


“I
said I don't need the crap Doc,” he growled.


“Oh
grow up. Be a man,” she said.


Again
his eyes flashed. “So what you're saying is I should spread my legs, close my
eyes and enjoy it?” he asked.


Suddenly
she paled. Her fist clenched. She wanted to slap him but restrained herself.
Finally he looked away. “Okay, a little uncalled for,” he admitted softly. But
there was a hint of truth to it, they both realized. She, some of the Terrans,
were pushing them together not because they'd make some sort of cute couple but
like the Queen they wanted an assurance that their power and life would
continue. “Sorry,” he finally muttered.


She
breathed through her nose a few times, gathering the shreds of her temper and
firmly keeping them in check. Finally she nodded. “So play it by ear. Don't
bite her head off for finally being nice and warming up to you. Maybe it'll
force Rojer to rethink his plans and buy us some time, who knows?” she asked
throwing up her hands. “One day at a time boss. Just think about that,” she
said. “That's all we ever have,” she said jerking the door open and exiting the
room.


He
sighed and shook his head. After a moment to think about what she had said he
followed.


That
went over well, Sue thought, brushing at her smock. Damn, she thought, shaking
her head. This little soap opera of theirs was going to get interesting.
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“So
we're waiting on shipments of the creatures the knights ride for them to go
active?” Perry asked, sounding tired but exasperated. One of the branacks
came in with a rider. The rider was sitting up straight in the saddle, when he
got to the loading platform a stable hand grabbed the reins so he could get off
and stretch. He stretched for a moment, smiling as his mount danced in place.


The
beast gave a stuttering caw, and then warbled up and down the keys. The rider
reached over and rubbed at its jaw and neck and then patted its flank. The
beast nudged him. A pair of stable hands came over and wrapped over-sized
jogging muffins around each rear calf, and then they turned to rub the
creature.


“Yes,”
the general's aide bobbed his head. “Is impossible to fight on foot in armor.”
He waved to indicate the knights training nearby outside. They were in a mix of
different armor styles. They were in the mail stables, one of three stables in
the keep. The other two were for general riding mounts and war mounts.


The
capital had stables situated all around, both civilian and government. The
royal stables were quite large, on par with some of the largest stables and
wooden buildings on Earth. Grand central station made out of brick, cement, and
the native wood and plywood. Another set of buildings outside the city walls
were for the draft animals that pulled the giant caravan wagons or the plows
and other machinery the smiths were now churning out.


He'd
really thought the draft animals were the war beasts. They were certainly big
enough, titanic six legged elephant like creatures. But apparently they were
slow moving and balked at the smell of blood. Over the thousands of years the
natives had found other more terrifying war beasts to ride.


“Especially
when your enemy has mounts and you don't. Okay got that,” Perry nodded.
“They're coming from the royal farms?” he asked. He'd just heard about them and
was a little annoyed. Apparently there had been a disconnect, an assumption
that he knew that simple fact. The royal farms were great reserves that
supported the war beasts and animals for the royal stables. A few were close
but most were further afield. You really didn't want one of the rhinotrikes
running around apparently.


“Yes
and the nearby lords as well,” the aide said nodding as a messenger handed him
a packet. The aide looked a lot like the general, wearing Roman style clothing
topped by a blue tunic. He had chain mail instead of loricated plate armor in
his quarters though.


“What
about using them?” Perry pointed to the messenger's steed. It was a local beast
called a branack, nearly two meters tall at the shoulder and covered
with spikes.


The
creature munched on a bale of hay while its rider stripped off the royal saddle
and saddle bags. The creature had the typical six legs, but the front two had
atrophied to look like a pair of T-Rex clawed forearms. The animals stood on
their rear legs, even ran as a biped. But when feeding they dropped to their
rear four legs.


This
one had three horns for a crest, great long spikes that bent back toward the
spine. Along the back were four rows of spines, some covering the shoulder
joints. Scales were interwoven with the spikes, covering the top of the critter
from nose to tail.


Another
of the creatures was led by. It was missing its spikes; it looked almost plain
in comparison. The first snorted and then cawed a throaty challenge. The second
seemed to shy away from its paddock; its two handlers had to slap it back under
control.


The
second lifted its head up to give a throaty caw and its handler smacked it on
the snout. It turned, gave him a look with six beady eyes, and then went back
to feeding with its beak.


“No
they... not eat meat.”


“That's
not exactly a requirement, Terran horses don't,” Perry pointed to a horse in a
nearby stall. He was actually surprised the natives kept the all the different
species under one roof.


“They
also flighty, fast but tire easy.”


“Ah.
Sprinters,” the lieutenant said nodding as he watched the horned creature
fidget and twitch, then scratch at an itch. Its handler used a rake to scratch
the itch. It gave a whistle of delight and then sighed, closing some of its
eyes.


“Why
does that one have horns and the other doesn't?” Ryans asked coming up behind
them. They turned to nod politely.


“Ah,
hot...” The aide picked up a stick then touched it to his skin and made a
sizzling sound.


“Debudding,”
Perry nodded.


“Right,”
the aide said nodding but not understanding. “Is so animal lighter, faster.” He
waved to the one with horns. “This one from distant fields where predators
attack. Must leave horns to protect... or so they say,” he shrugged.


“Ah.
So they are too flighty for line fighting... I wonder if they could make good
cavalry units? With bows or better yet rifles?” Perry asked musing. He rubbed
his chin.


“I
doubt it,” the aide said shaking his head. “Is...” He pantomimed fright.


“Fraidy
cat? Drills and conditioning would fix that.”


“Is
not just that,” the aide made a motion with his hand then toppled the hand
over.


“It
faints?” Ryans asked, blinking in surprise and then he turned to the big thing.
“I heard about it in goats, but that's kind of hard to believe in something
that big. That would make it a liability when being chased by a predator.”


There
was a distant explosion. Some of the people ducked in fright, each of the branacks
rolled its eyes and stiffened... and then fell over twitching, legs
outstretched.


“Oh...
yeah, that'd be a show stopper,” Perry said snorting. “So much for that idea,”
He shook his head. He touched his throat mike. “This is Five, report.”


“This
is three, test fire of gunpowder.”


“Next
time send an alert beforehand. You might have caused an accident. I take it
things went well?” Perry asked.


“Yes
sir, we'll give a full report when the chemists are done.”


“Roger.
Five clear.”


“Okay,
so, we can't use them for that...” He grunted then turned to a young man
tugging on his elbow. “What is it son?”


The
young man dressed in royal colors looked a little nervous but determined. He
took off a leather helmet and tucked it under one arm. “Is it true that you are
going to do away with us?”


Perry's
brows knit. Ryans did as well. “Where'd you hear that?” Perry asked as Ryans
opened his mouth.


The
young man pointed to his radio. “Some say you make those for lords.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “Not today, and not for some time. And no, they won't leave you
out of a job.” He pulled out his radio. “See these have a short range and
limited bandwidth. That means we can't talk with someone very far away and we
can't have a lot of people talking.”


Perry
nodded. “We've got telephones though, and broadband internet.” He gave a look
to Ryans then shrugged. “But not for at least a decade kid.”


“What
he means is that messages can be sent easily with those tools, but packages
still need to be carried by you,” Ryans explained pointing to the boy and the
others that had quietly come up behind them. “Low priority messages or ones
that need total security will still be carried by you folks. That won't change
overnight. Eventually though machines will be phased in to make things faster
and easier,” he smiled. “That is if we stay a long time.”


“They
don't exactly look reassured,” Perry murmured.


“Would
you be?” Ryans snorted. “We'll need people to operate those machines when they
come into service. Also people to keep them running. I'll make sure you folks
get the first pick of the jobs when they are phased in.”


The
men and women nodded. Perry noted that none were over four feet five inches
tall. Most where greyhound thin. “Jockeys,” he said nodding.


“I
know you have to watch your weight and height right?” he asked. Some of the
jockeys nodded.


“Those
in the races have to. Our elite and long distance runners as well,” the aide
said proudly nodding.


“Yeah,
I saw the tracks. Sometime I'll have to check a race out,” Perry smiled. “Bet
it's something else.” He chuckled.


“Betting
is done yes,” the aide said nodding.


“Yeah...”
Perry said smiling. “The good thing about the machines is you don't have to
watch your weight to ride them, and they can go as long as you fuel them and
fix them when they need it. They don't get tired and they don't sleep. I'll put
a word in with Max. Maybe he can build you folks a moped or motorcycle or even
bicycles so you can deliver stuff.”


“Bicycle?”
Ryans asked amused.


“For
local delivery,” Perry said waving his hands then turning back to the crowd.
“Bikes are machines that are human powered. You can ride along the streets and
deliver packages and mail door to door very fast. They are small and light so
it is easy to get in and out of tight places and crowds.” He indicated the
animals still trying to right themselves, “easier than these fellows.”


Some
of the riders nodded and smiled at this.


“But
don't worry; we've got years before things get moving. And right now we've got
a war to win right?” Ryans asked, pitching that last part as more of a
challenge than a question.


Perry
and the aide nodded firmly. “Right!” the crowd answered after a moment.


“Then
let's get to it. Break is over; let's go get ready to kick some Duluth ass!”
Ryans said slapping his hands together. The branack nearest to them
fainted. “Oops,” he winced, hunching his shoulders as Perry chuckled. The crowd
left muttering to itself.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur
was concerned about the lack of supplies and the news from home. He reacted
badly when the latest supply train arrived. It was a bare days worth of
supplies for his army, far too little to sustain it. He snarled, watching the
men unload the meager supplies through his open tent flap.


“They
dare? That's all?” he growled shifting about on his makeshift throne. He'd had
it made since the siege had gone on far longer than he had thought. The fact
that the older lords and his own general had counseled and warned him this
would happen hadn't sat well with him. He'd thought that with proper
persistence and force it could be done. Why! Why did they not obey his simple
commands? Why did Emroy still resist? Why didn't he surrender?


“It
is all they have my lord. The larders are bare and the hunting...” Uuôden
sighed and shook his head.


The
elderly and younglings couldn't hunt. They had done little to plow and sow the
fields. If this didn't work, if it didn't develop into something many would die
of starvation come winter. “Lazy! That's what they are!” Art’ur shouted,
throwing the sheaf of papers into the fire before any of his lords could read
it for themselves.


Uuôden
frowned. The lesser lords were chafing at being held to the siege. Young Art’ur
was now finding out what it truly meant to fight a war, the horrible waiting.
It took a level of patience that youth was not well known for.


Art’ur
was finding that not everything went as you planned. That your great schemes
could be undone by the simplest of things, a spring storm, or a stubborn lord
under siege. His grand idea of conquest was being threatened from within as
well as without and he didn't like it.


“Do
you wish to pass on orders my liege?” Uuôden asked. Art’ur said nothing,
staring at nothing as he rubbed the stubble on his chin. He didn't even have a
man's full beard yet, Uuôden thought. Far too young to be King.


“Eh?
No, there's nothing I can do from here,” Art’ur finally admitted. He felt unease
over this development. If his lords got wind of it they would begin to urge to
pull back, to see to their neglected lands and abandoned people. They couldn't
see the bigger picture but he could!


The
lazy fools back home should have done more. Of course he had taken every draft
animal for his army so they couldn't do much. He rubbed his brow, thinking
hard. No, he could rant on paper but dared not. He dared not leave a written
record for others to see and use against him. He considered sending back trains
of slaves and some of his wounded or even a score of men to whip the lazy louts
into doubling their efforts but then discarded the idea. His people were not
happy and chafed at being held to the siege but he needed all of them here.
Those that were wounded could still serve or would die of their wounds. He'd
already ordered the dead to be fed to the titans.


He
frowned. His men were restive. He turned. “Have a few deserters publicly put to
death to shut the whiners,” he ordered. “Use the stakes. When they're dead they
can be fed to the titans,” he growled.


“They
will certainly serve as a warning to others my lord,” the general said with a
nod.


“Yes,
see to it,” the King said. The general saluted him with his fist, bowed over it
and then left without a backwards look.


“Fools
all of them,” the King muttered. He took a drink from his mug and then threw it
across the room. It hit the tent wall and stained it. “Fools!” he raged.


<==={}------------>


Wanda
smiled as she and Tau did inventory. Tau was a fountain of information,
peppering her with descriptions and explanations to equal what she tried to
pass on to him. She had found out that the sulfur the Imperium had stockpiled
was from an inactive volcano to the south east. Tau told her how they gathered
it. He was sober and intent as he explained; she wasn't sure why at first. “Men
go there and haul out the sulfur on their backs by hand, walking leagues up and
down the rocky hills, breathing the fumes in through a cloth over their faces.
It takes dedication to do it, not many live for more than ten years before
dying of lung disease,” he explained. “My father did it so I could become what
I am today,” he said.


“Damn,”
she mumbled, holding the yellow powdery substance in her hand. It slowly
crumbled as her grip tightened. “Then we better make sure it's put to good use
then,” she said firmly.


<==={}------------>


Rojer
was not amused by the Baron's attempt on Perry's life and counseled the Baron
to patience. Pettigrew was there and nodded sagely, further humiliating the
Baron. He simmered, a cloud of resentment lingering around him. Finally he
stormed out to find a man to practice with. He needed to vent. “He'll probably
end up killing the poor sap in his condition,” Selena commented.


“Better
if it's one of his men than one of ours,” the Duke replied. He nodded to his
steward. “See that our men are... busy,” he said. The steward nodded and left.


“And
now for you my dear,” Rojer said, looking to Serena. She smiled and cocked an eyebrow
at him. He snorted. “Now don't play innocent with me, I heard you ordered a new
dress. A fetching one I assume. But not too influenced by the gaijin I hope?”
he asked.


“Nor
too expensive you really mean?” she asked with a sweet smile. There was of course
steel behind that smile. Her husband knew better than to interfere with her...
distractions. She sat on the edge of the desk, crossed her arms and looked at
him expectantly.


“No,
I dare say it'll cost a bundle. Does it at least come with shoes this time?” he
asked.


“You'll
see,” she smiled at him. He snorted, shuffling a set of papers on his desk.
“Was it all bad with Doland and Pyror?” she asked, smile disappearing.


He
sighed. “Can't fool you can I?” he asked, giving her a sidelong look. She
snorted softly at the very idea. He smiled a little and picked up his wine
glass. “Yes, my dear it was. Oh not just Pyror, but also the knowledge this
gaijin leader has of our people and our ways. He is off on some things but he
knows too much for our own good.”


“Ah,”
Serena said, caressing his shoulder. She looked at him with loving eyes.
“Should he then be dealt with?” she asked softly.


His
eyes cut to hers and then away. He tapped his right fingers on the desk
bloater, unsure. Ryans... Ryans was the keystone to the others. He wasn't
certain what Perry would do with Ryans gone. Ryans was also a crafter of the
machines the gaijin used, or so his spies had reported. That was something else
to be considered. He wasn't certain of all their inventions but some were quite
innovative and good. Good if he could take advantage of them of course. “He is
of much use to us now. But the future... the future is a different thing.”


“Handling
is out,” she asked, leaning back. He gave a short choppy nod and then a bark of
laughter at the very idea. “Ah, I see not,” she said making a moue. “Well, if
he must go then so be it.”


“Not
for some time though,” Rojer sighed. “Not until this battle is won,” he looked
away, pensive about the coming battle. There was much glory to be had, it could
cement his leadership. Pyror hadn't been happy about his none too subtle
prodding about the succession. He and Serena had children though. But the
battle... it could all be won or lost there. He had to take the risk of course;
he had to be there, to lead.


The
risk, he thought, turning slightly and shifting in his plush chair. “Yes,
indeed,” he murmured.


“A
missive my dear?” the duchess asked, smiling as she sat on the edge of his
desk.


“A
thought that a battle is a dangerous place to be. I'll have to have a word with
the proper parties though...”


“To
make it more dangerous for some more than others I suppose,” Serena smiled.


“You
know me so well my love,” he said, leaning forward as she leaned down to kiss.
She smiled as they broke the kiss.


<==={}------------>


Sue
reluctantly briefed the Queen about her husband. The conversation eventually
led to her encounter with Ryans. She realized as she told the story that she
was unloading, that she had to unload to someone. It was self justification she
realized. But when she saw how the Queen's eyes narrowed and her lips pursed in
an angry thin line her heart sank. She suddenly agreed with Ryans, this was no
place for her to be, spying on him for the Queen.  She was giving her
something to use against him, helping a potential enemy, someone who could
easily order their deaths, she thought with a pang. She tensed at that thought
and then put it aside, firmly changing the subject.


The
doctor commented about the United States and slipped in that she was
American-Canadian. The Queen blinked at her. “You see, my mother is American,
my father is a Canadian member of parliament,” she said proudly.


The
Queen blinked at that in confusion. “Explain please,” she said.


“Well,
you know how you have your council? The royal cabinet?” The Queen pursed her
lips. Some of that wasn't translating over well Sue assumed. “Um, the Domina
and Dominus who run the various ministries? Domina Ciara who runs textiles...”


The
Queen nodded. Some of the ministers had finally returned to the castle. Many
had been out on various errands to oversee the start of the New Year.


“Well,
we have a similar thing on Patria, Earth. My country, at least Canada has a
sovereign,” she indicated the Queen, “who also oversees several other
countries. Each of these nations have a parliament to run the day to day
affairs of the Kingdom.” Sue launched into an explanation of various
governments. The Queen nodded at appropriate intervals. After Sue explained the
concept of parliament the Queen was intrigued but confused. She waved the
gaijin away so she could think about the new concepts in peace. Stating she was
wearied from the new ideas.


<==={}------------>


Wanda
and Ryans talked when he noticed Deidra wearing her clothes. He knew damn well
what she was up to when Deidra shot him an amused look and practically did a
bump and grind as she walked away. He got Wanda alone in her lab and slammed
the door behind him. “Wanda, stop giving her... look. Stop giving them, damn
it!” he threw his hands up in the air. “Stop interfering in this! You women and
drama! Soap operas! You can't damn well leave well enough alone you've got to
meddle! You've got to try to fix shit, to fix people up, to try... damn it
can't you women understand the entire concept of NO?” he snarled pacing.


She
blinked at him in surprise. Ryans wasn't normally known for his temper
tantrums. She'd rarely ever seen one, and this was the first time she'd ever
experienced it firsthand. “Stop giving the princess advice and information to
use against me. I mean it,” he snarled through gritted teeth.


She
pursed her lips, her own temper rising. “I'll talk to anyone I damn well feel
like. I'll lend my clothes to anyone I want. If you don't like that you can
kiss my ass,” she said, eyes glittering stubbornly. “If you don't like it you
can stuff it where the sun doesn’t shine or I'll damn well do it for you,” she
growled right back at him.


Ryans
took a step back, mentally getting the shreds of his temper back under control.
He was seeing red; Wanda had no idea how angry he was right now. He controlled
it, throttled it. His grandparents would never forgive him if he hit a woman.
Hell, he'd never forgive himself! He tried to put what she said in perspective.
He couldn't browbeat her into listening to him and following his directives,
that was for sure, he thought with a mental snarl.


Wanda
gave Ryans a look when he calmed down. “Worried about robbing the
cradle?”  she asked, with what some would think of as a smile.


He
snorted. “Not so much, gee, she's only fifteen or sixteen years younger.
Apparently in this culture that's acceptable,” he said with a deadpan face.


Wanda
chuckled. “Okay, so you are a little. What else?”


He
gave her a long look. He knew she was picking his brains and he didn't like it
but maybe if he told her it would persuade her to help him instead of the
enemy. “I don't want to be trapped here. I want to do a lot more with my life
then sit in a drafty mold infested castle waiting for some idiot to try to
poison me, or stab me, or some neighboring ruler to invade.”


“Ah.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, there is that. The whole, whose going to try to
bump me off this week..., a paranoid’s worst nightmare come true,” Wanda
replied sheepishly.


“So,
I do have legitimate reasons for wanting to go my own way. Not be raped by you
women,” he snarled.


She
shot him a look and then looked away. “Cheap shot,” she said coldly.


“Is
it? You're trying to manipulate me, to force me into something I damn well do
not want and have repeatedly said no to. What was that thing you women drilled
into a guy's head? No means NO? No means keep your fucking hands to yourself?”
he asked coldly.


She
flushed. “So what do you want to do?” she asked, looking away and busying her
hands with her work. She needed to change the subject; he was getting way too
hot and bothered over this. Couldn't he see... no he couldn't. He had so many
walls up he was blocking out all the possibilities, she mused.


“I
had intended on exploring, and if the world was viable and had no people, then
set up a colonization effort. That's obviously out the door,” he sighed,
shaking his head.


“You
sound disappointed,” she said looking at him.


“That
people are here? No,” he said. He shook his head and shifted on the stool he
was sitting on. “These people had some pretty good ancestors, survivors. Gotta
give them their due, they got here and thrived despite being in an alien
environment.”


Wanda
smiled. “That they did. Did you notice that all walks of life are here? All
races of man, and even parts of different cultures? Oh the primary culture is
medieval, mostly Roman, but I think that's due to the fortification need, and
need for central authority.”


He
chuckled. Yeah, I don't think Asian paper houses would stand up to a basilisk
or a rhinotrike or a dragon.”


“Something
like that,” Wanda smiled, nodding. “But there are some Asian influences, why I
saw a couple of houses in town that were positively pagodas! They even have the
slanted roofs and lung chi dragons carved into the rafters.”


He
blinked at her then shrugged. He remembered something about that on the trip to
the capital come to think of it. “Okay. So where does this conversation lead?”


She
smiled. “Well, it just means that anything can influence people here, and they
are ripe for change. Some of the cultures and people here encourage it.”


He
sighed. “So? That doesn't mean I want to stay.” He shook his head. To go from a
technological society to this? Sure some nut job in the SCA or a Luddite would
love it for a while, but it would pall come winter.


“Sometimes
we have to do what we don't want, to do what's right. Or necessary,” she said
giving him a long look.


“Who
say's I'm the one that has to do it?” he demanded looking at her. “Who say's I
have to be the one to sacrifice my dreams, my goals? What about
everything I've planned and poured blood sweat and tears into? All the people
back home who work for me and are counting on me?” He was snarling now, he got
up and paced. “I don't see you or the others volunteering to make such a
sacrifice! Give up a latte and bagel in order to eat rotten porridge, drink
from a sewer and go to the bathroom in a hole and use leaves as toilet
paper? Trapped in a loveless marriage with a woman who'd kill me the moment she
thought she could get away with it and the mother in law from hell literally
lording it over me? Talk about pissing in the wind!” He threw his hand about.


She
shook her head. “You got me there. But it's something to fix. Just like the
castle. Slavery, justice system, medicine, god, there's something to end. What
an imprint you'd make there!” she said and realized he was right. She was
thinking of what he could do here but what about her? She was a scientist, a
chemist, look what giving them bleach had done? The castle had never been
cleaner! She grimaced and ran her hands through her hair. “You're right though,
where to start? How much of a dent can one person really make?”


He
eyed her again. “I'm not so much interested in getting my name in the history
books as moving mankind forward. Setting up the infrastructure to go to new
worlds, to repair our own, to touch the stars. The cutting edge stuff. Explore
new frontiers. Where no man has gone before...”


“You
almost had it there,” she said with a half smile.


“What?”
he demanded. He stopped confused.


“Star
Trek. Never mind, it's not important,” she said getting up. “I've gotta get
back to work, you think about it.”


“Sure,
I'll put it right up there on my to do list,” he sighed then shook his head.
“I've got something for you to remember. Buckland. He didn't exactly
make a big dent here did he?”


She
froze and then shook her head as she walked out.


<==={}------------>


Deidra
was vexed when her monthly started the day after she had rested with Ryans. She
went back to court in her court dress and makeup. Instead of flirting with him
she avoided him in the morning until the cramps and bleeding were under
control.


It
was a way to drive him off; the face paint and outfits were a major turn off to
him. He took one look in passing, nodded politely to her but kept going. She
didn't understand why he avoided her company and was hurt and angry at being
spurned.


She
came to realize the reason when her mother ordered her to seduce him and she attempted
it once more after an evening meal. The attempt was half hearted and he slipped
away with an excuse that someone was calling him on his radio. He left with one
hand to his earpiece, pulling out his phone.


She
tried to think about the situation as she slowly walked to her rooms for the
night. She was tempted to go to his rooms but his reaction and rejection
burned. He was definitely uncomfortable with her presence, something he hadn't
been the other evening.  From the parapet walk above she spotted him
talking with Wanda and Charlie. He was relaxed, talking and laughing not stiff
and trying to avoid their presence. Her sister Zara approached and he didn't
flinch or beg off. She became instantly jealous.


She
studied her sister, watching her. Zara wasn't flirting with him, she knew
better. But she was talking with him and he was receptive, speaking with all
three women as equals. That was something she still couldn't quite grasp, all
the gaijin were respectful of her and the other nobles but only to a point.
They treated them as equals, not above their rank and station.


She
studied her sister once more. Her sister had set trends this fashion season by
emulating the gaijin. Gaijin fashion was always a fashion trend, something new and
different to catch the eyes of the men folk and to scandalize the older
generations. Zara... she studied her sister as she moved about and sucked in
her breath. Zara had no wig, her hair was down and she had little makeup on! In
fact none at all that she could see from a distance! Could that be it? Zara
looked like... could he be attracted to... well, mother had said that her
father was most amorous when she had no makeup on... could that indeed be it?
So simple?


She
rested a hand on the edge of the wall as she watched them talk. Could she
really do that? Emulate the gaijin? She thought, frowning. She realized that he
was attracted to the natural looking gaijin. Natural and natural acting, not
play acting or court acting. Should she try to emulate the gaijin as her sister
had? If she wanted to... if she wanted to continue her line she would have to
she realized.


The
next morning she started to dress down, to copy some of the female gaijin's
makeup, much to the pique of the royal makeup artist Druzilla. Her first
attempt didn't go over well so she pulled Wanda aside for a quick lesson. Wanda
lent her a kit and made another Mary Kay party joke that Deidra of course
didn't understand.


She
immediately started a trend in the court with the simple summer dress she'd
borrowed from Wanda. Her mother asked about it at lunch. She smiled politely.
“Well, it's warm mother,” she said picking up a feather fan and fanning
herself. “And this is quite cooler. I've already put in an order for the odd
shoes Wanda wears. Flip flops she calls them.” Her mother's eyes flashed and
she cocked her head, a sure sign that she wasn't buying that excuse.


“And
no, it's well, okay a little competition with Zara,” Deidra admitted. The
Queen's eyes narrowed but she didn't quite buy that either. Finally off to the
side and out of ear shot of others she told her mother she was trying to be
more attractive to Ryans.


“The
makeup doesn't run in the heat,” her mother admitted. “At least when you wear
so little.”


“And
I'm more comfortable.”


“Do
have a care with the court and the sun dear,” her mother warned her. Deidra
nodded reluctantly. “Did you drive him off with your...” she indicated Deidra's
tummy and cleared her throat.


“I...
I'm not sure. I do know that wearing court dress wasn't working mother. Court
dress and manners were part of what was driving him away I believe.”


The
Queen sighed and then fanned herself. “I wish we could get you two away to the
mountains in the retreat for a month or so. The lack of pressure might be the
catalyst needed.”


Deidra
looked at her mother with an eye and then snorted. “I think the war takes
precedence mother. And kidnapping him to drag him off to the mountains to
seduce him would have far reaching consequences,” she said, indicating the
gaijin military leader Perry with her fan briefly.


Her
mother followed the pointed fan and then pursed her lips and then nodded
slightly. “How long do you plan to do this?”


“As
long as it takes mother.  For life if necessary. If you want things this
way then it seems a small price to pay,” Deidra replied, lifting her chin
slightly.


“I
do say that that dress is far too... the winter and all...” the Queen murmured
looking at her again. “Though seeing Andreas's reaction if I wore it,” she had
a devilish smile. Her daughter snorted.


“No
mother you can't borrow it. It's too small for you. Though you could ask Domina
Ciara to make one,” Deidra hinted. Her mother snorted and then shook her head.


“Now
that would scandalize some if not all of the court,” she said. “Pity, I think
I'd enjoy it,” she said looking away. She looked at her daughter again, eyes
twinkling. “I was quite the terror to your grandmother in my youth. I did many
of the same things as you are doing now daughter, but not to this… she
indicated the dress. “Extreme.”


“I'll
do what I must mother,” Deidra said firmly. “Besides, it does sort of grow on
you,” she admitted. She had even shaved her legs.


“Yes
dear, if it's what's needed, then do so,” her mother reluctantly agreed.


Deidra
blinked in surprise at her mother's agreement. Finally she smiled slightly and
walked off. Over the next several days she tried different outfits to get his
attention but he was always busy or out in the capital. The low cut dresses and
such scandalized and titillated the court but intrigued some of the more
adventurous into emulating her. Some of the younger members of the court
ordered new dresses and outfits like the gaijin wore or cut down and simplified
their current wardrobe. She had to stay one step ahead to stand out from the
sudden unwanted competition.


<==={}------------>


Deidra
and her mother enlisted Sue and other girls in the hunt once more when her
latest efforts didn't completely pay off. The girls joked about war paint and
hunting men. It took time to translate the concepts. Sue limited herself to a
general discussion of various things, but the royal trio kept steering the
discussion to Terran men and Ryans in particular. She knew what they were up
to, so did her best to avoid the subject. Of course Wanda and Charlie had no
such compulsion.


Corporal
Patterson had been with them for a short time, an invited guest of Zara. The
two of them were fast friends, and she frequently lent things to Zara and
helped her with various ideas. Unfortunately she couldn't stay since she was on
guard duty in a few hours and had to beg off and leave. Zara pouted a little
but finally got over the loss as they continued to talk.


The
Queen was drawn off for a last minute consultation and left as well. Before
leaving she gave her daughters a stern and knowing look. Both women knew what
it was about, their mother wanted more information on Ryans and the culture the
gaijin came from.


Sue
commented delicately about the rapes once more. She was probing, trying to see
how her mental state was but also trying to shut down their intel effort. “I
mean is this the best time I...”


When
Zara and Deidra finally got what she meant they laughed. “We're not virgins. We
know what we're doing,” Zara giggled, covering her face with her hand.


“Um...
“


“Virgin
princesses? Boy, the boys will be disappointed in that,” Wanda joked.


“Um...”


“Okay,
old joke, never mind. So um, you have um... experience?" Sue asked weakly.


Zara
nodded, eyes twinkling. “Oh yes.”


“Um...”


“So,
how I mean, not just the well you know. The incident," Wanda asked,
tripping over the subject. Sue winced expecting a blow up.


Zara
froze and then shrugged. "Oh no, we've... it's hard to explain I suppose.
We have watched your videos and talked to the soldier woman Lisa Patterson. She
has explained a few things. Now I supposed it is our turn. In our society the
men normally lead. That's how it's done. So what happened...?”


"Wasn't
your fault," Wanda said, eyes flashing.


Zara
shook her head. "No of course not. Nor could it be avoided."


"So
the grief and..."


"Was
for the death of our brother Balthazar, our servants, and its implications on
us and our family and our future," Zara replied, shoulders hunched.
"Though yes, the rapes were a part of our misery. A small part of a
greater whole."


"Oh."


"From
our perspective we must insure the royal line. To do otherwise would invite
misery and an end to our family and our people."


"Oh,
so..."


"Chase
the guy to continue on?"


"Well,
women are known for chasing the men to control the gene pool," Sue replied
dryly. "And Ryans is attractive. I've seen him with his shirt off."


“So
have I,” Sue said. She looked at Deidra who nodded.


“He
is attractive,” Deidra admitted. She had really liked listening to his heart
beat and breathing when they had lain together. His effort not to press her had
been... sweet.


The
party ran a gamut of subjects, from bathing and subtle perfumes, running water,
hot and cold... they discussed the Queen and courtiers. Concepts like lights
with no flames, ovens, etc, they bounced around to various subjects for a while
before getting back to the inevitable.


They
watched some of the Britney movies before Deidra tired of it. Oh, she did like
some of the footage but some of it only confused her. They watched Carly
Jepsen's “Call Me Maybe” music video for wardrobe ideas and giggled over her
antics to get the guy's attention. “He's dreamy though,” Zara sighed.


“Zara!”
Deidra said, mock shocked by her sister's admission.


Zara
glared at her as Wanda stopped the video. “Wasn't it you who showed me the
hiding spot overlooking the pool where the boys bathe in the summer?” Zara
asked with a knowing grin. Deidra flushed and hit her sister with a pillow.
Wanda caught Sue's eyes and rolled hers. Sue snorted.


“Let's
just say it get's interesting at the end,” Charlie said, reaching around Wanda
to hit the play button as the two princesses settled down. At the end the
gaijin women snickered at the whole gay turn of events while the princesses
blinked in confusion. They had to explain it to the natives.


“Could
that be his problem?” Deidra asked aghast,  suddenly concerned about Ryans
but Wanda snickered and told her not to worry,


“Ryans
isn't the type, and besides, I know for a fact he dated the ladies before we
left. Nothing serious of course or he wouldn't be here,” she frowned and then
decided to plunge on. “Ryans is more interested in getting us home,” she said.
“That's your biggest thing, well, one of them. The whole living here in these
conditions for the rest of his life and giving up his family and everything he
had on Earth?” she waved a dismissive hand. “Not to mention being worried about
someone sticking a knife in his back or poisoning him like Marcus? Yeah, you've
got your work cut out for you girl,” Wanda said.


“Then
of course there's him the man. Do you want this because your mother ordered it?
For the good of the Imperium and the royal line or because you genuinely like
the guy? He's a big lug, charming, with a thick honor streak and stubborn as
the day is long. If you're chasing him because of orders or out of some
misplaced guilt over him saving you then forget it. You'll never get past an
occasional kiss princess. He'll pull up stakes quick,” Charlie said. Sue
remained quiet. She squirmed and nodded when Deidra looked at her for
confirmation.


“So
you have to ask yourself, are you doing this for Queen and country or for the
man? What's best for you and for him? If you really care about him, about what
he thinks and feels then you have to ask yourself, is it right to take this any
further?” Charlie echoed. Deidra sat back as Zara turned to stare at her. She
squirmed, thoroughly uncomfortable and dismayed by the blunt question. Charlie
and the others looked at her intently for a long moment. She ducked away and
bit her lip.


“Yeah,
that's what I thought,” Charlie said quietly. She got up and brushed her pants
off. “I've got a long day tomorrow, we've got more yeast and penicillin to get
off to you Sue so I better hit the hay. Night all,” she said with a wave. Sue
and Wanda followed murmuring excuses as well.


Zara
looked at Deidra but she was far away, thinking. Finally she hugged her sister
and then went to bed herself.


<==={}------------>


Later
the next morning Sue pulled Charlie and Wanda aside in the camper before they got
too busy with their day. “We need to talk,” she said quietly but firmly. They
could tell from her no nonsense attitude that she meant something serious.


“Thought
we did that already,” Wanda said. She finished washing her hands and then
flushed the toilet and came out of the tiny camper bathroom drying her hands
with a towel. “Tell me again when they're going to get a decent toilet in this
dump?” she asked plaintively. “I'm sorry but having to run down three flights
of stairs and across the courtyard every time I gotta go isn't working,” she
growled.


“Getting
plenty of exercise,” Charlie teased passing her to go in and do her business.


“Funny.”


“Well,
maybe you should plan better,” Charlie said with the door closed. There was the
usual echo to her voice. “Or go more often,” she said.


“Cute,”
Wanda sighed. “So what's this about?” she asked turning to Sue. Sue frowned.
She looked over to Patterson. By coincidence she had the morning off. “Or
should we wait?” she asked.


They
heard the toilet flush and then Charlie turned the faucet on. In a moment she
came out. She took the towel from Wanda. Sue sighed. “I think Ryans is right.”


“About
what?” Charlie asked, genuinely curious.


“About
the soap opera,” Sue said, using air quotes to frame soap opera. “I hate to admit
it but we are giving the enemy information. intel,” she said cutting her eyes
to Patterson. Patterson frowned and got up to come over. She crossed her arms.


“You're
talking about my conversations with Princess Zara?” Patterson asked.


Sue
frowned and then nodded. She brushed her hair out of her face. “You, me, Wanda,
Charlie, all of us. They're pumping us for information, trying to get to him.”


“It's
not working is it?”


“Did
you ever think about what else they could use this information for? We're
talking about the Queen here. The woman who could rip that piece of paper up
and have us all tossed in the dungeon,” Sue said. “Or worse. She may smile to
your face but she's a viper.”


“Surer
than shit she is,” Patterson agreed with a nod. “I heard some stories from the
guards. They were wondering why she didn't have Ryans tour the dungeons and the
torture chamber after their little spat,” she said.


“You
see?”  Sue demanded as Charlie paled. “There's an old saying. Put not your
trust in princes. I'm not sure where it's from,” the doctor said.


“Psalms
146:3,” Patterson supplied. She smiled at the doctor's look of surprise.
“Sorry. I get your point though. We're giving information to a potential
enemy,” she said.


“But
if he only saw the potential!” Wanda said stubbornly.


“You
think a master strategist like him hasn't?” Sue asked patiently. “He's a bright
guy Wanda. He can see that. But he's also weighing the pros and cons. Probably
not very objectively but you aren't either are you? You're dismissing his
concerns because you're so enamored with the idea of a storybook romance.”


“I...”


“I
think we all were,” Charlie said quietly. Wanda turned to look at her in
surprise. Charlie nodded to Doc. “I thought it was fun to help in seducing him.
No harm right? Better to ask for forgiveness than permission right? But he's
dug in his heels and said no and we need to respect that.”


“Damn
right we do,” Sue said. She looked at Wanda. “Right?” she demanded.


“Sure,
fine, whatever,” Wanda said. “Can we go now?” she indicated the door.


“By
all means,” Sue said with a sigh, knowing she was talking to a wall. “Let’s get
back to work.”


<==={}------------>


Ryans
was introduced to more of the cabinet, the lord of the privy, chancellor of the
exchequer, lord of the privy purse, minister of mining, minister of
entertainment, the list went on and on. He shook his head in disgust. “Way to
many chiefs, not enough indians,” he growled. Perry snorted agreement.
Fortunately many of the ministers like the royal tax collector were out and
about most of the year. Some also had their own estates and families to attend
to and only came to the capital for the summer.


They
met with the minister of cloth; there they found an anorexic woman who was
dressed in the latest fashion. It was silk, a light green, and cut similarly to
the green summer dress Sue occasionally wore. This had definitely had some
Asian influences, with the split up one leg and the cut of the hem and peg
buttons. This woman was by far a better, more forward thinking person than the
unlamented Druzilla. At least she didn't have a gallon of paint on her face at
any rate.


“Domina
Ciara correct?” Ryans asked, holding out his hand. She looked at it and then
carefully took it. He shook it and then kissed the back of it. “My name is
Eugene Ryans and this is my military counterpart Lieutenant Marcus Perry. We're
pleased to meet you,” he said releasing her hand.


Perry
shook her hand and then they settled down on stools. He avoided looking at the
thin woman's face after the first glance. She was one of the few women that
could probably benefit from the gallon of the face paint the natives wore. For
some reason she wasn't wearing much though. She had short black hair, square
cut, with slightly slanted eyes and thin almost skeletal hands that she constantly
moved around.


“I
was wondering, where do you get the silk?” Ryans asked pointing to her outfit.
Perry gave him a look.


Ryans
frowned, rubbing his chin in thought. “We've confirmed Chinese immigrants, but
how could the silk worm have survived? I remember they need the leaves of a
mulberry bush to eat.”


Perry
gave him a curious look and then snorted. “The things people remember.
Discovery channel right?” He chuckled.


“No
actually, Animal Planet,” Ryans replied absently.


“Ah,
that explains it,” Perry snorted. He turned to the minister. “Okay, give?” he
asked. “Otherwise he's going to be like that all damn day and we've got more
important things to be working on,” he said. She brushed her hands.


“It's
quite disgusting really and not really fit for civilized speaking,” she said
haughtily, nose in the air.


“I
don't buy it. Give,” Perry said eying her. She looked nervous then shrugged.


“The
cavern worms,” she finally said, wrinkling her nose. He nodded.


“Silk
worms?” he asked. “Like he said?” He indicated Ryans.


“In
truth quite large creatures, large as a man, they can be dangerous full grown.
They spin silk in the caverns to make nests and catch prey. Some slant eyed
people learned to tame the disgusting beasts and use them for our needs,” she
said. She indicated the cloth.


“Ah.
Okay, it's strong,” Ryans said touching it. “How strong is it? Can it lift a
man? If woven properly could it stop say, a crossbow bolt?”


The
minister looked at them in surprise. “You know, I never explored that. I know
some shipbuilders weave it into their ropes... I'll... hmmm,” She looked
thoughtful. “I'll see if we can set something up,” she finally said and then
nodded.


“Good.
Good to know,” Perry nodded to Ryans who nodded back. He started to unbutton
his shirt.


“What?!”
The woman shrieked making him look up. “A gentleman does not undress in front
of a lady!” she said looking pale. She shrank back from them. He snorted.


“Just
taking the shirt off miss,” he said undoing the last button then pulling the
shirt off.


“Is
that armor?” she asked looking down her nose at him.


He
nodded. He'd started to wear his body armor more often now. Perry and some of
the others were wearing theirs now as well. “Why yes, the very reason I took my
shirt off. To show you that is,” he explained. “You see, this is Dragon skin
two armor. It's like your chain mail, but much more advanced.” He removed the
Velcro with ripping sounds. She looked fascinated.


“Velcro.
We'll get to that some other time,” he said as he took the armor off. “See the
plates like scales under the skin fabric?” he said flexing the armor. She moved
forward and peered at the armor and then looked up. He nodded as she reached
for the armor.


Her
hands were wrinkled but firm as she touched it. “The outermost layer is a
synthetic silk,” he explained. She looked up to him in surprise. “The silk is
super strong. It acts as a catcher mitt, spreading some of the force when
something strikes.”


She
flexed the armor. “Under that are ceramic and Kevlar composite disks that form
a sort of chain mail. That intercepts even more force,” Perry added. She
flipped the armor over and ran her hands on the other side. “And the other side
is a layer of synthetic silk with a thin Kevlar layer.”


“The
stitching is so precise! And the weave! The silk must breathe nicely, wicking
the odious concoctions a body can produce away,” she murmured. She kept flexing
the armor and ripping and playing with the velcro.


“Yes,
it's also light and so it's easy to wear. A lot easier than the earlier armor.
This...” He tapped the armor. “Is bullet proof. Or at least as close as the
current generation can achieve. It's also proof against shrapnel, fire, arrows,
crossbow bolts, daggers, and even swords.”


Her
eyes were wide at that last statement. “To produce such a wonder,” she
murmured, clearly awed.


“Exactly.
If you could produce something like this, dyed to...oh let’s say the royal or
Kingdom colors, then it would be quite helpful in the future...”


She
nodded, suddenly smiling. Ryans tried to ignore the wart on her chin as she
grinned. “I dare say it would!” she breathed eyes excited at the idea.


“We
thought you might.” Perry said dryly. “That's why we wanted to give you the
plans to better looms and other machinery. To help make better uniforms for the
soldiers,” he said. She nodded, suddenly sobered.


“I
am paying attention now,” she replied.


“Good,”
Ryans replied as he put his armor back on and then his shirt. “I thought this
would get your attention,” he said with a small smile to Perry.


<==={}------------>


“How
are we to pay for all this?” the Queen asked.


Duke
Pyror nodded. “Some can come from levies and the royal treasury, but not all,”
he stated sitting back. Then both eyes turn on Ryans. The gaijin shrugged.


“You’re
asking me? I don't know anything about your country, your balance of trade, or
the current economic situation. The tax code alone is probably beyond me even
in layman's terms,” he said shaking his head. He had enough on his plate as it
was.


The
Queen nodded. “But still...” she said encouragingly. He sighed, reading her
expression and ignoring Duke Pyror and Duke Rojer. Pyror he could deal with,
the guy seemed honest and had a feel about him, a charisma. Rojer just felt
smarmy, he oozed avarice.


“All
right, I have a couple of suggestions. You can use them in whole, in part, or
in combination. It is up to you. The first is a tax rebate. Cut the taxes to
offset any who contribute to the war effort for a period of time. Their
contribution is commensurate with their taxes. In other words the more they help,
the more they don't have to pay taxes for a period of time, or they pay at a
much lower rate. Consider it a form of war bonds which we can get to in a
minute. They take these rebates in lieu of full or partial payment. Keeping
track and keeping corruption to a minimum will be interesting to say the
least.”


The
Duke nodded. “Wise. It's called shield money. A levy paid by lords who lack men
and material to aide in a cause.” Duke Rojer frowned. He didn't like how well
this gaijin handled the situation. He had expected the man to beg off to
consider it over time.


“Ah.
Okay, well, I was thinking you could open that up to merchants as well,” Ryans
said nodding. Duke Pyror nodded his chin. The Queen however was noncommittal,
resting her hands in her lap and not moving a muscle.


“The
second thing is to borrow from neighbors or others. If no neighboring Kingdoms
are available you can borrow from the people by selling war bonds. These bonds
are tax chits that the buyer can redeem later to recoup their investment and
even profit a little. The longer they wait, the more profit they get,” Ryans
explained. “That was one of the methods used to finance wars on Earth.


The
Dukes looked both amused and intrigued by that outlandish idea and then Duke
Pyror wiggled his fingers to indicate he should continue.


“Third,
donations, people who donate their time, materials, or services. Find a way to
encourage it, and in the end reward such behavior.”


Fourth
you could raise taxes and levies of course. Either across the board or on various
items or other services. Such as a travel levy or a tax on goods that travel to
faraway lands.”


“A
tariff,” Perry interjected. Ryans nodded. “It works both ways, a tax on imports
and exports. But you don't want to tax goods that help in the war effort of
course,” he finished.


“Of
course,” Rojer replied.


“Fifth,
working with us,” Ryans glanced at Perry. “You could license our technology and
sell the rights to use it to various merchants and industrial people. Things
like oh, better looms that we mentioned to the minister of cloth an hour ago.
Or better forges, or leaf springs for wagons, carts, and carriages. There are
thousands of items we have that we can transfer over.”


“For
a small fee of course,” Duke Pyror said with a flicker of annoyance.


“You'd
be surprised at how low we can charge for such things. And things that benefit
the war effort we may not charge for at all. We gaijin still need to discuss it
amongst ourselves,” Perry said, shooting a warning glance to Ryans. Ryans
nodded, catching the message. There were some things they weren't ready to give
up or trade for.


“Sixth
and finally, the promise of getting something in the end, in this case, land,
royal favor, or technology,” Ryans smiled.  “I believe that's a
traditional thing in times of war.”


“What's
in it for them?” Perry asked.  The nobles nodded, eyes gleaming.


Ryans
shrugged. “Something like that.”  He knew that was a standard used in past
times by various governments.


“Aren't
we getting ahead of ourselves?” Perry asked. “There's still a war to win.”


Ryans
nodded. “But planning the aftermath, or at least having an inkling of what to
do is important too. Figuring out how to pay for things in the present is
important too unless you want rampant inflation to destroy the economy.”


Perry
nodded. “Wise.”


“I
take it you can outfit some of the army with the stores of armor and weapons
you currently have in storage right?” Ryans asked. The nobles were supposed to
be collecting taxes year round to pay for the defense of the Imperium as well
as its day to day upkeep. Apparently either it was not enough or someone had
been skimming, probably more than one someone. Or they were pleading poor to
get out of having to pay.


The
Duke nodded. “But that's a small group, no more than four thousand,” the Duke
replied. Perry and Ryans of course knew this, that armor was being used to
outfit the infantry and cavalry units under the general's command.


“Ah.
Okay, well, from what I remember a long bow and arrows can be made in a couple
of hours by a trained person with steam and the right materials,” Ryans said
thoughtfully. The Duke looked surprised and then nodded warily. “I believe in
medieval society you also have a law that states the knights must raise men and
material to fight when called?” Ryans asked.


The
Queen nodded. “The call has gone forth but only the lords and knights closest
have responded so far. It's unusual to be struck in the early spring; usually
war is fought in the fall after harvest.”


“War
waits for no one your majesty. It can be fought even in the dead of winter. Or
year round. I know,” Perry grimaced wryly.


“I
see your point,” the Queen nodded. “I'll think about your suggestions and bring
them to Andreas,” the Queen replied.


“One
thing that's interesting your majesty, by giving those who participate a tax
rebate as partial or full payment, or giving them access to our technology or
way of doing things you will be giving them a short term economic advantage,”
Ryans said thoughtfully. “An advantage over their fellows who do not
participate, or do not participate as much,” he said.


Both
Duke's scowled. Rojer's eyes narrowed in thought. “I don't understand,” he
sighed after a moment.


Ryans
snorted. He knew damn well Rojer did understand but didn't like the
implications at all. He plunged in anyway. “Well, these people who are near, as
in here in the capital are the closest to the new technology, so will be first
affected by it. If they don't have to pay taxes for a year or two they can reap
enormous benefits for themselves and their children with wise investments.
Investments in industry and new materials that will be traded with others.
Merchants, artisans, and others should be encouraged to see that long view, and
poised to take advantage of it,” Ryans explained.


The
Dukes and Queen froze, and then smiled at one another. “We'll take that advice
to heart,” Duke Pryor said and nodded. Rojer frowned but then nodded as well.
The mayor of the town did as well, eyes gleaming.
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“Don't
look now but you've got company. The tax man commeth,” Perry said smiling.


Ryans
looked up and in the direction the lieutenant was looking. A weasel faced man
dressed in off white robes was coming, carrying an abacus and ledger of papers.
Two other people, one a teen followed in his wake, carrying more papers and
scrolls.


“Oh
great, bring the accountants into this, what's next lawyers?” Ryans asked in
mock exasperation. He knew this was coming since the tax minister hadn't been
involved in the discussion about taxes earlier. It was his loss, the guy should
have gotten off his ass and attended, not begged off due to travel fatigue.


“Don't
even go there,” Perry said, giving a mock shudder. “War is hell enough. Stick
lawyers and ex wives into it and it'll be unbearable.”


“Cute,”
Ryans snorted. “What can we do for you gentlemen?” Ryans asked standing as the
men came up to them.


They
set their loads down on the table, brushing away plates and bowls. “Her majesty
has entreated me to find the money for the war effort. However... as you can
see...” He waved to the ledger.


“Okay,”
Ryans picked up a scroll and looked at it. “What am I looking at? It looked
like crabby hand writing. Bad hand writing.” He looked up to the accountant who
winced and turned a glower on a subordinate. The young man winced, looking
down. He had come a long way since they'd first arrived two and a half months
ago but he still had a hard time reading the native's language. Puzzling out
what they used for numbers and math was beyond him. This was a bit too much.


“I
apologize,” the minister said shaking his head. “I cannot write it all,” he
sighed.


“And
you are?” Perry asked, holding out a hand. The man looked at it then set the
abacus down and shook it. He was old but strong.


“Winston
Dominus of the exchequer, this is my associate Doland, burger of the capital
town.” He indicated the portly man behind him. The young teenager didn't even
blush when he was ignored.


Doland
we've met earlier,” Ryans said nodding politely to the mayor.  Doland
harrumphed, thumbs hooked into his broad belt.


“Okay
well, this can't be scanned into quick books, so I'm not sure where to start...
well with one thing, you're using line item accounting. Terrible,” Perry
observed, flipping through the papers before he shook his head. Ryans glanced
at him.


“High
school economics class remember?” Perry said looking the ledgers over. “And a
touch of paper pushing classes in the academy to tell you the truth. For a guy
in business you don't seem to know much about money.”


Ryans
snorted. “I'm a tech guy. I let the paper pushers do their jobs. It's called
delegation.” He smiled to Perry who snorted.


“Sure
it is,” Perry said not looking up. “Okay, I suggest we get you a couple of
sample spreadsheets and work out how to improve your system. Multiple separate
books for one would be nice. Receipts are another.” He waved to indicate the
mess. “I've got a pocket calculator I can lend you till we hit our stash for
another I guess.” He pulled out his wallet and then pulled out a flat credit
card shaped electronic device.


The
burgess and chancellor stared. “It's solar powered. See this black strip on the
front? Stick it in bright light and it will power it. Touch the keys here and
you can do math with it.”


He
pointed out how to do various functions with the device to the amazement of the
trio. Of course they didn't understand the gaijin numbers but still loved the
device. Perry used a scrap of paper to translate the numbers for them.


“I'll
just go print up a spreadsheet and get some accounting tutorials off the
archive,” Ryans said making a retreat. He paused and waved to the teen. “You.”


The
teen looked up. “Yeah, you. Come on,” he waved the kid over to him. “I'll run
it by you and you can explain it to the others when you get the time.” The teen
looked at his boss and then rushed to follow the gaijin.


“What's
your name kid?” Ryans asked looking over his shoulder.


“Ah,
Leofrick my lord,” he said bowing as they walked.


“Leofrick
huh? Mind if I call you Leo?” Ryans asked smiling.


“If
it pleases you my lord.”


“Leo
means lion in Latin son,” Ryans said. The boy blinked confused. “Lions are
predators on Earth. Think of the basilisk, but with four legs, two eyes
and a lot of fur.”


“Ah,”
the boy nodded then smiled a gape toothed smile. “A strong name then.”


“It
is the root of your own name so I should think so. We're going to print a
spreadsheet and then look through quick books for ideas. Have you worked on
your penmanship lately?”


The
young man grimaced. “I try my lord. It is hard with so little paper though.”


“Well,
it's not all your fault; I noticed a lot of splotches from the ink. Quill pen
and bottled ink I suppose?” He grunted without waiting for an answer. “I'll see
if I can dig up a pen or two for you as well. But I suggest you practice more
with a piece of slate and a chunk of chalk.” He waved to a guard as they
climbed the stairs to his tower room.


<==={}------------>


Perry
looked at the varied architecture and shook his head. It was a hodge podge of
different styles, but so integrated that it worked. Or at least seemed to. He
ran a hand over the marble column he was standing next to.


Beautiful
really, right out of Greece or Rome. But mingled with medieval European castle
architecture and Chinese roofs it was something else. All of the buildings had
high roofs. He'd found out that was for the snow. They used a lot of the
plywood too, liberally using it on government or permanent structures over
using reeds and hay. They also preferred to use ceramic roofing tiles,
something he had seen but hadn't understood the importance of for a short time.
They did a good job shedding the rain and protecting the home from embers from
the various chimneys in every building.


“Waiting
for someone?” a voice called. He turned.


“No,
something actually, the mail. The mail man is late,” he said nodding politely
to the bailiff.


“Yes,
it's raining on the King's northern route so there may be some flooding there,”
the purple guard said. He noted the gaijin.


“Ah,”
Perry nodded turning back.


“Something
important in the mail bag sir?” the bailiff asked.


“Oh
just this and that.” he replied, shrugging it off. He had no intention of
letting people know intelligence.


“You're
wondering about the Dominus levies?” the guard captain asked behind him. Perry
and the bailiff turned.


“Yeah,
something like that,” he acknowledged slowly, not happy about the audience that
was growing around them.


“You
should be. As I am. As the others are,” the captain frowned. “It's hard to
raise armies now with the seeding still going on. Men are needed in the fields
or all will go hungry come winter.”


“Yeah,
and it's a loooong winter,” Perry grimaced.


Maximus
sighed. “That it is.”


“They
can't send what they have on hand I take it?” Perry finally asked, glancing
over his shoulder to nod to the guard, and then walking off with the guard
captain.


“No.
For then they would have none to guard their own castles,” Maximus said.


“Even
one or two...”


Maximus
frowned. “A normal garrison is a score of men. Some of the smaller donjons have
less than a handful at any time.”


Perry
grunted in irritation. “Oh. Okay, that sucks.”


Maximus
snorted wryly. “Yes, but it does make it safer.”


“How
do you figure?” Perry demanded.


“If
the lords have many soldiers then they're tempted to raid other lords. Or
tempted...” He waited for a passing couple to get out of earshot. “To do some
treason.”


Perry
nodded. “Ah. But the lords here have guards. I've seen them.” He indicated the
men in various uniforms standing in knots in the courtyard.


Maximus
turned to view them and then back to Perry. “Yes, they guard the Dominus
possessions and guard him and his entourage when they go to and from castles.”


“Ah.
Okay, so they're out I take it?” Perry asked. He damn well needed to know this
shit and wondered why no one had fully briefed him.


Maximus
shrugged. “Well, they'll fight alongside their lords when we go to war.”


“But
not until then,” Perry sighed. He rubbed his brow. Another headache was forming.
“Great. So we're stuck with finding the man power around town?”


Maximus
nodded. “Essentially. At least until after the first harvest,” the captain
said.


“Oh,”
Perry grimaced. “And when is that?”


“About
three months from now,” Maximus replied. He was referring to midsummer.


“Oh.
Ew, yuck.”


“They'll
need the harvest. Most of the serfs are low on food as it is from the last
winter. Some have no food at all and are hunting to feed their families.”


“Ah,”
Perry sighed. “Crap. You know anything about Clausewitz?”


Maximus
frowned. “Who my lord?”


Perry
waved it off. “Never mind. He's a military genius from earth. Anyway he's got
this saying. Ask me for anything but time. Some other genius said time waits
for no man.”


The
captain's brows knit. “And this is significant?”


Perry
frowned. He would have thought the guard captain would have grasped the concept
immediately. “Well, it means while we wait other things can happen, bad
things.”


Maximus
blinked and then frowned. “Oh, but sometimes all you can do is wait and watch,”
the captain said nodding.


“Yeah,
there's that,” Perry sighed. “There is that. But we're not going to stay still.
I'll get on Max about ramping up on the weapons and gear.” They had a working
prototype of the musket but didn't have any in production. They also had one
semi-functional Springfield. Semi-functional being the operative word. The damn
thing jammed on every shot due to poor machining tolerances.


“If
we don't have the men...”


“Well,
if we can get some modern farm equipment out, that could make the difference in
that department. I think Ryans is trying to do that,” Perry said. Which was
true, but for other reasons. Ryans had multiple reasons but he'd thought it was
a supply issue for the army. Now he knew better. Apparently Ryans had seen the
bigger picture immediately. He decided to stop bitching about Max dividing his
time between the rifle project and the farm machinery and smithy upgrades.


“Ah,”
the captain looked thoughtful. “I see. Wise, will this equipment make things
better?”


“Yeah.
Some will allow one man to do the work of ten.”


Maximus
thought that one over for a moment. “And so the other nine can go to work in
the factories, or the mines, or as soldiers.” The captain smiled and nodded.
“Indeed it's a wise plan.”


Perry
nodded grudgingly. Okay, so the captain could catch on in time. “Yeah well,
let’s hope it works. I'll just go track down Ryans and put a bug in his ear.”


“Why
would you...” The captain stopped as Perry kept going.


“Never
mind. Never mind!” Perry said shaking his head.


<==={}------------>


“Do
they even trade with the other nations? Are there other nations?” Ryans asked
Perry as they left a meeting.


Perry
snorted. He'd caught Ryans just in time for another blasted meeting. He wanted
to talk to him about the farm situation but now apparently wasn't a good time;
he was too distracted by something else. The bigger picture apparently. “As far
as I can tell, there are six or seven large organized Imperium’s or Kingdoms, a
couple of small independent grand Duke Kingdoms, and a couple of areas that are
inhabited by nomads. I haven't looked into it too much. I've got enough in
front of me as it is.”


Ryans
sighed. “Yeah, just what I thought. People everywhere. Just this continent?” he
asked looking at Perry as he scratched his head.


“No,
apparently a Viking group came over and set up across the sea or ocean or
whatever it is. There are others too, scattered here and there. Some on
islands, others I don't know, a continent I guess. Apparently they either moved
there, or landed there. You pick. You'll have to get more from the historian,
he's such a wind bag I tuned him out,” Perry growled in disgust. Ryans
chuckled. “Wish we could read their writing better. Bitch having to scan
everything in and do it that way. Takes hours,” Perry sighed.


“We'll
figure something out. The ancient writing is almost pure Latin so that's
do-able. Done actually,” Ryans said nodding. “It's on the to do list at any
rate. How are the drills going?”


“Too
early to tell. Waters has his hands full. He had a hell of a time establishing
his authority. Had to send a couple of hard heads to Doc to be patched up
before they figured out who was boss.”


Ryans
snorted. “Had to prove he's the tough man on campus?”


Perry
smiled. “Something like that. I prefer to think of it as proving he's the alpha
male. All DI's go through it in the initial stages of training, or in this
case, retraining. He's got to establish his authority to both the old sweats
and the newbies and show them just what they could do if they put their minds
to it. For some reason the Gunny didn't have much trouble.” Ryans nodded. “Now
that they're finally willing to listen after his... demonstrations, they're
starting to shape up. He's got a calisthenics class going and a crude boot camp
started.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. He'd known all that of course but Perry was being very close
mouthed about details. “I'll see if we can get him supplies to set up and
expand,” he sighed. “After they settle down a little.” He indicated the meeting
room.


“Oh,
it's easier and harder than that. Sure we need wood, but we can always send
some recruits out to cut some  wood and haul it back. Makes a good team
building exercise,” Perry smiled wickedly.


“That's
evil, I love it,” Ryans said and nodded. “Go for it. I'll clear it with the
brass.” Ryans clapped him on the shoulder then they split up.


<==={}------------>


Nate
watched Sydney trying to get an image of a ten meter tall tapestry. It was long
but narrow, less than two meters wide. It was a bit dusty; Nate coughed at the
dust in the air.


“No...
No, damn why do they have to make them so frigging long?” Sydney snarled to no
one in particular as he tried to get a clean shot. He bumped into Nate and
stopped.


“Get
the...” He turned. “Oh it's you,” he said accusingly as he shook his head.


“Nice
to see you too Sydney,” Nate said dryly. “Is that a basilisk?” he asked,
pointing to the tapestry.


“Fighting
a knight, yeah, a tale of past glory and monsters,” Sydney said. Nate examined
the portrait. Unfortunately the basilisk was mid way up the tapestry,
difficult to get a good look at unless you were across the room.


“I
think the woman chained to the stake is a witch. Or bait,” Sydney said.


“Why
would they... oh never mind,” Nate shrugged it off. He blinked as the flash
went off.


“Damn
it, still not right.”


“So?
Composite the image from a lot of smaller ones,” Nate suggested.


“Ah.
Yeah, I heard a guy was doing that with redwood trees. I'll have to give it a
shot. It should give me the detail I want too.”


“Exactly.
Make sure you CC me a copy when you’re done, I want to get a better look at
this beasty,” he said. He reached up and touched the basilisk, then
pointed to the animal the knight was riding “and that one too.”


“Why?
You've already got live images remember?”


“Yes,
but I'm curious about this animal the knight is riding. I haven't seen it in
the stables. Is it to scale?”


“Oh?
Whatever,” Sydney waved it off. “They call them Titans. They've got a few in
the stables I think, but not here in the keep. Yeah, yeah. Sure thing,” He
shrugged.


Nate
snorted. “Don't forget,” he said sitting at the table. A servant put a bowl of
porridge in front of him. He smiled politely then picked up a wooden spoon.


“Gee
aren't we domesticated,” Sydney said. He looked up just in time for the flash
to blind him.


Nate
scowled. He hated being on the receiving end of a camera. Being flash blinded
also ticked him off. “Damn it Sydney...”


“I'm
going,” Sydney sighed. “No one likes a photographer.”


“You
mean paparazzi,” Nate growled as Sydney made his retreat. He turned and then
went to work on the porridge.
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Zara
came out with an elderly woman on her arm. Carefully she guided her to a bench
in the courtyard. The woman sat down with a sigh then patted the princess's
arm.


“Who's
that?” Ryans asked, nodding his chin to the woman. Answorth nodded. “That's an
auntie, a retainer of the house. Unlike some that are heartless we don't sack
our old and infirm. Auntie Matilda there is also important because she knows
how to make the dyes for clothes and perfumes. She has yet to find a
successor,” the lad said shaking his head.


“Oh?”
Ryans asked.


“Yes,
it's quite hard to keep the... I believe you call them formulas?” he asked.
Ryans nodded. “Yes, formulas a secret. There are many and some of the
ingredients have their own formulas to make. Finding someone to do all that and
put up with the noxious reeking smells is hard.”


Ryans
nodded. “I'll bet.”


“She
has recently been talking to Miss Wanda though. I hope she can help her. Auntie
Matilda is having a hard enough time going up and down the stairs,” Answorth
frowned in concern. “We lost two last winter when they slipped and fell and
broke bones. It sucks getting old,” he said. He scowled and then glanced
towards Ryans. “Pardon my lord.”


“No
offense taken, you're right lad, it does suck. But it's all a part of the path
of life we've got to learn to accept,” Ryans said shrugging. “Maybe Doc can
help. I know she doesn't have much geriatric experience, but what she does know
could be applied.”


“Could
she?” Answorth asked surprised and hopeful.


“Maybe,”
Ryans said and then nodded. “Check with her. Ask her if she has any simple
ideas, and ask her for me if she could do a health and welfare check on the
retainers for me.”


Answorth
nodded smiling and scampered off.


“That'll
keep the little twerp busy and out of my hair,” Ryans said turning. “Now what
was I going to do again?” he asked himself. He snapped his fingers. Oh yes,
check in on the soldiers, he thought.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
chuckled softly as he watched the marines running around the field. They were
playing a scratch game of American football with a group of soldiers and doing
a remarkable job of banging each other up.


He
winced when Scooter slammed an opposing lineman to the ground. “Damn, that's
gotta hurt,” he said and sighed.


“Yeah,
but I've seen some of their games, that branack game...” Ginger
chuckled. He looked over to her. She had her hair up in a ponytail and was
sipping from a water bottle. She was drenched, and had an icepack on her knee.


“Get
hurt?” he asked. She grimaced as she pulled the ice pack away.


“Sprain
I think. Not bad, but we can't push it too hard, none of us can afford to be
laid up right now.”


“Afraid
of being in Doc's not so tender mercies?” he teased. She chuckled looking down.


“Something
like that,” she admitted. Sue had warned all of them that if they sent her any
more injured she'd do some particularly nasty and unmentionable things to them
when they recovered out of retaliation.


“What
is this all about?” the general asked coming up behind him with his aide.
Ginger grimaced and then rolled her eyes just out of their line of sight.


“Scratch
game of American football general. What’s it looking like?” Ginger replied
taking another sip of water. She got up gingerly and tossed the pack towards
the cooler. “I'm going to hit the shower before the neanderthals beat me to it.
Let me know who wins,” she said. She waved then hobbled off.


“Game?”
the aide asked, disgusted with the very idea. “Children play games,” he said
with a disdainful sniff.


“Of
a sorts, it's also a bit of a training exercise. American football uses
military tactical theory for planning. There is an offense and a defense,”
Ryans pointed to each side. “The objective is to get the ball across your goal
line... and stop the enemy from doing that to you.” He shrugged as the two
groups came together.


“Seems...
childish,” the aide said then watched as a runner feinted back and forth then
dodged two soldiers trying to tackle him as he sprinted for the goal line.


“What
you just saw there was a variation of a flanking maneuver. The other team tried
to prevent it but failed,” Ryans explained shading his eyes against the waning
light.


“Ah,”
the general nodded. The teams set up for a kick off. The kick went though then
they set up for another.


“Now
that there has been a goal they will go another round. The game is divided into
four quarters. This is iron man football actually. None of the men are taking
breaks and they are wearing little if any protective gear,” Ryans explained
smiling. “It's a good way to toughen them up and build bonds of trust between
the men.”


The
general nodded again. They watched the kick, then the reception and charge down
the field. Ryans turned away as the receiver was caught and tackled.


“What
can I do for you general?” he asked. They turned away and started walking back
to the barracks. The aides snuck glances over their shoulders from time to
time.


“Well,
I was ah, was going over the logistics of the march. We're going to either need
more trailers towing food wagons, or we're going to have to set up stations
ahead of time. Now the problem with the first is it slows the march to a
crawl... the problem with the second is...”
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“Hi
ya boss, come to dump more on me?” Charlie asked tiredly. She sat back on her
stool as he sat on the edge of the desk.


“Feeling
a little overwhelmed?” he asked, crossing his arms. Charlie was decidedly
frazzled, normally curly hair sticking up here and there and her ponytail was
slack. She had circles under her eyes but that was nothing new, they all did.


“Or
underwhelmed, take your pick. God, I don't think I've made a dent,” she sighed.
She threw her hands up in the air. “What's the next emergency priority
project?” she demanded. “More penicillin? More ether for Doc? Glucose? Saline?
Bleach? Rubbing alcohol? Soap? No, they've got soap except it's made with lard
and sucks... Shampoo? Methane? No? Plastic explosives? How about latex for a
thousand and one things?” She said throwing her hands up in the air in disgust.
“I just had Perry in here chewing my ass about the gun cotton and why can't I
just skip to cordite and modern explosives. He pulls that shit again and I'll
shove a wad up his ass and light the fuse myself,” she snarled. “God there's so
much to do, so many projects; I'm not making a dent in anything!”


He
chuckled as she glared at him, and then her eyes finally relaxed as she
chuckled as well. “Feel better?” he asked smiling as he got up. He went around
her and rubbed her shoulders. She groaned head down, chin on her chest eyes
closed.


“God,
now I do. Trying to sleep on that straw mattress is for the birds,” she said in
disgust. She waved to her room beyond. “I haven't got fleas or ticks yet thank god.”
He snorted. He like all the gaijin using the native beds had been thankful of
that little blessing.


“Rope
and straw. Stupidest combination,” she murmured, enjoying his ministrations.


He
sighed. “We'll get it fixed. Even if I've got to yank one of the mattresses out
of one of the vehicles or set up an air mattress here,” he said.


She
groaned. “God yes, today. Definitely before I go to bed,” she groaned. She
sighed wiggling her hands then hissing and rubbing her calf.


“Cramp?”
he asked concerned. Sergio looked up, snorted and then went back to work mixing
something or other.


She
hissed, rubbing it and pointing her toe straight. It didn't seem to help. “God
yes, been in this stool too long.”


“Well,
we can fix that.” He pulled her off of the stool and then showed her an
exercise to relieve the cramp. He had her stand with her forearms on the wall,
legs straight and back, toes pointed up as she leaned forward. It stretched the
abused muscle, getting rid of the cramp. Once she felt better he took her by
the elbow and walked her out.


“Where
we going?” she asked. “I've got stuff to do. Not that I'm not complaining or
anything...”


“We
are going to go nab Doc and maybe Mary and then you are going to put up with me
as we eat. You need more water and potassium to keep the cramps to a minimum.
Stretching exercises too,” he said. He nodded politely to a guard.


“I
ah, need to get back to work...” she said turning but he kept a grip on her
elbow.


“Sergio
can handle it for now; you're in for a break. Besides, you asked if you're
making a difference, I think it's time you saw.”


He
led her to the medical wing, and stopped inside. Charlie looked around blinking
and wrinkling her nose.


“Yeah
I know, bleach, but it got the muck and grime off the walls and floor,” he said
smiling. She nodded. “Your handiwork I believe?” he asked, smiling and bowing
slightly to her. She nodded again and straightened. “You do realize we're now
almost totally out of bleach right?” She shrugged. He smiled a little more and
then turned to the open door. “Ready for lunch Doc?” he called.


She
waved. “Just a second,” Sue said. She was giving a man an injection, and then
she explained something to the nurse on duty. The nurse nodded and made a note
on a clipboard.


“The
clipboard is from Max, simple lever and spring and a slab of wood. Simple
really,” Ryans explained nodding. “Paper was already here, you just improved it
with bleach again, and a couple of other chemicals.”


Charlie
blinked and then turned to glare up at him. He smiled. “Come on,” he said. He
led her over to the patient.


“Who's
this Doc?” he nodded his chin to the patient.


“This
is Cedric, he got cut by a saw and it became infected. We've cleaned the wound
with the wood grain alcohol and now we're giving him some of the penicillin
Charlie here whipped up in her lab,” Sue said as she smiled her thanks to
Charlie. “Thanks for that, you have no idea how much it's going to impact these
people. The bleach too... just as soon as the smell goes away,” she grimaced
and waved her hand in front of her nose.


“Can't
open a window?” Charlie asked wrinkling her nose.


“We've
got a couple cracked open but the damn insects come in and eat everyone alive,”
Sue said in disgust. The patient shivered a little. “Relax son, just relax,”
she said. She patted the young man's shoulder.


“Muslin,
or cheese cloth,” Charlie mused, head down, hand on her chin. “It'll let the
light and air through but keep the insects out. Silk screen too.”


“Good
idea,” Sue said smiling. “Wish I had thought of it earlier.” She turned to a
nurse and murmured an order to her. The nurse smiled brightly and then smiled
to Charlie.


“Looks
like that was a hit,” Ryans said nodding. “Even the simplest things can have
enormous impact,” he said. Charlie glared again as Doc moved off.


“Where
did she go?” Charlie asked.


“To
wash up,” the nurse answered. Charlie nodded.


When
Doc was done she nodded and then joined the two of them. Quietly they made
their way through the halls to the kitchen. Charlie moved to go into the dining
hall but Ryans intercepted her. “Just a moment,” he said. He steered both of
them into the kitchen.


“Call
it a surprise inspection,” he said smiling as they walked in. Charlie saw Sue
suppress a shiver just as they entered.


Both
were surprised by the changes. The dark, grimy kitchen had been cleaned; they
could smell the scent of bleach here as well. Some of the counters were now
stone or tile, others were still wood. Containers of cleaners with rags were
nearby in an alcove.


Clean
pots and utensils hung from hooks over counters and the stoves.


Dirty
utensils were in a new metal sink. Food was being washed in a separate sink
before being cooked. Doc shook her head. “Your doing?” she asked to Ryans.


He
shrugged. “Bit of a group effort. Personally I like the stove design,” he said.
He pointed to the pair of metal stoves. Each was a box, cast iron and new. They
had burners on top for cooking, and ducts to channel the smoke up the chimney.
There was even a box for an oven. A baker pulled a loaf of bread out with a
pizza spatula and flicked it onto a counter to cool.


“It's
new actually, they got it in yesterday,” Ryans said. He gave the nearest cook a
polite nod and wave. “They're boiling water in pots until they get the hot
water tanks installed,” he said. He pointed to the area where crates and
barrels were stacked. “Over there I believe. At least for now, it'll have to be
filled by hand until we can run pipe. That's another project altogether,” he
said. He shook his head grimacing. They would need cisterns on the roof tops to
get a gravity assist as well as pumps. They would need to draw the water from
the well, which meant... he shook the engineering quandary off for now.


“I
think we get the point,” Charlie said smiling as her stomach rumbled. “Think we
can eat now?”


Sue
chuckled, “If you insist.”


Ryans
smiled as a waiter approached. “Can you set the three of us up with those
sandwiches I showed you and Casius yesterday Mich?” The waiter nodded smiling.


“Thanks,
we'll go find a table,” he said. He bowed slightly and walked out of the
kitchen entrance to the dining room with the girls.


In
the dining hall he smiled slightly as both women looked around. Bleach had been
used here as well, not as thoroughly and liberally as in the kitchen and
medical wing, but it did have an impact. The tables and chairs were scrubbed
and cleaned; some of the wood now had a glossy stain and looked almost new.


Deidra
spotted them and nodded. She was sitting with a lord and lady near the royal
section.


Ryans
led them over to a small dining nook and seated each woman. Deidra made polite
excuses to her lunch date and came over. He noted the princess's cool
expression and smiled. She was dressed in one of her outfits but it had been
re-tailored recently to sport more cleavage and leg.


“Just
making sure the ladies here get fed. They keep forgetting to keep a regular
feeding schedule,” he said with a polite smile.


Both
Terran women gave him a dirty look then rolled their eyes to Deidra who was
thawing. “Men, can't do anything with them, can't shoot them,” Sue said
smiling.


“Amen,”
Charlie snorted sitting.


“So,
what do you think? Or should we go for a longer tour Charlie?” he asked seating
Deidra. She seemed to preen as he pulled the chair out for her and then pushed
it in.


“What
tour?” Sue asked.


“Nothing
and no, I got the point,” Charlie replied, giving Ryans a quelling look.


“What
point?” Sue asked, sounding annoyed.


“I
was feeling sorry for myself until Ryans here shook me out of it,” Charlie said
blushing slightly.


“Men
aren't always known to have their foot in their mouths, sometimes we're
useful,” he said with a slight twist of his lips.


“Surprising
that,” Charlie said smiling slyly at the other women who smiled back.


“Oh
ha ha,” Ryans joked as he sat. “I was thinking though, now that you've got the
basics down, how about spinning some of it off, and maybe taking on an
assistant or two? Or more?”


“Got
one. Sergio remember?” Charlie asked. Which wasn't really true, Sergio assisted
both her and Wanda and attended to his other duties.


“No,
he's got a point Charlie; you need some native help too. You need to teach
some of them to do some stuff, even if its basic stuff,” Sue interjected. “I've
had a lot of teething problems with my staff, but we're getting them ironed
out. The language barrier and reading is still our biggest problems. They're
eager though!” she smiled.


“That's
a blessing and a curse you know. The last thing I need is for someone to mix
oh... bleach with ammonia,” Charlie deadpanned. Deidra gave her a curious look.


“It's
bad dear, deadly if you breathe it in,” Charlie explained.


Sue
nodded, totally sobered by that idea. “Yeah.”


“Well,
we've got to set up the school soon. I'd like to run some of the more flexible
adults through it. And some of the chemicals you make could be better made in a
factory environment. Bleach for one,” Sue said tapping the table. “Heard you
ran out?” she asked giving Ryans a look.


He
shrugged. “Only so much to go around. The medical wing and kitchen had
priority. Now that Charlie's got the bugs out we can get a couple of people to
train to make it then have them make it in quantity.”


“My
lab's cluttered enough already. And too damn dangerous for industrial use,”
Charlie replied with a growl as the waiter approached. Ryans looked up and
smiled at the tray laden young man.


“Ah,
lunch,” he said. He got up and helped the young man with the trays. Deidra
looked surprised.


“I'd
rather help him than have an accident and end up wearing it. This smells too
good to waste,” he replied. She looked surprised and then nodded slightly.
Ryans was on his best behavior because she was. And because they were in public
and he really was hungry.


“It
does indeed,” Charlie said feeling her appetite return as her mouth began to
water. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked, looking at the brown goop in a
glass bowl.


“If
you're talking about the chocolate pudding, maybe,” Ryans grinned as the two
Terran women goggled at them.


“It's
not quite perfected yet. Since you ladies have such sensitive pallets, I
thought you wouldn't mind playing guinea pigs... I mean test subjects...”


Charlie
mock glowered. “Nice recovery,” she said dryly.


“See?
Got the foot out just in time,” he said.


“Not
quite, but for that, I think you’re covered,” she growled. She waved reaching
for the dessert.


“Ah
ah, no dessert without dinner,” Sue said smacking her hands mockingly.


“What
am I, five?” Charlie replied laughing. Ryans opened his mouth and she glared it
shut with a clop.


“That's
right buster. Keep that foot out of your mouth. Good boy,” she looked
over to Deidra and smiled. “See? He can be trained.”


Deidra
and Sue snickered as he glowered at them. The waiter made a hasty retreat.
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A
short time later Ryans looked in at the Queen as she shook her head at the desk
she was sitting behind. “Problem your majesty?” he asked.


She
held up a note. “It seems a storm has savaged our holdings on the coast and
wrecked the Anaheim harbor. It will have to be rebuilt. Lord Montague is after
me to give him a loan from the Privy Purse,” she said in disgust. As if that
was possible with a war on. She pursed her lips. “Unfortunately all our wealth
is going into the war effort.”


“And
you’re trying to find a diplomatic way of telling him no I take it?” Ryans
asked carefully.


“Yes.
He's holding back the river barges until he receives an answer under the guise
of waiting for the spring flooding to end,” she growled and then grimaced.


“Holding
the goods hostage?” Ryans asked amused.


“Yes,”
the Queen growled.


“What
is it? Textiles?” he asked. She shook her head. “Okay, something more
important?”


“The
metal you called tin for one, also iron and some others. Also a tithe from
other counties along the coast that ship through the port.”


“Ah,
now that's just wrong. Doesn't he know there's a war on?” Ryans asked shaking
his head. “What some people do with politics...” he sighed sitting.


“Tell
me about it,” the Queen snorted. “I dare say I'll have to come up with a sop to
ease him into compliance.”


“Yes,
that sucks,” Ryans grimaced. “Then again we can do a pewter drive. Pewter is
ninety percent tin. If we recycle pewter we can get the tin we need. At least
some of it,” he explained. The Queen nodded and wiggled a finger. An archivist
made a note.


“I've
spent another morning with the tax collectors, they're getting things sorted
out but it's hard to get things sorted as they should be. Right now
we're working on getting the new system set up and then we'll try to go over
the old records and sort them out. I've already had them hire four more accountants,”
Ryans explained.


“And
just where shall we get the money for this?” the Queen demanded.


He
smiled. “From the economy of course. I've sorted out some major accounting
errors with them. Both good and bad. The burgess was particularly nasty. I have
a feeling there's something more there. He wasn't happy about all the
accounting errors we exposed.”


“No
doubt,” the Queen replied dryly and then nodded. “Corruption or simple
ineptness?” she asked. She was fairly certain of the answer but was genuinely
curious as to what his answer would be.


He
frowned. “A little of both, but more of the former than the latter I think. He
got a little cute and didn't hide a few things. I'm having one of Perry's
people take a gander now; she did her own taxes and did it for her friends so
she's good.”


“Ah.
Wise,” the Queen murmured.


“Thank
you. We corrected a few oversights in both sets of books and we've freed up
about a tenth of the entire economy based on the corrections. I'd say that
easily pays for the additional help. Once we get the administration sorted
we'll get them to do an audit of the town in general. It should be interesting
to see where the rats scurry,” Ryans said with a not quite feral grin.


“Indeed,”
the Queen said smiling a similar smile. “I never did like vermin. Those that
feed on us sap our strength when we need it most.”


“Which
is now,” Ryans agreed nodding. He looked up to see Deidra and Zara coming in.
“Good afternoon ladies, it's nice to see you,” he said politely rising from his
chair. The girls smiled slightly then sat. Deidra took the seat he had vacated.


“You
look well mother,” Deidra nodded to the Queen. She gave Ryans a look. He
nodded.


“I'll
just let you ladies catch up. I've got an appointment with Max to go over the
new hay bailer in less than an hour,” he said. He waved as he left.
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“What
was that about?” the Queen asked, looking at Deidra.


“I
thought you were getting along better,” Zara said. She was a little hurt that
Lisa had coolly rebuffed her twice now. “I thought we were on good terms with
all of them,” she said pouting slightly.


“It
seems our... probing has met resistance,” the Queen sighed. “I gather the
gaijin ladies refuse to talk anymore?” she asked.


“Only
about their work or a movie or their history. Not about men or Ryans,” Deidra
replied, smoothing her silk dress.


“Ah.
And I take it the one named Wanda hasn't lent you more clothing?” the Queen
asked, looking at the dress. “I believe I gave you that one. Though the cut is
different,” she observed.


“I
had it redone,” Deidra said, wiggling slightly. “And yes, but to be fair they
each only brought a few outfits with them. She could only spare two sets for me
to wear and I've worn them several times.”


“Ah,”
the Queen nodded. “And not gotten his attention with either,” she said.


“No.”


“Oh
you might have but he's firmly set on his path. Focused on the war effort.”


“I
think we should back off for now. Remain polite but do not push it further.”


“And
the gossip mother?” Deidra asked. “And the Duke?” she asked.


“Gossips
talk of everything and anything and I for one do not intend to try to steer it.
The more you try the more trouble you cause for yourself. No, let that lay. As
for your uncle, your father is recovering slowly and may yet regain his full
strength. Your uncle is focused on the war effort as well so we will let it
be.”


“And
if he...”


“We
are in our own castle surrounded by our most adherent supporters. It's as safe
as it can be,” the Queen said dismissively.


“And
if there's trouble Ryans will intervene,” Zara replied. Her sister and mother
looked at her. She hunched her shoulders. “He will. When it comes down to it
he's a hero. He'll help.”


“I
hope you're right. But I also hope his help won't be needed,” the Queen
murmured. “Now, on to other matters...”
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“What's
this contraption about Max, you said it's a hay bailer?” Ryans asked looking at
the two story building.


“Yup,”
Max said thumbs in his belt. He waved to the men around them. They were hard at
work shoveling hay. “Let me give you the penny tour. See up there you get the
hay; it'd work better if we had built this on a slope so a wagon could pull up
to it and then unload. Right now we gotta use the conveyor or a beaver slide.”
He waved to indicate the conveyor belt. It was water powered, grinding and
squeaking along a crude belt up into the loft above.


“See
the guys up there pitch the hay into this here chute.” Max tapped the bamboo
walled box. “It packs the hay down into a tight bale. We use a pair of wooden
pallets to cut the tops and then use baling twine to bind it together. It took
a couple of days but we've got the kinks out.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “And this interests me because...?” he asked amused.


Max
scowled. “Cause their current system sucks. They just toss the hay up in the loft
like snow. Ain't no rhyme nor reason for it, waste of space and half the damn
stuff got all moldy and stuff. That means it can catch fire. Not good. This way
we can transport it easier, handle it easier, and make room for more.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded in understanding. “All right, good to know. Too bad it's so labor
intensive.” He shook his head.


“Give
me a break boss; we banged this out in two days!” Max growled. “The good news
is they're used to a lot of materials. Like this bamboo stuff.” Ryans took a look
at it and nodded then looked up to a beam.


“Is
that a laminate beam?” he asked, studying it.


Max
looked up then nodded. “Ayup. They figured it out oh... five or six hundred
years ago. It seems they've got a sorta plywood going as well for shields and
such. Made with reeds, bamboo and some bush thing. Not bad since they can't
harvest any decent trees.”


“Oh.
I saw the plywood when I worked with the carpenters on the servant's quarters
actually. Okay... let me guess... predators?”


“Yeah.”


“Well,
we'll have to see about that. We need wood.”


Max
scowled again. “Just cause it ain't all up to...”


“I'm
not complaining Max honest,” Ryans replied as he held up his hands. “I take it
you pulled this from the archive? Or did you dig it up yourself?”


“Seen
it,” Max said nodding to the foreman. “I was a youngin when we went to an old
farm. One of those period reconstruction places. I remember it cause I was so
interested in black smithing at the time, the whole thought of doing this by
hand was insane though.” He chuckled ruefully at that.


“And
now?” Ryans asked amused.


“Now
it's the only game in town. Least till we get the water wheels and steam engines
sorted out and some modern electricity and factories,” Max said with a shrug.
“We meaning me of course.”


“Well,
I'll help too you know,” Scooter said from a nearby stool.


“So
will I if I can Max, you know that,” Ryans said waving.


“Hell
boss, I didn't mean anything by it,” Max said shaking his head. “Just spouting
off that's all.” He rubbed the back of his head and then played with his
ballcap. He was tired, strung out from going from one project to the next.


“Okay,
well, why don't we go over the new plans for the grain mill while I'm here? I
checked, the town was rebuilding one on the river. Seems it burnt down about
last year when some idiot kicked over a lantern. Now I was thinking about the
water wheel... can we do both over and under? Or a series of water wheels
maybe?”
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“Just
how many cabinet ministers do you have your majesty?” Ryans asked looking at
the court around them. They were outside in the courtyard, having a tea break.
People were talking in small groups since the meeting hadn't been called to
order yet.


The
Queen grimaced. “I believe sixty. Quiet possibly more, for I was not present
when a few members were elevated,” she said shaking her head. “And even I think
that number is a bit unruly.” She looked thoughtful. “Though some may have
passed in the depths of winter and we have yet to hear from them.”


Ryans
snorted. “Yeah, I'd say that. I would suggest you evaluate what needs to be a
cabinet position and start restructuring your government. Trim down the waste
by closing some jobs when people retire or pass away and set up an executive
cabinet for the people you most need to talk to if an immediate crisis
happens,” he suggested. She blinked at him and then nodded looking thoughtful.


“In
truth the Dukes fill that role. Duke Pryor, Duke Troy, Duke Isamu, Duke Emroy,
and Duke Rojer,” her tone slightly cooled as she mentioned her in-law.


“Five?
I thought there were six?” Ryans asked.


The
Queen smiled slightly. “My husband is the sixth Duke as well as King,” she
murmured.


“Ah,”
he nodded. His second title probably gave him an additional title as well as
additional lands and income. “Do you have a minister managing the gaijin?” he
asked amused. The Queen pointed out the minister of immigration to Ryans. He
went over and met the old man and shook hands. The man blinked and squinted, he
noted a milky film over his eyes, most likely cataracts.


“You're
a gaijin?” the old man asked suspiciously. Ryans nodded.


“First
we've had in centuries,” the man said in a sniff. “All in one go? You're the
one causing all the trouble?”


“No,
that would be the Duluth,” Ryans replied with a slight look to the fellow's
companion. Both of the ministers were dressed in blue robes. “And actually,
we're not the first in a while, Ensign Buckfield landed here some time ago.” He
pointed out the ensign was here and the man explained some of the laws about
new entries.


Another
minister snorted about the ensign. “Like he could really fly,” he scoffed.


“Actually,
yes he could,” Ryans said turning slightly to the eavesdropper. “We have
vehicles that can allow a person to fly,” he said. He heard a noise and smiled.
Right on time, what a coincidence, he thought.


“Nonsense!”
the man said pompously, hooking his hands in his wide gold belt. “I have it on
good authority man cannot fly. If they could then they would have been born
with wings!” He looked around when he heard the buzzing. “What is that
obnoxious sound?”


Ryans
pointed up above the courtyard. “A flying machine,” he said mischievously. The
courtiers look up amazed to see an ultra light pass over. They stared, shading
their eyes with their hands as it passed over and off into the distance.


“It's
actually a pain to make. Balloons may be easier in this early stage. They can
only go up and down, maneuvering with them is subject to the winds,” Ryans
explained as people turned to him. “We're working on them too since you've got
lightweight silk for the fabric,” he explained. He bowed to the textile
minister Ciara. She curtsied slightly.


“Whatever
for?” the minister asked.


“For
many things, to get a lay of the land, to send signals to others, and to spot
invaders and bad weather approaching,” he explained. They blinked at him in
confusion. “Haven't you had to climb into a tower or on top of a hill to see
the land around you?” he asked. Some nodded at this. “The higher you are the
easier it is to see what lies around you. That's true about flight as well,” he
explained. He pointed to the sky.


The
ministers gobbled a little then nodded. “Then of course there is the sheer thrill
of flight. Of exploring new horizons,” he said as he smiled. “It can be used
for many other things as well. On Earth we can fly goods and people around
quickly. We can also use them in war,” he said, voice turning darker.


“It's
interesting how you turn them on their ears. Entertaining,” the Queen murmured
beside him as the ministers moved off, talking about flight excitedly. The
older set seemed out of sorts.


He
smiled, turning to her as she wrapped her arm around his. “Yeah, it's fun
tripping people up and shaking them out their pre-conceived perceptions your
majesty,” he chuckled. “I take it we're going to lunch?” he asked. She nodded
again. “And I'm not going to get out of it to see Max's new project am I?” he
asked with a slight laugh in his voice. She smiled and shook her head no. He
sighed. “Okay,” he said. “Let's go,” he said walking with her.


He'd
really looked forward to seeing the landing strip and balloon Max and Lewis had
been working on. The hay baler this morning was good; Max had a lot of good
ideas. Already a couple of the merchants were after him to license his
expertise to build them their own balers. But of course he was stuck here.
Politics, he mentally grumbled as they entered the main hall once more.


<==={}------------>


Max
grimaced as the printers ran back and forth, humming along. He turned as a
shadow approached from behind him. “Whatever it is you want it can wait,” he
growled.


“Oh,
um...” Max turned to find Corgi standing there. “What are you doing sir?” Corgi
finally asked.


“You're
that kid assigned to Perry right?” Max asked. The kid nodded. He grunted.
“Right. Okay, these are 3D printers. What they do is take a model we have in
the computers and then make it in pieces or in whole,” he said pointing.


“Which
is cool and all,” Perry said coming around a corner. “If we had our priorities
straight,” he said.


Max
glared. “I've got my priorities straight. You and the others
can't decide so I'll damn well do what I can with the limited resources I've
got,” he growled. He waved a hand to one of the printers. “That one's going all
out on projects for the chemists. That one's going all out on parts for the
military and the weapons,” he said, pointing to the one next to it. “This one's
doing stuff for other projects and I'm putting this fourth one together.”


“But
you don't start them off...”


“Do
I tell you how to run your soldiers?” Max demanded, glaring at Perry. Perry
held his hands up. Max threw his hands up in the air. “For your information I
do a test run then I do three trays of parts. Parts to build more of them. We
only had two printers you know,” Max growled.


“So...”


“So
the extra parts are for this one, this one,” he pointed to the third and fourth
machine. “And for spare parts in case one breaks down. And when I get this one
up I'll do the same thing and the third tray will be for the fifth machine. If
I've got enough plastic that is. I'm running low,” he admitted.


“Ah,”
Perry nodded.


“Wanda
said she could crack the oil and get some in a month or so if she's not pulled
in various directions. She's like me you know, there are only so much of us to
go around,” he said testily.


“I
getcha. Why'd it take so long to make machines' three and well...?” Perry said
indicating the fourth machine.


“See
my last statement smartass,” Max growled, looking at him and then to the
machine. “I've been kind of busy you know?” he said defensively.


“Okay...”


“And
yeah, these things print but I've got to be here to load, unload, make sure it
did a good job, clean off the flash, recycle the waste and set it up for the
next run, for each of them.”


“Oh.
Seems like you could use a helper,” Perry mused. He looked at Corgi who held up
his hands.


“I'm
supposed to be helping you my lord,” he said.


“True.
Well, I'll talk to someone about it,” Perry finally said. “Sorry Max, if no
one's told you we appreciate all the work you're doing,” he said.


“Gee
thanks,” Max growled. “Now get before I put you to work.”


“Going,”
Perry laughed, walking off with Corgi.
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Ryans
studied the court. It wasn't the royal court, it was a mock justice court, but
one taken in all seriousness.


“I
take it torture went out of business?” he asked the page near the door.


The
page frowned. “Torture is reserved for the most heinous of crimes my lord,” he
explained. Ryans nodded. “My father said we are swift in our justice so that we
may get on with life. There are not as many people as we would like, and the
taking of a life is only done for...”


“Heinous
crimes, right gotcha,” Ryans finished. He nodded watching the judge rule for
the plaintiff. “So how does this work? The sheriff levies a charge?”


“Or
a lord or lady. The accused is brought forth to a hearing then jailed until a
final ruling.”


“No
bail?”


“There
are bailiffs,” the page said. He was slightly older than Answorth, probably a
few months away from puberty and becoming a squire. The boy pointed to a
soldier nearby.


“No...
I meant... you know, skip it. Okay so most of these people are here for petty
crimes?”


“Aye
Dominus or those that cannot pay the tax. Or owe money to others.”


“Ah,”
he rubbed his chin. He remembered something about that, and about some of the
petty criminals being transferred to the army. “About how many are in the
dungeons?”


“A
triple score my lord, at least that. There's been a blight of debt lately due
to the weather, the invasion, and poor investment or crops. I dare say there'll
be many more if the war isn't won soon.”


“Ah.
Yeah, working on that,” he said grudgingly. He watched as the judge finished
his ruling then explained to his students what he did and why.


“Interesting
that he has a class.”


“Aye
my lord, I'm in it.” The boy nodded politely then went forward to view the
proceedings closer. The judge noticed Ryans in the back and waved him forward.


“Watching
our class?” the judge asked. Ryans noted he was wearing a toga robe with a
silver laurel on his balding head.


“Yes,
your honor,” Ryans replied. He nodded politely. “I was intrigued by it. Your
judicial system is much more modern than I had been given to believe.”


“It
is?” The judge fairly preened. The students looked around.


“Yes,
during the feudal times on Terra justice was not... just. It was brutal and
many were killed for even the smallest of crimes... or were brutally maimed...
Many were innocent, or as my guide just informed me, simple people in debt due
to bad fortune or bad judgment.”


“Aye,”
the judge nodded. “But the system has changed?”


“Very
much so in many countries, in my country there is a separation between the
powers, and a separation between the sheriff and the prosecutors,” Ryans said.
He waved to the kids representing the people. “Much as you have worked out
here,” he said in obvious approval. The judge nodded. “I can give you an
overview and let you go over it with your class and fellow justices,” he
suggested. He bowed again.


“Interesting,”
the judge rumbled as he rubbed his beard. “I shall be waiting for this.”


“Thank
you your honor. I have video of judicial proceedings as well, but they're in my
native language and therefore not of much use to you. I do have a suggestion
though.”


The
judge looked wary. “And that is?”


“Well,
you ransom the debtor to their families correct?”


The
judge nodded. “Or send them to the mines for a period of time to work off the
debt.”


“Ah,
well, I was thinking, instead of having them rot in jail, what about putting
them to work in the mines or military?”


“We
already send them to the mines,” the judge said.


“Ah,
yes, sorry, I'm a little excited. What I mean is, give them the option of the
two and then sentence them for a period of time to work off their debt. We need
soldiers, and a few of the people may be of use.”


“Pickpockets
and lice?” a student asked. “You want them tearing a camp apart?”


“It
depends on whose camp they tear apart doesn't it?” Ryans asked. He smiled
wickedly as the class looked startled. “They may not make great soldiers, but
pickpockets and thieves can learn to make great spies and saboteurs. We can
give them a minimum of equipment and training then send them into the enemy
camp to wreak havoc.”


The
judge rubbed his bearded jaw once more. “Ah. An interesting idea, I will take
it up with the justice council this very evening.”


“It
would also clear out some of your backlog,” Ryans smiled as the class began to
murmur. “Thank you for your consideration your honor,” he said politely. He
bowed again.


“Indeed,
I shall expect those notes soon young man,” the judge said eying him.


“I'll
go print a sample now,” Ryans smiled walking out. “I'll give it to your
secretary in an hour or two,” he said. The judge waved a dismissive hand then
turned back to the class. Ryans chuckled softly as he walked out.
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“I
suggest a general health and welfare check up of all ministers and lords time
permitting,” Ryans said after lunch. He bowed to the Queen who nodded regally.
Ryans had spent the better part of lunch murmuring about this fellow or that
and how they looked. The cataracts of the minister of gaijin were also brought
up.


The
Queen looked at him, perplexed as to why he would suggest this until his words
registered. A health and welfare... showing she cared for her subjects
welfare... She nodded finally as she caught on. “I see merit in such a
suggestion. Make it so,” she said nodding to a page who wrote the order down.


“Why?”
a minister asked snidely.


“Why
not?” the Queen asked, leveling eyes upon him. “The gaijin have many medicines
we can use. Even ways to heal things that have long plagued our subjects. If
your health is a problem we should know and you should be given treatment.” She
nodded to Ryans.


Doc
is not going to be happy with me, he thought cheerfully. Some of the ministers
gave him a jaundiced eye. A few were curious.


“We
have ways to correct some things. Doc and the healers have limited access to
equipment, but she can at least do what she can. For instance.” He nodded to
the minister of migration. “Some of you are having trouble with your vision,
possibly due to cataracts. We have the ability to correct it with surgery. Doc
may or may not have access to the equipment and materials needed right now. But
even if she doesn't she may be able to do minor repairs until the equipment and
materials can be made.” He bowed slightly to the minister.


“To
see clearly again,” the minister murmured then nodded sitting up straight. Hope
blazed on his face.


“Can
she fix my gout?” a minister called forth from the end of the table.


“She
can see what is causing it and give you medicines to ease it or repair it. Or
if needed she can recommend surgery to repair a problem. For instance, bones
that have been improperly healed can be broken again and then splinted so they
will heal properly,” he said.


“An
interesting prospect. I shall apply for an appointment with her forthwith,” the
Minister of immigration said.


“To
other matters then,” the Queen murmured.


<==={}------------>


“A
word Eugene,” Sue said, pulling him to one side later.


He
glanced at her and then moved to a more secluded place away from the traffic in
the corridor. “What's this I heard about you sicking the ministers on me?” she
demanded.


That
was fast, he thought. He'd only put the offer through a few hours ago. He
snorted, looking around. “Sorry Sue, I was going to call you but I got tied
up,” he said indicating Ciara the textile minister.


“And
you didn't think to ask me before you offered my services?” she asked,
hands on her hips. He realized she was in a rip roaring snit.


He
huffed a sigh and spread his hands. “Again sorry, look, I want you to do a
double assessment. One for the patient but I also wanted you to see a broader
geriatric profile while also getting a handle on these people. How they think,
act, react, that sort of thing.”


“In
other words spy?” she demanded, crossing her arms. “Ever hear of a little thing
called doctor patient confidentiality?” she asked dryly.


He
pinched the bridge of his nose, closed his eyes and sighed again. “Look, I'm
not asking for you to tell tales out of school. I want a general psychological
profile. Who you think we can trust. Who you think is going to be a problem and
who sounds like they are going to be trouble. Can you do that?”


She
frowned and tapped her foot staring at him. Finally she looked off to the left
for a moment and then grunted. “I suppose I can let you know something like
that.”


“I
want them to see what we can do for them up close and personal. I want them to
see first hand our technology and see its benefits and how by working with us
they will gain from it.”


“Ah,”
she said nodding. “Getting more than one bird with this rock aren't you? Lucky
I don't beat you with it,” she mock growled.


“Thanks.
This is also to help the Queen out. To get them to see that she cares about
their well being.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah,
a little mending fences, tossing her a softball to help her out and keeping us
in her good graces. Hopefully it won't be too hard on you and your students.”


“Students,”
she muttered.


“Think
about them as a teaching method Doc,” he said. She nodded. “And yeah, I want
you to expand to the entire castle and the capital in stages as well.”


“Shit,”
she muttered. “Don't want much do you? You realize I've only got a finite
amount of medical supplies and equipment. Once it's gone...” She shrugged
hopelessly.


“Yeah
I know. Try to use supplies we're getting from the natives first. Triage. And
don't get bogged down by cosmetic crap, that can come later,” he said.


“What
have you gotten me into,” she muttered, shaking her head as she stopped off.


<==={}------------>


The
next morning Sue checked the minister of immigration aka the minister of gaijin
and told him she could restore some of his sight, but not all of it. She
explained that he needed artificial corneas, something she didn't have in her
limited bag of tricks. “I can scrape the cataract off your existing cornea, but
what would be left would probably grow back in a year or two,” she explained.
He sighed.


“What
about stem cells?” Charlie asked. The doctor shook her head. Charlie had
insisted on helping with the crush of new patients. Sue was fairly certain that
Charlie wanted to get away from her lab and Sergio.


“Not
happening, we don't even begin to have the gear for something that complex.”
The minister stared at them. She explained that by taking healthy bits from one
eye, she can culture them like a gardener would in a petri dish and then plant
them in both eyes. When the bits took root his eyesight could be almost normal.
The minister was amazed. She shrugged. “But that's not the entire problem here,
you've got cataracts, we'd need a laser and artificial retina's to repair
that.”


He
looked confused. “Equipment beyond what we have here for years to come,” Sue
explained.


Charlie
shook her head. “Not so Doc, we've got a couple of lasers in the storage cave,”
Charlie reported with a gleam. They both looked to Charlie who shrugged. “If we
can get this damn war licked we can get in there and dig it out. If it didn't
get soaked in all that rain,” she grimaced. Doc nodded.


The
minister looked glum and then nodded. Doc treated him for kidney stones, a
common ailment with men in his age bracket and then gave him a few gentle
pointers on his diet and cutting back on the salt. After he left Doc rounded on
Charlie for getting his hopes up. “There aren't any overnight cures here Charlie,
some things yes, we can fix, but not a whole hell of a lot,” she growled.
Angrily she ran one hand through her hair. “Hell, just in what we've been
teaching them we've accelerated their civilization by a couple of centuries,
but that's still not even close to where we were on Earth!”


Charlie
nodded, sobered. “Sorry Doc, guess I got carried away with the moment,” she
sighed. “What about all that gear the boss man brought though? Can we make some
of what you need?” she asked giving Doc a look.


“What
other gear?” Sue asked sitting down on a creaky wooden stool.


“You
know the databases,” Charlie explained as she too sat on a stool. Sue blinked
at her. “Those silver brief cases he's got are protected databases. Some
petabyte sized drive clusters, DVDs, solid state drives, all in a lead
container wrapped by a Faraday cage. He picked my brain about the chemistry
stuff, had me dump a copy of what I wanted into the central database. I was
dating a tech and he told me about it. Did any of it survive the transit?”


Sue
looked thoughtful, toying with her stethoscope. “Could be. Maybe, that might
have been where he got that anatomy poster.”


“Or
he got it from the medical DVD he's got Doc. Or the net. Or one of the first aide
booklets,” Charlie said looking away as she picked up a tray of culture dishes.


“Medical
DVD?” the doctor asked, parsing it out. “You mean he's had it this entire
time and never said anything?” she asked dangerously.


Charlie
shot her a startled look. “Sure Doc, so do you. So do each of us for that
matter. It's in your kit,” she said. She waved to the doctor's kit. “Your
tablet PC has the database; he's got the hard copy back up in case you or it
gets lost.”


Sue
suddenly nodded. “Oh, okay, that makes more sense,” she said. She sighed again,
running a frustrated hand through her hair...


“Too
much work, too little time Doc,” Charlie said as a nurse waved to the Doc.
“Looks like duty calls,” she said.


 Sue
got up with a groan. “Yeah tell me about it. Well, back to the salt mines,” she
said.


Charlie
chuckled. “Careful Doc, they have the real deal around here somewhere,” she
said. Sue chuckled tiredly.


“Not
on your life or mine,” she muttered patting Charlie's hand as she passed by.


<==={}------------>


“Do
we have any intel on the enemy? I mean other than the refugee reports?” Ryans
asked, looking at General Pendragon. They had just finished a military working
dinner and were sitting back relaxing over beer. The meal was a way for the men
to form a common bond and get to know one another. Ryans was there because of
his leadership role. Surprisingly none of the other lords were present. Only
the gaijin officers and the native officers and Maximus were present.


Captain
Maximus sat back, holding his goblet. Lieutenants Perry and Galloway looked
thoughtful and then turned to the general as well. “Come to think of it we
haven't seen anything at all. That's odd, no one has tried to get better
information?”


“We
have some reports,” the general rumbled cautiously. He wasn't certain what to
say. He looked definitely uncomfortable. Ryans couldn't really blame him,
revealing intelligence was tricky and dangerous to you and to your sources.


The
general had turned out to be a decent military commander. His aides were brown
nosers to the first degree but Pendragon had a good head on his shoulders and a
good sense of tactics and strategy. A few demonstrations of the new weapons and
tactics and some game theory with the help of an improvised Risk board had
tightened up his skills and made them appreciate them even more.


The
general in turn had come to appreciate both gaijin military officers and their
people. He'd found they had a treasure trove of military knowledge that matched
his own. Instead of being jealous or threatened by such things he'd taken both
men in as subordinates and shown them a level of trust he didn't even show his
aides.


Of
course both Galloway and Perry had not only held field command; they'd held it
in combat and done well. That was a brotherhood they shared with the general.
Even Maximus had little actual combat experience. The general's aides had none.


“I
realize you don't want to reveal any sources general. I can't blame you. And
revealing that you even have spies in the enemy camp could be a risk. But let's
say for oh, a hypothetical exercise you do. Now, if you did, what do you think
they'd be looking at right now?” Ryans asked.


Perry
shot him an amused look and then snorted softly. Galloway played with a pen,
flipping it end over end on the table.


“Harrumph.
If, and only if we did they would be there to try to get the number of enemy
soldiers, how they are supplied and to try to overhear or gain access to any
maps or plans they have.”


“Dangerous,”
Ryans murmured nodding. He immediately wondered if it was some sort of servant,
a high placed one at that. To gain access to the maps and plans of the enemy
took access and steady nerves... and a keen eye to note anything and pass it
on. It also spoke of a network to get the information out of the enemy camp
without being detected.


“I'm
curious if our numbers were confirmed. And how many soldiers they have lost
since the siege started,” Galloway said not looking up.


“The
siege is still ongoing?” Maximus asked.


Perry
and Galloway looked at him. The general grunted and looked away. “Oh yes, if
Emroy had fallen they would have sacked the place and been at our doorstep by
now. Or headed to another duchy to pick that one off,” Perry explained.


“Ah,”
the captain replied nodding in understanding.


“I'm
curious about conscripts and their supplies themselves. They can't have a lot
of supplies. Do they have a supply line to Duluth I wonder?” Ryans mused,
rubbing his chin as he sat back.


“A
possibility,” the general said, not committing an answer to that.


“Can
we, oh, say cut that off? Or at least harass the supply line?”


“Why?”
an officer asked. Ryans glanced at him. He was a new recruit, Tiberius, one of
the young men Perry had put forward for officer material. He was filling the
native equivalent of a junior infantry officer.


“Some
juniors should be seen and not heard,” the general growled.


“He
has to ask if he doesn't know sir. Better to ask a seemingly stupid question
than to get caught out when your commander assumed you knew what they were
referring to,” Ryans replied. “It's been known to happen in war. Take um...
Gettysburg for an example.”


The
native officers blinked in confusion. Perry however snorted. “You would bring
that up,” he mock growled.


“Not
my fault someone couldn't understand implied intent,” Ryans smiled.


“He's
talking about the commanding General Lee who passed on an order to a
subordinate named Ewell but as a request not as an order. He assumed the man
would understand 'if practicable' and press hard to achieve the objective and
deny the defensive position to the Union. Instead the subordinate's men had
been hard pressed already so the subordinate declined the request. It was one
of the reason's the South lost that battle and the war.”


The
general grunted and then slowly nodded.


“As
to your question, Tiberius right?” Ryans asked the acne scarred young man. The
young man nodded. Tiberius was on the fast track, apparently a good solid kid
with a good head on his shoulders. Perry had him in the Silent Knight platoon.
“By cutting off the enemy's supplies we would be in effect laying siege to
them. They would die on the vine with little or no supplies. Or if we harassed
them and hampered their supplies it would take twice as long to get the
supplies to them... and they would have to find some way to protect them.
Spreading their forces out or adding them to the convoy escort.”


“Thus
thinning out their centralized numbers and allowing us to maximize our own
forces by leveraging them against smaller packets of the enemy. Defeat in
detail,” Galloway said nodding. “We would blood our men in small skirmishes
giving them much needed battle experience while hurting the enemy’s ability to
wage war... and pissing their leaders off.”


“One
of the other possibilities is drawing the Duluth away from the siege. Right now
they have numbers on their side. So we need to use cunning and terrain to
leverage our own resources. One of the ideas is oh, drawing them to that
mountain pass. There was a reason the wall was set up there as it was. It
allowed only a small number of enemies to attack one point at one time.”


“But
unfortunately we're probably not going to be able to do that,” Perry sighed.


“Is
their King with them? Is he an able commander? How experienced is he?” Ryans
asked. He was curious if the general would answer and what the answer would be.


“Rumor,”
the general said, giving the gaijin a look. “Rumor has it that King Richard is
dead. His eldest son Art’ur is now King.”


“So
this Art’ur is trying to prove himself. He's probably a lead from the front
sort to provide proof of his bravery. Bet he's not happy about how slow that
siege is going,” Perry said thoughtfully. The general shot him a surprised
look.


“How
did you...”


Perry
smiled as if his suspicion had been confirmed. “Know thine self as well as your
enemy. The young are always restless, always jumping without looking and
getting themselves killed for stupid things. Only those who watch and learn
live on to try to pass on wisdom. Try, and sometimes fail unfortunately,” he
said with a slight bitter twist to his lips.


“True,”
the general said with a nod. He sat back in his chair. “You do tend to surprise
me,” he rumbled.


“I'm
actually not that much younger than you sir,” Perry said with a small smile.


“Ah,”
the general said thoughtfully.


“So,
this Art’ur is young and possibly rash. I wonder if he's quick to anger? And
how badly does he react when enraged? Is that something we can use?” Ryans
asked, looking at the General and then the room at large with a slightly feral
gleam.”


“It's
an idea,” the general rumbled with a chuckle. “It is indeed.”


<==={}------------>


“My
liege,” Uuôden said, coming into the tent.


“What
is it?” the King demanded, looking up. He was bored and needed the distraction,
any distraction. “This had better be good.”


“The
latest spy reports my liege. They bring news of the wonder weapons,” the
general said, handing him the scroll.


The
young King grunted and took the scroll and then unrolled it with both hands.
His eyes scanned the document quickly. He frowned, the spies had yet to see the
wonder weapons first hand but had second and third hand accounting’s of them.
They seemed to be some sort of crossbow that shot small pebbles of lead. “A
sling?”


“I'm
not certain my lord,” Uuôden said.


Art’ur
grunted in irritation at the general's lack of imagination. There was a bit
more, reports of loud noises attributed to the gaijin wonder weapons.


Art’ur
read the scroll in his hands again and then frowned. “Noise makers,” he
muttered. “Scaring branacks? Why?” he looked up to see Uuôden standing
near the tent flap. “Do they think to stampede our beasts or make them faint on
command?”


“We
do have a lot of them in our cavalry my liege,” Uuôden reminded him.


The
King pursed his lips. That was true. His father had sacrificed many of the
older cavalry mounts during the past two winters to feed their people. He had
been forced to draft branacks as a light cavalry. The unlamented
Thorvald had used them to run down the refugees and secure the bridges before
they could be destroyed... and before the refugees could warn the Imperium. “It
makes no sense. Only a handful... could that be their plan?” the King mused.
“Sow division amongst our ranks with these?”


“From
the reports we have they make a loud bang and spray dirt.”


“Bah!
A wonder weapon? That? Throwing dirt?” Art’ur demanded, kicking dirt. “A waste!
I can't wait to make them see the errors of their new toys! Let them meet our
steel with these noise makers and see who's standing!”


<==={}------------>


Ryans
and Max had a discussion with a smith/artisan interested in bolts. In exchange
for a ten year exclusive license and directions on manufacturing the smith
would make all the screws, bolts, and nuts, washers, and other fasteners they
would need at cost. They left with their copy of the signed contract, feeling a
little giddy. Getting fasteners out there was important, and for all the
projects Max and Ryans had in mind, down right vital. Still the contract
negotiations were wearying.


On
the ride back Max just stared out the window. A black cloud hovered over him.
Ryans glanced at him and then back to the street. It was slow, there were
people everywhere now so the hummer crept along at a snail's pace.


“I
could have walked faster than this,” Max growled.


“Probably,”
Ryans replied.


“Definitely,”
Max growled, setting his jaw. Ryans glanced at him. He took a guess at what was
bothering the machinist.


“This
guy is really a smart cookie. Fasteners are a big thing, they're in everything.
They've used nails, pegs, and cotter pins but this is a big thing.”


“Right,”
Max grunted.


“If
he plays his cards right and has some good investors who take the long view
he'll be a billionaire,” Ryans said. Max grunted again and then turned to him.


“Think
so huh?”


“Hey
Max, what's eating you?” Ryans asked.


“That
we're just giving this shit away,” Max said in disgust.


“And?”


“And
we're not getting anything in return. Oh sure, all the fasteners we need at
cost. You know damn well he'll pad that.”


“Of
course, what contractor hasn't?” Max snorted, giving him a sidelong look. Ryans
shrugged. “As far us benefiting, we're going to skim off what we want. It may
not be milspec or grade A but at least it's free,” Ryans said with a grin. “And
we've got plenty of other things to pass along.”


“Huh.”


“Think
you might open up a machine shop? Or become the next Ford?”


“Shit,”
Max said, throwing himself back in the seat and rubbing his brow. “You're not
serious boss!”


“Hey,
you build it, work out the manufacturing steps and we'll damn well find the
financing. After we get this war won.”


“Damn.
Quite an incentive,” Max muttered.


“Well,
I could have said Boeing...”


“You're
killing me here boss,” Max laughed. “Waaaay too far out of our league here.”


“You'd
be surprised. I think with the right investment and time we'll see. If we're
here, I'm not keen about sticking around.”


“True,”
Max said. “Though it is tempting.”


Ryans
waited a moment and when they got around the corner and were on track for the
keep he smiled. “Hey Max,” he said.


“Now
what,” Max sighed.


“Just
so you know, the guy's only got rights to metal fasteners. Not
plastic,” Ryans said and turned to grin at him slightly. Max turned, caught the
grin and then snorted. After a moment he chuckled.


<==={}------------>


The
next morning Doc was not amused to find her spare clothing was missing. She
went to work in the clothes she had been wearing the day before. She assumed
that someone had borrowed them or took them to be washed at first as she ate
breakfast. But when she checked her medical supplies she was instantly pissed
when she found many things missing there as well. She went to the guard and then
to Ryans. Ryans heard her news, was disturbed and immediately went to the store
room. On the way he picked up Scooter and radioed Perry and Galloway. They had
been storing most of the things they needed day to day in a store room in the
castle, and the remainder and most of the vehicles in a warehouse in town. The
guard standing outside the store room door instantly flushed when he noted them
approaching.


They
entered and found the cases and many other things missing. Seriously pissed he
rounded on the guard. “This isn't something someone could stick in their pocket
and walk off with jack ass so don't give me a song and dance. No one is
supposed to enter this room unless he's a Terran a gaijin.” He pointed to each
of the Terrans in the group. Another soldier came, he had the first detained.
“Call the captain of the guard,” Ryans snarled as he snatched the man's pike
away. Scooter relieved him of his sword and dagger. The man was sweating now.
“I want those items found. Take this dumb ass apart if you have to,” he
snarled. He gave the withering guard a cold look. The man's eyes were wide with
fear. He tried to bolt but Doc neatly tripped him as he passed.


The
captain came and was angry as well. “It's one thing to pilfer food or clothing,
but some of this we need or else the King and this Imperium will fall,” Doc
glared at Maximus but he ignored the glare, staring at the guard.


“Find
it captain, I want the thief or thieves caught,” Ryans snarled.


The
Queen passed by and stopped. They explained the situation. The Queen turned on
the hapless guard. “Treason,” she said firmly. “For you and your family. All
will be put to death,” she said coldly, looking down her nose at him. The
guards and the prisoner blanched at this. The accused wilted to his knees and then
babbled it was harmless. He gave them the names of the people he sold things
to, but said he wasn't involved with taking the medical or clothes.


Perry
came and posted one of his men at the storeroom. He quietly told Doc and Ryans
they needed to consolidate the storage to make it easier to guard. They agreed
grimly. Ryans pulled out his tablet and checked it.


“Got
something?” Perry asked.


“Tracking
device on the case. You'd think someone would have seen them take it. The damn
thing is huge!” Ryans snarled.


“Nice
of you to have that,” Perry nodded then sighed. “This'll be fun,” Perry
muttered.


<==={}------------>


They
took a group of guards and tracked the case into the city. They circled the
building where the signal was strongest, certain it was in. When the doors were
secured they then entered. The family inside tried to bluster until the guard
captain icily informed them taking the materials was considered treason, then
they began to sweat.


 They
ended up tracking the materials to a closet and a storage place under the
floor. Ryans wasn't happy about the time and materials wasted and glared as he
recovered the case. “You have no idea, no idea how lucky you are that this is
in one piece,” he snarled after checking the contents.


When
they rounded on the family the patriarch tried to bluster, dry washing his
hands but his daughter came in. Her chin quivered when she told them it was
her. Ryans recognized her as one of the maids. “You're one of the middle floor
scullery maids aren't you?” he asked sharply. She stood at attention, chin high
but she was pale and her eyes glittered with unshed tears. He nodded as she was
arrested and hauled off. It took them about twenty minutes to clear out the
material. The soldiers weren't happy about the search and took out their ire on
the inanimate objects in the room. The patriarch huddled with his family,
flinching and looking away from the stern glares and snarls of the intruders.
Finally, having found none of the rest of the missing material they left.


<==={}------------>


Later
that afternoon they managed to get back on schedule. Doc took in midwives and
healers as new students in addition to the city healers. She immediately
instituted daily inventory checks to be signed off by two people.


The
guards posted a new law after lunch, anyone wearing the Terrans clothing or
using their gear outside of the castle would be detained for questioning. A
herald went around town, reading the proclamation at every intersection of the
city. Most of the missing items that were sold or given away were found in the
gutters over the next day or so, much to the victim’s ire.


Emroy
refugees poured in from the surrounding countryside. The trickle that had
followed the gaijin in turned into a steady stream and then a torrent. The
soldiers took the pick of the litter for the new army. Max the machinist and
the newly minted industrial minister took the rest and put them to work in the
cottage and growing industrial districts.


The
refugees told stories of the Duluth raiders, how they were going from village
to village stripping them of everything. Any that resisted were put to death
and the village burned. If they surrendered they weren't much better off. The
men and some of the good looking girls and women were shipped off and never
seen again. The boys under ten that did not hide or flee ahead of time were put
to the sword. Women who were not raped were left behind with the oldsters and
the young girls. Having nothing left to eat and fearing a return visit they of
course left.


This
threw a huge burden on the castle stores and foods supplied by neighboring
farms. They got new tools out to the nearest farms first, even drafting
refugees and their animals to help plow the farms. Doc also took the opportunity
to set up free medical clinics to check and treat the families and train her
new students. The Queen sent some who had learned the techniques to neighboring
lords to improve their farm yields.


There
was mixed good news in the intelligence the refugees gave them. Grimly
Lieutenant Galloway had a list made of witnesses and descriptions of raiders
who committed acts of violence. Statements were documented and they even video
recorded some of the most heinous. When Maximus asked why Galloway turned on
him. “For the war crime trials, I plan on cutting off their dicks and shoving
them down their throats, each and every last one of them. And nailing their
gonads to their foreheads as a warning to others,” he snarled.


Maximus's
eyes went wide. He blinked in shock and surprise.


“We're
aware these things happen captain,” Ryans said, turning to the captain. He had
been looking over a map, trying to see where the raiders would go next. He'd
love to send in a team to meet them but knew the intel was old and out of date.
“We have a... particular rage for this sort of thing. Those that commit these
crimes are subhuman and should be severely punished,” he said. “Some of us have
mothers, daughters, sisters, and wives. We would not wish this on them or
another man's, now or ever. I hope you can understand that,” he said.


Maximus
looked at him and then to Galloway and Perry. Both nodded grimly. Finally he
turned to Pendragon. The general harrumphed and then nodded slowly.


“Then
let it be so,” the captain said.


Doc
and Max instituted a water plant, filtering the water from the river. They
would need the clean water to keep the population healthy.... including their
own population. Like most medieval societies, the population got most of it's
clean potable drinking water from beer. They hadn't made the connection that
boiling the water cleaned it. Max set the record straight, and even found
investors interested in a pumping station. It wasn't a priority project, but
having fresh, clean, running water to homes was something of interest to the
people.


Sue
ruthlessly culled back garbage dumping, having them overhaul the trash and
sewage system to protect the populous from disease and vermin. Men were hired
to pick up the trash once a week and then bring the cart loads to the local
dump. She uprooted people camping along the river and relocated them away from
their water supply to protect it from contamination.


She
had the guards teach them to dig latrine trenches and instituted mandatory
cleaning and checkups. There were mandatory inspections as well. Her healers
went through the refugee camps treating the sick and injured, to gain much
needed confidence and hands on experience.


<==={}------------>


“Are
we even making a dent?” Charlie asked at their next gaijin only meeting the following
morning. “What are we even doing, do we know? And will this help, or make
things worse in the grand scheme of things?” she asked running a frustrated
hand through her hair. Dividing her time between Wanda, Sue, and her own
projects was driving her to distraction.


“Feed
a man a fish you feed him for a day, teach him to fish,” Ryans explained.


Perry
nodded, turning to Charlie. “Right, feed him and his family for a day. Got it.
Good point. We can do this for them, or teach them to do it for themselves. We
ran into that problem in Africa. God I hated Somalia. Give the people a hand
out, they eat well for a day but then come back with more people, all with
their hands out,” he grimaced. “After a while they think it's their right for
others to care for them, that they can't take care of themselves,” he
said. He looked to Doc who nodded but didn't say anything.


“And
of course there are those who bite the hands that feed them. Somalia for
instance,” Ryans said with a grimace.


Charlie
sighed. “Still a pain in the ass,” she growled. They chuckled at this.


“Since
when is doing the right thing the right way not?” Perry snorted. “Never is.
Short cuts in stuff like this usually end up blowing up in your face rather
nastily,” he said and then shrugged.


“How
are we with the military situation?” Sue asked running a hand through her hair
then shaking it out. She reached back and began to braid her chestnut hair.


 “Well,
we could handle the entire raider army with just our men and gear, but that
would leave us a bit short on ammo once we got the survivors to cut and run,”
Perry joked. She gave him a long look, arched eyebrow. He shrugged it off with
a small smile. “Just saying.” He gave Charlie and Ryans a look. “We've
intercepted raider teams that come this way, so far so good. The locals are
mobilizing, but training is slow and ongoing,” he sighed.


“We
need more weapons, or at least practice weapons in the hands of the men so they
can get familiar with them. Right now we've got one musket for every twenty men
in the advanced course, four Winchesters and a whopping twenty Springfield
rifles,” Galloway said and then grimaced along with Ryans. Getting that many
flintlock muskets out was good but not great. Their team had about two thousand
people in it now. That meant a hundred muskets all totaled.


“We're
expecting another shipment of fifty muskets and ten rifles by the end of the
week. Plus we've got some force multipliers in the works and the first cannon
is cooling now,” Max informed them. Several people smiled tiredly in approval
over that news. “I think we've got the production bugs ironed out, or at least
the worst ones. I'm going to have to overhaul quality control but I think we
can produce ten flint locks and five Springfield’s a day starting tomorrow.”


“That's
definitely good news!”


“Ten?”
Perry asked.


“It's
a start,” Max said. “I know, I wanted more. You want more. Ten's the best I've
got now. I'm dividing resources between the two weapons you know,” he growled.


“I
get it,” Perry replied with a sigh.


“If
we can pick up the pace we will. I'm not sure. I think we can double that
number but it's all subject to the pipeline. I don't want to press too hard,
have a hiccup, and then have idle people forming a bottleneck.”


“I
getcha Max,” Perry said a hand on the machinist's shoulders. “Tell your people
thanks,” he said.


Max
nodded. “The cannon is another project. We've got a small smooth bore with a
carriage and a special ammo wagon. I'd would've liked to have rifled the barrel
but I'm not sure how to do it right. We don't have the proper jig,” Max
reported.


“Can't
wait to test fire that thing,” Perry murmured, only slightly nervous about the
whole thing. It could blow up after all; blow up like the first four muskets
they had made. They had better use a damn long fuse and a protective berm for
that test firing. And do it far away from the animals. Hopefully they could
test fire it by the end of the week.


“Ask
me for anything but time,” Ryans grumbled. Perry and Galloway nodded
grudgingly. Charlie snorted. They knew they could cream the enemy now, but the
more time they had the more gear and training they could get in. The rate of
fire of their musketeers was low, two shots a minute. The riflemen could go
through a ten round clip in thirty-seconds. Which caused a major headache and
bottleneck with the ammunition, right now they had only one clip per man.


“Did
you get that chemistry thing sorted out?” Perry asked turning to Charlie.


“Yeah,
and look, at no time did the fingers leave the hand,” she said. She held up her
ten digits. Sue growled. “Oh,” Charlie smiled. “I made some nitrocellulose for
the miners and smokeless gunpowder for the Winchesters and Springfields.
Fulminate of mercury for percussion caps too,” she said smugly and then
shrugged.


Doc's
eyes were wide in shock. “Are you insane?” she breathed. “Do you have any
idea...?” Charlie nodded cutting her off.


Charlie
chuckled. “Had to be done Doc.”


“Why
ever for?” Doc said throwing her hands up.


Charlie
smiled. “Well, the mercury is for ignition caps, the nitrocellulose is for
explosives and gun-cotton.”


“Ah,”
Sue froze for a moment. “You're that far along?” she asked after a moment of
thought.


Charlie
nodded and looked to Ryans. He frowned.  “Well, we can make cast iron
grenades; in fact we're doing that now but not in quantity just yet. But until
I get the better specs of a rifling bench out of here,” Ryans tapped the
storage case, “we're at the level of smooth bore musket for most of the army.
We've got a handful of Winchester repeater rifles for the cavalry and
Springfields for the snipers. The moving parts are a pain though,” he grimaced.
“We've got copper jacketed brass rounds for the Winchesters as well, both black
powder and now the smokeless gunpowder.”


Sue
nodded suddenly. “Are you sure it's a good idea to give these people guns?” she
asked, suddenly intent.


Ryans
shrugged. “It's either give it to them or watch them fall under the raiders. We
could leave.” He waved to the window. “But where can we go and be safe? We've
got eight or nine months to wait this out Doc, I for one would rather do it
with stone walls around me,” he said firmly. Doc slowly nodded. “Think about
this as well, do you really want us to try to set up the catcher's mitt for the
wormhole right on that bluff where the raiders pass by?” he demanded. She
shivered and shook her head. “Besides, we're keeping the formula for gunpowder
and gun cotton as a trump card,” he said and then smiled.


Charlie
sighed, “yeah, lucky me.” She shook her head. “I suck at keeping secrets.” Doc
snorted in agreement, earning a mock glower.


“But
some things can be spun off. We've already found buyers for your bleach, yeast,
and ether formulas. Adonis Alchemy is taking on the ether and bleach,” Ryans
said. “A bakery is taking on the yeast formula.”


“Adonis?”
Wanda asked with a grin. He shrugged it off.


“Apparently
they do perfumes and love potions. Don't ask, I don't care. They get a three
year exclusive formula deal, we get all that stuff at cost plus some other
supplies,” Ryans replied.


“Kinda
cheap there boss,” Wanda said.


“Do
you want them to have bleach or not? Ether for oh, say surgery?” he demanded.
“I for one do not envy any poor sap here that has a tooth ache. Or needs
surgery. What passed for surgery before Doc got involved,” he said nodding to
Sue. Sue nodded grimly as Wanda and Charlie shuddered involuntarily. “Charlie
has the licks out for the bleach. We're getting the basic formula out to as
many people as quickly as possible. It's not anywhere near what we need for
mass production, but every little bit helps.”


“Kitchen
sink chemistry,” Wanda said looking thoughtful. A lot of chemistry had been
learned over the centuries through trial and error in the kitchen. “Now I
understand why you wanted the simplest formula.”


Ryans
nodded. “Exactly. Quality control will be an issue, but the first batches show
promise. But...”


“Back
to what I was saying,” Perry interrupted. He needed to get them back on track,
he had a busy day. “The main army is camped around Duke Emroy's castle at the
entrance. They're laying siege to it now. I think they didn't come with a good
enough logistics tail; they're stripping the surrounding countryside of
anything edible. They've got loggers cutting wood in the woods too. Mostly for
firewood,” he said. He wrinkled his nose. They were using fire to drive the
basilisks away. It was risky and wasteful but it let them get in and get the
wood they needed, albeit slightly charred. Charlie nodded. “Not just that,
siege engines too,” he said after a moment. He tapped at his laptop then showed
them a distant image of a French ballista under construction. “They've got
several now. They are making one every week.”


Charlie
grimaced and then cocked her head as if in thought. “Be a wicked thing to see.
I saw one on TV on a pumpkin chunkin show but never in real life. Physics in
action!”


Sue
snorted. “It's impressive I'll admit, but not something you want to see if
you’re on the receiving end,” she grumbled.


Perry
nodded. “I've got a couple of teams ready. We call them the Silent Knights.”


Ryans
smiled at that. “Cute, I get it.” He of course knew about them but the other
civilians hadn't. He hadn't known they'd settled on Silent Knights for a name
though.


Perry
smiled too. “Anyway, we're going to do a few raids of our own. Hit their
logistics and burn as many of these siege engines as we can. That should take
some of the pressure off Duke Emroy till we can relieve him,” he said. Ryans
nodded.


“When
are they going?” Sue asked.


“Well,
that's why I came to see you. I wanted to borrow a couple of doctors. Trauma
Doc and a nurse actually,” Perry said looking at her.


She
looked confused then began to shake her head. “Oh hell no...” She grimaced,
face working. “You're not going to get my people killed on some fool’s errand
just after I went through all the heartache of training them!” she snarled.


He
sighed. “Look Doc, they won’t be at the front, I want them far enough back so
they can be protected,” he explained patiently. She was still shaking her head,
however.


She
opened her mouth but Ryans beats her to it. “He's right,” he said. She turned a
fulminating look on him. He returned her look with a cool but patient one. “Doc
triage. We need a trauma team to stabilize any wounded until they can get them
back here to you. It'd be a damn shame to lose someone that could have been
saved by someone with the right skills on hand. Besides, they can teach some
basic first aid to the team too,” he explained patiently. Doc frowned and then
looked away thinking furiously.


Charlie
held up one hand. “I'll go,” she said quietly. They looked at her in surprise.
“What, we've all got medical training remember? I'm the backup paramedic...”
She shrugged. “One of them anyway. Give me a crap load of biofoam and a first
aid kit with a book and I'll get by.”


Perry
frowned and then caught the small shake from Ryans and then sighed. “Sorry
Charlie, but we need you here more, Doc too.” He turned to nod his chin politely
to the still fuming Sue.


Doc
nodded. “All right, I'll send Xanthus and Senji. I'll ask them to volunteer,
maybe ask one of the nurses too. Both are about paramedic level. Give me a
couple of hours to get a kit together and a nurse for them,” she said coldly. 
She turned to Charlie. “The biofoam is a good idea; I'll send some along and
make sure they can use it. Can you make...” Charlie grimaced and shook her
head. “Thought not,” Sue sighed.


“One
thing at a time Sue. They do have glue. We're talking to the plywood industry
about that. Maybe we can make a basic glue that will work like biofoam?” he
asked glancing at Wanda and then Charlie. Both women shrugged.


Perry
nodded ignoring what Ryans said. “Have them meet in the western courtyard in
three hours Doc, dressed in dark colors for a hard ride,” he ordered. She
nodded and left.


“This
going to work?” Charlie asked.


Perry
shrugged. “It's a start.”


“Doolittle
raid,” Ryans said.


“Yeah,
do little all right. Just going to stir up a hornet's nest before we're ready,”
Charlie echoed.


Ryans
frowned. “No, I mean Colonel Doolittle, W-W-two. He and a group of aviators
flew Mitchell bombers off carriers just after Pearl Harbor to bomb the Japanese
isles. It was a morale building effort,” Ryans explained.


Perry
nodded. “This is also to get some field training in. Some of my people are
green and need the confidence. I'll have them stop and help the villages and
towns in the area on the way back if they aren't chased. Have them set up
militias and do a health and welfare check up if possible.”


Charlie
nodded. “And you’re going to kill as many officers as you can too.”


Perry
frowned, and then looked the way Doc went then nodded. “As many as we can.
Taking out the leadership is an accepted military practice in our time. Put enough
holes in the chain of command and they break.”


“Not
in theirs though,” Charlie nodded to the courtiers nearby.


Perry
looked then shrugged. “They're desperate so they'll have to learn to deal. Like
it or lump it,” he said gruffly. His Silent Knight commandos were all new
recruits. Well, with a few gaijin like Lance Corporal Newban, Private
Schneider, to stiffen them up. Ryans nodded. They needed to do this, so they'd
make it happen and deal with the consequences.


<==={}------------>


When
the meeting broke up Ryans joined Perry and Waters for a delayed calisthenics
work out. It was brief, a warm up, a hundred pushups and sit ups, jumping
jacks, and then a three lap jog around the castle. Ryans nodded to Zara in
passing as they jogged. Zara smiled shyly and waved her fingers to him. Perry
caught the motion and snorted. Ryans rolled his eyes but sobered when he caught
Deidra looking as well.


<==={}------------>


Charlie
grinned at Sue as she came in and flopped down on a padded stool. “Make
yourself at home why don't you,” Sue murmured, not looking up.


“Don't
mind if I do,” Charlie said with a grin, snagging Sue's coffee cup and downing
it. She grimaced. “What the hell?” she looked at it.


Sue
snorted. “Berry juice,” she said. “The natives use it in place of coffee.”


“It's
bitter enough,” Charlie said, still soured as she put the cup carefully down.
Sue smiled a little.


“Serves
you right for taking without asking,” she teased.


“Hey
you said make yourself at home you know,” Charlie replied. Sue snorted.


“What
do you want Charlie, I'm kind of busy here,” Sue said, setting the tablet down
on her desk. She had a sort of office now, a cloth walled area with a small
desk and stools, to go over papers and discuss treatments with the staff. It
wasn't much but at least it was a start.


“I
came by to tell you I figured out where the parents were getting the calcium
from,” Charlie said smugly.


“Oh?”
Sue asked. She'd wondered about it, had meant to ask a midwife but things had
gotten a little too hectic to ask. “Do tell,” she said, sitting back and
crossing her arms.


“I
sent you an e-mail,” Charlie said with a grin.


“But
you were too eager to wait so you just had to come over and tell me in person
of course,” Sue deadpanned. Charlie chuckled. “So?”


“So,
it's a melon.”


“Really?”
Sue asked in surprise. “I thought it was a mammal? Cow’s milk?”


Charlie
shrugged. “For those that have cows yes. But apparently there is a melon, grows
about the size of a watermelon in the summer and fall. It's got blue pulp that
they squeeze into juice or eat raw. It's sugary and chocked full of vitamin C.
They strain it with cheese cloth and give it to the kids.”


“Ah,”
Sue said nodding. She'd seen a few mothers nursing naturally but hadn't had any
pediatric visits yet. That was interesting.


“Mary's
looking into it now. She asked me to run some tests on it and that's what I
found,” Charlie said smiling. “They love eating it it too, though it's
apparently better in the summer than in the spring.”


“Spring
time it's concentrated but doesn't have time to ferment,” Sue mused.


“Maybe,”
Charlie said spreading her hands. “Well, that's it for that.” She started to
get up.


“Hang
on a sec Charlie,” Sue said. Charlie paused and then sat back down.


“Now
what?”


“I
wanted to know if anyone taught the natives about bacteria and pasteurization
yet,” Sue said, locking eyes with her.


“I
know they use yeast and other things, fermenting of course... I think
pasteurization is a bit beyond them Doc,” Charlie replied, wrinkling her nose.


“Then
it's high time they learned something new, right?” Sue asked, arching an
eyebrow.


“You...
you're not serious Doc!” Charlie said aghast.


“You're
our biochemist. You can help Max. Give him a swift kick and remind him to
pasteurize all the food he's storing.”


“Um...”


“Boil
it Charlie,” Sue said tiredly.


“I
know that,” Charlie replied testily. The doctor snorted. “Anything else?”


“Not
that I'm aware of. Just get on that. Lay the groundwork. I know it's a lot.”


“Yeah,”
Charlie sighed, brushing her bangs back out of her eyes. “You're telling me,”
she said wryly.


“Then
you better get started. I don't want a case of botulism or anything,” Sue said
firmly.


Suddenly
Charlie shuddered. “Yeah, I've had bad clams once in my life, never again.
Okay, I can't make any guarantees but I'll see what I can do Doc,” she said,
slapping her knees and getting to her feet.


“Good,
toodles,” Doc said, picking up her tablet and making a shooing motion. Charlie
snorted and left.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
nodded his chin to the caravan coming in. They were coming in from the South, a
good sign. He turned to a guard. “That the metals we were waiting for?” he
asked from the parapet. The guard turned to shade his eyes and study the
convoy. After a moment he shook his head.


“Tis
sal Dominus gaijin,” he said, turning back to his post. Ryans tasted the word.
Sal... salt. His mouth rounded in an O.


“Sea
salt?” he asked. The man nodded. “Ah. Not from the ground though, from the sea?
The um, mare?” Ryans persisted.  The guard nodded again.


“So
it's for cooking,” Ryans mused. Man and animals, at least Terran animals had to
have some level of sodium in their bodies. He saw the guard nod again.


“The
terra sal is used for the cras in hiems Dominus,” the guard explained. Ryans
parsed that out. The Roman helm the man was wearing and his lack of teeth was
hampering the translator’s ability to handle the language. Terra meant Earth,
sal he knew was salt... he puzzled out the rest and then nodded.


“You
use the terra sal to melt the ice,” Ryans said. The guard blinked and then
nodded. Ryans nodded as well. “Okay, just checking,” he said, returning to his
walk. “Well, at least they don't use it for pay anymore,” he muttered to
himself.


<==={}------------>


Doctor
Fred Roshenko was in his glory. The mining, the materials, he had samples
coming out of his ears and such rich metals! He saw platinum sticks stacked
casually in the market and now this. Concrete of all things, he thought,
shaking his head.


Ryans
wanted him and Max to take a stab at overhauling the concrete works, or at
least give the various makers some pointers. Max was busy so he was on his own.
Tentatively he knocked on the plywood door, admiring the paintings on it.


“Yes?”
a surly voice asked. He couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman.


“Yes,
um, my name is Doctor Roshenko I'm a gaijin. I was um, asked to help teach you
about concrete?”


“We
know all there is to know,” the voice said and then he jumped when something or
someone kicked the door. “Now go away!”


“Um,
I was told to show you new ways...”


“I
said go away!” the voice snarled.


“Okay,”
Roshenko said hands up. “No problem,” he said, backing off the concrete steps
and then turning. “If you'd be so kind as to point out one of your competitors?
I'm fairly sure they will want this knowledge,” he said.


The
lock clacked open and then a small hand and head peeked out at him. The lad
glared and then pointed down a dark alley, opposite the way the doctor had
come. Roshenko nodded. “Thanks,” he said. He started that way and ducked a line
of hanging linen as the door slammed behind him. He turned, looking at the door
and then shrugged. He turned back to the indicated direction and noted the
rather rough looking neighborhood. He felt eyes on him. On second thought, he'd
find a local constable and ask for proper directions he thought.


<==={}------------>


“What's
up Doc?” Perry asked. He ignored the glower as he stood near the others. Most
of the Terrans were assembled in the room once more. Normally they had a
meeting every other morning. For some reason Sue had called a special one this
morning. He'd just finished getting his first squad of Silent Knights off. They
were tasked with recon only, recon for the follow up commandos.


“I
called everyone here to point out a couple of things,” Doc said. She was tired,
and worse, looked it.


“Shoot,”
Perry said, crossing his arms.


“First,
don't drink the water,” Everyone eyed her. “Seriously, I just found out they
use lead of all things to pipe the water into some of the areas in the city and
in the castle. It's also not sterile.”


“We
knew that Doc,” Ryans replied from the back. Everyone turned to him.


“Well,
I didn't,” Wanda said. They turned to her. “Seriously.” She held up her hands.
“Nary a clue here till now. I've been using it for all sorts of stuff.”


“Never
been in a castle or third world country before?” Perry asked amused.


She
shook her head. “Nope.”


“First
time for everyone I suppose,” the Master Sergeant said disgruntled. “Can we move
on, I've got a drill going on?”


“Ah,”
Doc nodded. “Second thing, everyone take proper precautions when having sexual
contact with anyone,” she said firmly. Wanda looked at her. She shrugged.


“I
just diagnosed a case of Syphilis and a case of herpes yesterday,” she said.


“Ah.
Yeah, not good,” Perry nodded rubbing his nose and looking anywhere but at
Ryans.


“Use
a rubber. One of ours, not one of their sheep intestine things,” Sue said,
wrinkling her nose in disgust at using such a thing. They all grimaced at that.
Wanda made a yuck face. “I'd tell you, you can't catch it from kissing, but I'm
not so sure. Blood protocols are in effect. If you’re working on a patient or
blood sample, use gloves. Same goes if you’re handling waste of any sort.
Protect yourselves folks,” Sue said leaning against the wall.


“Good
to know,” Wanda nodded. “On the bright side I just got the simplest form of
bleach done, Adonis has the distribution up and is already processing their
first test batches. We think he's gotten the contamination issue resolved. I'll
have to keep on him for quality assurance.” She grimaced. “I've given the
a-okay for full production and they've been stocking up on materials to do a
full mass production run. Hopefully they will get it out soon. I think my next
priority should be water purification though. Chlorine is a bitch to make
though,” she grimaced, looking thoughtful and annoyed at the same time. “I'll
see if Charlie here,” she said as she turned to the other chemist, “can lend a
hand.” Charlie nodded.


“I'd
look into other possible avenues,” Ryans replied. “UV, or CO2 or even just
basic filtering if necessary. I know you were working on a water filtration
system before we pulled you off it for the 1001 other projects.” He frowned.
“As for the lead, contact with it is only bad over long periods of time and for
children and pregnant women correct Doc?” he asked turning to Sue. She nodded.


He
nodded. “So washing in it is okay for now. Treat it like gray water people.
You're right about the contact. You've done your homework as usual. But the
paint is also lead based,” she replied. He grimaced.


“Okay,
that means the ink in the documents?” he asked. She nodded. “I'm not worried
about the septic system, such as it is. It does need a serious upgrade though.
I mean, they poop in a hole in the wall then send some poor schmuck to clean it
out,” she said. She looked seriously annoyed and frustrated by the very idea.
“The damn idiots cart it off and either sell it for fertilizer or dump it in
the river! Can you believe that?” she demanded, thoroughly disgusted.


Several
in the group muttered at that, looking down at their drinks. “Ah, yes, I do
believe I will overhaul the water... today.” Wanda nodded looking a little
green.


“I
think I'll definitely help,” Charlie said raising her hand.


“Me
too,” Max said. Ryans gave him a look. “Hey man, I ain't no good to anyone if
I'm puke'n my guts out or having the trots. Diarrhea ain't. No. Joke.” He
tapped a finger on the hood of a car for each word to emphasize his point.
Ryans nodded.


“Leading
killer of armies and lower civilizations... Cholera, dysentery, and other
preventable diseases beat them all by miles,” Doc sighed tiredly. “We lost
dozens in Haiti after the frigging earthquake in 2010.” She ran a hand through
her hair.


The
Sergeant and LT looked at each other then nodded. “We'll see if we can dig up
some laborers for some work. A couple of good old fashioned GI parties in the
barracks and in the field should help too,” the Sergeant said slowly. The last
thing they needed now was a pandemic, or even a panic from a potential
pandemic.


“It's
not all doom and gloom,” Ryans said, holding up a forestalling hand. “For one
thing I set the water recycling system up for us here the second day so we're
good for now. I haven't changed the filters in a week but...” he shrugged.


“I'll
check them,” Max said, sounding much relieved. “I'd forgotten that thing,” he
said.


“I
didn't,” Ryans said.


“Always
two steps ahead?” Sue asked, pursing her lips in a slight smile. He shrugged.


“We
hadn't been focused on hygiene; I guess we should rethink that part. Soap for
one. Proper times and places to go for another,” Perry said glancing at the
noncoms then to the chemists. They'd trained some of the recruits in hygiene
but not all, at least not very thoroughly. They'd had other more important
concepts on their agenda.


“Use
the local lye soap, they have plenty of it. I'll work on something easier on
the skin later,” Charlie said, waving a hand. The men nodded.


“Overhaul
is a good idea. The last thing we need is for half the troops to die of this...
and we've got the summer coming soon. Having an outbreak or parasites would
suck. Summer though... That means a heat wave... coupled with dehydrating
sickness...” Ryans nodded. “Right priority shift. Get on it people,” he
ordered. He nodded as the meeting broke up.


<==={}------------>


Perry
walked with Ryans as the meeting broke up. He crossed his arms and looked over
his shoulder. Gunny Paris was tagging along.


“So
smooth bore muskets for the line infantry, Springfields for the snipers,
Winchesters for the cavalry, and what? M-1's for the line infantry down the
road?” Perry asked.


“Yup.
Now that we've got our brass thing sorted a bit we can make brass cartridges
and copper jacketed rounds. Ammunition will not be a bottleneck... or at least,
not the big one. Max is working on a rifling bench but he's got issues to
solve. The Springfields are also held up till we get other bottlenecks sorted,”
Ryans replied.


“Good
to know. Loading those damn muskets is a pain though. A round or two every
minute, that's gotta change. We've got to have them cleaned after each time
they are fired too. Else the gunpowder rusts the barrels innards,” the Gunny
frowned.


“You
know a lot about it Gunny?” Perry asked looking back to him.


“I
did a bit at the family gun shop before I enlisted. Dad had a shooting range
too. I fell in love with the Winchester when I was a kid,” the Gunny smiled a
little. “Tight gun for a cowboy, let alone a cavalry unit.”


“That
it is. That's why we've given it to the cavalry units. I'd like to get them
into full production, but the interior parts are a little hard to make in large
quantities. The 1903 is almost as bad. But with the 1903 we can do cartridges,”
Ryans said, slowing and looking over his shoulder. Finally they stopped in a
semi secluded alcove.


“Ah.
I was wondering about that.”


“We've
got the first twenty-five done and tested. Now that the da Vincis and a couple
of other artisans Max trusts have the molds, we’re making sure none of them
have the whole picture, just pieces. Max told me we can start making more of
them in a month or two.”


“Oh
boy,” the Gunny smiled. “Nasty. Couldn't be for a better group of folks,” he
grimaced a little. He'd heard the stories these Duluth shit heads had been
pulling. “Loot, plunder, rape, and murder my ass.”


“My
sentiments exactly Gunny, my sentiments exactly.”
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Art’ur
King of Duluth, and, he thought, ruler of these lands soon enough, smiled
grimly as he watched the crews work on the great siege engine. That had been
part of his failing, the thought that only one or two were needed to break the
siege. Now he knew that numbers counted for everything including this. He
smiled in savage satisfaction as the rope was pulled and the great arm swung
up. His eyes tracked the rock as it tumbled through the air to slam into the
outer wall of Emroy. He gloated as the top of the wall crumbled, crenelations
falling to the ground below. They hadn't hit anyone of course, the defenders
knew better than to stand still when a rock was incoming, but they did do some
damage. Good, he thought.


That
had been another of his men's failings, building small siege engines that had
to be close because of their short range. Close but still ineffective, the
small rocks and objects they threw could barely range the outer wall and did
little if any damage. Now with the great trebuchet up they were finally making
progress.


He'd
lost quite a few cutting crews getting the trees for these things. But they had
also brought back plenty of firewood. He really didn't care about the losses,
the men and women used had been conscripts. It bothered him little to lose a
slave, after all they were expendable and he could always get more from the local
population. What bothered him was the time it had taken to get the wood and
haul it back to the siege lines and then shape it into the engines. Far too
much time, time wasted in planing and sanding and fitting pieces. What did he
care how it looked as long as it worked? He had already killed a foreman for
daring to question him, to sand the pieces and fit them over and over instead
of getting it done! How dare he question and defy his King?


Each
of the siege machines were stationed on a hill, the highest point outside the
walls. It was also the closest hill to the duchy. In order to protect his
precious siege engines from a forlorn hope he'd stationed no less than a third
of his reserves in front of them. The engine captains knew that if a shot fell
short and struck his men they would pay the price with their lives.


Uuôden.
Uuôden should have... no he did, curse it. Uuôden had counseled him on the
subject, on building the larger engines but he had refused. He remembered now
as he paced, watching with cold eyes as the arm was brought back and reloaded
for another strike. He couldn't blame the general; he'd told the King in front
of the other lords so blaming him and punishing him would serve only to
undermine his authority. Make him look weak. No, he'd have to swallow his pride
and ignore it. Better to move on, he thought, adjusting his cape and then
marching back to his tent. He heard the shot fly and turned, watching with
glittering eyes as the rock seemed to float through the air to strike. Not
quite in the same place but near enough. They would improve their aim with
practice. He nodded to his guard and then pushed the flap aside to enter.


Art’ur
was startled awake by a tremendous boom. At first he thought it was thunder but
then he heard the crackle of fire. He turned, sleepily looking around to see
flames lighting his tent. He threw off the blankets and rushed out, heedless of
being undressed.


Outside
there was another explosion, making him duck in surprise and sudden fear. He
raised a hand to ward off the heat and light. He snarled for it came from the
towering infernos of his once great siege engines.


“What
happened?” he snarled. “Someone shall pay!” he vowed, looking around. He found
a guard who was rushing from the area. “You!” he said. The guard slowed and
then stopped, wide eyed. The King could barely make him out in the true dark
night. He snarled at him as the man bowed.


“My
liege, we've been attacked!” he said.


“Attacked?”
he asked. There was a strange sound, a crackling of the fire and pops. He turned
in place to look but it was far too dark despite the cook fires and the inferno
behind him. “I can see that!” he said coldly. “How?” he demanded, “How did they
get here from the castle? Wedst will pay with his life for this!” he snarled.


The
warrior gulped and took an involuntary step back. “Where is Wedst? Where is
Uuôden? Where is my so called imperator?” he demanded. “How did they get
through my lines and why aren't they dead? Are they dead?” he demanded.


“Um,
my liege they didn't come from the castle,” the warrior said, looking to the
castle and then back to his liege. He kept his eyes downcast. “They came from
there,” he said pointing off into the night.


“How?”


“I'm
not certain my lord. I saw one briefly from a distance. He wore dark clothes
and ran that way. The imperator tasked a group to run them down and is over
there,” he said pointing to a group forming up near the creek.


 Art’ur
looked in the indicated direction, drumming his fingers on his side. Uuôden had
obviously ordered men to form bucket lines but they were not getting anywhere.


“You
say they came not from the castle? How is this possible?” he asked.


“I
don't know my lord,” the warrior said. “There were no signs of beasts, no
reports of them from the perimeter. Some of the perimeter guards are dead.”


“How,”
the King asked, He paced and then went back to his tent. The warrior stood
there, not sure what to do. When the King came out he was dressed but still
buckling his sword belt on. “Can't you help your sovereign?” he demanded. The
guard sprang to his side to help him. When he was properly dressed he knocked
the man to the ground and turned in place. “Fools. Find them or I'll have your
head,” he snarled. The man scrambled away into the shadows.


Uuôden
came out of the shadows a moment later and rumbled a sigh. The King whirled in
surprise. Uuôden grunted. “And you? What do you have to say about this?” the
King snarled.


“I
do not know what to say. I admire their courage,” Uuôden said, turning first to
his men and then to the night beyond. “I believe they came from the capital or
a nearby lord or knight. They wore dark clothing and were not seen. We have
found several gaurds, all dead. Some with their throats cut, others stabbed or
with their necks broken.”


“So
they got past the guard from outside?” the King asked.


“Yes,
my liege, they did.”


“The
capital,” the King said, seething.


“We've
found that the flames just splashed and spread, they don't go out as they
should,” Uuôden reported. “I believe the area will have to be abandoned,” he
said shaking his head. Art’ur could see the general was only half dressed and
slightly singed. Good, he thought savagely.


“I
have sent two groups of warriors out to find and kill the raiders but I fear
they will not succeed my lord. This was well planned and executed.”


“Indeed,”
the King said grudgingly. “One must admire such work. And punish those that
allowed it to happen,” Art’ur said, eyes glinting. Art’ur was homicidal in his
wrath, fully enraged as he returned to his tent. He had several of the
perimeter guard brought before him and executed them personally in front of his
captains.


<==={}------------>


Ten
days after the Silent Knights had left they got word back from Ginger Lewis in
her ultra light, the first raid was an unqualified success. The Gunny read the
report from Lance Corporal Newman. According to it the siege engines were
burning quite nicely when they left. “A little napalm will do that,” Max said
smugly.


“Napalm?”
Ryans asked. He hadn't been involved in the planning of the commando raid.


“Well,
a mix of stuff. Witches brew I guess you could say,” Max said. “Some of that
phoenix plant oil, some regular oil and a thickener I got Wanda to whip up.
Also some stuff from a Greek fire recipe the natives had if you can believe it.
I tested it, its nasty shit. Guess it worked like a charm,” he said, all
smiles.


The
Gunny told them that they managed to kill a few of the engineers, a dozen
soldiers, and set fire to some of their supplies, but couldn't get close enough
to the lords tents to do anything there. “They're smart; all of them are smack
dab in the center of camp. If we'd captured a few of their soldiers we might
have walked in like we owned the place, but it would have been a suicide
mission,” the Gunny said, reading the report.


“Newman’s
nuts,” Waters said with a snort. “Trust him to try a cockamamie scheme like
that.” Perry shook his head at that.


The
raiders returned by LAVs with three dead and seven wounded two days later. Doc
took charge of the wounded immediately. Perry added new trainees to the group
and then had them rest and train for two days before sending them out again. He
had a third and fourth thirty man team ready by the time they left. These went
out as well but at different times from the first two teams. For security
reasons each of the teams would know other teams were active, but wouldn't know
where they were or their plans unless they had to.


Each
team was mounted, each rider had two spare animals, one was heavily loaded with
supporting materials, and the other was only lightly loaded. By shifting the
rider to another mount, varying the trot and possibly picking up spares they
would hopefully make good time. Hopefully. If the weather held out. Ryans
turned a disgusted eye skyward to the clouds overhead. They were probably due
for rain any time. It was just as well the teams had gotten out before hand.


As
they left Charlie asked about the riders nearby wearing royal livery. Ryans
explained that the monarchy had set up a pony express mail system and a semaphore
system decades ago. “The Queen is sending out word of what is going on, and
ordering additional armies to be formed and defenses to be set up.”


“And
that?” Charlie asked, seeing each had a package. “Oh, I'm sending out
blueprints to their blacksmiths and scribes. Terran John Deere plows, and other
things,” he explained. She nodded. “Max made a couple of prototypes but not
enough to really make a dent,” he said with a grimace of annoyance. Sure they
made some difference here in the fields feeding the capital but not much.


“Ah.
Will it help? Perry asked.


Ryan
shrugged. “Logistics. If they can be more efficient farming then there is more
food for less work... Which means the men and women not farming can work on
other things.” He waved to indicate the growing army, then to the city beyond
and the factory smoke stacks. Another factory was currently under construction
off in the distance. “We're going to need a boost in production since we're
losing so many farm hands from the field to fight. They're barely subsistence
farmers even in a good year,” he said, wrinkling his nose at such a
concept.


Perry
nodded. “Ah. Gotcha. The signal mirror thing too?” he asked.


Ryans
nodded. “There are also food preservation techniques, first aid courses for
healers, and some basic ideas.”


Perry
smiled. “Good. Disseminating knowledge,” he said. He left with a wave. They
turned to see the riders ride off in different directions.


“Where
are the other two teams going?” Charlie asked following him. He looked around
to make sure they weren't being overheard.


He
frowned and then sighed. It wasn't like she'd blab. “Ordinarily I'd tell you to
keep your nose short Charlie but in this case,” he pulled his earpiece off and
shut it off. She blinked and then followed his example. When she had pocketed
it like he did he nodded. “One of the Silent Knight teams is going the long
southern route to get around the Duluth raiders to check the pass. If possible
they will retake the defenses for as long as possible, cutting off the raider
army. The other team will pass through the pass if possible, scout the area,
and use explosives to cause an avalanche or two blocking the main road through
the valley pass, making it harder to get through, and then reinforce the ones
holding the defenses. They all have muskets too,” he said quietly. He smiled.
What he didn't tell her was that each of the thirty men team may have two spare
mounts, each loaded with gear, but they were going to be cut off with only
those supplies. They might well be on a suicide mission.


She
nodded. “But not much ammo or powder. Not enough to hold out for long if they
are attacked,” she murmured.


He
sighed so much for her not guessing. “No, they need to move fast so they have
to travel light. Hopefully they'll do some good. Sniping from the walls should
discourage anyone from trying to get too close to the wall.” He nodded as they
passed a courtier. He waited till they were out of earshot.


“We're
already working on a relief mission. We need that smokeless gunpowder sorted
out so we can start producing modern rounds in quantity though. I've got the
town copper smiths making more molds as well as the lead and brass parts now.
We've got thousands of rounds and casings but your chemistry project is holding
up the works.”


Charlie
whistled. “Impressive, you don't want much do you?” she asked wryly. She wasn't
at all happy about making gun cotton in quantity. That damn shit was dangerous.
He smiled and spread his hands.


“You're
going to bottleneck when we run out of raw material you know that right?” she
asked dubious.


He
frowned. “Yeah,” he sighed leaning against a wall. He waited for a pair of
giggling maids to pass. “Yeah, that's a problem. The Queen has a volunteer
drive going to donate materials, but it's a drop in the bucket. We've got to
get more advanced mining tools in the hands of the miners, and more advanced
transports out... not to mention roads... Gah!” He threw his hands up in the
air. “We’ve got a better cement plant now, but we don't have accelerants, so it
takes forever to dry! We've got some roman style roads, but none leading to the
mines... it's so frustrating.”


Charlie
patted his arm. “We'll deal with it, one thing at a time.”


<==={}------------>


“Three
to Six can you come here?” the Master Sergeant called over the team net.


Ryans
looked up and then down to the ear piece in his pocket. The call repeated
itself. He pulled the earpiece out and put it on. “Sure as soon as I know where
here is,” Ryans answered. He was annoyed with himself for forgetting to put the
earpiece back on. He wondered if Charlie had remembered to put hers back on. Of
course it had made for a quiet day. He'd gotten better at understanding the
natives and fortunately he'd been immured in his quarters for the past hour
going over paperwork.


“Garage.
Or where it used to be,” Waters said turning a glower at the back of Max.


“Sure
thing. Just let me put on my rain gear and get my rubber ducky,” Ryans said.
Waters eyed the rain storm outside and then shook his head.


“Ah
hell,” he sighed then waited patiently.


“What's
up Sarge?” Ryans asked coming up behind him twenty minutes later.


“How...
I thought...” The Sergeant said looking over to him.


“Oh
I came through the back door,” He waved to indicate the door at the end of the
long narrow warehouse.


“They're
certainly progressing,” Ryans observed. He turned to view the workers
assembling various pieces of a building. Two teams were working on what looked
like truss segments while another was working on sections of wall. A fourth
team was working on what looked like work benches. Another team was making
carriages for artillery.


The
men and women were natives, all using Terran tools or Terran designed tools and
equipment to assemble the parts they were working on. A couple of teams had
blocks and tackle set up to move lumber. A few just used their backs.


“Now
that we've got the hang of things it's moving a lot quicker and smoother,” Max
said with pride. “Never thought they'd take to this so quickly. It's using a
lot less material, half what a building its size would usually need. Wish we
could make more plywood, it'd be a big dent too.” He scowled. “We've used up
all the plywood in the area and the other projects suck up the new stuff as
soon as it's dried. Hang on a sec, back in a minute,” he said holding up a
finger and going off to a native who was waving to him. From the red hat the
guy had on he was some sort of foreman.


“This
the problem I take it?” Ryans asked turning to Waters who scowled and nodded.
“I take it you’re not happy about this for some reason?”


“The
vehicles seem to have been evicted,” Waters growled. “We need to get them
secure.” He waved to indicate the warehouse. Ryans looked around and nodded.


“I
realize that,” Max said coming up behind them. They turned to him. “But your
team was out on maneuvers and the LAVs are out on raids or running convoy
escort for the trucks. Since it's raining cats and dogs out there...” he
pointed to the rain outside, “or the local equivalent critters, I brought the
team in to do what they can so the schedule doesn't slip any more than it
already has. We've been making good time. Shouldn't take much longer.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. That was true, three quarters of the vehicles were now out and
about, and only the civilian vehicles were here in the city. The camper and
science vehicle and one hummer were stationed at the keep. That left the other
hummer, the Strykers, the EMT hummer, the engineering hummer, the deuces not
out running supplies, and the tractor trailer trucks here. “Did you get the
fuel system set up?”


Max
nodded. “Yup. Even got the new tanks in the ground. Tank one is filling now.
Bladders too, and we've even got some sealed barrels and a couple of brick
cisterns if we get overflow,” Max said sounding smug.


“Good,”
Waters nodded grudgingly. “We're low.”


“Yeah,
I didn't like traveling on fumes either. We only had a couple of gallons for
each vehicle when we got here. Now we're fully restocked and we've even got a
surplus,” Max said grinning.


“So
what's all this?” Ryans asked indicating the work. Max and Waters turned.


“Well,
those two trusses are the last bits for the factory down the street. The
carriages I think you can figure out. Their roof was leaking so I shifted them
here.” He pointed to each group in turn and then finally to the last. “That
group there is working on the walls to the new barracks,” Max said. He turned
to Waters. “You know, the new ones you've been harping about?”


“Ah,”
Ryans said nodding. “And the others?” He indicated the group working on the
work benches and what looked like a chute.


“For
the new machine shop, lumberyard, and factory.”


“What's
the factory for by the way? Ball bearings?” Water's asked sounding disgusted.


“No,
believe it or not it's a giant complex to build other buildings,” Max replied
looking a little sheepish. He grimaced as a water droplet dribbled near the
wall. “This here isn't exactly waterproof; none of the buildings in town are
for that matter.” He grimaced again as a guy with a screw gun started working
on a piece near them. “Let’s just say tar paper made its way onto my list,” he
said.


“See,
I remember from home that when you build stuff, like buildings say...“ he
jerked his thumb to the work around them, “in a factory you've got a lot less
wastage, it goes together ten times faster, and it's easier to set up.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. He knew what Max was talking about. The big machinist had a
point. “So you’re building a place so you won’t be in here.”


“And
the warehouse next door,” Max nodded. “Your vehicles can sit out in the
courtyard Sergeant, they won’t melt. The windows are all rolled up and the
doors locked. Get someone to ride herd on them till we're done. Won’t be more
than a couple of days I promise,” he said hands up.


“We
need to check Stryker four, her tranny is slipping,” the Sergeant said.


Max
nodded and pulled out his tablet. “Okay, got it. It's on my to do list. I'll
work on a pit somewhere so we can get easier access to her undercarriage. In
the meantime have the driver pull her computer diagnostic file and squirt a
copy to me,” he said.


“You
can do that?” Water's asked surprised.


“Sure,
these things are state of the art,” Max grinned. “We can check it and adjust it
with a couple of taps of a mouse even from here,” he held up his tablet. “Damn
things are so horridly complex it's the only way to do it. Makes life a lot
easier when something goes buggy... unless it's the computer itself,” he said
shaking his head.


“All
right,” Waters nodded. “I'll get Scooter on the tranny and see if we can scare
up a guard force,” he said grudgingly. He turned in a perfect about face and
moved off into the rain. Ryans watched him go.


“Don't
worry about marines, they love the water. They're like ducks in it as long as
it ain't cold. Ain't no biggy,” Max said watching him. Ryans turned to him.


“We'll
get out of his hair, what little there is of it soon enough.”


“I
know Max,” Ryans nodded.


<==={}------------>


Doc
checked in with the King and found Ryans visiting. They were playing chess. The
King was amused and amazed to be using an electronic board. He was sitting up
and looking much better. When the King narrowly beat him Ryans smiled. “Good
game your majesty, I'll have to pin your ears back some other time,” he bowed
slightly to the King who was now tired.


“I
think his majesty needs some rest now. Besides, his lunch is here,” Doc pointed
to a waiting cook. Cassius rolled his eyes.


“We'll
have to have a rematch sometime soon sir,” Ryans smiled to the King who smiled
as well.


“I
look forward to it,” he said smacking his lips and looking pointedly to the
cook. Ryans smiled and backed away.


Out
of earshot Doc asked. “Why are you playing a game? Wasn't it you who said you
had better things than fooling around?”


He
shrugged. “Even I need a break Doc, but this served several purposes,” he said,
looking around to make sure the guard stationed at the door was out of earshot.
She gave him a you better come clean look. He shrugged.


“It
gave me an opportunity to brief the King in a relaxed manner, making him feel
like he's still in the loop and improve his morale.”


She
froze and then nodded slowly. “And another?” she asked, eyes narrowed in
suspicion. She wasn’t happy about stressing the King but she understood anxiety
and frustration would do more damage than a properly worded briefing would.


He
smiled. “I was checking his mental acuity.”


She
frowned and then caught on. “He won. So he's still got it.” Ryans nodded. “But
you don't,” Sue teased. He laughed softly.


“Even
the best lose. This isn't our first game Doc, I beat him twice before,” he
said. She nodded.


Princess
Deidra came around the corner and then stopped. “Is my father...? I mean, is
his majesty okay?” she asked. Her eyes narrowed and her jaw tightened as she
saw Ryans.


Doc
smiled. “He's fine princess. He's eating his lunch now,” she said. She motioned
to the alcove near the window. Deidra looked around the corner. Her father was
eating a from a plate. The sun was shining in, making the silverware sparkle.
“Good. Mother was concerned,” she said grudgingly. Her father hadn't had much
of an appetite since his illness had struck. She turned on Ryans.


“I
heard you had an interesting conversation with...Charlie is it? The chemist?”
she demanded intently. Doc gave her an amused look. Ryans blinked then sighed.


“I
was hoping we were discrete,” he said. Both women's eyes narrowed at that
statement. Deidra had her hands on her hips, Doc's hands moved to cross her
chest then to her pockets. She looked down and away, suddenly feeling like she
was intruding.


“Did
they overhear much?” Ryans asked suddenly intent. The princess looked furious,
but then confused.


Deidra
blinked at him. “I ah...” He looked at her. “I... not that I know of.”


He
sighed in relief. “Good. Perry will have my hide if I spilled the beans and it
got out. The mission's too important to get intercepted because I forgot to
keep my mouth shut,” he grumbled, angry with himself. He sighed at the futility
of that and shook his head putting the frustration aside.


“You
were briefing Charlie about an op?” Doc asked. He looked at her then to Deidra.


“Ah,
yeah, hello, wasn't that what we were talking about?” He looked at the
princess. “I thought you were calling me on the carpet about loose lips and all
that,” he said shaking his head. “I promise to be more careful in the future,”
he said, holding up his hands. She blinked.


“Princess
why don't you go check on your dad while I go check on my other patients. I
believe you had another meeting?” Sue asked, giving Ryans a pointed get out of
here while the getting’s good look and chin nod to the door.


“Ah
right, okay... thanks for reminding me,” he nodded, catching the hint and left.


“Jealous
princess?” Sue murmured as he left. She blushed. “Not everything is what it
seems. I don't think he's been thinking about anything but the war right now.
Hell I don't think he's got the energy to play the field. I know I don't,” she
sighed letting the princess restore her mental balance on her own. Deidra
nodded as her expression cooled to normal. She smiled.


“Well,
the good news is you kept him off balance. That's always something to enjoy
princess,” Sue said smiling. “Give your dad a kiss. Let him know you care. I'll
see you later,” she said. She bobbed a nod and then walked off.


<==={}------------>


The
King got antsy to leave the next morning. Sue wanted him to rest more, and do
light exercise. Unfortunately he was confined to that small area because she
didn't want him on stairs. The strain would cause too much damage to his
already severely stressed heart.


She
quietly confided in the Queen and Ryans that the King needed major heart
surgery, something she wasn't prepared for with the limited gear they have. “Oh
I have a laparoscope. Two actually, but they aren't the scale I need. Max and I
could rig something up to go in and clean up some of the plaque, but if we
dislodged a big enough piece it could go downstream and block something,
killing it or him. Like a muscle, an organ... or up to the brain and cause a
massive stroke,” she explained. She carefully left out the already damaged and
strained heart tissue. She would be very surprised and gratified if the King
lasted to the end of the year. Every day was a blessing as far as she was
concerned. The Queen eyes became fearful.


Deidra
rested her hands on her mother's. “The doctor will do what she can mother.” She
looked to the Doc. “Why is he moving? Shouldn't he be resting?” she asked,
turning slightly to indicate her father who was moving slowly around the
medical wing to visit the other patients. Two orderlies and a nurse followed
him, the nurse held his IV's.


Sue
glanced at the King and then to the princess. Her eyes caught and held the
princess's with intent purpose to get her point across. “Because he needs to
move or the same problem will happen. He needs to feel like he's making
progress, and he needs to move to keep his circulation flowing so a clot
doesn't form. I have him on blood thinners and anti-clotting medicine, but we
only have so much,” she explained. She sighed. “When it's gone...” she turned
to the Queen. The Queen nodded, biting her lip in pain.


“We
must tell him,” the Queen said. “When he is suitably rested.”


“Well,
from experience this walk will tire him out. He'll take a two or three hour nap
and then you can talk to him after lunch,” Sue replied.


“Then
we will do so then,” the Queen said firmly.


<==={}------------>


“Your
majesty...” They each took turns explaining to the monarch the problems. When
the Queen finished she rested her hand on his. He coughed weakly and then he
nodded. “I should be on the battlefield with my men. Better to fall in battle
then abed,” he said struggling to get up. “My sword. My armor. Send for my
armor. My Imperium needs me.”


The
Queen rested her hands on her husband’s shoulders and pushed down firmly. “Your
Imperium isn't ready to fight just yet dear so you have some time. Right now
your wife and daughters need you more.”


Ryans
cleared his throat when the King balked, reddening quickly and gathering for a
blow up. “Your majesty, should you get to the battle alive...” he looked over
to the Doc who cocked her head and then shook it silently. “Should you get
there and still be alive you would fall when stress overwhelmed your heart. If
that happens in battle what will happen to the army?” he asked gently. The King
blinked.


“They
would falter,” Deidra supplied taking up the thread. Her father looked to her.
She eyed him. “Morale would plummet, some would break,” she said quiet but
firm.


Ryans
nodded. “And if this happened at just the wrong moment, the battle would turn
in Duluth's favor. If this happened, your army would splinter, withdraw, or be
annihilated.”


The
Queen nodded. “And should that happen, or even if they won but we lost you,
then the lords would fall upon themselves to seize the throne. This too would
weaken the Imperium. Duluth would win.”


The
King sighed, sitting back. “So the best thing for me to do is to do nothing?
Unacceptable,” he rumbled.


Ryans
smiled. “Sometimes the hardest thing in a war or battle is to do nothing. To
wait, to gather your strength until your moment comes but be ready to seize
it,” he said eyes intent as they bore into the King's. Deidra looked at him in
surprise. “The same is true in politics and many other things I suppose,” he
said and then smiled politely.


The
King nodded. “Wisdom if I ever heard it,” he murmured.


“The
Queen has ordered platoons of men to ride ahead of Duluth's scavengers to warn
villages of impeding raiders and to bury or destroy any food or animals,”
Deidra supplied.


Doc
nodded. “Scorched earth. The Russians did it in their wars. I remember seeing
that in history class. Both in the Napoleonic wars as well as the invasion of
the soviet union in World War two.”


Ryans
nodded. “Right. All part of siege warfare. Force them to go further and further
away for food. This extends their supply line, forcing them to pull men and
material from the front to keep it secure, and to scavenge for food. If the
platoons can chop up a small raider party or two, they will,” he smiled darkly.


The
King nodded laying back. “To be there, protecting them,” he murmured tiredly.
His eyes were tired and glassy.


Ryans
nodded. “You'll be there in spirit,” he said. The King sighed, closing his
eyes.


Sue
nodded. “He's finally resting,” she said, glancing at the King's read outs. She
motioned them out.


<==={}------------>


The
courtiers tittered as the jester capered and danced at dinner. When Sergeant
Waters came in he moved to talk with the General. The jester capered and danced
his way over behind the Sergeant and then began to ape and mimic the Sergeant.
He at first acted as an ape, then swelled with self importance and strutted,
hands on his hips.


Waters
ignored the fool until the group tittered. He caught a glance of the fool behind
him and made his way to the General. When the jester pulled on his shirt the
Sergeant turned and gave the fool a cold glance.


The
jester jingled a bell on the tip of his shoe, presenting it then tipping his
tricorn hat. He grinned at the Sergeant and then bowed, tipping his hat.


“Cute,
now get out of here before I clock you. I've got work to do,” the Sergeant
growled. The jester grinned and retreated bowing. When the Sergeant turned his
back on him he mockingly made a face and then made like he was going to throw a
fist.


Waters
turned fast, caught the outstretched arm and then twisted the man over his hip,
throwing him up over the table and across the room.


Ryans
and Perry came in just in time to see the jester go flying and groaned softly.
“So much for diplomacy,” Perry grunted.


“Not
really, I was tempted to do that a time or two myself. Looks like the Master
Sergeant has had his fill early,” Ryans sighed as the courtiers fell silent. He
cleared his throat.


“Master
Sergeant? A word if you will,” Perry ordered. He curtly indicated the doorway
they were standing in. The Sergeant gave a metered nod then handed the General
a slip of paper and left.


“Your
man does not suffer fools lightly,” the General murmured watching the Sergeant
leave with Perry.


“Yeah,
he's a no nonsense kind of guy,” Ryans agreed watching the jester get off the
table with a groan. “Then again, some people take a practical joke a little too
far and get what's coming.” He turned to the General who looked amused.


“True,”
the General said chuckling. He raised his wineglass. “To the Sergeant and those
who work with him,” he saluted and then saluted the jester who was clutching at
his back, “and to the fool, for suffering for his arts.”


The
courtiers applauded lightly and tittered at that. The jester groaned, nodded in
appreciation and made his escape rubbing the small of his back and limping.


<==={}------------>


The
machinist was exhausted but still enthused at the next meeting. He sat on a
folding stool, looking about ready to fall off the thing. He was obviously not
getting enough sleep, his eyes were bloodshot and he had bags under them. He
had sucked down three cups of precious coffee first thing in the morning
already.


“I
finally figured out a simple way to fix that bolt problem,” he said glancing at
Perry. Perry looked at him in inquiry. He shrugged. “Calipers weren't working,
even the ones I fabbed up. So what I did was set up a series of rings. One is
the proper size; the others are too big or too small.”


“The
three bears,” Ryans said with a nod. He saw Deidra frown out of the corner of
his eye but ignored it.


“Right,”
Max said shooting his boss an amused look and then turning to the military
group. “It should prevent another accident.” He felt bad over that. He'd also
instituted mandatory bench testing and other stricter quality control incidents
after that poor kid had lost his eye and part of his face. They'd learned the
hard way that they had to make sure the machining was precise, as in one
thousandths of an inch precise not “close enough.”


That
was another thing that had bothered him, that it had been a soldier who had
been hurt, a potential sniper not one of his boys. The Springfield had passed
through their so called quality control without flicking an eyebrow. Now he was
personally bench testing each and every damn weapon himself to make sure it
didn't happen again.


“I'm
glad you've got it sorted out Max,” Perry said, nodding. He didn't hold the
accident against Max personally; the guy could only be in so many places at
once. He himself should have checked on the quality control. He kicked himself
over that oversight.


The
burnt hand, or in this case the burnt face taught best now, his men were a lot
more wary of the wonder weapons and knew just how dangerous they could be to both
guys on each end of the barrel. They were a lot more respectful and paid a
great deal more attention to the maintenance of the weapons now.


“I've
got another graphite powder for you to test too Gunny,” Max said nodding to
Gunny Paris. Paris grunted.


“We've
got two hundred and fifty muskets, twenty Winchesters and fifty Springfields.
The da Vincis are now handling a lot of the Winchester final assembly, though
I'm still bench testing them on my own. We've pulled back two dozen weapons for
repair or scrap.”


“We
can still use them as training aides,” Waters growled. Max nodded.


 Max
told the others about much of the tech he'd managed to convey to the natives.
He was proud to announce that they'd managed to make their native built
alternator, motor, and first hydroelectric generator. With a series of these
devices they could now power a third of their electrical and electronic gear. A
second and third manufacturing run were in the works now that they knew
better  and more efficient ways to make wire. Ryans smiled at this news.


“We
definitely need more copper and iron though,” Max finished. “I'm scraping the
bottom of the barrel for brass and the wiring.” He looked at the Queen. The
Queen had finally twigged on their gaijin meetings and stuck her nose into
them. She remained quiet throughout the proceedings, bemused by the lack of
formalities. The gaijin were blunt and quick to point out both the good and bad
about various things. He glanced at the minister of industry sitting next to
the Queen.


Of
course they were now much more circumspect about discussing politics around
her. Her presence made it difficult of course, when the Queen had arrived this
morning to attend the meeting Perry had muttered something about talking about
an elephant in the room when the elephant was there listening and ready to
stomp on you.


The
Queen had come with company of course, she'd brought along several ministers
including the minister of trade and of course Deidra.


Perry
sighed. “What's it going to take?” Ryans frowned. He pulled up a map. The Queen
pointed out that the mines were over a hundred miles away. The tin came from a
neighboring country, across the western sea. The minister of industry told them
about the rare metals that come from a rock that must have fallen from the sky.
It had made a large crater deep into the ground in the South in New Umbria.


“Platinum
and other metals come from it I bet,” Sue nodded. “We've got the same thing in
my native country,” she said. “Canada, my country,” she said to the Queen. The
Queen nodded. She explained to them about the meteor that was one of the
largest mines for rare metals in Canada.


“So
we need to focus on copper, tin, lead, and iron for metals?” the Queen asked.
They nodded. Ryans smiled. “The copper for many things, for the bullet casings,
for the wiring, piping, and for other things. The iron to make steel to make
weapons, equipment, and tools.  But we need the other rare metals for
alloys,” Ryans explained. She nodded.


Perry
frowned. “I can get our supply trucks to make a convoy run to the mines. It'll
be faster than waiting for the next convoy of donkey lizard things,” he said
gruffly.


Ryans
nodded. “We'll need a suitable escort,” he said.


“I've
got a team that's a little green but usable,” Perry nodded. “Convoy escort will
give them a chance to settle down and build up their skills. We'll need
supplies.” He turned to the Queen who nodded and looked to the minister of
industry.


“Make
it so,” she ordered regally.


Ryans
smiled. “Sorry,” he said catching Doc's look. “Picard moment,” he explained.
She frowned.


Perry
snorted, understanding the joke but wanting to press on before they got bogged
down. “Anyway, we can bring back about twenty tons of raw metal, if they have
it stocked that is. If they had smelting gear there then we could bring back
refined metal ingots,” he explained and then shrugged. “I'd prefer to haul
refined material over mixed raw material and slag.”


“One
thing at a time LT,” Max replied tiredly, eyes closed. He rubbed his brow and
then took out a red bandana to wipe at his face. It was going to be a hot,
sticky, humid day. “Smelters are energy intensive. Can we send some gear and
books up with the convoy?” he asked opening his eyes and focusing on the
lieutenant.


Perry
nodded. “Good idea, I filled a visiting mining lord in on stuff. Gave him a
booklet of stuff, he's pretty eager to put some of it into practice. He's been
buying stuff up all over town. We can transport him and his gear to the mine
and he can dig in,” he said. He shrugged as Charlie chuckled. “Pun intended,”
he smiled. The others nod smiling slightly.


“How
goes the pass?” Sue asked.


Perry's
eyes darted to the minister and his smile slipped a little before he shrugged.
“Better than expected. The raiders tore the gate down, but left the wall and
fixed defenses. No food or fuel, but we can fix that. I've got a team working
around the raider’s army for resupply now,” he explained. Sue nodded.


“They've
intercepted one Duluth resupply convoy and one messenger sent from the siege to
Duluth. The messenger is dead and his animal escaped in the confusion. The
convoy was taken cleanly with minimum loss of life. It's supplemented the
supplies the cork team needed while providing us some intel.”


“And?”
the Queen asked, resting her hands in her lap.


Perry
frowned, cutting his eyes to the minister and then to Ryans. Ryans shrugged.
“From the sound of it the King is furious over the lack of support and progress
back in Duluth. He stripped the land of every able bodied person and animal for
this push and those that were left behind are struggling to get the planting
done. Struggling and failing,” Perry reported grimly. “There are going to be a
lot of drawn faces and a lot of people going hungry come winter,” he said.


“They
are sending everything they can to support the army but the King wants more.
He's convinced they are holding back their best and scrimping. If you ask me he
sounds paranoid,” Perry said.


“No,
the serfs tend to do that,” the minister interjected. They looked at him. He
shrugged.


“If
they're starving no one will tend to the land,” the Queen murmured. “And all
will suffer. There's no point to this, Art’ur is a fool. It is Art’ur is it
not?”


“That's
been confirmed your majesty,” Perry said with a nod. “He's in command from his
signature. There were other pieces of mail but we didn't bother having them
transmitted. We'll pick them up later,” he said. She nodded.


“On
another note, we've got a balloon or two in progress as well. Unfortunately
it'll be hit or miss getting it where we want to go. I'd rather have a
dirigible, but we don't quite have the ability to make the skin, let alone the
electric motors or helium for it... yet,” Ryans said. “We're using layers of
treated silk for the balloons. We'll probably use them for the dirigibles as
well.”


 Charlie
sighed. “Don't get me started on helium.”


“Right
now we've got plenty of hot air Charlie,” Max said. He grimaced as the others
chuckled. “I mean...” he waved the chuckles aside. “We've got that refinery
still that you designed set up and running. It's crude but we've got propane
and I've got a burner worked out. Fortunately wicker's in good supply so we've
got the basket taken care of. It's the machine stitching for the fabric that's
a problem. Domina Ciara is looking into it,” he said nodding to the Queen. She
pursed her lips.


Sue
snorted, “why the dirigible?” she asked turning to Ryans.


“Flight,”
he replied and smiled.


Perry
nodded. “It made a great observation platform and a great way to drop bombs
onto the enemy below.”


Ryans
gave him a nod and then shrugged. “That too, but I was thinking resupply as
well.”


Perry
frowned. “Not much capacity there.”


“Yeah,
but if we can get a ton or two of supplies or a couple of troops up and over
the enemy to the pass or Duke Emroy...” Ryans explained patiently.


The
Queen's eyes light. “It wouldn't be much but it would chaff the King of Duluth
most assuredly,” she grinned then bobbed a nod. “Yes, yes, I see your point.”


“Yeah
well, we've also gotta have aluminum for the frame, or carbon fiber. Wicker or
wood won’t work, I ran a sim, no,” he said shaking his head. “Now, carbon we
can do, there's a coal mine less than a day’s travel from  here, but the
rest of the stuff... ugh,”  Max shuddered. “Don't get me started on
bauxite. Not going to... At least, not yet.”


Ryans
smiled to him. “Gee thanks. No, carbon fiber is in our reach. Once we upgrade
the textile mills here to power looms we can make it.”


The
machinist rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Could work. The resin though...” His
eyes turned to first Wanda and then Charlie.


“I'll
put it on my to do list,” she said dryly. “Among the thousand and one other
things,” She thought for a moment... “Do you have any idea how much of a bitch
it is to tailor long string polymer molecules... god the epoxy alone... string,
hardener... gah!” She threw her hands up in the air. “Not to mention the damn
carbon fiber itself! It’s not coal, its either rayon or two other things re-manufactured
and carbonized into yarn!” She threw her hands up again.


Sue
nodded patting her thigh as the others deflated. “One thing at a time, don't
get bogged down by the enormity of it Charlie, break it down into the smallest
segments and work on them one by one.”


Ryans
nodded. “She's right, that's what I do,” he said and then sighed at her vexed
expression.


“But
that means we're back to square one. We'll have to resupply by some other
method,” Perry said quietly.


“Yeah,”
Ryans nodded. “We can try using the ultra light but it is a drop in the bucket.
The best Ginger can do is drop about three hundred pounds of food and supplies.
She'd have a limited range too, under four hundred miles.” Which was all true,
the Ukrainian built Aeroprakt A-22 was a pretty good two seater aircraft. He
wasn't sure why they hadn't left it with the other aircraft in the ravine but
he wasn't complaining. The damn thing was paying dividends now even if it had
taken Lewis and Scooter three weeks to get the thing put together and an
airstrip plowed and set up. He looked at the map. “Your majesty, this river,
does anyone have a barge or two on it? Boats? Fishing skiffs?”


She
looked at the river and frowned. “I'll have to check...” She looked around.
“Blast, he's not here.”


Deidra
looked up and came over. She looked at the map. “What? What are you looking at
mother?” she asked looking to her mother as she traced a finger on the river.
“Zara, Balthazar, and I stayed there with daddy one summer. There's a lake up
here with some fishing boats,” she said, pointing to a valley on the map. She
described them.


Perry
nodded. “You want to use them as a go around? Hook north up the river, then
come down from a different direction?” he asked carefully.


“Yeah,
away from the army... hopefully. If we set it up right we can daisy chain it.
Keep the raiders off balance, get some supplies and reinforce the wall. If
possible I'd like to get some cement materials to them so they can improve
things. They won’t need rock; they've got plenty of rubble on hand. But the
other materials might be shippable,” Ryans explained.


Perry
nodded. “The wall is designed to be defended on the one side; we'd have to
improvise something for the other side. Yeah I see your point,” he said. He
grimaced. Ticundus had been promoted to a centurion, the equivalent of a
lieutenant's position and was holding the wall. He'd been issued a radio and
seemed to be handling the situation well. His last report stated that he'd put
the captured Duluth prisoners to work rebuilding the wall and digging a trench
moat in between the wall and the duchy. The kid seemed to be on the ball.


“Why
not let them go?” Sue asked exasperated. “Let them leave?”


“Because
they came here. The only way to beat them is to break them. Cutting off
their logistics is a start. That forces them to fight with what they have
without any reinforcements. It hits their morale though, knowing that they're
slowly running out of food. Cutting off their way home will further demoralize
them,” Perry explained patiently.


The
Queen's eyes glittered. “Duluth overstepped his bounds. He will rue the day he
set foot in our Imperium,” she said with a ring of steel in her voice. Deidra
nodded vehemently.


Ryans
nodded politely. “So, we cut them off, scare them into thinking they're trapped
and then cut them up so they break up and lose cohesion. Then we pick the
isolated parts off,” he said. He smiled nasty. “Defeat in detail.”


“Not
bad, couldn't have said it better myself. Not bad for a civilian puke,” Perry
smiled to Ryans who chuckled.


“This
from a neanderthal grunt?” Ryans teased right back. The others chuckled
politely. Perry chuckled as well.


“If
we're all done slapping ourselves on the back over our own cleverness, I've got
work to do,” the machinist got up and stretched.


<==={}------------>


Newly
promoted centurion Ticundus looked out in satisfaction at the wall and the men
and women around him. He had a bare century of men between the two teams. Team
two had done what it could to secure the pass with deadfalls but had finally
settled into scouting for any approaching convoys and cutting them off once
they entered the pass.


So
far they had captured two convoys and killed one messenger. He regretted that,
not the loss of life of course, the Duluth scum deserved what they got. No, he
regretted the bastard's branack getting away clean. Hopefully the beast
would be picked up by someone other than a Duluth unit. Or fall prey to a
wandering basilisk.


So
far his meager century of men, one hundred all told were watching over the wall
and the pass while the forty conscripted prisoners labored to rebuild the wall
and dig a moat on the back side of the wall.  Their supplies were put to
good use, supplying them and the Silent Knights with food and fodder. They had
plenty of food now, but he worried over a concentrated attack. He was strictly
limited on ammunition.


“If
you’re not cheating, you’re not trying, as corporal Newman likes to say,” he
said, turning to his second.  “Any word?” he asked.


Duplicarious
Jensig shook his head. “Nothing from the scouts, weather looks good,” he said
turning a weather eye to the sky as the wind picked up.


“Red
sky,” Ticundus grunted. “The daily report?”


“I've
just finished sending it. We've got about two and a half more hours of
daylight. Do you want me to bring them in early or let them sweat?” Jensig
asked, nodding his chin to the laborers.


Ticundus
turned to them. He snorted, eyes cold. Most were old folk; some had a hand
missing or a leg. They were terrible diggers even with the folding shovels the
gaijin had designed. He'd thought about using a draft animal, seeing if they
could improvise a plow to drag behind the beast but had decided against
it.  He didn't want any of the prisoners to get any ideas about getting on
one of the animals and then charging off to alert the army after all.


“No,
give them another hour and then bring them in. The wind picked up and then
shifted, cooling suddenly. “Storm I think,” he said.


“Hopefully,”
a soldier nearby said.


Ticundus
glanced her way and then shook his head. “As you were,” he growled. She came to
attention and then refocused on her job of watching over the prisoners. “We'll
see if we can use the draft beasts to pull any rocks and break ground. Our
people will have to do that though,” he said, turning to Jensig.


Jensig
nodded. “Any word on resupply?”


Ticundus
shook his head. They hadn't used a lot of ammunition but they had fired off two
dozen precious rounds in the taking of the two convoys... and another three in
killing the messenger. “I'm hoping we'll hear something soon.”


“Me
too, any idea if it'll be just material or men as well?” Jensig asked
hopefully.


Ticundus
shrugged. “Again, no idea, we'll see what tomorrow brings,” he said slapping
the other man on the shoulder. “I'll check on the cooks. You make sure the
night shift is ready to go.”


“Certe
centurion,” Jensig said, saluting him with a fist on his chest before moving
off. Ticundus watched him leave and then shook his head, turning to face the
wind. A bare two weeks ago they had been equals and squad mates and before that
he'd been a farm boy who'd abandoned the farm in favor of going to the capital
in order to make his fortune there. How things had changed! The invasion and
the gaijin had a lot to do with it too, both the good and the bad.


He
would still be a lowly private had the gaijin not seen something in him. He
treasured that trust, treasured the respect they'd given him. He had no
intention of letting them down. He turned back to the men and women waiting on
his orders. He nodded to the nearby female miles and then walked off into the
ruined fort.
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“We've
noticed the guards are not wearing their colors,” the King said looking
pointedly out the window to the courtyards below. The King had insisted on a
briefing from Perry and the others this fine morning.


“What,
the guards training?” Perry asked amused. “Well, first off, training tends to
destroy whatever they're wearing. Why ruin a nice uniform?” he asked. The King
nodded. Perry shrugged under the King's questioning gaze. “Second finery like
that should be reserved for dress occasions, not in the field.”


“How
will they notice the royal guard then?” the King asked amused and aghast.


Perry
frowned. “Ah, majesty, that's the whole point. If they can't see you then an
archer can't pick you out of the crowd to kill you,” he explained patiently.
The King's eyes narrowed at that statement.


“There's
some truth to that,” the King said and then nodded slowly. “Wise.” He paused
then nodded again rubbing his chin in thought. “Yes, wise,” he murmured.


“I'm
glad you think so your majesty. We've changed the uniforms to a green and
brown, much like the buskin the woodsman wear. This should make it harder
for archers to pick individual targets. It will also make it much easier for
the men to get closer to the enemy in other engagements and not be seen,” Perry
smiled evilly.


“Gotcha,”
Ryans nodded. He'd known the reasoning but wanted to fill in the empty time
when the conversation seemed to lapse for too long.


“Ah,
but the finery is all part of a battle! A glorious death in battle...” the King
said wistfully.


“Trust
me, I know you've got your heart set on that, but it's much better to be with
the women and die from them throttling you after some misadventure than
bleeding out in a muddy field,” Perry said smiling. The smile didn't quite meet
his eyes though.


“Or
to throw yourself off the parapet after they decide to redecorate after the
tenth time in a year,” Ryans smirked knowingly. The other men chuckled. The
King's laugh was soft at first, then firmed up into a braying chuckle.


Sue
glared at them, arms crossed. “Sure yuck it up. Men,” she said in mock disgust.
“They're all alike.” She snorted, shaking her head at the Queen and then
turning as Wanda and Charlie came in.


“What,
can't live with them, can't shoot them?” Charlie teased smiling. It was the
women's turn to snicker as the men sobered.


“What's
up ladies?” Ryans asked as they smiled at one another. Charlie rolled her
shoulders then smiled taking something from her pocket.


“Oh,
this,” she smacked it into his hand. He looked down at it then blinked.


In
his hand was a cartridge, a full and complete round. It looked like a modern
round for that matter.


“Nice,”
he said admiring it then holding it up to the King and Lieutenant to see. He
passed it to the King. “Nice job ladies,” he said turning to Charlie and Wanda.


“I'd
say it wasn't nothing, but I'd be lying,” Charlie said tiredly. Her shoulders
were slumped. Her face was drawn; eyes were red rimmed from lack of sleep. “We
got the shape from spent brass we used as a template mold. The nitrate and
fulminate of mercury percussion caps are still a problem. Getting them seated
properly without going off is also a concern,” she explained. “But we've got
them into production now so we can start transferring over to that standard
over the paper cartridges,” she said. She shrugged as the others gazed at her
curiously.


“How
soon can you produce them in usable numbers?” Ryans asked as the Lieutenant
handed him the round back. Charlie glared at him.


“Rest.
Eat. Bathe. Definitely bathe,” Sue said patting her shoulder. Charlie gave her
an amused but annoyed look.


“Cute,
real cute,” Charlie half snarled.


Wanda
laid an arm over her shoulders. “Come on; let’s go get a glass of wine, some of
that Brie cheese, and a nice hot bath.”


“Don't
have to ask me twice,” Charlie said laughing. She gave Perry and Ryans a
disgusted look then left.


“What'd
I say?” Ryans asked amused.


<==={}------------>


Mary
grinned at Max as they watched the mill in action. Max seemed bored, not
interested in the wooden gears and belt driven machinery. Mary wasn't so much
interested in that as she was in their new millstones and how well they would
perform in comparison to the old, so far so good.


“They're
wearing fine I think,” Max said, ready to leave.


“Just
hang on a sec, I want to compare a sample,” Mary said. She waited until the
first bag was finished and then took a small sample from it. She compared it to
another grind by the old stones. She smiled, looking at it with a jeweler's
loupe.


“Something
you like?” Max asked, clearly bored.


“It's
a three times finer grind Max,” she replied. “Nice,” she said, feeling it with
her fingers and then bagging the sample. “You won’t be breaking your teeth on
these,” she said firmly, putting the loupe away.


“Ah,”
Max said.


“You
really want a visit to the dentist in these conditions?” Mary demanded, eying
him. He scowled.


After
a moment he shook his head and looked away to the group working around them.
“No,” he said, sounding almost sullen but resigned. The mill owner was pleased,
thumbs in his broad waist belt as he watched the new equipment getting broken
in for the first time. “I do want to stay clear of flour and grain areas though
if you don't mind.”


“Oh?”


“Explosion
hazard?” he asked. She blinked at him.


“I
thought this place had a great safety record?” she asked. He snorted.


“It
does. It was rebuilt on the foundations of the last two places.”


“Oh,”
Mary said, suddenly subdued. Grain mills and silos were prone to explosive
events when the conditions were right. Or in the case of the people working in
them, horribly wrong.  Suddenly she wasn't at all eager to stick around
for much longer. “Um, yeah...”


“We've
got fire sprinklers in the works but there's a shortage of metals so it's going
to take a while to get them in gear. Plus I've got to figure out how to get the
processes sorted out too,” Max sighed. “Making the damn things,” he said,
shaking his head. “So, yeah, just between you and me, let's not stay overlong.
Anything else you want to see?” he asked tiredly. He sounded bored.


“Something
eating you?” Mary asked.


He
sighed. “Just a hundred and one thousand projects to do Mary, sorry. I've got
to check on the salt grinding, the pasteurization plant, the new concrete
works, and of course all the smelters and factories,” he said testily. “Wanda
and Charlie want me to rig a better exhaust fan for their labs, along with a
generator for lights, Ryans said he'd take a look but he got snagged so that's
out,” he said sourly.


“Sounds
like you need a break. Or a clone,” Mary replied with a sympathetic grin. Max
snorted. “Go, I won't keep you. I'll try to check on this in say, a week?” she
asked, turning to the mill owner. The fat well dressed mill owner shrugged. His
foreman behind him turned to her and then nodded. Mary smiled to him and then
nodded. “A week then,” she said, shaking the mill owner's hand. He blinked at
her but before he could say anything she turned and followed Max out.


<==={}------------>


“How
are you going to break them?” Sue asked during a rare group meeting. They were
all sitting around the room, some lounging, and a few attentive. Max looked
like he was asleep. It was getting harder and harder to get them all in one
place at one time. For the past two weeks many of the meetings had been over
the radio net or limited to just a few people.


 “Shock
and awe,” Perry answered giving the others a knowing look. “We're going to
dazzle them with modern warfare.”


“Huh?
Shock and awe?” Sue asked confused. “That doesn't make any sense,” she said
sighing in frustration. Wanda did as well. Perry sighed patiently.


“Well,
they haven't seen what we can do. We throw them off base then throw enough
explosives at them that their animals will freak... or faint... as will their
soldiers. Most animals have an instinctive fear of fire, including man,” he
explained. They nodded at this. “Remember, most of the footmen are farm
conscripts. I've seen it often enough. The first taste of real battle, our
sort of battle and many men, even the hardest of hard asses break and run or
lock up.”


Sue
nodded eyes troubled. “Yeah, blowing something up will be something new and
frightening for a medieval peasant,” she grunted as she thought about it.
“Yeah, their first exposures to fire and explosives cause many to break. Okay,
so that explained the whole shock and awe bit. Huh,” she grunted rubbing her
chin, oblivious to the amused glance Perry shot to the Master Sergeant.


“Something
I've been wondering. Why are they here? Who's tending the homes?” she asked
suddenly.


Perry
looked around then shrugged. “From what intel we've gained they've had a
horrible harvest the past couple of years. They're desperate, so they hit here
to get what they needed,” he grimaced.


“Most
of the people left behind are the women, children too young to fight, the
infirm or the old. Those that survived the past two famines that is,” Ryans explained.
“They'll have an even worse year with that mix of manpower and a complete lack
of draft animals for support. But without the need to feed all the soldiers, it
will make it a little easier in the summer.”


“So
instead of trading for it they come in and play Viking?” Wanda asked disgusted
with the idea. “Steal it instead of trade for it?”


The
Master Sergeant nodded. “It's the mindset, they don't want to appear weak to
their neighbors. They'd be easy pickings. Anyone could come in and start taking
bites out of them.”


“Ah,
so they come in and raid... Act with violence first. Typical male
testosterone,” she said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “Should have thought of
that. I gotta go, I've got a still to check,” Wanda said shook her head leaving
the room.


Ryans
snorted. “Testosterone...” Then chuckled quietly.


“Something
just occurred to me, why didn't Duluth come here?” Doc asked looking at Perry
and Ryans.


Ryans
raises an eyebrow. “Several reasons Doc,” he said but didn't elaborate. He
shrugged as she quirked an eyebrow at him and kept staring.


“No
honestly; I want to know,” she finally asked. There was a hint of exasperation
in her voice.


He
smiled. “Okay, first from the intel they had a poor harvest so his logistics
are messed up. Second he may not want to get in too deep and get cut off.
Third, the Duke's castle hasn't fallen so he can't leave it behind.”


She
looked confused. “Why not?” Deidra looked at them both, eyebrow raised.


Zara
nodded, looking fascinated by the lecture. “Yes, why?”


Perry
shifted on his stool. He didn't have a lot of patience to educate them but
maybe something good would come of it in the long run. “Because it's a sally
point threatening his supply lines and rear,” Perry explained nodding to Ryans who
nodded back. “There's another reason, he may not want to go to deep for fear of
being mired and cut off from escape. This way he can set himself up to go
deeper while his reserve forces marshal and come forward and he has a
negotiating base.”


“What
do you mean?” Deidra asked.


“If
your father wanted him out without the war, because he didn't have the
resources to marshal his own fighting force in time, then he would send
diplomats to try to negotiate to get them to leave,” Ryans explained. “I have a
feeling Art’ur was half expecting that. But we intervened and changed the
situation.”


“True,”
Perry said with a nod.


“Which
means Duluth would get a partial victory there as well,” Ryans said nodding. He
gave the princess's a look. “Had he got his hands on you, he would have had one
heck of a bargaining chip to hold over your father. His majesty would have been
desperate to do anything to save you and may have capitulated.”


Both
girls paled and then nodded slowly.


<==={}------------>


“For
want of a nail a shoe was lost, for want of a shoe a horse was lost...for want
of a horse...” Perry shook his head. “You get the idea. Logistics, logistics,
logistics. It all begins and ends with setting that up right, getting
everything moving properly and keeping them moving with no muss or fuss.”


“Yup,”
Ryans nodded. He sat against the edge of the butcher block. Cassius and Gregory
were working at the stove with their students. Answorth and Corgi hadn't
understood why he'd wanted them to learn cooking but had gone along with it
since he'd ordered it. He didn't expect them to be chefs like Cassius but at
least if they ever had to do it in the field they could do it on their own...
and would have a definite appreciation of the end product. Besides, it taught
them a little about kitchen sink chemistry.


“What's
cooking?” Perry asked, sniffing.


“Potato
chips and French fries,” Ryans replied. “Right now chips,” he said. He pulled a
wicker basket out from behind him. It had a tea towel inside and was covered
with a heaping pile of chips. The chips had coarse salt on them. “Want some?”


“Okay...”
Perry said smiling. He took a few. He bit into one and his eyes popped. “Is
that vinegar?”


“Sea
salt and vinegar. Apparently they knew how to make potato chips, they've even
got some pretty good native veggie oil they use, but adding different flavors
hadn't come up.”


“Ah.
Different, this a new taste sensation?” Perry asked carefully.


Ryans
shrugged. “Yes and no. It's also for logistics like you said.”


Perry
eyed him. “It's easier to keep potatoes if they're cooked and bagged. Or
dehydrated. We're working on a dehydrator too.”


“Ah,”
Perry nodded. “So what's that smell? It smells like cheese and potatoes.”


Ryans
smiled. “Ah, it's the au gratin. We've got some in the stove.” Ryans waved to
the new stove. The latest design was a box, welded together at the seams. It
was a steel stove, only slightly sooty. “We're going to be making all sorts of
stuff soon. But since we're in a potato mode, we decided to play a little.”


Perry
popped another in his mouth, chewed, swallowed and then grinned as if a new
thought had stuck him suddenly. “You do realize Sue's going to be on your case
about the whole chip thing right? Saturated fat?”


“I
don't see the harm. At least not in the short term,” Gregory said, looking over
his shoulder. “I haven't checked, and I know Charlie hasn't either, but I bet
the oil isn't made of saturated fat. When we get the time we can and will
adjust things.” He shrugged.


“Ah.
Okay, carry on,” Perry smiled in amusement and walked out, popping chips into
his mouth.


<==={}------------>


Lieutenant
Galloway made a point about the architecture. Some of the older buildings had
Roman or Greek influence. A few had Asian influence, most likely from Tau and
Duke Isamu Sung's ancestors. Deidra told them that people had been here before.
The capital was built on the ruined foundations of a Greek outpost city that
had burned down.


“Many
people died there. So many they lost their breeding,” Deidra said grimacing.
“One of the greatest gifts a woman can give is children; we don't have enough
for a pure bloodline. That's why gaijin are respected and sought after. They
bring new strength back to the blood.”


“Ah,
so that's why most of my men and even some of the women are getting hit on,”
the Gunny said chuckling.


“Well,
it's not going to help. We're all fixed for another year or so, so any wild
oats they think they are sowing aren't going to take,” Galloway said with a
snort.


“Yeah.
But it's fun trying anyway,” the Gunny chuckled. “Besides, they don't know
that,” he said with a smirk.


“Just
as long as you don't get syphilis or something else along the way, remember
Doc's orders,” the lieutenant deadpanned. The Gunny nodded, suddenly cold
sober.


<==={}------------>


They
sent out Lewis in the ultra light loaded with digital cameras to map the
battlefield terrain and get placements of enemy. It was a hit or miss thing, by
the time she got to the battlefield it was near dark so the shadows were long
and details hard to make out.


Since
the ultra light had a five hundred mile range they pulled the cameras the next
morning and sent out the electric ultra light to check in with the blocking
force. Ginger landed on a bumpy stretch of road and dropped off a couple of
kegs of explosives and ammunition and exchanged a grateful handshake with
Ticundus.


Fortunately
they had access to a well so water was not a concern. The blocking force was
using conscripted labor to dig into the Imperium side of the wall fortress,
making a moat on the Imperium side. Reinforcements in the form of another
century of soldiers arrived the day before Ginger did to aide them. Locals that
had lost their homes and were found wandering the area trying to avoid the
raiders were picked up by the reinforcement century on their way to the wall.
When they had arrived the civilians had set up camp around the wall, they were
even reported to be building wooden hoardings on the wall.


Ginger
smiled as she made her report. She felt a little undressed though; surely she
could have scared up a white scarf and goggles to make her look like a real
aviator right? she thought with bemusement. Perry rubbed his chin and smiled to
Ryans who smiled back. “Looks like the pieces are finally falling into place,”
he said.


“Pretty
much,” Ryans said.


“Sir,
with all due respect... the blocking force doesn't stand a spitting chance
against that army. I've seen it,” Lewis said.


“But
they don't have to hold them all off, just a few for now. Right now they've just
got to keep them from being resupplied and piss this King Art’ur off. If he's
as big an arrogant prick as we've been led to believe he'll send a small force
to try to chase them out.”


“Which
they will chew up and spit out,” Ryans supplied. Perry looked at him and
nodded.


“Right,”
Perry said “and the next, and probably the next after that. They've got the
advantage since they're defending from the fort remember? So it'll take ten
times their numbers to get them out. Ticundus has a damn good head on his shoulders,
he'll kick their ass.”


“As
long as they aren't flanked,” Waters warned.


“They
can defend at range with the rifles,” Ryans said. “And they've got orders to
run if they can't hold. But if they can they will and they'll make damn sure
nothing passes.”


“Thermopylae.
None shall pass.”


“Not
quite the three hundred but getting there,” Ryans said. “Let’s just make sure
it goes better for these folks than it did for the Spartans.”


“Right,”
Perry replied with a firm nod.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur
received word that his messengers had not been getting through the pass later
that evening. At first he thought they were deserting. The next morning he sent
a party to find them. The leader of the party was centurion Serid, a distant
cousin to lord Wedst.  He was bored, bored with the siege and bored with
the raiding. Bored with the assignment, zig zagging across the fields to find
deserters who were most likely long gone if they knew what was good for them.


On
the second evening they arrived at the wall and found more than they bargained
for. They arrived at the ruined fort at the center of the defenses at night
surprising the defenders. Several of the surprised soldiers managed to escape
back the way they had come into the night.


Ticundus
thought about following but then disregarded the idea. The odds of finding them
in the dark let alone catching up to them to stop them were highly remote. If
he was them he'd go hell for leather as fast as his beast could take him to
safety. Instead he reported it in via his radio.


<==={}------------>


“They
dare?” Art’ur raged, reacting badly to the news of the blocking force. The
survivors including a wounded Serid were on their knees before him. Serid had a
bloodied bandage over his face and another on his right arm. That arm hung
limply in his lap, a sure sign of it being broken. He would be useless in
battle for several months while he recovered.


“A
daring move my lord. It speaks of their getting ready to attack soon,” Uuôden
counseled. “I believe a peace offering is now out,” he said dryly. The general
had started to regain some semblance of his former self as the siege raged on.
But this strange gaijin craft had thrown him. Now the blocking force had him
uneasy.


He
looked at his liege. Art’ur was still as impatient and impulsive as ever he
realized. The siege had not taught him patience, only shortened his temper. He
ranted for nearly an hour before dispatching men to force the pass open once
more.


Uuôden
sighed as he exited the tent and nodded to lord Wedst. Wedst took his cousin in
by the arm and gently guided him away to his healer. “Dominus Fargut, find an
able commander and send him out with a cohort of men to retake the wall,”
Uuôden rumbled, looking at the lord as he came out behind him.


“Can
I take command personally?” Fargut asked. The general immediately sighed and
shook his head.


“The
King has ordered that you and the others remain in safety here in the camp,”
the general said regretfully. Fargut's eyes glittered. He'd heard the rumor but
now he was angry at it. “I believe he wishes you near for your counsel,” Uuôden
rumbled, trying to be diplomatic about the confinement. Art’ur didn't know what
he was doing by ordering the Dominus's to heel like a hundur. They all now
chafed and quietly raged over such treatment.


“I
shall order it,” Fargut ground out, jaw set. He bowed slightly but didn't
salute as he marched stiffly off. Uuôden sighed, watching him go and then
turned as another messenger approached.


<==={}------------>


Ginger
Lewis made a brazen daylight run over the battlefield. She was there to assess
the situation and take images, since the images she'd been taking from a
distance and great height hadn't really helped the brass. It was a risk, one
she knew all too well could cost her her life, but she also knew it was a
necessary one. They needed accurate numbers and a better map of the terrain and
of the enemy camp.


Besides,
she thought with a grin as she banked... it would be fun to buzz the bastards
and scare the ever living piss out of them. If she was lucky a couple of the branack
beasts would collapse on someone.


She
made one high east to west run and then circled around for another pass. This
time she lined up on the duchy. She'd make sure she got as many images and
video of that as she could.


Duke
Emroy had taken the damage to the enemy to heart, and had not surrendered but
was obviously low on supplies she thought, taking in the sight of the damaged
but defiant castle below her. People were looking up at her in surprise. She
flipped the window open and tossed a weighted scroll. It fluttered in the
turbulent air around her aircraft before finding its way down to the ground.
Awed people looked up at her, shading their eyes to watch but a clever lad went
over and found the note and picked it up. She waggled her wings when they
started to read it and cheered.


She
made another pass, studying things. They were doing okay, holding out at least.
However the Duluth army had set up machine gun crossbows, modeled after the
ancient Chinese version on earth. They had a group of them set up just out of
catapult range in front of each of the gates to prevent a sally. Cohorts of men
and war beasts were behind the crossbows ready to take advantage of any
opening.


She
grinned at the enemy forces below her. Right in the center of the main camp she
spotted one of her targets, a massive tent decked out with pennants and stuff.
It screamed rich. There were others around it but this one had the most number
of guards. That had to be the big boss. She grinned as she spotted someone
coming out wearing a crown just as she flashed over. “Yeah, I think we have a
winner,” she murmured to herself.


When
the intel pukes back at the capital were certain it was King Art’ur's tent
Perry sent Lewis in the ultra-light in a hair raising night mission to drop a
satchel bomb onto it. It went off in a raging inferno but the King had not been
there when it did. He was sighted later the next day injured but alive. He was
however shaken and quite incensed over the airborne intruder. The ultra-light
began to take fire when it flew overhead the next morning to assess the damage;
Lewis had to fly out of bow range to stay in the air.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur's
reaction to the attack was brutal; he'd had the leader of his perimeter guard
executed and half the fools who had been on duty that night. He at first
thought it had been another raid. He cradled his arm, angry that he'd been
burned trying to put the flames out. He'd lost four guards and a slave in the
fire. It enraged him that the enemy could brazenly walk into his camp, amongst
his men and do something like this. Were they all blind fools? He thought,
savagely pacing.


But
then there had been the reports of strange sounds in the night sky had many
wondering. He'd heard the thing over his tent the day before but when he'd come
out it'd been gone. His men had pointed but he'd only seen a speck, nothing
more. Certainly not a large carriage in the air!


They'd
seen some sort of strange thing flying about for several haftas. He had the
reports, he hadn't believed them. Now in the clear morning air the perimeter
guard spotted the thing from the sound and called in a warning. He looked up as
the thrumming broke through his red hot rage. He came out of his newly acquired
tent at a run, just in time to see the gray carriage with strange shapes on it
fly by at less than a century fotter in height. Men around him were pointing at
the thing and talking about it. He was immediately enraged and ordered it shot
down. Unfortunately many of the bolts and arrows launched at it fell amongst
his men.


He
spotted someone, what looked like a woman inside the metal beast. The thing
turned and climbed sharply when it came under fire. It left the way it had
come. His eyes tracked it, narrowing as he deduced it was following the King's
highway to the capital.


“Yipes!”
Lewis murmured, getting out of the way of the cloud of arrows and crossbow
bolts. “Someone's not happy to see me!”


<==={}------------>


The
Terran trucks made daily runs for supplies, shipping supplies to the mines and
then bringing back tons of metals from the mines and hundreds of pounds of food
from nearby villages. The drivers were all Terrans, they took a different path
to each destination mine each time, varying the route but trying not to hit the
same mine twice in a week.


Refugees
fleeing the raiders, and additional young volunteers eager to see the world and
awed by the gaijin vehicles and technology rushed to the capital to enlist in
the army. They began to fill the surrounding countryside with tents. Nearby
lords sent additional levies of men and material for the army once their
planting was complete. Only a few pieces of the army remained undone before
they were ready to march. If their luck held they would have the final pieces
before the summer solstice, their agreed day to march.


Ryans
scanned the horizon, glad that Sue had made certain of proper hygiene practices
and had overhauled many things the refugees and the armies were using to live
by. But they still had a long way to go. They were still waiting on the last
shipments of ammunition and the much anticipated war beasts.


“War
is so wasteful. Whoever said war is glorious was a moron,” Ryans muttered.
Perry eyed him, unsure where this was leading. He shrugged the questioning gaze
off. “I'm serious. Look at this. Food, material, men and women, all being used
to go out to kill them. A lot of it will spoil in the summer heat and be
wasted. If they'd just put more effort into their own problem then they
wouldn't have spread it here.”


Perry
cocked his head. “War is the final act of diplomacy.”


Ryans
nodded. Deidra came up behind him and listened. “Yeah, yeah, war is the mother
of all invention, war is the final act of diplomacy... it still sucks. Besides,
to be a final act of diplomacy you have to have had some to start with!” he
said waving his hands angrily. He shook his head. “This was their first act.
All because of... ah hell, it just sucks. Stupid, just... stupid.”


Perry
nodded soberly. “Yeah, it does. Misery loves company I guess.”


Ryans
snorted. “Good one. I'm not sure that's ever been applied to a war but it sure
fits.”


Perry
nodded. “How are we doing on the logistics?”


Ryans
smiled. “Better than I thought. “Max and Scooter said they've got another
hundred muskets ready, and about twenty more Winchester rifles and ten more
Springfields complete with scopes. We've got about a dozen more Winchesters in
the pipeline already, that's a real bottleneck. Getting the parts together in
the right size is a pain; we keep running into jams there. Same for the
Springfield,” he grimaced.


“He
said we've got about ten thousand rounds of paper cartridges, a thousand rounds
of brass, plus a couple hundred bushels of clay and cast iron grenades,” Ryans
reported. He shrugged. “We've got cottage industries sprouting up all over,
mostly to use the molds to make musket balls out of lead and pewter. Max even
got our first cannon and as you know it tested okay. He's made another bigger
one, this one has rifling. They're testing it this afternoon.”


“This
I gotta see,” Perry smiled.


“Yeah
well, from a safe distance LT,” Ryans cautioned. Perry eyed him. “Cannons,
especially early ones had a bad habit of blowing up and killing those near
them.”


Perry
nodded warily. “Good to know. Safety tip, don't stand next to the artillery.”
He remembered that incident with the Springfield with a pang of regret. The kid
who'd lost his eye had recovered but would never have any depth perception and
had a fixed aversion to firearms. He was now in the logistics department. Which
was funny, the kid didn't know how to read, write, or do math. Hopefully he'd
get enough on the job training to be more than just a cargo handler.


Ryans
snorted. “It's because they're cast like bells. If we could machine them it'd
be better.”


Perry
nodded. “And the food?” They had just had their first second spring harvest,
really mostly vegetables. The real harvests would come in the summer and late
summer and then two smaller ones in mid and late fall. Normally there were two
harvests each season. The first spring harvest was food to resupply the people.
The second spring harvest and the two summer harvests were both enough to live
on and a surplus for the winter. The last two fall harvests with the summer
harvests were to let them survive the winter.


Native
animals naturally gave birth when the snow melted. Many of the draft animals
took until fall to be weaned however, growing slowly. Some of the animals took
native years to grow, taking their parents out of the breeding until they were
weaned.


Terran
animals were carefully bred just before winter began so that they'd give birth
in the early to mid spring. Some were bred again and would give birth in the
fall. These animals were usually immediately slaughtered.


Ryans
frowned. “That's a bit harder to go over. We can't do much about long term
storage. They've been working on it, but it's still not in leagues of what we
can do. Right now we're stuck with what they have, sun dried, smoked, salted,
or jarred. I'd like to use the pewter to make ration tins, but we don't have
enough to make a dent,” he sighed in frustration. There were too many steps
involved in canning. To many and too little time before the army marched.


“So,
no MREs? I don't know if I should be happy or appalled,” Perry said smiling.


Ryans
frowned. “Both, right now we're stuck with pemmican for field rats, along with
potato chips and bread. Gregory has his hands full with the mess section. He's
doing what he can there. I don't envy him in the slightest.”


“Me,
neither,” Perry chuckled.


“I
think he's got Max working on a couple of things. We've got a cooper working on
barrels as fast as they can, they're better than wooden crates and leather
sacks but the wood is of course in limited supply,” he said scowling. “Max
worked out a hay baler a month or so ago, so part of the fodder problem is
solved.”


“Sue's
set up medics with basic first aid kits and basic triage lessons. Her advanced
healers will serve as secondary triage stations further back from the front to
feed the surgeons in the MASH unit.”


“And
the ether will help,” Perry said.


“Damn
well better. At least it's some form of anesthetic. Better than what they were
doing, shoving a stick in a guy's mouth and sawing a body part off,” Ryans said
darkly. Deidra gulped behind him.


“And
the King?” Perry asked quietly as Deidra began to withdraw. She froze. Ryans
sighed glancing at her back. “Doc said he's had two smaller heart attacks while
he slept. He's sleeping a lot more now; his body just can't handle it. She's
down to less than a week's worth of blood thinners and clot busters. Once she's
out she'll be down to aspirin,” he reported quietly.


“Fat
chance with that,” Perry sighed. “Well, aspirin is a blood thinner, just not as
effective. It will be touch and go. If she could do a bypass and rotor rooter
then he'd be a lot better off. Hell, even functional,” Perry snorted in memory.
His father had done better after such treatment but his age had made the
recovery time long and his lack of patience had tested his mother's patience to
the utter limit. “To bad she couldn't do some lipo when she's at it. taking
some the fat out would improve his chances too. Less bulk for that weakened
heart to have to handle.”


Ryans
shook his head. “I seriously doubt she'd do it. Surgery under these conditions?
We almost lost Galloway and he's a lot younger,” he said. Perry shrugged but he
nodded darkly at the mention of Galloway. Ryans frowned and then continued.
“Then again, I'll run it by her. Jessie has the radio up on the tower. We've
got a primitive AM set up, transmitter here, simple diode receivers out and
about. It won’t help with getting intel here much, but it'll help
communications,”


Perry
snorted. “Well, something is better than nothing. I'm going to check on the
Sarge and see if we can accelerate the Alpha troop. I'd like to get two more
Silent Knight teams in the field tomorrow and another platoon of reinforcements
for the blocking force.”


Ryans
shook his head. “Not to mention gear and supplies to them. My department LT,
I'm working on it,” Ryans said and then sighed. “Oh well, back to the salt
mines. Later.” He waved as they parted. He rounded the corner to see Deidra
trying hard not to cry. He comforted her when he realized she heard what he'd said
about her father. “Stiff upper lip lass. I'm sorry about your dad but he's a
fighter, he may yet pull through,” he murmured. “For his sake and the sake of
your people you need to keep it together,” he said. Her shoulders tensed as her
fists clenched. He stepped back.


She
froze and then noted his concern and bit her lip before biting his head off
with an angry retort. “I know you're human, it's hard to not be,” he said,
trying to be supportive as he smiled to her. She nodded but didn't say
anything. They walked through the castle corridors together quietly.


<==={}------------>


“All’s
fair in love and war?” the Master Sergeant asked smiling. He'd heard about the
princess and Ryans walking together. He wasn't sure why Sue wanted this class
on first aid, but maybe she was right. At least it kept some of his people busy
and out of trouble.


Sue
snorted. “Something like that. You know it's a woman's prerogative to change
her mind,” she said, smiling sweetly. She gave Waters a challenging look as she
prepared her teaching material. At her insistence each of the soldiers were
going to be given a basic kit. Hopefully it would keep them or their fellows
alive until a medic could get to them.


He
snorted. “Yeah Doc, but it's a man's prerogative to try to get her to change it
back,” he replied. She blushed and shook her head.


“And
now that we've got that our of our system,” she said turning to the waiting
class. They stiffened to attention. She nodded. “Right. We're teaching all of
you first aid. The reasons are obvious but I'll run them by you anyway in case
you've forgotten. One, we want you to survive. Two if one of your fellows is
hurt we want you to administer basic aid and then help the medics or move on.
What we're going to teach you could keep them from bleeding out or losing an
arm or a leg or their life. Three this is the entrance course to becoming an
officer or a Silent Knight and its pass or fail. But more importantly it's your
life and the lives of your brothers and sisters in arms,” she said, tone
dropping in a growl as her eyes noted a pair of people in the back. “So pay
attention damn it!” she snarled at a kid who was turned away to murmur
something to another lad. The kid jumped and turned to her, sobered.


“Good.
Now that I've got your undivided attention,” she looked at Waters who looked
grimly at the lad. The lad gulped under that stern gaze, as did his partner.
“We're going to start with the basics. How to approach a victim, assess the
damage...”


<==={}------------>


“We
lost a man,” the Sergeant said coming into the room sometime later. He shot
Lieutenant Perry and Ryans a look.


“Have
a seat Master Sergeant,” Perry said pointing to a chair. He waited until the
grizzled noncom was seated before he tossed him a beer.


“Hell
it ain't even five,” Waters said, staring at the beer.


“Five
o'clock somewhere. By your looks, you need it,” Ryans replied, nodding to the
other man. He wanted to know who they'd lost. Another recruit most likely. He'd
have to let Max know.


“Yeah,”
Waters took a sip then sighed. “Least it's cold. Love in a row boat beer, but
it's cold.” He smiled then cocked his head to Ryans.


“Camper
fridge.” Ryans said smiling.


“Ah.”
Waters nodded.


“Who'd
we lose?” Perry asked. “A recruit? Or a lord's son?”


“No.
Worse,” Waters sighed and scratched at the side of his head. “Schneider.”


“Ah
hell,” Perry said, rearing back in surprise. “How'd it happen?”


“Raid.
Actually, it was the aftermath. Seems they got the objective, but during the
extraction they got made. Duluth loosed the dogzards. Those six legged
fuckers are insanely quick and damn nasty; I've seen them here in the capital.
We just got news of what happened, the crew didn't dare use the radio until
they were sure they'd shaken all pursuit. Jesse was in tears when she told me.
She caught me in passing and I came straight here.”


“Oh,”
Ryans grimaced. Perry gave him a look. “I saw a couple in the tour of the
stables. Nasty things. And those were just the garden variety hunting pets.”
Pets indeed, they were as big as a mastiff, large enough for someone to ride if
they wanted. Give a komodo dragon an extra set of legs, double its size, and
poison spines and you had a general idea of these things.


“Yeah,”
Waters sighed. “Got him from behind. Damn things are fast and agile. They can
climb trees and leap from tree to tree. Suppressing fire didn't work,” he said.
He shook his head and scowled.


“It
rarely ever does.” Perry sighed in answer.


“They
got the bastard, or so they said but a bunch of its friends came. According to
the report they couldn't get his body.” Both Ryans and Perry winced at the
thought of being torn apart, let alone eaten. Ryans gulped and downed his beer.
Yup, nightmares tonight, he thought bleakly.


“Not
my way to go,” Waters finally broke the silence with that and then sighed.


“Yeah,”
both men echoed thoughtfully.


<==={}------------>


Perry
grimaced as Galloway came in the door the next morning. “How'd it go?” he
asked. Galloway had just came back from the nearest mine. He'd been checking
each, overhauling their security detail and setting each up with mining
explosives.


“Better
than I thought. I got the idea to have a carcass with the explosives. The
miners took the hint when we blew it up and the body was torn apart. Least I
hope they did. We need longer fuses though. Maybe squibs?” he asked hopefully.


Perry
shook his head, “not anytime soon. And don't even try fulminate of mercury
percussion caps like Wanda's using for the ammo. That stuffs nasty,” Perry
shuddered.


Galloway
made a face. “Ew... That's bad. Okay, well they got the message, we sent out a
trailer full of gunpowder for them to use in the nearest mine. They've got
strict instructions to clear the mine before they detonate in case of a cave
in.”


“Ah.
How are you getting the explosive to work at all? I thought it would channel
most of the force right back out the bore hole?” Perry asked. He wasn't happy
about giving them gunpowder but they now had a glut of it. The oldest stuff was
being sent to the mines. Hopefully they'd switch completely over to smokeless
soon.


“Tamp
it with clay and rock or concrete for that matter. Give it a day or so to set
then let her rip,” Galloway answered taking a seat. He'd always loved demo,
he'd been bitten by the bug when he was a kid. His dad had taken him into the
mines once and it had been a blast. A blast literally.


“Good.
How are you feeling?” Perry asked.


Galloway
waved off his superior's concern. “Sore but I'm good. Doc's giving me a weekly
check up to make sure none of the stitches were pulled. I've only got a couple
left in me.”


Perry
nodded. “Good to know. We may have another job for you soon enough. Until then
can you help Max out with the powder works and the engineering projects around
the capital?”


Galloway
nodded. “Sure. Always loved getting my hands dirty. I prefer it any old day
over getting paper cuts,” Galloway grinned and stood. He came to attention and
saluted.


“Keep
the faith Lieutenant. Dismissed,” Perry said, nodding as he returned the
salute. Galloway did a smart about face and walked out.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
heard a noise and turned his head grunting as he pushed up from the floor. He
heard a gasp and caught sight of slippered feet. “Um...” he knelt and looked up
to see Deidra there, hand over her mouth, eyes wide.


“Sorry
princess,” he said, grabbing his shirt. He'd taken it off when he'd gotten
sweaty. Waters looked over to the intruder and snorted. He turned back to Ryans
and raised an eyebrow. Ryans shrugged, putting the shirt on.


“Shoulder
again sir?” Waters asked. Ryans nodded a choppy nod.


“You
should take it easy. You keep breaking stitches,” Waters sighed. Ryans for some
reason wasn't healing right. It might be the climate, but more likely it was
Ryans himself. The man kept moving and doing things and putting himself in
danger and taking damage. Waters had even odds with Paris that the hero was
going to get his stupid ass killed soon.


“Um,
I've got to go take a shower,” Ryans said passing the princess. Later,” he
said.


Her
hand had fallen to her throat. She turned, taking in his musky sweat scent and
then turning back to the class. She was dressed in her armor, ready for her
morning training. She felt warm suddenly, she knew she was blushing but it was
more than that.


“Sorry
princess, we'll be out of your hair in a few minutes,” Waters said as an aside
to her. “Just getting wrapped up here,” he said.


She
nodded dumbly, vision still cloudy. Ryans had looked good despite his injuries
on her behalf. He was looking better and better every day and she didn't like
that. She resented that he could do that to her so easily but she couldn't do
it to him in return. It just wasn't natural. “I'll um, wait,” she murmured,
going over to a bench near the wall. She felt with her hand as she backed up to
it, eyes still vacant as she sat and watched the men working out, and then the
sky and the guards around her. It took some time for her to shake off her fuzzy
thoughts and flushed warm feeling and get back to the here and know.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur
raged when he found out that the attack on the wall had been repulsed. He was
even more enraged when he heard the casualty report. Less than ten men had
escaped the ambush. Of course Wedst's cousin had survived, being in the rear
ranks to spur his men on. He glared at the man but knew he was untouchable. He
needed Wedst's support and killing his cousin in front of the man would instill
fear yes, but also rage.


Uuôden
was quietly concerned about the new weapons, these slug throwers the survivors
had reported. “Sling shots couldn't do such damage,” he rumbled softly, rubbing
his chin. “And a sling comes from above not in line with your enemy. More of a
crossbow bolt,” he mused, wishing he had been there to see for himself.


Art’ur
ordered a triple cohort to flank the wall and attack it, and a second cohort to
attack from the front. He turned his attention to the latest raid on his own
forces. He gloated over the use of the dogzards but was angry that the
beasts had only killed one of the interlopers. It would make the bastards much
more careful about coming around though. He'd offered a reward for their
capture alive but so far none had managed it.


“Order
the spies to set fires. I don't care about the risks,” he growled glaring at
Dominus Wedst. “I want them to slow this army the Imperium has been building. Set
fire to the fodder or to their food. No!” he stopped himself. What they were
after was food after all. “Set fire to the forges or other works. Not the food.
Make sure they know that!” he growled.


Wedst
saluted him but didn't say anything. When the King waved a hand to dismiss him
airily his jaw set and he walked out.


<==={}------------>


“I'm
surprised Duluth hasn't sent someone to negotiate yet,” Ryans commented. The
King nodded.  They had just received a surprise convoy from Duke Isamu
Sung that morning and all were gratified and relieved by it. Sung hadn't sent
more than two cohorts but he had sent gratifying amounts of tin, copper,
nickel, lead and fruit. He'd also sent along two wagons of medicinal herbs, all
processed and ready for use. The King had been gratified by the news. Sung's
daughter had been thanked by the royal couple a few minutes ago. She was here
in the capital studying and trying to catch a suitable husband.


“Actually,
I'm surprised by the lack of spies. It's not like he's got many bargaining
chips,” Perry snorted. “We've got the tech edge; he's got to have noticed it by
now. We've tried to keep our long range weapons under cover while we ramp up
production but some of what we've done must have leaked out.” He was fairly
certain King Art’ur had figured something different was going on after getting
reports of his men getting slaughtered at the pass.


“True,
and the plane isn't exactly a secret,” Max said dryly and then snorted. “I've
got compound bows in production now, with light bamboo arrows. It should double
the range of the bowmen,” he reported and then grimaced. He really didn't like
that, or the new crossbow design, he'd rather use rifles but they just didn't
have enough of them in production. “We're still ramping up production of the
rifles. We've got a rifling bench sorted out, and now that the chemists have
gotten their end sorted out we're gradually moving over to more modern rifles
and phasing out the muskets.”


Ryans
nodded. “The compound bows are simple so it should be easy for the cottage
industry to replicate,” he sighed. Ryans turned a look on the King. “Your
majesty, have you ever met the King of Duluth?”


The
King coughed and then struggled to sit up. His shoulders straightened as a
nurse tucked a pair of pillows behind him. “No,” he sighed, the effort had
clearly exhausted him. “I've seen a painting of him, corresponded with him,
we've exchanged ambassadors, but this is new.” He waved to indicate the
invasion.


“Well,
he's young and he's got balls,” Perry said snorting.


“Young?”
The King asked. “Nonsense. Richard is older then I!”


Perry
gave him a surprised look. “One moment please.” He mumbled pulling out his
tablet. He tapped at it for a minute making the others restless. He finished
and held it up to the King. “I take it this isn't Richard then?”


The
King took the electronic device and studied the freeze frame with rheumy eyes.
It was a young man wearing a crown. The image was taken from above and the man
was clearly angry. “Harrumph... He's wearing the crown. No.” He shook his head
coming to a decision. “It may be Art’ur, Richard's eldest. He may have been
sent out as the field commander if his father was too ill to ride.”


The
Queen nodded. “Or his father may have passed over the winter and he invaded to
take the pressure off his own reign. We have reports of such but we weren't
certain.”


The
King looked saddened. “This too may be true. We'll have to find out.” He turned
to his minister of spies who nodded, making a note. Perry looked over to the
nondescript man and pursed his lips.


<==={}------------>


After
the meeting broke up Ryans caught Perry. “Problem Lieutenant?” he asked
casually.


Perry
shook his head. “Problem? No,” he shook his head.  “Nope, no problem,” he said
equally casually, quite probably too casually. Ryans gave him an eye. Perry
sighed. “Can't fool you I guess. It's just I'm not too keen about spooks and
human intel resources.” He grimaced. “I was always into the maps and UAVs.”


Ryans
snorted. “The old military intelligence or lack thereof? That's rather odd
coming from an intelligence officer,” he teased and then smiled.


Perry
glared for a moment. “No, it’s the whole spies and torture thing,” Perry
explained coldly. Ryans nodded. “Bribing is bad enough,” Perry said looking
away. “Kinda bad, to get someone to change sides like that, but the whole
torture thing...” He scowled blackly. He'd never liked the idea. The threat of
force was usually enough to get someone to talk. Gentle pressure and careful attention
to detail, coupled with building a relationship of trust with the target
usually got more reliable intel than torturing someone. Ryans nodded.


“It's
easier and better to get small bits from many people than a load of horse pucky
from someone you tortured to the point they'll say anything to make you stop,”
Ryans said softly. “I heard about it before 9-11 and after. It got to the point
where they were making stuff up, spouting garbage and the people at the top
were taking it at face value.” He shook his head. Perry nodded looking away.


“Yeah,
we ran into that over the past couple of years in Iraq and Afghanistan. I mean,
the occasional use of force might get you something in the short term, but fear
of it will give you more. But building a relationship with the source...
gaining his trust... it's harder to do. It takes time and when time is of the
essence...”


Ryans
nodded. “And in too many cases things are happening fast. Or people are just
too damn impatient. They move around. By the time you've nailed down something
the target has been and gone and you're back to square one,” Ryans replied
smiling.


 “That
too,” Perry chuckled tiredly. He ran his hand through his hair. “Need a trim,”
he muttered.


Ryans
nodded. “How are we going with the army overall? Anything I should be aware
of?”


“Well,
we're taking the knights and turning them into officers. Same for the squires
and gentry and anyone we find who we think can handle it. Ticundus for example,
that kid's damn good, he's a treasure,” Perry said. Ryans nodded. Ticundus had
done an outstanding job holding the pass so far. “Men at arms and vets are the
nucleus of our noncoms. It's rough though, we've had to make some compromises.
The current set up is a bit like the ancient Romans had. Pendragon of course had
to have it that way.”


Ryans
snorted. “Roman legion you mean? Centurions and all?”


Perry
nodded. Ryans had missed that meeting with Pendragon when they had set up the
TOE and rank structure. “Something like that. We've got a couple of good
cavalry units. I wish we could get more modern gear into their hands though.
We've got two classes, light cavalry and heavy. Light is good as a feint, or
scouting force. Good to plug a gap temporarily, or chase the enemy down. Maybe
light hit and run raids too,” he grimaced. Pendragon was going to helm the
conventional forces and trained them to his exacting standard. Which meant
drilling them all day and then letting them get drunk at night, then sleep it
off until damn near noon before starting training again the next day. Perry had
siphoned off some of the forces to form what he thought of as a proper cavalry
unit. “The animals they ride are sprinters, not good for fast runs over long
distances. Funky things. I never thought...” He shook his head and took a sip
of beer then sat back.


“And
the heavies?” Ryans asked. He of course knew about the branacks. They
all did by now.


Perry
frowned. “Bigger creatures, slower, but with more endurance, they can carry
more and go further than the sprinters. There was another mount, those lizard
things the knights rode, they call them Titans. Predators, Paris called them rhinotrikes.
They were slow and a bitch to control. Endurance runners, they were more liable
to turn on their riders in some cases than do what they were told. Not reliable
at all,” he shook his head at that thought. Only their ferocity was keeping
them in the ranks. That and their heavy armor, they were extremely hard to kill
and just plain murder on footmen. Only another titan could take one down.


“Yeah,
I could imagine. Trying to stay alive is hard enough without having your own
mount thinking of you as supper,” Ryans snorted.


“Yeah,”
Perry grimaced. “We're getting the last deliveries of them soon. Pendragon
warned me that as soon as they are here, conditioned and trained he's moving
out ready or not.”


“Ouch,”
Ryans said.


“Yeah,”
Perry said rubbing his scalp. “Max said if we could give him about a year he
could build some light vehicles. Not quite modern, but close enough.”


Ryans
shook his head. “Not going to happen, we don't have that kind of time to play
with.”


“Yeah,”
Perry sighed, draining his drink then getting up. “It's something for the
future though.”


Ryans
sighed. “All things in time. Focus on what we can do for this battle, we'll
worry about the next one after.” Perry nodded.


 


 






[bookmark: _Toc366220239]Chapter 16


 


Ryans
stared, watching the titan beasts amble up the road. They were big, bigger then
a bull elephant with six legs instead of four. They were long and stocky,
longer then a tractor with a trailer, it was insane seeing something like that
in real life. Each animal was decked out in a harness and multiple riders. The
lead one nibbled at the foliage around it with its beak. He shook his head and
made his way around to the back carefully. The last thing he would need was to
be kicked by one of the damn things.


If
it was eating foliage it either had a stomach ache or it wasn't one of the
fabled Titans Perry had mentioned.  He'd seen a few in the royal stables
of course but kept his distance from them. rhinotrikes indeed.


“Supply
train in I see,” Princess Deidra said catching up to him. He turned to see she
had exchanged her court dress for a more modern outfit. It was brown, and from
the looks of it new. Most likely an imitation of the outfits the Terran’s were
wearing. It looked like modern gaijin fashion was starting to filter into the
daily lives of the rich and famous more and more now that the new looms were
coming online. He smiled politely to her.


“Aren't
you out of uniform princess? Not to mention perilously close to flouting your
mother's law,” he teased. She blushed. It was surprising to see her blush; she
normally wore a great deal of makeup as well. She had kept her newly repaired
tiara though. That and her belt and jeweled dagger. “Looks good on you,” he
said smiling again, catching some of her blush as she ducked away to examine
the carts. Men and material were being unloaded from each.


“Impressive,”
he said watching one cart loaded with nearly fifty tons of gear being unloaded.
Giant war lizards hissed behind them. He turned to see a quartet under a tree.
They seemed to be fighting over a carcass.


Deidra
looked. “They're downwind, fortunately, or the bos Titans would be spooked,”
she observed. She shook her head. He studied the lizards. The royal castle had
a few of course; each knight had one instead of the classic Clydesdale of
Terran medieval history. Each of the centaur creatures had the four legs and
two arms normal for natives of this world. They were lithe and lean, with two
grasping hands instead of the usual feet. It was weird seeing something the
size of a T-Rex chomping so close. Some had horns, others didn't. They had
crests and cat like eyes.


He
shook his head. “Just when you think you've got used to things,” he chuckled.
She blinked at him. His people had been turning everyone's world upside down
for the past several months and he... and then she smiled catching on. They
ducked as a shadow passed overhead. He looked up to see a massive six winged
pterosaur fly by. It climbed into a thermal and then dived toward the animal
pens nearby.


“What
the hell?” he said shading his eyes. Similar, smaller creatures seemed to take
flight from the rooftops nearby and from the moat. The sky was covered in
fluttering gay colored wings for a moment.


Deidra
looked up and scowled. “Dragon,” she said shaking her head, looking a little
pale. She started cursing softly to herself, measuring the distance between them
and the safety of the castle walls. Men and women were shrieking, pointing or
running around in terror. Soldiers armed with pikes and long bows were heading
to the fields.


The
dragon swooped and caught a prey animal, then beat its two lower sets of wings
heavily to rise. It looked a little ungainly with the limp carcass of a sheep
creature hanging from its claws. “Not good, it must have followed them from the
mountains. We'll have to trap it. Kill it. If we just drive it off it'll set up
a den in the hills nearby and prey on the entire area until it is killed,”
Deidra said looking around.


The
train master came up to her, washing his hands. “Not my fault mistress,” he
said rubbing his hands and licking his lips nervously. “It circled high
overhead once we got through the Brenant pass. There was nothing we could do my
lady,” he bowed nervously. She scowled again.


Ryans
cocked his head. “Princess,” he said softly. The man's eyes widened comically.
Deidra seemed to get some humor from that... for the moment at least. The fat
man bowed low then got on his knees. “Oh get up,” Deidra sighed testily. She
turned away, staring at the beast. “We don't have time for this. You say it
followed you?” she asked, turning back to the man.


The
man nodded. “It would attack at night or near dawn or dusk. This is the first
time it attacked so brazenly,” he scowled. “We could see it circling far
overhead through the hills, but we could do nothing your majesty.”


He
seemed more frightened of her than of the beast. “From the banshee mountains no
doubt,” she murmured. His jowls bobbed in agreement. She sighed again. “We'll
need a lot of nets and line, and strong lances to strike the beast. Fortunately
we've got plenty of hunting arrows,” she said. She looked around.


“Going
to kill it princess?” Ryans asked amused.  He'd expected her to trap the
damn thing and tame it.


She
nodded. “It must be done, or it will set up in a cave nearby and terrorize the
countryside. It will raid the flocks for food at first, but when they leave it
will begin attacking people as well.”


Ryans
pursed his lips in a silent whistle. “Dragon indeed,” he said. He looked around
then touched his throat mike. “Angel five this is six come in.”


Perry's
voice came into his earwig after a moment. “This is five. What's up boss?”


“Did
you see we had company?” he asked.


Perry
snorted. “Hard to miss. Want us to knock it down?”


“Might
be a good idea,” Ryans said catching the princess's look. “Fifty cal may not be
enough though.”


“In
other words it may just piss it off boss,” Perry said nodding.


“Yeah,
I'm not keen on using a missile, but if that is what it takes...”


Perry's
voice cleared. “Yeah, well, I'd like to save them for a rainy day too boss, but
they're meant to be used.”


“Yeah,”
Ryans sighed again. “Too bad we couldn't catch the damn thing. If it could be
domesticated it'd be one hell of a bomber,” he said suggestively. Deidra was
staring at him in shock at the very idea.


Perry
laughed over the link. “You’re full of ideas. Me, I'm all for killing it.
Trying to stand next to one of these critters on the ground is scary enough.”


The
princess's eyes widened. “An ancestor of mine tried many years ago.”


“What
happened?” he asked amused.


She
frowned. “He didn't live long.”


“Um...
Oh. Okay. What about the young? Raise them up right?” he asked.


She
cocked her head in thought. Her hand absently brushed through her bangs. “I
believe he did that. It is possible but they tend to become mean as they grow
older,” she smiled grimly. “But to get to the nest you would have to get
through the parents.”


He
chuckled. “Yeah, I don't suppose they breathe fire too?” he asked, hoping and
dreading the answer. She shook her head in a negative. He sighed in relief.
“Ah, well, that's to the good,” he said nodding. She nodded in turn.


“The
mountain nomads to the north of us use a similar beast. They are much smaller
and easier to handle,” she explained.


He
looked confused. “They can fly one?” he asked suddenly intent.


She
shrugged. “If you're small and lean. Child like. Most of their riders are
female,” she said. She smiled at that triumph of the sexes. “Their beasts are
the size of a...” She pointed to him then taller.


“About
the size of a horse then,” he said nodding. She looked confused and then nodded
when the translator finished. “Ah.” He nodded again. “Something to see another
day I suppose,” he smiled.


She
nodded. “Once, when I was very young the clans passed overhead. It was like a
rainbow. They blocked out the sun. Father had his hands full dealing with the
mess,” She shook her head.


Ryans
caught on right away. “Droppings?” he asked amused.


She
snorted and wrinkled her nose. “And the raids they did,” she grimaced in
memory. “They didn't take much, but a few took small children,” she said
looking away.


He
sighed. “Yeah, Nomads live off the land and rarely recognize the claims of
others,” he said. He nodded turning to the wagon master. “So men, soldiers I
take it?”


The
master blinked. “No um, some from the guards of Dominus Byron, but most are new
to war sir.” He nodded. “A handful of knights, those out wandering or in need
of good deeds to make a name for themselves with the court.” He held up a
slate, “food, both for men and animals. And of course the armor for the
beasts.” He waved to indicate the four fractious creatures tearing at the
carcass.


“They
seem to be like komodo dragons,” the corporal said coming up behind them. They
looked over to him. He was carrying a missile launcher. His partner came up
behind him with a spare tube. “Mornin' folks. Nice time to go hunting.” He
looked up to the dragon. “As long as you’re the one doing the hunting, later.”
He tipped a finger to an imaginary hat then walked off to a nearby clearing.


<==={}------------>


“You
know, I always thought the reason you folks had stuck to a medieval society was
due to a lock on society by the upper class, and periodic warfare,” Ryans
motioned to the great beasts. “That sort of knocks that thought aside. No
wonder even your villages have moats and walls.” He snorted as one of the beasts
raised a frill and began to caw.


Deidra
nodded. “It is much safer to be behind stout stone walls. Wood is a poor second
choice,” she said, shaking her head. “Though had we your weapons...” she said
ingeniously. They had all seen the corporal take down the dragon. It had been a
spectacular explosion that had lit the skies around the area... and rained bits
all over the clearing and the awed men and women below. Fortunately no one had
been seriously hurt. Splattered yes, hurt no.


Ryans
nodded. “Yeah, I can imagine. I'm glad we didn't run into many of those out in
the woods. The basilisk was bad enough!”


Deidra
shivered a little then smiled. “Most of the predators near a town or village
have been driven off.”


He
nodded. “I can't blame you a bit. Despite being on a totally alien world, your
people have done wonders surviving and thriving.” He watched one of the great
Titans snort then scratch at an itch. A handler hurried over with a pole to
scratch it before the beast yanked the wagon it was tethered to around like a
toy.


“So
what do you call those anyway?” Perry asked. “The war ones not the others,” he
clarified. Pendragon had only said equestrus or equestres and not named them.


The
princess cocked her head. “The caravan animals are bos. The others are bestrum
barrus of course. Or titan barrus as the southerners say,” she said airily. She
cocked her head at them as the translator did its magic. Bestrum meant war,
Barrus meant elephant. Ryans and Perry exchanged amused looks.


“Ah...”
Perry looked bemused, rubbing the back of his head then tugging on one ear. “I
hate to break it to you, but that's not a Terran elephant,” he said
carefully. She looked at him, eyes twinkling a little. He smiled. “Honest
in-jun princess, Terran elephants aren't nearly that big. And they're
mammals. Four legs.” He held up four fingers. “Big ears,” He tapped his ears.
“Long trunk snout and a short whip like tail. They also didn't eat meat.”


She
blinked at him then to Ryans who nodded. “Call these native elephants. Or titan
barrus or hex elephants or Titans, or something.” He shrugged. “Elephants for
short,” he smiled to Perry who nodded.


She
seemed to wiggle a little then shrug. “If you say so,” she finally replied,
slightly exasperated. The gaijin loved to put names on things, names that
really served little purpose.  Names that set them apart from Patria
animals. She cocked her head to them. A guard cleared his throat.


Ryans
caught the anxious look. “I believe your escort is trying to politely keep you
on schedule,” he murmured smiling. The princess sighed giving the hapless guard
a dirty look. Perry rolled his eyes, fortunately out of her range of view.
Still she knew from Ryans' look he had done something and turned to him, eyes
glittering slightly. He froze and then relaxed. She tilted her chin upward. He
seemed to straighten under her regard reflexively. The guard did as well.


“I
shall be about my duties. As you should be,” she said regally. She
turned a gimlet eye on each of them then left in a huff.


Perry
waited until she was out of earshot and then chuckled softly. “Quite a handful,
one hell of a spitfire. You've got your work cut out for you.”


Ryans
gave him a dirty look. “Don't remind me,” he growled and then sighed.


<==={}------------>


They
heard a scream and braying cry and spun in place. Ryans felt the hair on the
back of his head go up and a sinking sensation in his stomach. One of the
lighter war beasts was loose, it had slammed the guard and grooms to the ground
and was trying to chew on one of them. Its claws raked at the shrieking man's
body. It was muzzled, so it couldn't bite.


Deidra
was down, knocked clear or she had fallen out of reach. Men were scrambling.
Perry and Ryans leapt in. Ryans lunged in, grabbing the beast's headstall as it
turned on the fallen princess. “Oh no you don't,” he snarled. He bore down on
the head with his full weight and strength. The muscles in the neck were ropy,
but another handler threw his weight on the other side. Its head slowly sank to
the ground.


It
tried to buck but they bore down harder and more men came to their rescue.
“Well this is fun,” he muttered.


“Stand
clear so I can shoot it,” Perry called, having helped the others pull the
fallen victim to one side. Ryans grunted as the creature cawed. “Skull is as thick
as yours and sloped. You’re not going to penetrate with that pea shooter,” he
ground out between gritted teeth. The thing shook its head and it was all he
could do to hang on and keep bearing down. Perry grimaced.


Men
and boys were using shepherd crooks to hook to the rings on the animal's
harness, and then driving the long spiked end of the crooks into the ground.
Lines were tossed over it and tied off. Perry helped two men pull the fallen
man clear. “Medic!” Perry screamed looking around and then whipping off his
belt to use as a tourniquet.


“This
is Five I need a medic at the convoy stat. Trauma, victim is a young adult
male, mauled by a creature,” he said, touching his bluetooth then patting the
man's shoulder.


“It's
okay, we've got him,” a boy said pulling at Ryans' sleeve.


“You
sure, I don't want that happening again,” Ryans snarled then slowly let go. The
animal tensed and rumbled, but didn't move. He could feel the raw energy as it
built up for a tantrum and then let it go as if letting go steam. It even
hissed like a steam kettle. He backed away as the boy shielded its eyes. He
backed up and then fell beside the princess. “You okay princess?” he asked
reaching for her.


She
blindly grabbed him and held on, sobbing. He sighed rubbing her back, using his
sore left arm to prop them both up into a sitting position. His whole body
shook like hers did, but his was more from muscle fatigue than lingering fear.
Perry looked over and grimaced. “No fair, you always get the girl,” he joked.
Ryans snorted. As Deidra calmed down she opened her eyes and noticed the blood.
She started to become concerned, possibly readying herself to scream so he
hastily assured her it was not his.


She
looked over to the guard. He was torn to ribbons, body covered in a blanket. Perry
was standing to one side looking grim. “Sorry ma'am, there was nothing we could
do.” He sighed waving the rushing medical team off. They slowed abruptly then
walked, taking in the scene. She nodded and gulped.


Perry
and Ryans helped her to her feet. She yelped when she put weight on her right
ankle and arm. “Seems like you twisted it in the fall,” Perry observed.


“Oh
well, here we go,” Ryans said, lifting her up into his arms. Instinctively her
arms went around his neck. She settled against his shoulder, eyes closed. She
seemed to relax, to take comfort in the gesture of support.


“Princess
rescue inc rides again,” Perry snorted. Ryans glared.


“I
heard that,” Deidra murmured. Ryans rumbled a chuckle. He carried her through
the town gates, through the town and up to the castle. He managed to make it up
the various stair cases, despite the looks of the staff, to her quarters but
was winded when he was done. For once he didn't give a shot about propriety,
his own feelings or of what message he was sending.


“Glad
I got my Wheaties,” he joked as he set her down. She still clung to him
fiercely, not letting go. In his attempt to set her down she knocked his
bluetooth from his ear.


“Never
let me go. Don't leave me,” she started to say, crying once more and clinging
to him fiercely. Zara arrived, face puffy. She took one look at him and
stumbled back eyes wide.


“It’s
not mine. The guard's,” Ryans said looking over to her as he stroked Deidra’s
hair. She looked torn and gulped. “I guess I need to freshen up. The princess
too, seems I got it all over her,” he sighed. “Sorry about that princess,” he
said. He looked around for his bluetooth then found it. He explained again.


Zara
nodded as a lady in waiting arrived wide eyed. “Hey,” he said quietly. He
patted Deidra’s head then stroked her fine, soft hair. “Hey,” he said again,
this time softer. She sniffled. “We need to get cleaned up and I need to answer
the call of nature. I've managed to hold it this long, but you’re squishing my
bladder and it's crying,” he said. She sniffled again, tightening her grip.


Zara
giggled. Deidra looked up to him and then over to her younger sister. “I'm not
going far, just going to go get cleaned up and stuff, I'll be back to check on
you in a moment. Okay? Let your sister and your friends get you out of that
bloody outfit and sorted out. You'll feel better. Where's Doc?” he asked
looking up to Zara.


Fresh
pain and anguish flashed over her face. She looked away, biting her lip. He
grimaced. “Never mind, I'll find her. Princess Zara your sister has a sprained
ankle and wrist. Right side. Be gentle please. Hopefully they aren't broken or
torn. Ask Doc to check when she's got a moment,” he said. He sighed in relief
as Deidra’s grip loosened. He patted her hands. “I'll be back.”


“Promise?”
she asked eyes locked to his.


“Sure
thing,” he smiled reassuringly. Zara came in as he moved aside and hugged her
sister. Deidra closed her eyes and sobbed once more, rocking in her sister's
arms. He sighed as he made his way out. He hadn't expected that, hadn't
expected Deidra of all people to go to pieces like that. She'd been a rock
throughout the trip. Apparently she'd let her guard down when she'd gotten
home, relaxed, and the sudden fright had broken through her control.


He
rolled his shoulders and flexed his arms. Courtiers were in the hall, they had
got a lot of looks from them as they had passed through the town and castle.
Some questioning, some approving, he'd ignored them all. Now he noticed them
and then shrugged. “Nothing to see here folks, the princess is okay. Her guard
was killed saving her from one of the war beasts and she's a little overwrought
and banged up by the experience. Move along,” he said motioning to them. Some
nodded and moved off. Others turned to one another and began to murmur. He
sighed as he made his way past them to his quarters. “Sue what’s going on?” he
asked tapping his bluetooth.


“Busy
here, just a moment,” Sue answered curtly then shut the channel. He pulled off
his shirt, sniffed it, and then dropped it into the laundry basket. He sat on
the edge of the bed and pulled off his boots.


“Doc?
Oh hell, Charlie? Wanda?” he asked. Charlie answered, sniffling. “What's with
the waterworks? It was a close call but Deidra and I are fine. I feel sorry for
that guard and his family though,” he said over the net. Something was going on
and damn it someone better start talking. He sighed as he managed to yank the
right boot off.


“It's
the King,” Charlie said over the link and then sniffled again. He froze.


“What
happened Charlie?” he asked carefully after a pause. She didn't answer at
first.


“He
was exercising, getting some sun. He saw the whole thing and collapsed. Doc
said it's another heart attack.”


Ryans
grimaced throwing the boot to one side. “How bad?”


“He's
out. We don't know if he'll come back. Doc has him hooked to the external pace
maker, that's the only thing keeping him alive. We had to defib him three
times,” Charlie replied. He opened his door to find her standing there. He
motioned her in as she kept talking. “Wanda's in with her now but most likely
he won’t live much longer,” she added. He sighed as he pulled off the blood
soaked pants, noting a couple of rips the horns had made.


“Damn,
I'm not looking forward to feeling that later,” he sighed seeing bruises on his
arms and legs. He picked up a washcloth and gave himself a quick wipe down. “I
take it the court knows, Zara was upset when she met Deidra and me.” Charlie
sniffled. “Doc said she doesn't expect him to last the night.” She looked and
sounded a little lost.


He
sighed, puffing his cheeks. “Oh hell, that sucks. That royally sucks.” He shook
his head. “Try to go to work. Do your best to... I dunno, not dwell on it.
We'll take it as it comes.” He rested his hand on her shoulder. She nodded and
then walked off.
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He
met with Deidra in her quarters nearly an hour later. He sighed outside her
door, nodded politely to the new, rather nervous looking guard then tapped
politely. It was opened immediately by Zara who smiled reassuringly and
seemingly extremely grateful. “She's resting now,” she said softly.


He
nodded. “I'll go in and wait, or she'll never forgive me,” he murmured. She
nodded and then left quietly closing the door behind her.


Within
the chamber he noted her sleeping on the great four poster bed. He went to the
ante room and settled in a rocking chair near the balcony. He pulled out his
tablet, checked to look at her over his shoulder once and then dug into the
reports he'd missed since the disastrous morning inspection. She stirred a few
times over the next several hours before waking. Each time he would look up at
her, then back to the report when she settled. “How long have I been asleep?”
she murmured some time later.


He
checked. "About three hours, give or take a couple of minutes," he
answered.


She
stretched and then froze. "Is daddy...?”


“He's
still alive Deidra. Doc isn't sure for how long," he said carefully. “The
last heart attack...” He shook his head and closed his eyes. “I'm sorry
princess.” He sighed as she got up. Her face was drawn. She checked her wrist
and ankle, both were wrapped tightly. “Zara does good work,” he noted.


She
nodded. “She's had a lot of practice,” she replied dryly. “It's not like we
haven't been hurt before.” He looked at her in surprise. “We were all quite
rambunctious in our youths,” she smiled as he chuckled.


She
got up and stretched and then motioned for him to look away. Blushing slightly
when he saw her pick up the chamber pot, he got up and went out to the balcony.
He felt the stiff night breeze on his body and smiled. Off in the distance the
convoy was lit by torches and pyres. The wagon folk danced and partied. He
snorted. “Party?” she asked behind him. He turned; she was leaning against the
door jam, holding her favorite red shawl around her shoulders. Gently he aided
her to the edge. She looked out. “Yes, they do it every time. They leave quite
the mess. But it's fun,” she murmured. She grinned in memory of something and
then she sighed. He gave her a curious look but she didn't see it. “I snuck
down there once, a year ago, it was a lark, so many people, but many were
drunk,” she sniffed. “Not very different from some of the low brow parties here
in the castle.”


He
chuckled at that. Yeah, I can imagine. Maybe next time we should set up a
picnic area for them complete with trash bins,” he joked. She blinked at that.
“Sorry,” he said, realizing it was foreign to her. She hugged herself to his
side. He stroked her hair.


“What
is that?” she asked indicating the wall off to one side of the castle. Ropes
dangled from the top of the wall. “I've seen it, seen men climb it but never
understood why.”


“Boot
camp. Sergeant Waters, Gunny Paris, Scooter, and Lieutenant Perry are running
another batch of Silent Knights through a night exercise it looks like,” he
explained. He watched as men, looking like ants, ran around. They were dressed
in black, so once they entered the embrace of the shadows they faded into
invisibility easily.


“Why
do they climb the wall? Why not just go around?” she asked. He smiled.


“It's
a training exercise. The wall is an obstacle they must overcome. It builds
character, confidence, and teamwork. It also builds upper body strength and
stamina,” he explained.


Deidra
shivered as the night breeze plucked at her fair skin.


“Here
now, let’s get you in before you catch cold,” a female voice grumbled behind
them


.“I'm
okay Nana,” Deidra looked up smiling. The old woman nodded and then smiled and
moved off.


“Yeah
well, I don't know about you, but I'm hungry,” Ryans said chuckling. “Time for
something to eat,” he said. He held her to his side as they walked into the
anteroom chamber.


Nana,
an aged frumpy looking woman smiled at him. She had dimples despite her
advanced age. She was a tiny thing, not quite four feet tall. He chuckled
softly. “And now what has you in such fine spirits?” Nana asked, eyes
twinkling. She seemed a lively sort, somehow filled with warmth and mirth. She
filled a room with sunlight and happy feelings.


“Just
amused by myself and life's little quirks,” he replied. He much preferred this
Nana over Druzilla. Deidra seemed to stumble on a flagstone. He caught her and
then swept her up into his arms and then gently set her down on a chair. “There
that's better,” he said. Her arms remained around his neck. “Ah you’re
welcome?” he said questioningly.


She
smiled, and then hugged him. There was a knock at the door. He caught the look
of annoyance on her face as she released him. Her sister came in followed by
servants. “Deidra, we need you in the main hall, politics as Lieutenant Perry
said are getting nasty,” Zara said, not bothering to say hi or anything. She
shook her head, clearly disgusted but also slightly scared. Ryans noted she was
in a Victorian princess's dress, complete with bodice, frilly petty coats, and
face mask. “Are you up to it big sister? Mother needs our support at the ball,”
she asked searching her face as she fluttered a Japanese style fan.


Deidra
sighed, and then straightened in her chair. “How bad is it?” Ryans asked as the
servants went to work on the princess. She opened her mouth but a servant
grabbed her chin and started painting makeup on her. He snorted looking away.


“Bad
enough, Father's collapse has them tearing at each other and sharpening their
knives. Deidra’s close call has made things... further complicated,” Zara
answered, looking from Deidra to Ryans. She was sounding like a natural
politician, which was probably true. She'd most likely grown up with politics
and schemes and went to bed with them dancing in her head he thought wryly.


He
sighed. “Well, princess...es I'll leave you to it then,” he said getting up.
Deidra’s eyes widened.


Zara
intercepted him at the door. “Oh no, you’re coming to,  Mother insists,”
she said firmly.


He
sighed. “Great, I hate parties. And don't get me started on politics.
Put the two together in one setting...” he snarled. Zara looked up at him in
surprise and then chuckled.
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He
managed to make the rounds with the princess, then gently but firmly got her to
sit down. She wearily complied. She seemed a little smug though, and the looks
some were shooting their way were getting on his nerves. He smiled at her.
“See, I told you it wasn't wise to stress that ankle. Doc will probably flay us
both for letting you up and about when she hears.” The princess's lips puckered
then she cocked her head. In truth it wasn't just her he was concerned about.
The monkey suit they had saddled him with was rubbing him raw in places he
didn't want to think about right now. At least it was something they'd cooked
up with Sue and Wanda in his absence. Not that he wasn't going to rip them a
new one over it.


Two
men with their backs to them were talking, their voices rose. “He's a commoner,
A Gaijin, out worlder! No matter the law or tradition, he's as poor as a church
mouse!” one of them said loudly and rather obnoxiously. He was clearly looking
for agreement.


The
other shrugged. “Both tradition, and the law are clear in this. Vita Sodalis.
He has saved the princess. This last time right in front of this very castle,”
the young man said. Ryans’ jaw tightened at this. Deidra shot him a look and
then went back to watching the men. “He does have those loyal to him, and has
the royal favor, that too has to be taken into account.”


“But
he hasn't been on the battlefield! Or in the court! Where was he today? With
the princess?” the first man snorted and turned. The princess straightened. The
loud mouthed snot's eyes widened comically as he caught sight of them sitting
there. “Princess! Ah...”


Ryans’
mouth quirked in a sour smile. “You were just talking about us?” he asked
nastily. “Nice night isn't it?” he asked sarcastically straightening in the
high back chair. The princess shot him a reproving look.


The
Duke of Nuevo Troy came over. He was a recent addition to the court, having
arrived the morning before with his retinue. His duchy was a new addition, on
the outer south western quadrant of the Kingdom. He and his family spent most
of their time setting up their new demense. They had been here briefly, earlier
but had to go to attend to business and to raise more followers for his part of
the army. Now they were back and the Duke was ready for war.


 “Ah
my sons, there you are!” he said, hands spread to encircle each son's shoulder.
He looked over to the princess. “My sympathies your highness,” he said politely
and then bowed deeply. She regally tipped her head in a small bow to him. “And
my thanks, and that of all the subjects of the realm go to you good sir.” He
bowed again to Ryans. “I was there on the parapet and saw the entire thing.
Quite brave of you.”


Ryans
shrugged. “Right time, dumb luck,” Ryans replied. The Duke straightened with a
surprised look and then chuckled. His lady tittered.


“That
may be true, but rumor has it that you have saved the princess several times
already,” he looked toward the princess. She looked away.


Ryans
shrugged. “Which one?” he asked. “Princess Deidra a couple of times. Princess
Zara? Only three times. I'm not exactly keeping track." The courtiers
hushed and looked from one princess to the other. Deidra’s eyes sparkled.


“So
you have saved Princess Zara... Are you going to marry her instead? Or both?”
someone in the back asked quizzically. He scowled, this wasn't going as he'd
hoped or expected.


“Wait,
you said you've saved Princess Deidra more. How many more?” Troy's eyes
hardened.


Ryans
shrugged. “A few.”


Deidra’s
lips quirked. “Try five.”


He
sighed shooting her a dark look. “You would bring that up.”


“So
this morning's event makes six?” the Duke's lady asked, eyes wide in surprise.


“Something
like that,” he said embarrassed. “Like I said, right time, and dumb luck.”


Deidra
chuckled herself. “Something like that I suppose. Though the way you fought off
that wild basilisk with your bare hands was something else,” she
murmured, resting her hand on his arm.


He
looked at the hand then smiled. “It was good exercise,” he replied, looking up
to the courtiers. “Besides, if you had a sword in your hand you would have
handled it without my help. I know you princess, you're quite the fighter,” he
said. He saw the approval in her eyes at that.


“You
fought a wild basilisk?” someone asked in disbelief. “Bare handed?”


“Hardly,
he must be wrong! Boasting! Liar!” someone else in the back said. He turned
with a scowl.


The
princess grabbed at his sleeve. “Show them,” she ordered.


He
sighed. “Do I have to?” he murmured. Her eyes locked onto his. He sighed again,
seeing the gleam but unyielding stubbornness. “All right fine,” He grumbled as
he took off his jacket then rolled up his sleeve. Under it was the scarred arm.
“I have scars on my hip, thigh, and chest as well. Due to the mixed company and
nature of them, I'm going to forgo showing them,” he said holding up his arm.


Those
closest examined his arm, seeing the white still puffy scar tissue and fresh
bruises. Some jostled others to see. They murmured to each other. A few patted
his shoulder. He winced. “We are doubly indebted to you then. You have shown
your worth in battle then,” Duke Troy said, giving the other courtiers and
lords a meaningful look.


“Crap,”
Ryans murmured. He realized now he'd fallen into the trap and wasn't sure how
to get out of it.


The
Queen arrived to some fanfare and by announcement of a herald with a trumpet.
Everyone rose and turned to her. Deidra rose with his help, still seemingly
graceful though she leaned on his arm for support and kept her right foot up,
resting all her weight on him and her left foot.


The
Queen made her way at a stately pace through the throng, murmuring politely to
one person or another in passing. Deidra’s arm clutched at his. There was
something there... the Queen was wearing black. He sighed. The Queen reached the
dais and rose upon it, then turned to the assembled throng. Her skin was paper
white, he wasn't sure if it was the makeup, circumstances or the contrast with
the black dress of mourning she was wearing. Either way she looked like a
Victorian vampire.


“The
King is gravely ill. He will most likely not live out the night according to
our most accomplished gaijin healers,” she said. She nodded politely to Ryans
whose jaw hardened. “This war must be won; our country is on the brink of
collapse. The crown asks for your aide and patience in this.” She eyed several
in the group then turned back to Deidra. “It's good to see you well daughter,”
she said. Deidra flushed a little. The Queen turned slightly to Ryans. “And
you, her protector, I see she has insisted you stay at her side. As is right
and proper,” she said, noting his missing jacket and rolled up sleeve. Her eyes
quirked and she smiled slightly. He flushed again. The Queen nodded politely
and then turned her regal gaze on the group as a whole once more.


“The
King's will shall be read when he passes,” she said, returning her attention to
the throng. Murmurs had stirred at her pause but they were quickly silenced.
“Until then we have to go on as the King would want. Please attend to your
duties,” she said looking around. Many of courtiers took this as a dismissal
and moved off. The Queen watched a few go, pursing her lips and then approached
the couple.


Zara
broke through the throng to arrive as well. “I didn't know you'd been clawed so
badly by the basilisk!” she said, eyes wide.


He
shrugged it off as he put his jacket on. “Over and done with now,” he said. “Is
that why you wished for me to be here your majesty?” he asked. “To reassure
them?” he asked, politely ignoring the political maneuvers she had put him up
to. She knew he was unhappy about being manipulated but he knew better than to
take his ire out on her right now.


 She
smiled, a knowing light in her eyes. “It does have its moments,” she said. To
his surprise her stomach growled and then Deidra's did. “I'm famished. I think
it's time to eat.” She motioned to the doors to the dining chamber. “Come.” She
motioned for the girls to sit at the head of the table. The King's throne
remained empty. Ryans grumbled under his breath until Deidra shot him a warning
glance then he settled down and sat beside her. Duke Pyror looked amused; Duke
Rojer's face was tight with anger. Duke Troy looked concerned by the sudden
change in events.


“You
realize you're setting me up for an assassin or something right?” he murmured
to her. She looked at him. “When your father passes, the knives will come out.
Guess who is number one on the list?” he asked. “Even if I don't want it,” he
sighed.


She
smiled sweetly to him then turned as a platter was placed in front of them.
“Eat and be merry for tomorrow we may die,” the Queen said lightly. He sighed
again.
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After
dinner he tried to retreat but the royal trio wouldn't allow it. Stymied he
spoke with several of the courtiers as Deidra and her family spoke with others.
At least one of them stuck to him like glue, not allowing him to leave. Even
his request to go to the bathroom had been ignored. “So, the Queen shall
continue her reign,” he said giving each a look. They looked at each other then
to him.


“The
Queen is only Queen by marriage,” one said.


His
fellow shook his head. “No, hast thee forgotten? Her majesty is the true heir.
She will not continue when the King passes though,” he said, turning to Ryans.


He
snorted. “Why? She's got the skills for it,” he replied. “And our support.”


Duke
Troy looked amused. “I don't see her on a war beast.” The men chuckled at that.


“That
depends, I for one wouldn't want to go into combat against her,” Ryans said as
he motioned to see her arguing with another lord. The lord she was berating
quietly was shrinking back. “Granted skills on the battlefield are a part of
it, but so are domestic management skills,” he said. He motioned to the hall as
Troy grunted.


“You’re
equating managing a party with managing a Kingdom? Surely you jest?” Troy
asked.


Ryans
shook his head. “Just a matter of scale actually. Diplomacy?” He cocked his
head. “Organization? Delegation? Leadership, planning? Execution? Each is a
skill hard taught on the battlefield, or in running a duchy or realm, as each
of you should know from experience. Mishandling can lead to quite a mess as you
know,” he said. Troy and his lady nodded.


The
lady Troy bowed her head slightly. “Thank you for the compliment.”


He
smiled politely to her. “Just observing the obvious Domina, I know you ladies
don't just sit around looking pretty all day. You put a lot of effort into the
world around you. We men just fail to see that from time to time and must be
reminded,” he smiled. “On Terra women in many countries have taken equal place
in politics, war, religion, and commerce.”


Troy
shot the Queen a startled look. Ryans smiled again. “A female Queen as sole
ruler?” Troy asked, suddenly trying to wrestle with the concept.


Ryans’
smile turned into a chuckle. “It's been done before on Earth believe it or not.
Queen Elizabeth took the throne and ruled for nearly ninety years. She was a
brilliant leader. Her descendant Elizabeth the second led her people during
several wars in the past century. Granted she was never on the battlefield, but
she inspired her people during a great war and was quite adept at both managing
the diplomacy and commerce of her realm of sixteen sovereign states.”


Troy
rubbed his jaw. “If you wish to learn more, the Doc, Sydney our historian, or
Miss Yarbrough could tell you if they have time. Or one of us could show you if
we have time.” He indicated his tablet. “Here,” he said. He typed and pulled up
the Queen of England. He showed it to the Duke of Troy and his lady. He pressed
play and held the tablet to his chest so they could all see. They watched
fascinated as the Queen gave a speech.


“Quite
a firecracker,” he said smiling as the clip ended. They of course couldn't
understand more than a tenth of what she had said but they got the gist. The
courtiers were awed, he wasn't sure if it was due to the content or the media
he used to present it. He was pretty sure they couldn't follow the speech,
English may be based on Latin but it was still a transition few could leap
easily.


The
Queen smiled as she came up to them, timing her entrance perfectly. “How are we
this evening?” she asked, Deidra on her arm. Deidra separated to cling to
Ryans’ arm.


“They
make a lovely couple,” the lady Troy said. “When are they getting married?” she
asked the Queen.


“Soon
enough,” the Queen replied airily, ignoring the fulminating look Ryans shot her
way. “Soon enough, this dratted war has intruded on that. I was wondering Duke
Troy, Baron Siegfried is having trouble at his northern border...” she said,
drawing the Troys off to one side for a private conversation.
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When
the music began he managed to plead fatigue and sore muscles. In truth he
wasn't at all interested in prancing around like the natives were doing. It was
almost a Victorian ballet, stiff and formal, with a lot of bowing and scraping
and hand holding but little else. The lilting string instruments might seem
elegant to most, but he was too used to his own tastes.


Fortunately
for him Deidra was injured and uninterested in dancing as well. He escorted
Deidra up to see her father. He was still seething with anger; she felt it but
said nothing. Deidra sat in the chair at her father's side, holding his hand.
“Bad, Doc?” Ryans asked pulling her off to the side out of earshot.


Doc
wearily agreed. “Nice duds,” she smiled, giving him the once over. His jaw
tightened. “Wrong thing I said?” she asked tiredly.


“Not
your fault Doc, I got caught up in the works and I'm not happy about it. Some
people are trying to get me to toe the line and I'm... Never mind,” he sighed.
“Politics at its lowest. The gloves are coming off and the knives are coming
out.”


Sue's
tired eyes widened. Wanda came over, “how bad?” she asked eying him.


He
sighed. “Who are you talking to her, him, or me?” he asked. He was fairly
certain now who he had to blame for this damn tux thing.


“Either,
both, just one at a time,” she replied testily. He chuckled with Doc.


“I
thought you were playing with your chemistry set?” he asked.


She
snorted. “I'd be at it all day every day and still come up short, I don't have
the time. I've already run out of specimen bags and containers,” she sighed.
“Filled up over a hundred terabytes with data. It's insane,” she said. Nate was
having a field day taking samples. He didn't envy her dealing with the dung and
saliva samples, let alone the urine ones. He wasn't sure why the biologist was
insisting on multiple samples from each animal, and five animals from each
species. She shook her head. “It's going to take a lifetime, going over all of
it,” she growled. He chuckled.


Doc
snorted softly but then sobered. “The King is dying,” she said softly. That
sobered them. “The only things keeping him alive are that machine and his
concern for his family and Kingdom. Sheer will power has its place, but it too
will falter given time,” she sighed. “There's nothing I can do. His heart isn't
in it anymore. A bypass would be useless,” she shook her head.


Wanda's
lips pursed in a silent whistle. “Damn, that bad huh, that's real bad.” She
shook her head. “Heard you're engaged?” she asked Ryans, trying to change the
subject.


His
jaw tightened and fist clenched. “Yeah, I was informed the same thing right
after putting this thing on,” he growled. His eyes flashed dangerously.


“Easy
mate,” Wanda murmured, taking in his suppressed rage. “Else you'll blow a
gasket and be in a bed right beside his nibs,” she joked, indicating the bed.
He turned to Deidra who was lying across her father's shoulder. She was crying
softly. He sighed.


“That
bad huh...” Sue said sitting back. She took a sip of water.


He
frowned. “Bad enough, they've been hinting for a while now, then getting
insistent. Tonight Duke Troy and the Queen set me up and then sprang it on me
in front of the court,” he growled.


Sue
snorted. “Made you take it raw? Bet that went over well,” she said shaking her
head.


He
smiled. “Deidra had me show off my battle scars and then pulled me out before I
popped,” he said looking toward the princes and King.


Sue
and Wanda gave him a look then a small smile. “She did; did she?” Sue murmured.
She was fairly certain Deidra had been in on the planning of that little
incident now. The royal women were getting a little better at managing Ryans.
She'd noticed him carrying her through the castle earlier in the day.


“Don't
push it,” he growled, noting her mischievous approval and then sighed.


 “Since
she's going to be here, I'm going to go check in and put out what fires I can
then get some down time. You need some too Doc, you're all done in,” he said gruffly,
still pissed. What he really wanted to do was go to the firing range and
pretend the Queen and a few of her courtiers were standing in front of the
targets. She nodded wearily.


Wanda
did too. “You need food and rest Sue, you're no good to them worn down to a
nub. Here I'll wash up and do a couple of rounds then do a shift. I'll have
Charlie cover for me in a couple of hours. That way you can get a full eight in
the sack.”


Sue
nodded tiredly, patting Wanda's arm. “Thanks Wanda but I couldn't...”


“Oh
hell yes you can girl!” Wanda smiled. There were teeth in that smile.


“Can
and will Doc. That's an order,” Ryans said smiling tightly at her. “Food, clean
yourself up, then rest. At least eight hours of pillow time Doc. Not a damn cat
nap.” He pointed a finger at her. She looked like she was out on her feet.
“You're no fun to push around like this. You need your rest so you can boss the
staff and patients around.”


“Tyrant,”
she murmured.


He
chuckled. “And don't you forget it,” he said leaving.


 


He
ran into a courtier in the hall on his way to his quarters. The woman was
dressed in a Victorian outfit, flaring multi-layered petticoat and layers of
lacy dress despite the early summer heat. Her face was painted white, with
bright red circles for her cheeks, and her lips were purple. He had a hard time
not laughing at her. She was wearing a white wig, all coiffed and done up into
a bun. He could see a few errant brown hairs peeking out from under the edges
near her ears.


He
begged off dancing, telling her he was too fatigued to learn the steps. She
tried to follow him but he managed to extricate himself with the aid of a page
coming with a message. He took the message, made his apologies and then hastily
retreated. He shook his head. Even the pages were decked out in red or purple
with white wigs and face paint. The kids probably enjoyed it a little, a bit
like Halloween. There were enough frightening creatures in that ball to freak
him out at least.


He
checked the message when he entered his room. It was a royal summons to the
ball. He snarled, balled it up and tossed it aside. “Fat chance of that,” he
said then locked the door.


“Five
this is six, sitrep, how's it going?” he said touching his bluetooth.


Perry
came over the link after a moment, “fair to middling. They're doing better than
last night. Sergeant Waters is going to run them ragged till midnight then let
them pass out. Finals for this class are tomorrow.”


Ryans
smiled. He was now certain as to why the night exercise had been scheduled for
this night. Perry and Galloway hated balls about as much as he did. Well, he
could join them. “I've got a complication. How are things on your end?”


Perry
described a few bottlenecks. “I'll handle it,” he said when he was finished.


Ryans
snorted. “The hell you will, It gives me the excuse to get out of this damn
monkey suit and get my hands dirty, and as far away from that damn ball room as
I can get,” he growled after a moment and grim smile. He was already busy
shucking the hated outfit.


Perry
chuckled. “Whatever floats your boat boss. You want to get your hands dirty;
I've got to check the warehouses. Seems we're losing some things again. More
five fingered discounts. This time it's new stuff we're making here though,” he
grumbled.


“On
it,” Ryans said. He pulled off his outfit and then dressed in his black
coverall. He strapped his body armor on and then his shoulder harness. “Meet
you there,” he said grabbing a set of NVGs as he exited the room. “Problem with
the warehouse, send the Queen my regrets,” he tossed off airily to a waiting
page. The page paled, eyes wide and then turned and left.


<==={}------------>


Deidra
sniffled, eyes red as she sat back. Wanda checked on her and her father and
then smiled softly. Deidra sighed. “I'm sorry,” Wanda said, patting her shoulder
and then rubbing it a little. “I lost my dad to cancer when I was your age. It
sucks,” she sighed crouching down. Deidra nodded. “Heard you had an interesting
evening?” she asked smiling.


Deidra
shook her head. “You could say that,” she sighed. “He hates me.” She bit her
lip. She needed him now, now more than ever. She'd come to accept it grudgingly
but now... now she had finally come to terms with his being in her life and
accepted it.


Wanda
gave her a startled look. “What makes you... oh,” she chuckled softly. “It's
not that. I know the big lummox. He's stubborn. Pig headed, obstinate,” she
smiled. “He's more pissed at being forced into this... both for himself and for
your sake,” Wanda explained. Deidra looked surprised. “What you think he
wants to force you to marry him? Or vice versa? He's not sure what he
wants, he just doesn't want to be forced into it.” She smiled. “It's not
like we give the men a choice anyway, we just work them into thinking it's
their idea,” Wanda smiled wickedly. Deidra chuckled. “He's used to the whole
wine and dine thing I think. Dating, going out to dinner and a movie, that sort
of thing. Taking their sweet time.”


Deidra
smiled shyly. “Courting,” she said longingly. Oh she wished they could have
gone that route as mother had. Alas it was not to be.


“Something
like that. But not quite what you folks do. I don't think he's into romantic
notes and poetry and such. Not really into dropped hankies and whispered
promises and such. Men are saps, easily led if you are careful. Your mother's
been a bit heavy handed and he knows it, resents it and he's frustrated and
digging in his heels. You just have to learn how to push their buttons. A
little less stick, a little more carrot is in order. Just remember he's a hands
on sort of man. He hates going to balls and parties, he's not into playing
dress up and he seriously doesn't like to be told  what to do,” she smiled
patting Deidra’s hand. Deidra chuckled. The Queen did to.


They
looked up to see her smile tiredly at the edge of the bed. “I heard,” she held
up a hand. “I could see in his eyes he was angry. I decided it was better to
let the matter pass rather than push him into rebellion we would both later
regret,” the Queen said.


Wanda
chuckled. “He's never been an outgoing sort since I started working for him. He
always ditched the company parties anyway for the lab first chance he could,”
she smirked. “I think he's not big on groups, dressing up or dancing, or all
three. Some men truly hate it.”


The
Queen nodded chuckling. “Andreas did. He still does,” she said smiling fondly
in memory. Wanda looked to her. Wanda got up and murmured politely and then
left. She came back with a chair for her majesty a moment later. The Queen
smiled her thanks and lowered herself onto it. “These old bones cannot handle
that as easily as they used to," she sighed, rubbing at her thighs and
calves.


“And
Troy! If he trod on my toes one more time!” she gushed as she bent over, taking
off her footwear then stretching her toes. She rubbed at them, groaning softly.
Wanda noted it and came over. She looked at the black and blue swollen toes and
then ordered a nurse to bring hot water and a foot bath for the Queen. Hastily
the nurse rushed off.


Deidra
chuckled as her mother groaned in sheer relief when the water bath arrived. “My
Imperium for a foot bath,” she said softly as the nurse retreated. “Many
thanks,” she said almost naturally.


Her
daughter giggled, patting her mother's hand. “I'm sorry I couldn't be there
mother,” she said. Her mother noted the bandaged wrist. Her eyes cut to her
daughters and then she nodded. “Your place is here, as is mine. It took me some
time to realize we were torn.”


“Will
Zara be okay on her own?” Deidra asked concerned.


“Oh
she'll be okay. Most of the bachelor men are on her like flies. The distraction
will do her good,” the Queen said with a knowing sigh. She rolled her
shoulders. “Your man isn't too happy with me. He'll get over it,” she sighed
again. “Needs of the people and the court must take precedence over your own
heart's desires,” she said. “He will have to learn that as you and I have if he
is to survive the coming time and prosper.”


“I
don't think it is as much that as being forced into it mother,” Deidra
said slowly. “Wanda's right; he has a temper and is protective of his rights
and of me.” She wriggled a little as she realized that. A soft smile touched
her lips. “Protective of me and what I think up to a point. We've been friends
but taking it slow, I haven't pushed it. I suppose I should have but we've both
been busy and too tired to do anything,” she sighed shaking her head. “I wanted
to get the measure of the man and I've liked what I have seen. He'll do. I also
wasn't sure what was going to happen. Whether he will stay and if it'll be
necessary to do this... to go this route. I'm not sure I am ready,” she
grimaced.


 Her
mother took her turn to pat her daughter’s hand. “I know dear. I know. Dear me,
when I was first told I was to marry your father...” She shook her head.
Deidra’s eyes were wide. “Oh I was fascinated with him, and had flirted in
court functions but to be wed to him? The strength he seemed to exude,
the rage, the charisma... he seemed to release them all and it was truly breath
taking, but so were the risks!” She waved to indicate the castle.


“I'm
not sure it's that at all,” Wanda said coming over to them. She checked the
King's vitals and then turned. “Ryans is used to power. He's a multi
billionaire on our world. That's I guess you could say a super merchant or
merchant prince or lord here. Able to buy entire countries like yours if he
wanted. Tens of thousands of people look to him for leadership. Women were
falling at his feet. But he didn't like it, I think,” she said with a frown and
then shrugged.


“I
was hired by him a long time ago and I've got to know him over the years. Since
I was on the team I trained with him day in and day out. You get to know a guy
a little, he's like a brother to me,” she said, answering the Queens
questioning look. “I remember when a super model tried to seduce him,” she
snorted. “Oh, she was beautiful, one hot mama as the guys say, and most guys
would be all over her drooling and pure putty in her hands. They would have
showered her with gifts and she would have just smiled and left them wanting
more. But he's not like that. At first I thought it was because he was gay,”
she said. She shook her head. “He's not, I can say that for certain now. He
driven, focused. And he doesn't like suck ups or people chasing him for power.
It pisses him off  no end he said. He's also used to getting his own way,
one way or another.”


The
Queen looked thoughtful. “And now he's in the reverse. And being forced into
it.”


“Yeah,
it's not a good idea to force him. Push too hard and he'll do something we'll all
seriously regret,” Wanda sighed. “He has a temper. Normally it's slow to get to
a boil but right now it is about to boil over. He's not known for rash acts but
his rage is damn scary.”


The
Queen's eyes narrowed. “A word of warning I will try to take in mind. But time
is short,” she sighed, head back, eyes closed for a moment. After a minute she
opened her eyes and directed her glance to her daughter. “Go to him. Feel out
his heart and see if he's the one,” she said looking to Deidra. Deidra
straightened.


“He's
not in actually,” Wanda said looking from one to the other. They looked to her
in surprise. She shrugged. “I overheard him talking with Perry on the radio,”
she said. She tapped her bluetooth. “He's going to check on some thefts they've
had,” she explained. The Queen nodded.


“Are
you ready yourself?” Wanda asked, looking to Deidra. The young woman blinked
then blushed. “I mean ready to get back in the saddle,” Wanda sighed. “I know
Doc's been counseling you and Zara but it may be too soon for you. Some people
become inhibited for years after the trauma...” She waved her hands helplessly.
“You know.”


Deidra
nodded.


“Some
end up in a relationship after the... event... but end up frigid or cold if
their partner does or says something that triggers a flashback,” Wanda said
grimacing. “A flashback can be even more damaging than the actual event; it
lingers and builds in your mind for ages. And some men here may think you’re
tainted. You’re not you know,” she said. “I know Eugene doesn't think of you or
Zara in that way,” she said softly. She put her hand on Deidra's arm. Deidra
nodded.


“I
was raped as well,” Wanda said softly. The Queen and Deidra stared at her then
looked away. “It was in college....ah advanced school,” she shrugged at their
expressions. The Queen's face was wooden, Deidra looked taken aback. “It was a
date rape actually, I went to a party and a guy slipped me a drug in a drink,”
she grimaced.


“I
don't remember much of it. That's one of the side effects. The drug turned you
into a doll. Sick really,” she grimaced. “It took me years to get over it,” she
shivered. She sighed then patted her lap and looked away for a moment then
back. “The first few times were... not good.” She grimaced, looking away. “The
nightmares were bad. My partners didn't know and I had a lot of break ups for a
while. One night stands. And yeah, I don't like to talk about it, but part of
learning to overcome it is to talk about it. To keep it from festering,” she
sighed, eyes closed, hands clenched.


Finally
she opened her eyes. “Has he cooked for you?” Wanda asked deciding a change in
subject was in order. Deidra’s eyes were wide. She smiled tentatively as Wanda
smiled. “Most men from our countries can and do cook to some degree. Most just
cook outdoors on barbeque grills, harkening back to when men played with fire,”
she smirked and rolled her eyes. Deidra blinked, uncertain about what she
meant. “Some can even clean and sew. It's different where we are from, we women
teach our men to be sensitive and independent,” she smiled. “Eugene's actually
pretty good when he's not in a hurry. A thing to keep in mind,” she said. She
eyed the young woman, then her mother.


The
Queen cocked her head then motioned her daughter to go. Deidra nodded firmly.
“He's in the warehouse. Something about more theft,” Wanda said again letting
Deidra know. “I'll tell him you're...” Deidra shot her a look, “or not. Okay.
Deidra you can't be out and about on that ankle. Every moment you're on it
makes it worse and will cause it to take weeks or even months to heal
properly.”


Deidra
looked down to her ankle. “Go get changed and then kick back in his room. He's
got to be back sometime tonight or tomorrow, the guy needs to sleep sometime,”
Wanda smiled. Of course Ryans could stay up all night; he'd been known to do
that. Or crash in the camper. The princess chuckled. “He can't avoid you
forever after all,” she smiled.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
went to the warehouse armed and with dragon skin armor. When he arrived Perry
shoed him off, “Minor theft ring, no spy ring.” They shooed off gathering
crowds. Perry got a call to go back to the boot camp and left.


Ryans
left alone. On the way back to the castle he passed through dark narrow alleys.
He had a pair of NVGs on so he spotted the assassins coming in from his front
and behind him. There were seven, four in front three in back. He called in an
alert just as his gear heard them talking about killing him. “Crap, make that
code red,” he snarled. He stepped up the alert, drew his weapon. He fired into
the dark at the closest person.


He
killed the two charging men, but the one behind him stabbed him in the back.
The vest protected him, absorbing the impact and preventing the blade from
penetrating. He spun in place, and got sliced on his arm in the struggle before
killing the man with a point blank shot to the gut and chest. The third man was
frozen, dagger in his hands. He turned and was shot fleeing. He fell spread
eagle to the ground groaning. Three more turned to run. He shot one in leg; the
man limped and then fell clutching at his leg and screaming. Guards rounded the
corner at run, one guard body checked one assailant knocking him to the ground.
The other assailant fought off the other guard killing him with a stab to the
throat before he turned to see more men coming at a run. He grimaced and then
slit his own throat when cornered by the remaining two soldiers and Ryans.


Perry
arrived at a run, instantly assessing the situation. One wounded man tried to
get a weapon, Ryans stepped on his outstretched hand, feeling the bones crunch
and the man screamed in pain. He then put the hot muzzle to the man's forehead
making the man scream again. They could smell melting flesh as the muzzle
branded him. “I'm going to ask you some questions. Answer them. Who paid you,”
he snarled, still in full battle mode. The man writhed under his hand and then
gasped out "Baron Muchinson". Pissed Ryans looked up as a pair of
grim guards came in and pushed him away so they could bind the prisoner.


Perry
looked at him. “I didn't know you had it in you.”


“I
didn't. I had it in here,” he held up the Glock. “The rest was all automatic.”


“Reload
it now,” Perry said as he put the safety on. He grimaced but complied, swapping
cartridges. Perry picked up his spent brass and pocketed it.


Perry
insisted on sending a guard with him. He arrived at the stately lit castle and
shooed the guard off near his door. The guard noted two of his fellows lounging
on pikes nearby, and went over to them to talk. Ryans noted them but didn't
recognize the Queen's own until he entered his room. Inside he found Deidra on
his bed. She was dressed in the medieval version of a silk summer night gown,
modest by modern standards, but quite revealing and daring in her world.


<==={}------------>


“I
had a feeling I'd be seeing you tonight. Let me guess, mommy dearest put you up
to it? Royal order?” he demanded. He got all the confirmation he needed when
she looked down and away. “Yeah, thought so. Your father is on his deathbed and
your mother sends you out to seduce me,” he said in rich disgust. He was
radiating cold rage, still not down from his adrenaline high from the
assassination attempt. Right now he wanted to listen to what his bluetooth had
captured but everything was forgotten in the heat of this moment.


Her
eyes flashed. “Want to deny the truth?” he asked locking eyes with her. She
frowned. He snorted. “I'll give you a hint lady, I can read people well. I can
tell from your eyes when you're lying or preparing to lie to me. It's something
that our science back on good old Patria, that's Earth you know, they figured
it out. Well, scientists and police officers did. I picked it up from grams and
from watching TV.”


“You're
such a know it all, you seem to know all the answers,” she said, not able to
fight down or resist her own temper. “I've got news for you; you’re not on
Patria anymore! This is not Patria!”


“You're
damn right it isn't!” he roared. She blinked shocked by his fury. She tried to
shush him but he was up and about pacing. “I know goddamn well you've seen the
videos, you've watched movies with Patterson and the others, and you’ve seen
pictures and heard us talk. So yeah, I know this isn't Earth, thanks for
stating the obvious.”


“So
don't hold us to your standards!” she said trying not to shriek at him.


 “The
hopes and dreams, curing disease, personal liberty, Hell a person man or woman
can say what they want, worship who they want, carry weapons and has a say in
how things is run! Hell lady, its heaven there compared to here! My country has
no famine; it's the greatest in the world! We've sent men to walk on the
moon, flight, cars, submarines, understanding... you have no concept at
all of what you’re asking! The Internet! Information free to anyone at any
time!” he snarled. “You can speak your mind and not be punished! People write
what they think and feel and discuss it openly! They discuss their leaders and
vote on them! Reading and writing are universal. Anyone can learn.
Schooling is mandatory!”


He
threw his hands up in the air. Her head was swimming with the concepts he was
throwing at her all at once. She'd heard and seen it in the videos, heard it
from some of the other gaijin but never really understood his feelings on it
until now. If it was so great why did they leave? She opened her mouth to say
that but he kept rolling on, pacing. “We've got free press, which means people
can say things and not have to worry about being punished for them. They
can tell others if there is something wrong, point out corruption, and have a
say in how things are run!” He paced back and forth. “They can vote, run for
office, become leaders... the sky is the limit!” he threw his hands up in the
air to emphasize his point.


She
looked amazed then she frowned, fighting tears. He sighed. “Damn that's not
fair, god spare me a woman’s tears. It's unfair,” he said feeling like a
complete heel. She stiffened in rage once more.


He
turned his back on her and then he absently took off his armor. She looked up
and was awed by his rippling muscles. She looked away for a moment and then covetously
looked back. He still had his back to her, what she saw, took her breath. She'd
seen scars, she'd seen rippling muscles but she'd never quite seen something
like this. He was etched, firm and strong, with every muscle standing out and
little if any fat.


Then
he turned slightly and she noted his bloody arm. Instantly she was at his side,
grabbing it to look. She had a fit but he brushed her concern off. She stared
at him intently, unhappy and not about to let him go or get away without
telling her what happened. He sighed. Carefully he told her of the assassins,
including the confession and that Baron Muchinson had put them up to it. She
was instantly upset and outraged, ready to track the man down and arrest him.
He shook his head. “I've got something else in mind. Perry took charge of the
two surviving assassins and we'll have video confessions from them. He was
bagging any evidence and if the baron was stupid he left his fingerprints
behind. Then again, the baron probably didn't know about fingerprints now did
he?


“We,
the healer must attend to you!” Deidra said and then bit her lip. She didn't
want a third party intrusion but the cut was long albeit shallow. He brushed
off her demand for him to wake Doc. “Over a scratch like that?” he asked
pulling out his own first aid kit. He grimaced as he cleaned the wound, angling
his arm so he could see it in the best light available. “I've had worse. Hell,
when the plane crashed...” He paused in memory; and then grimaced again and
went back to work, not meeting her eyes. He flinched when the alcohol hit the
cut, it stung like hell as it foamed. The pain was actually a good distraction
from his suddenly raging hormones and adrenalin. It wasn't fair, he'd had too
much thrown at him at once and the brush with death had his hind brain wanting
to celebrate life in the worst possible way. He couldn't afford to do it, not
now, not with her.


She
looked at him. “Go on, plane?” she asked. “That flying thing?” she asked,
wrinkling her nose. It looked terrifying.


He
shook his head as he sewed up the wound. She wrinkled her nose and looked away.
So, he could sew a part of her mind thought, just as Wanda had said. “No,
bigger. Cessna actually,” he replied softly. “My parents.”


He
sighed when he realized she wanted the full story. He told her of how he and
his parents were flying to a vacation spot when they had engine trouble. The
engine cut out in the mountains in bad weather and they crashed. He was the
only survivor. He had a broken, lacerated arm. He was forced to live at the
crash site with the bodies of his frozen parents until help arrived. He sighed.
“The biggest screwed up thing was I got a huge inheritance and insurance check
for the whole damn thing. My parents had taken out multimillion dollar policies
on themselves and then there was the plane insurance too. And there were quite
a few people inquiring about that.”


He
grimaced in painful memory. “I was thirteen. I had to wait five long years to
get the money. I had all sorts of people after me for it. Women too, money and
power.” He scowled blackly. “You have no idea what kind of ego stroking it is
to have a twenty-one year old seduce you when you are fourteen! And then I
overheard her talking with her friends, how she was only after me for the
money. Quite the letdown,” he growled. It was painful, remembering that he'd
lost his virginity to someone like that. He looked over to her. “So yeah, I'm
not at all happy about this.”


He
was pissed about being forced, about his right to choose his own destiny being
taken away from him. She hunted him carefully, aware he was vulnerable now and
that they had bonded again. He had opened up his shell a little to her,
unintentionally perhaps but the opening was there. She took over when he
finished the stitching, holding his arm as she bandaged it.


“Thanks,”
he mumbled, checking it when she was finished. She shyly looked away.


“Don't
you like me?” she asked softly. He looked away fumbling with the first aid kit
as he put it away.


“Yes,”
he ground out, putting the kit away. “You haven't made it easy. You've been an
ice princess, a real B... um, but yeah, I like you. You've been a snooty pain
in the ass, prickly, hard to like. You're beautiful; you know it and you use it
for your own ends. I've admired your courage, your tenacity, and your spirit.
You've got a set on you, I'll admit that. I don't think I could have done half
the things you've done. Wicked wicked pride,” he said, her eyes gleamed. “You
have a wicked right cross, you've got a sharp tongue and you can handle any
weapon. You've got a temper I don't mind admiring from a distance but every
once in a while I see the softer side, the side you used to nurture your
sister.” He shook his head. “In other words I like and admire you for you.
Deidra, fiery woman of grace and short temper. That still doesn't change
anything. I'm not going to be forced.”


She
smiled slightly in triumph as she sat on his lap. “I think it does,” she said
softly. She finally got him to admit he had feelings for her she thought. She
kissed him softly, cupping his cheeks with her fingertips with moth like
gentleness. He was surprised by the tender kiss, surprised and off balance both
mentally and physically. His arms instinctively wrapped around her as she
pulled his head down for another more thorough and very passionate kiss.


“But...”
he said, but she kissed him again, stroking him. “But...” he said softer but
she kept kissing and holding him.


“Oh
hell with it,” he finally said, giving in as he felt his body responding to her
relentless attack. Things undressed from there as conscious thought devolved.


She
was a little exasperated that he was so hesitant at first; she became the
wanton demanding lover. She wasn't going to take no from him and he
discovered how far she wanted to take this when she pushed him onto his back
and took charge. It became an intoxicating experience for her, one that drove
the memory of her rape out of her mind. She was pleased and awed by his
stamina, and his inventiveness. His willingness to not only please and pleasure
her over his own short pleasure drove any lingering doubts of his worthiness as
a partner from the shadows of her mind. He was such a tender lover,
conscientious of her needs, and ready to clean her up with a wash cloth when
they were through. His tender caressing rekindled her lust and led to another
passionate love making session that lasted until the dawn broke the horizon.


The
next morning they cuddled in each other’s arms, spent but relaxed and talked
quietly. She hadn't let him think about the seduction, changing the subject
with a glance and a smile. She did admit to wanting comfort and solace in his
arms. She nuzzled him, wrapping his arms around her naked body. “It's about
time,” she murmured.


“Worth
the wait?” he murmured in her ear. She smirked but didn't answer. She was
curious if he'd try to top himself.


Softly
she asked him if he'd stay. He froze. “I... Deidra come back with me. Come to
my world and be a rich woman, see the world and know it.” She stared at him
taken aback by that.


“I...
I wouldn't be a princess anymore.”


“No,
but you'd be my partner,” he said gently. “Deidra I told you I'm into you
because of you, not for your titles or power. I don't care about them. I want
Deidra the woman,” he said, eyes locking onto hers.


She
saw the depths there, the inky depths she was ready to throw herself into.
Finally though reality cut into her reverie. She bit her lip. I'd be a fish out
of water,” she said regretfully. She realized suddenly he would be the same
here. She instantly regretted the empathy. Regretted and resented it, resented
it because she was fairly certain he'd led her down the path into this trap.
“Besides, my people need me,” she said firmly. “Will you stay? Protect them as
you have protected me?” she asked softly, almost pleading with him.


He
sighed. He knew she'd do this, emotional blackmail. In a way he couldn't really
blame her. He blamed himself for letting it get this far out of hand. She
wriggled a little, expecting a response. He told her softly and honestly he was
not sure. “I have things I still want to do on earth. Things I want so badly to
do.”


“You
can do those things here.” She said quietly not meeting his eyes. Now that she
had a taste of him she wasn't ready to let him go. His hesitancy, his gently
thorough lovemaking had been the tonic she'd needed to put some of her fiery
demons to rest. She still had nightmares but she knew there was a new dawn
coming, one filled with promise of a new day. His sweet kisses were what she
needed to face each day. His arms were wrapped around her from behind. She
nuzzled them, drinking in their strength and warmth.


He
looked down at her, amused. “Change the world? It would take lifetimes to do
it. Electronics, Medicine, Education, Mechanics, god where to start!” He
laughed. “Besides I'm a techy at heart dear, I love fiddling with machines,
making them myself. Politics aren't really my thing,” he said, trying to keep
his tone light. “I'm not a people person,” he admitted.


“I
think I've found that out already,” she murmured chuckling softly. His hands
caressed her body, fingertips stroking here and there. “Behave,” she murmured,
catching his fingers before they went wandering too far and then leaning and
twisting back to exchange a kiss with him. Her laughing eyes haunted his as she
smiled and then relaxed once more in his arms. Of course she didn't let his
fingers go though.


“I'm
not sure I can do it. Change this world,” he murmured.


She
shook her head and turned in his arms to look up at him. “Didn't you already?”
she asked, eyes twinkling.


“Touché',”
he answered. He couldn't help smiling though. She smiled again. She pulled him
down for a thorough kiss. She knew now Wanda had been right, there were other
ways to get what she wanted from him. Ways that were far more enjoyable for
both of them.
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Ticundus
grinned as the last Duluthian body was placed in the mass grave. His men had
done excellently, killing the latest night attack without any losses. They were
tired but ecstatic; the gaijin weapons had so far allowed them to fight with
minimum losses. In fact since they'd hunkered down in the ruined wall they had no
losses to speak of!


It
was unheard of to have such a ruinous exchange in their favor. Both wings of
the Duluth attack had been repulsed, a few of the injured had been captured and
the survivors had fled into the night. Had he more men he would have given
chase!


He
thought about that rash act and then frowned. No, on second thought he wouldn't
have. Lieutenant Galloway had been correct, here in a defensive position he and
his men were leveraging their resources to their maximum. Out in the open,
undefended by walls with the enemy able to charge and run them down it might
have been different. He turned to the others.


They
had three hundred soldiers now, three cohorts of Silent Knights. They also had
a dozen recruits from the refugees who were willing to take up arms. The others
formed an auxiliary, helping their three medics and taking over the day to day
running of the fort's cleaning and cooking chores to allow the soldiers to do
their jobs.


The
gaijin Lewis was due to resupply them today, he hoped she had more ammunition.
The grenades were nice but of limited utility he had discovered. They did a
great job of breaking up knots and forcing the enemy to back off but their
limited range was a serious problem. It would be nice if they could get the
mortar which Gunny Paris had promised was in the works.


“Post
battle chores,” he said turning to Jensig. Jensig nodded, making a note on a
piece of slate. “Stand down a third of the force after a half hour and shit,
shower, and shave. If we don't see any more activity then stand down another
third in two hours and tell them to bed down for six hours.”


“Normal
routine at lunch?” Jensig asked. Ticundus nodded. “Lewis will hopefully be here
by then. All hands on deck to cover her when she lands. We'll unload, get her
back in the air and then sort things out from there,” he said.


“Yes
sir,” Jensig said. He saluted and took off at a trot.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
dodged a squirt of water as he came into the chemistry room after a late
breakfast. He had a lot to do today and not a whole lot of time to do it... his
thoughts chopped off abruptly when he dodged. “HEY!” he complained in surprise.
He frowned as Wanda giggled. She pointed the streaming bottle towards a bucket.
He'd had a hell of a time extracting himself from Deidra. She was wrapping him
around her little finger and only the royal Chamberlain's request for her
company had let him escape. Well, technically she'd left with a pouting moue
and several frisky kisses but at least he'd managed to be free for a time.


Only
a time though, he realized, his freedom now was sharply limited. He felt a
lingering resentment over it, the emotional blackmail bothered him but he
realized it was something he... hell the two of them were going to have to work
out over time. Going home wasn't necessarily possible after all, but it was a
goal he firmly intended to keep, at least for now. Besides, he wasn't sure he
really wanted to escape her grasp any longer.


It
wasn't fair really. In a perfect world she'd want him for him, not because she
needed him. He'd wanted her for her, not because of her rank or titles. In fact
to him they were a hindrance and a burden, now more than ever. He sighed
mentally. But they didn't live in a perfect world, far from it. They had to
make do with what they had and try to make the best of it.


“What's
that dare I ask? Super soaker?” he said shaking his head. His hand accidentally
touched a wet spot on the door jam. He looked down and then raised it to his
nose and sniffed the foam. “Smells like vinegar,” he observed.


“That's
because it is dummy,” Wanda said smiling. “Vinegar water, and sodium
bicarbonate,” she explained, hefting the device.


“Baking
soda?” Ryans asked shaking his head.


“Yup.
Raided a bakery for this,” she said holding up the improvised device. “They've
been stocking up, hoarding the stuff. Caused a shortage in town. We're stuck
using them for a lot of baking goods now.”


Ryans
chuckled. “Capitalism. You've gotta love it.”


“Yeah
well, whatever,” she griped. She shrugged that off.


“So
what's that for? Other than getting me wet?” he asked.


“I
missed remember?” she asked turning and putting the jar down. He opened his
mouth to retort but she kept talking. “To answer your question it's a prototype
fire extinguisher.”


“Oh,”
he said thoughtfully. He paused and looked at the jar. “Kinda small you know.”


“Smart
ass,” she mock growled. She shook her head. “Proof of concept.” She took the
tree gum stopper out and removed the soaked tissue paper ball attacked to the
pipe stem.


“Something
they teach you in chemistry class?” he asked, leaning against a counter.


“Hardly.
Get your hands away from that,” she said not looking up. He carefully moved
away from the counter. “Its' sensitive,” she said in way of explanation. Gently
he moved to the center of the room and put his hands in his pockets. He didn't
want anything blowing up, splashing him, or whatever.


“Better,”
she smiled, darting a glance at him over her shoulder. She turned after a
moment and held up the pieces. “It's a simple thing, Jar, rubber stopper,
tissue paper, and a pipe stem with the tip shaped into a nozzle. I actually got
the idea from a very old chemistry book my dad had when he was a kid. He passed
it on to me. It's the reason I got into chemistry actually.”


Ryans
nodded. “Okay, I thought you were working on gunpowder?”


She
frowned. “Well, if we're going to start fires I better have a way to safely put
them out right?” she asked despairingly.


He
sighed and reluctantly nodded, hands up in surrender. “Right. Point. Gotcha.”


“Besides,
Max wants them too. We can't get to the extras in the cache for now, so I
rigged this.” She held up the jar then tapped her foot on a metal cylinder on
the floor. “Freakin' thing's heavy, but it works.”


He
looked it over and went to pick it up. “No don't tip it dummy, that's how you
activate it.” He froze and put the bottle down carefully. She pointed.


“See
it's got this here piece of hose I snagged from max connected to this fitting.
You tip the thing over and the bicarbonate and vinegar mix and instant
pressure.”


“Ah.”


“And
I've got a couple done. I'm going to turn it over to some industrial guy Max
met who will probably make and sell the things and be a quad zillionaire,” she
said in disgust. She shook her head.


“Well
not...”


“You
know what I mean,” she said, testy. He chuckled.


“Right.
So that's a problem?” he asked.


“Well,
I want a royalty or something. It's not exactly rocket science but damn it,
it's my thing,” she growled. “I'm the one who put the thought into it. It's not
fair that he is going to reap the reward for my efforts for the rest of his
life while I don't.”


He
blinked and then nodded. “Right. Okay. You want a piece of the pie. Suddenly
capitalism got back into the conversation again,” he replied wryly.


She
snorted and poked him. “Look who's calling the kettle black moneybags.”


“That's
Mr... “ She gave him a quelling look. “Never mind,” he murmured. He shook his
head. “We'll work it out. But honestly, I'd rather see these things out and
about in quantity than someone charging a fortune for them.”


“Ah.
True,” she nodded.


“Max
wants them for the industrial sector?” he asked.


Wanda
nodded. “And the hay lofts and stables. One dropped match or knocked over
lantern and its whoosh!” She threw her hands up. “Great Chicago fire all over
again.”


He
winced. That was a very real concern of his and just about everyone these days.
The approaching summer heat had dried everything out. “Yeah. And without a cow
to blame it on. Or at least a Terran one,” he snorted. “Right. Smart. And one
near the kitchen. And in the center of long halls or near fire prone areas.”


“Why
do you think I've got one?” she asked, pointing to the one near her door. He
looked then shook his head.


“And
if there's a fire and you’re not here when it starts and can't get to that?” he
demanded. She blinked at him. “Or that runs out?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Um.
Okay. One in the hall,” she said. Her shoulders slumped. He smiled and patted
one shoulder. “That's my girl. Now. About some of your other projects I was
wondering if you could do something like say some plastic for the 3d printers,
and some better shampoo, something with anti-dandruff and anti-lice maybe...”


<==={}------------>


Max
smiled as he hefted the piece of wood and turned it over and over. The piece
was really a form of plywood, made up of various plant materials all bonded
together and shaped into a rectangle. Impressive for a medieval society, even
more so now that he knew that eighty percent of their wood supply came from
this. Ironwood and traditional wood was incredibly hard to harvest.


“It's
a....”


Plywood.
We call it oriental strand board actually,” Max replied, nodding to the
carpenter. Oriental strand board was a mix of wood chip layers in various
directions. Each layer was in a different direction to give the material
strength. The interesting thing was that this was made out of essentially
recycled material, or at least half of it was. The other half was made out of
some native cellulose material.  “I take it this is your answer to the
lack of wood?” Max grimaced. “Can't say I blame yah, I for one wouldn't want to
tangle with another basilisk. Let alone any other predators hiding in
the bush,” he said and nodded.


“Why
yes. Ah...” The older man bobbed his head then cleared his throat. “We use
different plants and glue to make it. We also glue the short bush tree trunks
together as well. We alternate direction to give it strength.”


“Cool.
Laminar beam,” Max replied and nodded before he handed the piece back. “Plywood
and laminar beams here. Go figure. Good.” He nodded. “It'll work.”


The
carpenter looked relieved.


“But
we'll need a hell of a lot more. And we'll probably need to work on the glue
formula. Tweak it so it can handle more stress and water.”


“This
is ah... traditional... but...”


“But
it can change with time. No time like the present.” Max smiled. “As it happens
Charlie gave me a couple of formulas we can try. They are yours to use and
improve if we use them.” The carpenter blinked at him. He smiled. “Think of it
this way, we need this done now, as quickly as possible. We've been muddling by
with traditional methods but now it's time to improve things. Let's get to
work.”


<==={}------------>


Wanda
shook her head wryly, watching him eat. They were in the main hall, but it was
mostly deserted. He smiled. Sometimes it was nice being important. You got to
jump to the head of the line when it came time to eat. And you could get dinner
reservations and the help would keep the interruptions to a minimum.


“What?”
he asked slightly amused. He turned to her, then to Deidra. “Do I have
something stuck in my teeth?” he asked, using his tongue to probe his teeth.


“No,
just wondering what other mischief you’re going to get into this week.”


He
shrugged. “It's a guy thing,” he said turning to Deidra. She smiled.


Wanda
snorted looking at the princess. “Definitely guy thing.” She knew something was
there, something had changed but wasn't sure if she was on the right track or
not. Both the princess and Eugene were acting strange. Stand offish but quiet
and intense now that they were together.


“That's
right up there with our Y chromosome. You know the one, it has the whole foot
in the mouth thing,” Ryans joked, taking the bull by the horns.


“Ah,
so that's where you keep it. I was wondering,” Wanda deadpanned.


He
grinned. “Yup, right up there with leaving messes, squashing bugs, doing fool
stunts to impress girls and leaving the toilet seat up,” he said. He ticked off
each attribute with his fingers.


Wanda
laughed. Deidra looked from one to the other then smiled politely. “You'll get
it later dear,” Wanda said still giggling. Her hand was over her mouth. She was
aware she was making a scene but didn't care.


“Yup,
one of our many endearing traits,” he said with a knowing smirk.


“Oh
really? I thought it was the whole lifting furniture and killing spiders,” Sue
said coming in and biting into an apple. He stuck his tongue out at her. She
chuckled.


“Hey,
that's better than never being able to make up your mind or having to
always be right,” he said magnanimously. “I'm not wrong, I just changed my
mind!” he aped.


Wanda
chuckled but Sue mock glowered at him. “Ah, you remember that whole part about
sticking your foot in your mouth right? I think you're up to your knee.”


He
gave her a mock glower as the other women giggled and nodded. “Hush you,” he
sighed, leaning back. The girls snickered as he got up. “Everyone's gotta be a
comedian,” he said, hamming the line.


Wanda
giggled louder. “Ha!” She turned pointing to Deidra. “Laugh now, but when he
starts leaving his underwear around the suite, or that whole toilet thing...”


“Good
god, don't get me started on that,” Doc said laughing. “I remember dad using
his underwear like a slingshot, shooting it at mom when she was doing laundry
and not looking. She'd let out a god awful shriek and he hot footed it out of
there laughing like an idiot,” she snickered.


“What
did he do the sling shot method?” Wanda asked chuckling. “With a present
inside?” she asked then stopped and shook her head. “Nope, never mind, I can
imagine it,” she said laughing as Doc opened her mouth. Deidra looked
thoroughly confused.


“Hey
we all have to entertain ourselves somehow,” Ryans replied with a grin. “My
favorite is picking up and tossing them with my toes,” he joked. Sue snorted.
Wanda rolled her eyes. “I can usually catch them on the first try,” he mock
bragged, hitching his thumbs in his belt.


“What
are you talking about?” Deidra finally asked, hurt that he hadn't so much as
acknowledged her.


“Let's
just leave that as a nice present for later ladies,” Ryans said making his own
retreat. Wanda chuckled at that. Deidra got up and followed. Her sudden angry
look sobered Wanda.


“Something
going on we missed?” Wanda asked Sue. Sue shrugged and bit into her apple once
more.


<==={}------------>


Deidra
caught him before he could get very far of course. They were in a tunnel in
between the outer and inner bailey. Fortunately the area was currently deserted
by the staff and overdressed noble peacocks. He was hesitant to kiss her so she
pinned his wrists to the wall behind him and backed him up until he felt the
cold stone press against his back. “Now what?” he demanded.


Her
eyes glittered in mischief. “Why, you’re my prisoner of course,” she said as he
put up token resistance. Her eyes glittered up to him and she nipped at his
shoulder, the only place she could get her mouth to since he was so tall.


“Oh
I am, am I?” he teased, looking down at her. She smiled up at him. It was a
feral smile, full of promises of what was to come in the evening. “What do I
have to do to earn my parole?” he asked softly.


“Oh
a kiss will do. For now,” she murmured huskily. He chuckled.


“Oh
is that all?” he asked. “Seems a hefty price,” he said leaning forward, eyes
glancing into hers and then down to her parting full lips. “And I guess you
demand it?” he asked. She grinned.


“Oh
you betcha as Wanda likes to say,” she said, and then her lips enveloped his.
He chuckled as her grip tightened on his wrists so he couldn't move. He let
himself go for the moment.


When
they heard footfalls the kisses stopped and she stepped back wiping at her
mouth with a hanky. He smiled politely and nodded to the guards as they passed.
When they were out and around the corner his arms reached out like a pair of
vipers to snag her and pull her into his embrace. “Now, what were you saying
about who is whose prisoner?” he demanded with a leer.


Her
eyes lowered slightly as she blushed and squirmed. “Same parole?” she asked. He
grinned and leaned down. “What do you think?” he murmured. Her twinkling eyes
met his just as their lips did. She couldn't quite smother a giggle though. She
loved sneaking around, she'd loved it in her youth, and it brought out the
passion in the male. This was fun, and even more fun knowing that everyone
expected it, but he was still resistant. Except right now of course, she
thought as their tongues twined.


<==={}------------>


“I
had a thought.” Ryans said looking over to Perry. Perry and Max were his third
stop before the court council. He had a lot to get done before this evening's
meeting.


“Dangerous
that is,” Perry said smiling. Ryans glowered. “Okay, elucidate your brilliance
oh wise one,” Perry said smiling.


“Smart
ass,” Ryans mock growled and then shrugged. “I was thinking about the pass.
We've been trying to figure out a way to get them supplies when there are a
hundred tons of supplies right there for them to use.”


“Ah...
I don't follow,” Perry's brows knit.


“The
cave sir,” Waters said sighing. “I should have thought of that myself.” He
shook his head in self disgust. “Probably put it out of my mind because of all
the useless junk we piled into it.”


“Useless
on the go, not so now,” Max said indicating the castle. “They could use the
construction equipment to rebuild and reinforce the wall for instance.”


“True,”
Waters grudgingly admitted. “So you want to send a scout up the trail to grab
what they can? I'm a bit leery about letting them go digging through all our
stuff. Look what happened the last time we trusted a local yokel with our
gear,” he grimaced. The others did as well.


Ryans
nodded. “True. And it's not easy to find either. I was thinking more along the
lines of sending a LAV up there. Or sending Lewis and Sergio in the
ultra-light. They could land, rest, show the defenders where the gear is, and
then fly back with some supplies,” Ryans said thinking out loud.


Max
shook his head. “Way too far, no way,” he growled. Perry grimaced and nodded.
“The ultra-light has barely the range to go to the front and back. We're
staging it out of a road north of here as it is. The wall is twice as far and
is a bitch to land near.” Lewis had reported a couple of bumpy landings on the
wall road. The strip near the wall was a gravel road, a bit windy and pitched
in two directions making it tricky to land on.


“Besides,
there's no fuel or electricity on that end for the plane to use for resupply.”
Perry said nodding. “Lewis said she's lucky to get back as it is even empty.
LAV it is then. Now the question is who goes?” he asked rubbing his chin.


“Doctor
Roshenko can go, he's underutilized at the moment,” Waters replied. Ryans shook
his head.


“I
sent him up to the mines two days ago. He's supposed to get them sorted out and
set up a smelter.”


“Oh,”
Waters grunted in irritation. “What about Lieutenant Galloway sir? He's
recovered from his injuries Doc said.” He looked at the Lieutenant in earnest.
“He's a combat engineer too; he could tear into those defenses with a
vengeance. He's given the city engineer enough to mull on for the next decade
here.” He waved to the capital city.


Perry
nodded. “Good point. Him, a pair of locals to thicken things... maybe Edsfield
or Newban?”


“Edsfield
is our top sniper sir. We need him here teaching and when the battle starts.
Newban is leading one of the raiding teams. Silent Knights alpha I believe,”
Waters replied.


Perry
ran his hands through his scalp. “Crap. And everyone else is tasked,” Perry
grimaced in thought. He shrugged after a moment. “Okay, fourth slot can be
another warm native body or additional supplies,” he finally said. Waters
nodded.


“I'll
pass along the orders sir,” Waters replied jotting them down on his tablet.


“I'll
handle Galloway; you get the enlisted for him. And as much gear as that LAV can
safely carry,” Perry said making a note himself. “I'll tell Galloway to just
get the MRE's and weapons. We can come back for the rest when things settle
down.”


“Are
you really going to do what I think you're going to do?” Perry asked, turning
to Ryans. Ryans smiled.


“We've
got the confessions and I've been busy setting this up. I think turning the
baron into an object lesson will prevent a civil war and anyone else getting
any bright ideas. At least for the immediate future,” he said.


“Any
word on the King?” Perry asked. Ryans shook his head. Perry sighed. “I'll back
you up then.”


“Thanks,”
Ryans said with a nod. “Doubt I'll need it but it's good to know,” he said with
a wan smile.


<==={}------------>


Outside
the royal court Rojer distanced himself from the baron. His sources in the
castle had told him this morning that two of the fool's assassins had lived and
confessed. He was certain Muchinson was on borrowed time and did not want
anything splattered on him by association.


“Is
he... is he wearing armor? And armed? In the royal court?” Serena demanded. “Is
he mad?” she said aghast.


“He
is indeed,” Rojer said, holding her tightly and keeping her from going to him.
She looked up to him. He sighed softly. “We must let things play out as they
may my dear. It's too late to put an end to it. Too late indeed,” he murmured.


She
stared up at him for a long moment and then down to the baron. The baron turned
away, alone and sullen. She turned again to see the gaijin leader approaching.
He too was in armor and armed. She bit her lip and looked up to her husband
once more.


He
cradled her hand gently. “Shall we my lady?” he asked, pushing her gently to
the line of courtiers by the door. She bit her lip and allowed herself to be
herded.


<==={}------------>


Later
in the evening Ryans and Perry attended the council meeting. The Queen and
court were there, all recovered from the last night's ball. The Baron caught
sight of him. The Baron's upper lip curled slightly. Ryans studied the man
coldly. Ryans had planned carefully for this encounter; he was wearing his
armor and sidearms under his favorite tan duster. The baron was also armored or
at least wearing chain mail under his outfit. He noted the chain mail when the
man shook hands with someone. His face twisted. “It won’t help him,” Perry
murmured at his elbow. “Glock will go right through that,” he said.


Ryans
nodded turning slightly to the lieutenant. “It's been confirmed? I thought the
silk was pretty strong with it.”  They'd tested the native silk. It was
the equivalent of Kevlar if woven tightly and layered properly.


“Only
when it's tightly woven like we do. Oh yeah it'll go through all right, not
quite like a knife through butter, but it will be enough to do the job. They
all said the same thing by the way. Muchinson and his steward set it up. Time,
money, location... the captain even got a pair of witnesses. Just picked up the
steward who spilled his guts too,” Perry shook his head.


Ryans
nodded. The council was called to order by a herald. The Queen dressed in black
finery and wearing a black veil assumed the dais before the throne. Grimly she
announced the King was dead, a few in the room were shocked, gasping and
swooning in distress. Even Perry and Ryans were thrown momentarily. Servants
moved around the edges of the room with bolts of cloth. He turned with the
others, watching and listening to the murmurs and rustling of cloth. Standards
were changed to black ones all around them. He looked over to some of the men
who stood to gain the most from this.


Muchinson's
eyes were alight. As the Queen began to speak he interrupted her. Nastily he
pointed out that both Zara and Deidra were unfit to inherit the Kingdom since
they had been soiled and dishonored. Most of his speech was drowned out by the
uproar from the crowd. Some were already arguing over who would become King.


Ryans
watched the girls' eyes flash dangerously. Zara looked down and away, biting
her lip and fighting tears. Deidra lifted her chin defiantly, one hand on her
belt knife. The baron continued on as the crowd parted around him. He spun
around, arms outstretched as if to encompass them all. “What we need is a true
leader, someone who has honor...”


“Like
you?” The contempt was dripping as Ryans laughed. The baron whirled in rage. “A
man who ordered a soldier poisoned? A so called man who sends seven assassins
in the dead of night to kill someone he's too afraid to kill himself?
That's your idea of honor?” he asked derisively. He stepped out from the crowd
as it backed away murmuring.


The
baron turned his back on Ryans. “I don't speak to gaijin. You shall soon learn
your place. Now heel like a good dog,” he sneered over his shoulder. “You have
no place here. Get you gone to whence you came.”


“Sure
thing,” Ryans said smiling grimly. “Just as soon as possible actually,” he
smiled grimly as the crowd murmured again. “But Princess Deidra and Zara did
nothing wrong. Wrong was done to them but they were not dishonored. None can
feel their shame more than they for not being able to stop their brother's
murder.” He looked at the baron in cold contempt, daring him to go on. He saw
Deidra's grateful gleam but ignored the heat in his loins. He stared at the
other man. His entire universe was focused on this moment. Everything was
riding on whether he'd planned right.


The
baron turned, lip curled. “Fool from a world of fools! They are dishonored for
their rape! Even now one is carrying a child of Duluth! How can any man lay
with them after that?” he said spitting and pointing to Deidra.


Ryans
chuckled. “I think you got your facts wrong. Doc gave them each a pill to
destroy the fetus if any existed just after the rapes,” he replied with just
the right hint of sneer in his voice and manner. He locked eyes with the baron
as the crowd murmured. The sounds grew for a moment and then faded as they
hushed to hear what was said next. “But then again, you probably know that
already. I'm curious who put you up to this? You're obviously too stupid
and inept to think this whole farce up yourself,” he smiled grimly as the
baron's face darkened; the shot went home nicely Ryans thought.


“Only
an imbecile would hire assassins to kill someone and meet them directly,” he
said, curling his lips in disgust. He watched that shot hit home as well.
"Just because I refuse to play the game doesn't mean I don't know how it's
played," he said again. "I just play by my own rules."


He
smiled grimly as the baron faltered and then sneered. “Torture to get a
confession against a peer is not binding.”


Ryans
chuckled. “Oh, no, not normally. But you see, they don't just have the
confession,” he said. He pushed a button on his phone. Speakers in the room
he'd set up earlier sprang to life. The recording of the assassins talking
about Muchinson paying double as they attacked Ryans was played. Many gasped.


“There
is that, and the fingerprints on the money and weapons you gave them. The
witnesses also and lastly, they didn't have to torture your steward. He fell
all over himself confessing when he was arrested this afternoon.”


That
made the baron's eyes widen in fright his nostrils dilated as his face colored
in rage and fear...  He'd wondered where Yori had gone. “You insult me
sirrah, you insult my honor,” he growled. He waved, throwing back his cloak.
His right hand rested on the pommel of his sword. “Send for your arms sirrah
for you will die this day.”


Ryans’
lips writhed as Deidra made her way through the crowd. “No, I have them even
now, as you do,” He cocked his head to the armor as he brushed the duster back,
clearing his sidearm’s. “Chain mail under your clothes, nice.” He took off his
jacket revealing his dragon skin armor and weapons. “Gee what a coincidence,”
he smiled a cold feral smile. “But mine are a lot more modern and
tougher than yours,” he said snidely as the baron drew his sword.


“This
is a duel of honor, none may interfere,” the Baron said in a ringing voice,
looking about to the guards and then the Queen. None objected.


“Sure.
Only one thing,” Ryans pulled his pistol out and thumbed the safety off. “You
are out classed and out gunned,” he said. He took the second Glock out and
thumbed its safety off. The baron charged immediately, sword outstretched to
skewer him. Ryans raised his pistols and fired. The first shots hit the baron
in the chest throwing him back. Then one smashed between his eyes. Brains and
blood splattered the crowd. Women screamed and cringed in terror as the baron
fell. More than one person was covering their ears, their mouths open in an "Oh"
of shock.


Ryans
waited a moment there looking around at the crowd. He caught Deidra’s shocked
look, as well as the Queen's. What, they thought they had a monopoly on
violence? he thought to himself in cold amusement. Sure, he'd just killed a
man, he wouldn't have any qualms over it though, the bastard had it coming.
Several people were retching and vomiting. The air was filled with the stink.
Slowly his arms fell to his sides. His nose wrinkled as the body voided itself.
“Well, he did say personal arms,” he said grimly. He walked over and put his
foot on the baron's body.


“Anyone
else have a problem with me or the honor of the royal house?” he asked into
sudden thundering silence. He hefted one of the pistols, the other arm went
across his body, pistol pointed down at the fallen body. “Hmm?” he asked
pointedly, looking around the crowd with cold shark like eyes. “The ladies did
nothing wrong. They survived and will be stronger for it over time.” He nodded
to each then returned to scanning the crowd. Deidra's eyes gleamed and she
nodded to him.


“Anyone
who has issue with that, or with me, come forward now or forever hold your
peace.” he said distinctively. He waited a beat. Only a ringing silence
answered him. The expression you could hear a pin drop echoed in his mind. “I
thought not,” he smiled grimly. “Now, you all know I'm from another world. You
call me a gaijin. And some of you insist I take charge to help protect you in
this dark time.” He smiled grimly at the word play. “Fine, but here's the
thing. I do things my way. Got it?”


 He
looked around catching and locking eyes on each of the opposition leaders one
by one until they ducked away. Duke Troy nodded, fully ready to support him and
the Queen. “My rules, my way. The Queen is your ruler and I respect her.
Take it or leave it,” he smiled grimly as the crowd murmured quietly but none
stepped forward. He nodded once more. “Some of the things I do you will not
like. In fact I can guarantee you won’t,” he smiled wickedly. This had
even the pale nobles starting to color as they recovered and digested his
words. Deidra glanced at her mother uncertainly.


“Others
will be interesting for you, and your descedents. Like treating or curing many
diseases you've been afflicted by, and doing our best to end hunger and starvation,”
he continued on, ignoring the looks. The crowd murmured and then stopped. “But
when we are done your Imperium will be the strongest in the world. Duluth will
find that out the hard way shortly,” he said determination etched into his
being. He smiled again grimly.


The
murmurs grew, then cheers broke out. After a moment someone started clapping,
then another and another until the entire room was thundering with applause.
Some of it was polite, politicians who were going along with the masses. That
was fine in his book he thought as he surveyed them, locking each who didn't
look too happy into his memory. He nodded tightly as he holstered his guns and
then as the crowd began to settle he bowed to the Queen. “Your majesty you were
saying?” he said politely, voice returning to normal. All eyes turned to her as
the voices faded.


She
cleared her throat in the silence. Her white make up didn't go at all well with
her black dress and veil Ryans thought. She bowed her head slightly to Ryans,
pursing her lips. She was shaken by the turn of events, but hid it well. “I
think a recess is in order for the moment.” She nodded again and then turned.


The
Queen had them recess for a few moments as servants arrived to carry the body
of the baron away and air out the room. The courtiers retired to the outer
vestibules and the courtyard for air and light discussion. In the interim
Deidra got to Ryans and hugged him. “Are you okay?” he asked stroking her hair
gently. He knew he had some back spray on him from the baron but at that moment
he didn't give a damn if she didn't.


She
looked surprised. “Me?” she asked, mouth curving into a smile. Her fierce eyes
softened.


He
smiled back. “Yeah you missy, I know he hurt you with that bull pucky.”


She
nodded looking away then hugging herself to him once more. “Thanks,” she said
softly. He nodded. “My hero,” she murmured teasing him. He chuckled softly as
she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. A few nearby caught sight of
this and murmured. She caught a few of their expressions and then smiled a
little coquettishly as they turned away and started to murmur. She whispered in
his ear “Well done.”


He
smiled again as they broke the embrace and then grimaced at the gossips
clucking away and shooting sidelong glanced their way. “Like hens,” he sighed.
“It'll be all over the castle before long,” he griped. She chuckled. He wanted
to hold her and kiss her but restrained himself. His voice softened. “I'm sorry
about your dad. I know it's hard losing a parent.”


She
nodded, eyes down, fighting tears. “It was his time,” she murmured. “I know the
doctor did what she could. For him to live as long as he did after the first
attack...” she sighed.


He
sighed as well, massaging her back. He knew he smelled of cordite and blood but
she didn't seem to mind. “I wish we could have done more. Maybe someday we'll
be able to,” he grimaced. “I'm sorry if I overstepped my bounds with that.” He
indicated the servants hefting the body. One had the late baron by the legs,
one leg tucked under each armpit. The other guy had his head turned away as he
carried the dripping top end. Bits dribbled out from under the rags covering
what was left of his head. The man gagged, turning green and manfully struggled
with his burden. They maneuvered the body out the door and away into the
courtyard. Nobles parted and fluttered fans in their faces as the men and body
passed them.


“What?”
she asked looking up to him after the body passed. He grimaced turning back to
her. Their eyes met.


“I
know you can and will fight your own battles. If I stepped on your toes I
apologize,” he said.


Her
eyes went wide for a moment and then her lips curved in a sexy smile. “Thank
you for that as well. It's traditional for a man to defend a woman's honor
though,” she said with just a hint of mischief in her voice. Mother had told
her to bind this man to her side, defending her honor was one way.


His
eyes glittered. “Traditions be damned. I know you can take care of yourself,”
he growled. He smiled down at her. “I saw what you could do in the courtyard
remember? If I hadn't gotten a hold of him first you would have,” he said. She
blushed again and looked away. “Right?” he teased. After a moment she stepped
on his foot and bit her lip before she reluctantly nodded. He chuckled.


“So
why did you intervene?” she finally asked.


“Cause
I just killed him. You would have chopped him into little bits and had fun
doing it,” he replied chuckling. “You would have made him suffer. Not something
that would help you in the long run.”


“Ah,”
she said thoughtfully as she nodded. He was a wily one, smart, able to think
and plan the long game. Yes, mother was right, he'd do. She had to be the soft
one, had to be tough but fair, and approachable. He was destined to be the hard
fist, fear was a great motivator of people, and it kept them honest she knew.
Softly she guided him away from the spot he had been standing on so the
servants could clean up the mess on the floor.


<==={}------------>


Duke
Rojer held his wife, more for her support than his. He'd underestimated the
gaijin, he admitted that. The baron obviously had, obviously underestimated the
support the gaijin threw to the Queen. The baron... could his actions have
precipitated this? He wasn't certain. What he was certain of was that he was
heartily glad this gaijin Ryans had interrupted the baron before the fool could
have nominated him for the throne. That would have been disastrous. He would
have been forced into a civil war, or been put to death right then and there to
prevent one.


“What
do we do?” Serena asked softly.


“Nothing.
Nothing at all. We prepare for war and do as we're told for now,” he murmured
in her ear as he stroked her hair. There will be time enough for other things
when the dust had settled.


“It
was so brutal, so shocking,” Serena said, clearly shaken. He grunted.


He'd
seen men die of course; he'd killed a few in his time and put some to death.
And of course he'd ordered men and women put the death. “Is that how the battle
will go?” Serena asked.


“I
don't know,” he ground out. For once he feared for the future, what it would
bring once these new weapons became common among the royal army. No force could
stand against them, of that he was certain. It was terrifying, knowing that he
couldn't resist such might. He had to swallow his pride.


“You'll
need to show your support,” Serena murmured to him, looking up into his eyes.
He nodded. “Sign the gaijin treaty. It will smooth things over with them and
they will eventually let down their guard,” she murmured.


“I...”
He thought about it briefly and then shrugged mentally. “All right,” he said
grudgingly.


“I
must write baroness Muchinson. Anna must be told of her husband,” Serena said
with a moue.


“I
do not envy you that task love,” Rojer said, hugging her.


“She
is gravid with another child. That is why she didn't come to court,” she said.
Which was true but the baron of course had his own reasons for getting his wife
pregnant. And Anna had her own reasons to stay behind. Both were surprisingly
similar. He didn't want her to see him having affairs with other women, and she
didn't want to see it either. And with her pregnant he assumed she wouldn't be
interested in trysts of her own. What fools men could be, Serena thought,
turning away slightly to see the gaijin. “They have wrought great change in
such a short time. I wonder what else they have in store for us?” she murmured
as the gaijin officer approached his leader.


“I
don't know,” Rojer said. He looked into the future and shuddered. “I just don't
know,” he murmured.


<==={}------------>


“Well,
that was a bit overdone,” Perry said grimacing as he caught up with Ryans.
“Indiana Jones has nothing on you,” he teased.


Ryans
shook his head. Deidra had been called away to consult with her mother and
sister for the moment. “You didn't think I had it in me?” he asked.


Perry
shook his head. “Well, it's done now,” he sighed. He hadn't honestly thought
that Ryans could kill in cold blood. Technically he didn't, the other man had
been armed and had lethal intent but seeing Ryans in action had tripped up his
mental image of the civilian once more.


Ryans
shrugged it off. He knew what Perry was thinking, what some of the others were
thinking. It really had all the hallmarks of an execution in many ways, all
ways but one really. “You expected me to go up against a master swordsman? Like
I said, I play on my own field, with my own tools,” he smiled grimly. “I know
better than to play with a sword. Liable to cut myself with the damn thing as
it is,” he said, turning away in mock disgust.


Perry
snorted. “Probably, you're just lucky none of those shots killed anyone in the
crowd.”


Ryans
winced. “Don't remind me,” he breathed. Now that it was over and done with the
very thought appalled him. He should have taken it outside, away from the
crowd. He threw his hands up, ignoring the flash of nausea. “Yeah, I screwed it
there. Just remember, it was you that suggested using the guns,” he said eying
the officer. Perry snorted.


“So
where did you learn to shoot like that?” Perry finally asked. He'd been meaning
to ask about that since last night.


Ryans
smiled in fond memory. “My granddad, he took me in after my parents died. He
and grams, He was a vet. Korean vet. Nam too, though he didn't talk about that
much. He was gung ho though, a real gun nut. He really loved the service and
pushed for me to go into the military.” He snorted at the thought. At one point
he'd seriously considered it. His not joining wasn't the act of defiant
independence his grandfather had alluded to; it had been a logical decision on
his part. “Even had me in a military summer camp at one point, till I got wind
it was teaching some people white power militia crap and put my foot down,” he
growled. Perry scowled and reluctantly nodded. He'd heard about crap like that
from the grapevine.


Ryans
grimaced. “I don't like anyone force feeding me religion or bigotry. Granddad
didn't believe me at first till I showed him a sermon I recorded with my
camera. His friend was the camp owner, boy did they have words!” He laughed in
memory at that rather spectacular blow up. He shrugged the thought aside.
“Needless to say I got some training, but I was turned off. Loved military
history, tactics, military strategy games, even a few FPSs but I fell in love
with electronics more.”


“Ah,”
Perry nodded. “And with your bucks...”


Ryans
nodded and smiled a half smile. “Exactly. I started in junior high school.
Granddad was pushing for me to be into football and ROTC, but I got into
electronics and programming. I got into the college classes and the engineering
challenges, I loved the robotics challenges! When I turned sixteen I started
selling stuff to teachers and students and on the web. We had a big row when he
found out I wasn't playing his play book... Till he saw me doing my
accounting,” he snorted in memory once more. His grandfather's expression had
been priceless. He hadn't known the old man's eyebrows could go that high or
his jaw could drop that low. Of course the number of zeroes in his check book
had something to do with it. Ryans hadn't had access to the insurance money,
just his allowance. But he'd turned that little nest egg into quite a hefty
profit for himself. “He thought it was math homework till I explained what it
was. I had to show him my bank statement. When he finally caught on he
reluctantly came around,” he smiled fondly. Reluctance was the key thing.
Gramps had been a grump for a long time.


“Maybe
gram had a talk with him. I'm not sure,” he said after a moment and then
shrugged. It was a moot point anyway, long past the time or relevance.


“Why
did you stay with them?” Perry asked.


“Oh,
I had family on the other side, mom's family. There was even a big custody
battle over me. I found out when I was fifteen. It had dragged out for three
years. When I was made to go to court I made it clear to them, the money is in
escrow till I turn eighteen then its' mine,” he smiled grimly. “You
should have seen them back away after that. We were ah, just looking out for
your welfare,” he snorted using air quotes. “Yeah right, I always wondered
about the expensive gifts and the talks they tried to give me. Tried to get me
to say crap about grams and granddad.” He shook his head. Of course after that
court appointment the gifts and concerned calls had dried up overnight.


“Ah
well, over and done with now.” He looked over to the Queen. She was pale even
under the makeup. He wasn't sure if it was because of the events or the over
use of makeup medieval societies used. She looked like death warmed over...
paper white. He shook his head. Deidra and Zara had the right idea, borrowing
make up from Wanda, Charlie, or Doc. She looked more natural, not a Victorian
caricature or a doll.


“Talk
about the mother-in-law from hell,” Perry snorted nodding to her.


“Yeah,
I think she just got a wake up call that everything's not going to go as easily
and neatly as she thought though,” Ryans said as he smiled grimly, looking over
to the Queen and nodding politely to a courtier facing them. She turned away
and fanned herself. “At least I hope so.”


Perry
nodded. “So you’re staying?”


Ryans
turned, catching a view of the town below. A slow wave of black mourning flags
and banners was spreading outward with the castle at the center. He turned away
from the sight. “Oh hell, I dunno, I don't want to,” Ryans sighed. “But
I'll get our people home safe. Or try. I dunno beyond that, I guess I'll have
to play it by ear and burn that bridge when I come to it,” he vowed as he
grimaced. Perry nodded.


<==={}------------>


Two
days later he tried to keep from scowling as they walked down the main road
through town. The funeral procession was decked in black. Mourners lined both
sides of the road also decked in black or dark brown. The King was laid out on
a carriage for all to see. He looked peaceful, arms crossed on his chest
holding a sword. He was dressed in his armor, with his shield against one
thigh. White alien flowers framed his body.


The
court walked behind the carriage in order of importance. They were arrayed
according to rank, with the Dukes immediately behind the royals, and then on
and on through the various ranks. Each of them were subdued, none had lashed
out for fear of Ryan's wrath. Indeed Duke Rojer had even gone so far as to
finally sign the gaijin treaty. Others who had also held out had also signed
it, publicly regretting the oversight.


All
were dressed in black; all were quiet, reflecting on the event and what the
future entailed. They marched to the slow beat of a drum. Ryans glanced over
his shoulder to see the soldiers. There were a lot of them, some forming
perimeter security, others marching in respect to their fallen sovereign.


The
Queen had insisted on using the new troops and weapons. To disguise their true
purpose it looked like Perry had ordered them to fix bayonets. Anyone without
knowledge of gunpowder would assume they were some sort of spear or club from a
distance. They weren't taking any chances of a spy in the rank and file of the
spectators getting word back to the enemy of just how many they really had.


He
turned his eyes to the heavy, leaden sky with a sigh. Perfect weather,
downright dreary. It was going to rain, you could feel it. A big rush of
humidity the day before followed by a sudden sharp drop in temperature and
clouds darkening the sky from horizon to horizon. He felt a rustle as a puff of
wind blew through the procession, making the light silk muslin ruffle and snap.
After a moment he felt the first drops of mist on his arms.


“Perfect,”
he muttered to himself as they walked. He glanced up to the various people on
the street and in the windows. They made their way to the town square where a
bonfire was set up.


Workers,
also dressed in black moved the King's body to the fire. The mourners filled
the square, ringing the pile.


The
Queen looked out over the assembly then took his hand. Carefully he helped her
up the stairs to stand on the platform. Both daughters joined her.


“Let
us bow our heads in memory of King Andreas, a wise and just ruler...”


Ryans
bowed his head, trying to ignore the speech. When it was concluded he looked up
to see Zara's face streaked and wet despite being downcast. He couldn't blame
the girl, it was hard. The rain was really coming down now, her hair was limp
and damp, despite the black shawl.


The
seneschal handed her a torch. She gulped, looked at it, and then appealingly
looked to her mother and sister. Her sister nodded taking the torch. She hefted
it high into the air. There was a hush from the audience.


“May
he continue to watch over his subjects and forever be remembered. The just
shall prevail!” she thundered. A crack of thunder echoed as the rest of her
words were drowned out. She turned and looked to her mother the Queen.


Her
mother nodded. Together they held hands and thrust the torch into the straw
pile. After a brief moment it caught. It burned lightly for a moment then
started to go out.


Max
stepped forward and held up a plastic jug. “Here, use this princess. But be
careful. Step back cause it packs a wallop.”


Deidra
smiled politely in thanks and bent to take the jug. She took the cap off and
then sniffed it. She wrinkled her nose and shot a glance to Ryans who shrugged.


She
sprinkled a few drops on the dying embers. Suddenly they flared into a bluish
flame. She smiled and then sprayed some off to one side where the fire had yet
to catch.


Then
she handed the jug to her sister who reluctantly did the same on her side. As
the fire crackled it caught up to the alcohol soaked straw and ignited into a
bright flame. Hastily the women backed away from the blazing heat.


Ryans
helped them down the stairs then backed away. He felt Deidra next to him. He
looked down to see her face streaked with tears. He felt her hand sneak into
his and he nodded. Gently he took her into his arms. She sobbed softly as he
stroked her wet hair. He took his jacket off and put it over her shoulders. The
act seemed to further her grief. Her hands clutched at it for a moment and then
him in seemingly desperation. Servants were trying to shield prominent people
with black umbrellas but apparently he wasn't the only one to wave them off.
The Queen and Zara however huddled together in a knot of misery.


Zara
hugged her mother, both stared into the fire as it roared, consuming her
father.
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Perry
nodded to the old Asian man watching the men working out in the courtyard
below. The visitor had a long gray beard. His hair was done up in a top knot.
His white robe had a lotus painted on it. His arms were clasped behind his
back. He was the picture of an Asian master.


“Can
I help you with something old timer?” Perry asked amused. He wasn't comfortable
about having a civilian watching their training. Right now a group of Silent
Knights, the native equivalent of army Rangers were in hand to hand training.


The
old man turned and gave him a look then went back to watching the men below. A
girl dressed in what looked like a traditional Chinese outfit came over and
tugged on the old man's arm. He turned and she said something in an Asian
language that the translator didn't quite catch fast enough.


The
old man gave her a look and then patted her arm politely before he looked at
Perry. He cocked his head as the girl stood behind the man and touched her
black braided hair. “Something you want to let me in on?” he asked.


“You
are commander of gaijin?” the elder asked.


“The
military commander,” Perry nodded.


“How
you know...” He pointed to the Gunny doing katas.


“The
Gunny?” Perry asked. The elder frowned. “Oh you mean the martial arts?” he
asked making the connection.


“Indeed,”
the man said nodding, returning his hands to the folds of his robe.


“Well,
this is American military grade martial art they are teaching. Gunny Paris is
our resident expert on martial arts. He's studied Kung Fu, Jujitsu, Taijutsu,
Karate, and a few others,” Perry explained. He shrugged as the Asians looked at
each other.


“Problem
Lieutenant?” the Gunny asked coming over as his assistant took charge of the
class. Perry tossed him a towel. The noncom caught it and tucked it under one
arm. The Gunny nodded politely to the girl and then came to attention and gave
a deep bow to the elder.


“Konnichi
wa sensei.”


“Konnichi
wa,” the elder replied, bowing. “But I believe you are a sensei as well?” his
eyes twinkled.


“I
still have a lot to learn,” the Gunny said nodding to the student. “I learned a
bit of karate under Sensei Oshido in Japan when I was on tour there,” he said.
He gave the floundering Lieutenant a look.


“Ah,”
the elder said nodding.


“They
teach... the forbidden arts to gaijin now?” the student asked, clearly
nonplussed. Her hands went to her sides and balled into fists.


Gunny
Paris took in her outrage and his welcoming smile cooled slightly. “Things
change over time miss. Martial arts were exported to other countries for many
years after the last world war. There are hundreds of styles now,” the Gunny
replied.


“Indeed,”
the elder said nodding. He stroked his beard with a wrinkled hand. “Such things
do happen. Like the weather, time changes all,” he bowed slightly to the Gunny.


“And
we must change with it or be overwhelmed,” the Gunny replied. “Supple as a
willow yet as strong as iron Sensei always told us.”


“Ah.
Indeed, You had a wise teacher,” the elder nodded.


“You
are the capital's grand master?” the Lieutenant asked. The elder smiled
briefly, his eyes twinkled.


“I'd
be honored with a bout sensei,” the Gunny said and bowed again.


“Indeed,”
the elder murmured. The elder stopped stroking his beard then went over to one
end of the mat. The students moved away. The assistant looked to the Gunny. The
Gunny waved him away.


“Three
falls out of four Sensei?” the Gunny asked as he strode over to the other side
of the mat.


“As
you wish,” the master said. His hands went to his sides. His body went into a
horse stance. The Gunny looked him over then bowed politely.


“Let's
keep this clean without too much breakage okay?” the Lieutenant said wearily.
He held up a hand then dropped it.


<==={}------------>


“Age
and treachery versus youth and strength,” the Gunny said smiling. He had a
spectacular set of bruises on his throat and arm. He knew that the elder had
pulled a few of his punches but they still hurt like hell.


“Not
bad,” the elder said, panting as well. “I have not had such a bout in many
years. You are worthy,” he said. He nodded. The Gunny bowed again.


“Indeed,”
he said then smiled. “We'll have to do it again sometime.” The elder chuckled
then rubbed the small of his back.


“Sometime
yes, but old bones do feel aches in time,” the elder replied dryly. His student
was both awed and concerned for her master's welfare. Perry chuckled softly at
that.


“Perhaps
you and your student could aide in the martial arts training grand ah...
Sensei?” Perry asked. The grand master gave him a look.


The
Asian master looked old, old and torn for a moment as he stroked his beard,
looking away in deep thought. “For generations this has been a secret of our
people. Guarded and only used in defense.” The elder looked around. His student
was stiff. “But times have changed. We must defend our home or be overrun by
the barbarians. I will help you,” he said. He nodded.


“But
master...” the girl protested, hand up. He gave her a quelling look. She froze
then her hand and head dropped. “Yes sensei.”


“We
can make arrangements for what you need and where you would like to train. I've
put in for a dojo, but it's not a priority now. Perhaps we can change that?”
Perry asked glancing to the Gunny and then to the master. The grand master
nodded.


“Indeed
and perhaps in participating in this we shall reduce the number of thugs on the
streets?” the elder said smiling slightly. His student twitched. The Gunny
nodded.


“It
would be helpful. Not everyone has the ability to learn as well as your student
sensei. Teaching a few moves to... police and others would aide in that problem
as well.” He shrugged at Perry's much put upon look. “What? It's on the to-do
list you know.”


“I
know,” Perry sighed. “Awfully long list,” he grimaced.


“Gets
even longer every day sir,” the Gunny smiled as the elder and his student retreated.
The elder moved with stately grace, hands tucked behind him in his robe. The
student followed at the appropriate spacing.


“Think
he'll be an asset?” Perry asked softly.


“Oh
hell yes sir, I know so,” the Gunny replied checking an elbow. “He's good, very
good. A little shy on a few of the newer moves, but he's got the techniques
down to beyond art level.” He shrugged. “Besides, I heard his dojo was in the
Asian temple that got burned down in a fire a year ago. He's been stuck in a
flat in the slums. Getting a master of his caliber out and back where he can
make a difference is important.”


“Indeed
it is,” Perry nodded. “Just as long as we don't take in too many charity
cases,” he replied and then frowned.


“Think
of him as a civilian consultant sir,” the Gunny shrugged. “Besides, this way I
can spend a bit more time with the Silent Knights on other tasks.”


“There
is that,” Perry nodded grudgingly. “All right, set it up. I'll see what I can
do about a dojo.”


“And
training mats,” the Gunny sighed, rubbing the small of his back. Hitting the
flagstones had been painful. “Definitely training mats, maybe a hot tub too.”


“Well,
you're the fool who went up against him. I wasn't about to,” Perry chuckled.
The Gunny grinned.


“Pleasures
worth the pain sir,” he said and then groaned. “I can't wait to tell my
grandkids someday.”


“Let's
hope so Gunny,” Perry said, slapping the Gunny on a bruised shoulder. The
noncom winced and then shrugged it off.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur's
eyes lit as he read the latest spy report. “So, the King is dead. Long live the
King,” he said tapping his own chest as he grinned savagely.


Uuôden
glanced at the other lords. Some were new to this ambition, others were wary.
Some were eager for the conquest but aware that their opponents were almost
done marshaling their forces. The fight to come would be vicious and they were
low on supplies. Also none had been able to pry out the men holding the pass
closed, though several cohorts had tried. None had been successful in the
effort and few of the men tasked with the mission had returned.


They
were beginning to question his leadership, Uuôden realized. He was loyal to his
King, he had to be, and it was all he had left. But he could see madness in
Art’ur, there was too much there now, he had too much invested to back down and
retreat. All he could hope for was that the Imperium would be somehow crushed.


“The
spies say they are waiting for the rains to dry out before they set fires,”
Art’ur said, scanning the document as he read out loud. He scowled. “They
should have set them before!” he snarled.


“If
they had the rains would have put them out my liege,” Uuôden replied.


“Perhaps,”
Art’ur said. He caught the look between Wedst and Fargut. Both were concerned
about the dealings and events. “Perhaps not. Order them to double their
efforts. And tell them not to attempt to kill the gaijin. We want them. They
will be useful.”


“Aye
my lord,” Uuôden said, feeling relief. There were only a handful of spies in
the capital and none were ready to try something so foolish. Not after the
reports of the attempt on the gaijin leader's life and how it had ended. A
mighty warrior indeed to have killed five out of seven alone.


“Leave
me. We must find a way to break this cursed siege. Emroy will pay dearly for
thwarting us. I'll make him eat his own child's entrails as I watch,” Art’ur
snarled as the lords filed out. Fargut stiffened and shot a concerned look over
his shoulder at Art’ur. Fortunately for him Art’ur was looking away. Fargut
recovered himself and quickly exited.
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“We
could have used the Colonel right about now,” Perry said eying the map.


“I
was wondering about that, what was a bird colonel doing in this one way
mission? Sounds like something from Stargate,” Ryans replied smiling politely.


“He
volunteered actually. Right after he got a long lost promotion,” Waters said
shrugging.


“Ah,
so the bird of paradise squatted on his shoulder and he decided to play
adventurer in payment?” Ryans asked. He wrinkled his nose at the thought as
Waters snorted. “That doesn't fit with what granddad said about brass. Usually
you get that high up you're less likely to stick your neck out. Shining a seat
with their asses and trying to kill the grunts with mounds of paper cuts.”


Waters
snorted again. “Cute. That shining a seat thing... He get that from Rambo?”


Ryans
grinned. “Granddad had a thing for movies with CMH vets in it. Walker Texas
ranger too,” he replied and then shrugged. “I'm not sure if it was because he
identified with them since he was one, or just liked the attention others were
giving to them.”


Water's
eyes narrowed. “Hmmm. Didn't know your granddad was a CMH winner.”


“Korea,”
Ryans answered. “His favorite movie was Heartbreak Ridge. He said they did a
pretty good job with it. Even got the dumb ass officers...” He nodded to Perry.
“Present company excepted,” he teased. Perry snorted a reply. “And the whole
party atmosphere of the seventies and eighties just right. He said the military
was royally screwed up back then. A lot of druggies and crap, it's why he got
his thirty in and got out.”


Waters
nodded, and then paused. “Forest Gump?” he asked with a suspicious up curved
lip.


Ryans
chuckled softly. “Gram's favorite, or so she said.” Perry eyed him and he
shrugged. “She said that's the real deal, dumb luck for a grunt,” he said,
grinning in memory of his grandfather's pained look. Perry chuckled softly. “Me
I think she liked it just to yank gramp's chain.”


“Typical
female,” Waters snorted.


“What
about you LT? How come you're a butter bar and not a captain?”


Perry
grimaced. “I had a bad OER.”


“Officers..?
“


“Evaluation
Report,” Waters filled in nodding to Perry. He'd used the noncom grapevine to
get a handle on all his people of course so he knew something about it.
Unfortunately the scuttlebutt had been bereft of details.


“Yeah,
I kinda, ah, decked my superior officer,” Perry admitted. He grimaced as the
other two men hooted in surprise and appreciation.


“Surprised
you weren't court martialed sir!” Waters said laughing.


“Ah,
well, there were extenuating circumstances. The bastard was sleeping with my
wife,” he replied and grimaced. That sobered Ryans and Waters. “She told me in
a dear John letter while I was in Iraq. He was back at base shuffling papers. I
got a temporary leave and decked the SOB in the officers' club,” he said and
then grimaced once more. “She was right there with him at the time.”


“Ah.
Well, that explains it,” Waters said nodding. There was a big rule within the
military ranks. Don't sleep with another man's wife. Trust was a big issue; you
needed to trust your chain of command and the men and women around you.


“Broke
the fucker's jaw,” Perry growled.


“Good.
Good for you sir.”


“Damn
right,” Ryans agreed nodding. “Now, if you'll excuse me the royal cabinet has
called me in for a meeting. They want to discuss forming a new government.”


“In
the middle of a war? Are they nuts?” Waters demanded.


Ryans
chuckled as he got to the door. “You're just now noticing Master Sergeant?” he
asked as a parting shot.
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“The
problem is where and how to start. Do you have a plan?” Duke Troy asked amused.
He nodded politely to Ryans as the gaijin followed a page into the room. Ryans
took the indicated seat and nodded to the others around the table.


Ryans
looked amused as he entered the room. “It's the beginnings of one, several
actually,” he sighed. “For government? Set up the same as the British crown, a
constitutional monarchy with all the trimming.”


Troy
cocked his head, eyes narrowed suspicious. “And that entails?”  Ryans had
to remind himself that the man might be young and a crown supporter like Duke
Pryor but that didn't mean he was going to rubber stamp anything that took away
power from himself and his progeny.


Ryans
smiled tiredly. “A parliament for one, dual chamber. The first is the House of
Lords.” He gave a polite nod to the Duke. “Second is the house of commons.” He
winced, expecting a blow up.


The
Duke scowled for a moment then nodded slowly. “There are merchants who are
worthy. And others too.”


Ryans
smiled, gratified that the other man didn't shoot it down immediately. Of
course it didn't mean he agreed, but at least he was keeping an open mind.
“People like the da Vincis although they would be better spent working as they
are now. But as changes filter through to the populous, they will eventually
desire a voice. By giving it to them as a right now, it should forgo any nasty
revolutions or other mischief down the road.”


The
Duke nodded. “Wise, though it will be difficult to get the other lords to
accept.”


Ryans
smiled. “If I can get one reactionary old reprobate to do it, I'm half way
there,” he smiled as the Duke chuckled. “Education, both public and advanced
education will be a must. As will changes to farming, water... and other
things.” He shrugged. He wasn't ready to broach civil rights quite yet. The
princesses had done that already by returning the tablets to proper viewing and
reminding the lords of them.


“Tell
me; is it true that a person can farm an entire region on your world? On their
own? A peasant farm is only a couple of acres, and it takes up to eight to farm
it properly,” the Duke said studying him.


Ryans
nodded. “Farms, at least large farms are measured in thousands of hectares
where I am from actually,” Ryans chuckled at the Duke's shocked expression. He
wasn't sure if the translator got the scale right but it was apparently getting
the point across. “That's oh, millions of acres and yes, a handful of people
can manage it with the right equipment. Once we get the factories going and
equipment comes out, you'll be amazed.”


The
Duke nodded. “And medicine...”


Ryans
nodded as did the Queen. “A healthy well fed populace is key to preventing
problems and revolts. I want Doc, Wanda, Charlie, Tau, Senji, and Angie as well
as the others to get started on a child immunization project as soon as they
can hand off their current duties to their deputies.”


“Immunization?”
the Queen asked wary.


Ryans
smiled. “Curing or preventing many ailments, Chicken pox, measles, mumps, small
pox to name a few. Polio I heard is a bad thing here. On my world it was cured
over a century ago. It works best if done when a person is young so their
bodies can adapt easily. Many illnesses like polio strike when a person is
young. We also have some means of fighting off influenza and the common cold,
or at least making them easier to weather,” Ryans explained. The Queen and Duke
were wide eyed.


The
Duke looked away for a moment. “If you can do that,” his voice was husky and it
faltered. He paused and took a sip of alcohol. “If you can do that,” he
repeated then shook himself. The Queen rested her hand on his. He patted it
gently. “I lost my wife and son to a disease. If you can...”


“We
treasure our children. Each loss is heartbreaking,” the Queen murmured.


Ryans
smiled softly. “We'll do our best sir. You have my word.”


The
Duke nodded. “I'll support you.”
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When
the meeting was over he met with the others. “So far so good, I'm really
surprised the Queen has thrown her support behind this project,” he said. Which
was true. He had yet to work anything out with the Queen but so far she was
supporting him on this. Deidra had been quiet, busy with her own political
dealings.


Today's
discussion with the Duke was the first salvo in this project. He'd given the
Queen a lot to think about, and apparently Sue had primed the pump with
discussions of the British monarchy and how the United Kingdom and other nations
were set up. She'd apparently even given the Queen translated copies of the
British constitution. One of which had notes comparing the document with the
tablets the Imperium government had been originally based upon. He could see
Sydney's hand in that, obviously.


“Meddling?
Or something else?” Perry asked.


Ryans
smirked. “No the other one.”


“Ohh...
Yeah. Don't you remember it's a woman's prerogative to always be right...and to
change her mind?” Perry asked smiling to Sue. She stuck her tongue out at him
and he chuckled.


“Yeah,
I think I remember that from somewhere,” Ryans said dryly. “Typical female
logic, doesn't make any sense.” He shook his head mockingly.


Each
of the girls gave him a dirty look. He shrugged it off. “It makes perfect
sense,” Wanda growled dangerously.


He
held up his hands. “If you say so,” he said. “Of course you being female we're
back to that first part of that statement aren't we?” he teased. She glared. He
held up his hands smiling.


“That
I do,” she said giving him a knowing sniff then turning her back on him. He
made coo coo motions with his hands. Perry smirked. “I saw that,” Wanda
growled.


“Anyway,”
Ryans said, tom foolery settling down. “Troy is on board; he really liked the
provisions about the child immunization. I never knew he had a first wife and
son,” Ryans said shaking his head. Sue nodded.  “Pryor is on the fence.
She hadn't broached the subject with Rojer yet, and of course not with Duke
Emroy or Duke Sung.”


Perry
nodded. “And?”


“And
for now I'm going to try to keep a light hand on it. Just guide it but let them
deal with the nitty gritty on their own. Not be the tyrant forcing them to do
this in other words,” he said.


“Okay...”


“I
want to see just how committed they are to this. Besides, I've got other
projects,” Ryans replied.


“Including
a certain princess?” Wanda asked slyly. She'd finally caught on that the two
had not only broken the ice but had finally fallen for each other. Fallen
hard.”


“Maybe,”
Ryans replied with a chuckle.


“We've
got another problem,” Perry said.


“Oh?”
Ryans asked.


Perry
scowled. “Dragon,” he said, pointing up as a shadow and flapping wings
thundered overhead.


“Shit,”
Ryans said looking up in annoyance.
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Wanda,
Perry, Ryans, and others quickly hatched a plan to use fireworks to knock the
dragon from the sky. The giant flying predator had competition, wyverns
both big and small had arrived to scavenge the area.


They
set up on a hill, and during the dusk raid by the dragon fired off the
fireworks over the animal's head. The fireworks popped over head, forcing it
lower in surprise and confusion. Perry launched a Greek fire mortar; it arched
overhead and then burst above the dragon. It was sprayed with flaming tar.
Screaming in pain it fell to the ground as its wing sails and soft skin caught
fire. Grim and still terrified men of arms moved in to kill it by hand but
Perry waved them off. He tapped his radio and told Edison he was on. The sniper
took aim and carefully shot the dragon in the eye with his fifty caliber
Barrett rifle.


Brain
matter vomited out it's ears and the back of its skull. Its once great head
flopped to the ground as its body moved like a chicken with its head cut off
for a brief moment as its nervous system realized the central brain was gone.
Finally the dragon's thrashing settled to quivers as its body relaxed in death.
Footmen moved in to make sure, and then celebrated when they found the brain
matter and blood.


“Not
bad and we didn't have to use a modern rocket,” Ryans said smiling as the men
celebrated around them.


“It's
a lot better than trying to loft that net up with rockets like you planned,”
Perry said nodding.”And it gave us a chance to test the first mortar,” he said.


“True.
But I've got another idea for that,” Ryans said. He waved to the others. “Let
them take what they can, like the skull and trophies.” He turned to a nearby
assistant. “I want poles rigged with block and tackle set up here around the
carcass.”


“Ah.
I see what you have in mind,” Perry said nodding as the man ran off.


Ryans
nodded. “Good. I think it'd be a good idea to keep an eye out for anything that
comes knocking till we're ready,” Ryans replied watching the men. Some were
cutting into the carcass, severing claws while another group used a giant
lumber saw to cut through the neck. They were hacking and slashing, splashing
blue blood everywhere. The area was quickly swarming with flies and a reeking
stench.


“Yuck,”
Ryans said watching the men get blood splattered. Already the local insects
were swarming in thick clouds. “Nasty.”


“Wonder
if it tastes like chicken?” Perry asked. Ryans snorted.
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When
the wyverns were sighted overhead they pulled the men back. The poles
had been set up and lines run, all was set. The first beasts circled warily,
and then came down as the fires ebbed. They flapped their wings as they landed
on the carcass and then cawed and pecked at it. It reminded Ryans of oversized
buzzards fighting over a carcass.


“Let's
see how many we can get,” Ryans said watching the others circle. “Looks like
they let a small one land first to test it out.”


“Yeah.
Smart, let the young and stupid go first,” Perry said watching through his
NVGs.


After
an hour the carcass was swarming with insects and wyverns. A few were
fighting over choice bits. “Boss... I think we've got as many as we can
handle,” Perry said. He wasn't at all certain if this was going to work or not.


Ryans
nodded unseen. “Yeah. Let's do it.” He patted Answorth next to him on the
shoulder. The page turned and cupped his hands to his mouth to make a cawing
sound. He changed it to a hoot and then two caws.


“There
they go,” Perry said watching the lines go taught as they raced through the
block and tackle. Under the main lines the net spread out. It flew over the scavengers.
A few looked up at the growing menace, hissing and cawing. A few of the smaller
ones took wing. One got caught in the net and started to thrash. The thing was
an oversized upside down purse net, sealing them in.


“Coming
down,” Ryans smiled as the net got to its release point and then dropped. The
beast thrashing in it toppled onto the savage creatures below. The drawstring
tightened, enclosing the animals.


Alarmed
they tried to take wing but were trapped by the embrace of the net. Men raced
forward, some holding mallets, others stakes or spears. One ground a stake into
the ground waited for a man to hit it, then turned and looped the nearest
section of net around it.


One
man near a wyvern clawing it's way free of the net turned and slammed
his sledge home right on its skull. It was squished. Blood and brain matter
splattered the area. He grimaced but turned back to the stakes around him.


“Not
bad. Looks like the knight's creatures have enough food for a while...” Ryans
said with a grin.


“And
that should thin out the aerial menace until we can do that again,” Perry said
nodding. Ryans nodded and then yawned.


“Me
I'm off to bed. Most fun I've had in a while though,” he said. He was fairly
certain Deidra was probably pacing in his quarters thoroughly pissed and
worried. He smiled and waved to the men. “Good job!” he called as they cheered.
Grim men and women were already moving forward with sharpened knives,
pitchforks, and spears. Yup, he definitely didn't want to stick around for that
he thought as he and Answorth left.
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The
next morning Ryans was congratulated on the victory. Several of the younger
knights showed a sudden interest in the gaijin weapons, something they hadn't
before. Now they asked him why the gunpowder works were outside the city, and
in berms. “The berms aren't designed right for defense,” a knight complained.
“Shouldn't it be here in the city where it can be better protected?”


Perry
came over and explained that it was to protect the city in case the powder
exploded. He explained to the group that the powder they were currently using
had an unstable quality, it tended to explode when mishandled or exposed to
lightning or fire. “That stuff can go off if you pack it too hard too; it's
scary if you don't know what you’re doing. The berms are there to channel the
explosion up, away from the town and surrounding countryside.”


Wide
eyed the knights nodded. In court a count gave Ryans a hard time about the
political changes he sought. The count said they couldn't change the weather,
which amused Ryans.


“Actually,
we can seed clouds to make it rain. Or direct lightning away from buildings.
Which is what we've already done here,” he smiled politely to the old Dominus.
The count blinked in confusion. Ryans pointed to the window. He went over with
the count and others. He pointed to the highest tower in the castle, which now
sported a lightning rod and cable. He explained the purpose, and then pointed
to other tall buildings that now have them. “Some of these are radio antenna
too, but we have to have a lightning rod to protect the electronics and the
brittle roofs from electricity.”


“By
directing the energy into the ground, we can channel it away from the buildings
that can catch fire, and the people around them,” Ryans explained patiently.
The count seemed to simmer. Ryans smiled knowing he'd deflected the count's
initial attack but he wasn't quite done with his lecture just yet. “We can even
make tile, cement, or slate roofing shingles stronger than what you have, that
will last for decades and protect roofs even better than the wood and thatching
your serfs have now... but that's a side issue to the discussion at hand,” he
said and smiled politely. “Part of our tech is to learn to map and predict
weather. To know when a sudden frost is coming to warn the farmers so they can
save what they can... or to let them know when rain is coming, or if it will be
too much,” he said. Many nodded thoughtfully at that.


Several
people took turns to look out the window at the lightning rod. “It's such a
simple object, but effective. One of the founding fathers of my nation came up
with the idea after experimenting with lightning actually. Benjamin Franklin. A
great man, a great orator and inventor. He helped found my nation on the
principles of democracy and equality,” Ryans said. He bowed to several of the
lords. “Here her majesty is working towards a constitutional monarchy.”


“Just
what does that entail?” one of the lords in the back asked, eyes narrowed in
suspicion.


“Now
that we've streamlined the paper industry and expanded it, I'll see if we can
print up a translation of the Magna Carta, the British constitution and other
works for you to read and use as a template,” Ryans smiled. “To go along with
the tablets here,” Ryans said pointing to the tablets behind the dais and
around the room. The group looked up at them. Ryans smiled. “By building on
these and incorporating the concepts your ancestors have started and you their
descendants have built upon we will all assure a greater, brighter tomorrow for
your children and your children's children,” he said.


“The
crown doesn't need any more power!” one of the lesser lords yelled. Several
looked at him.


Duke
Pyror gave the man a long look. “I and Duke Troy have heard of this, and the
Queen is... intrigued,” he said. “As am I,” he rumbled when the man opened his
mouth once more. He looked around for a moment. “It would mean each of us; the
crown and the lords would give up some power, and gain others. Some things like
the parliament Ryans has mentioned, which is somewhat like the council we have
now, but better laid out, with each role clearly explained in written law, with
more laws governing it,” he said and then smiled politely, enjoying the looks
of shock coming from the lesser lords. They had expected him to be firmly
against it since he was an old lord. “I for one am willing to keep an open
mind,” he rumbled. Ryans bowed slightly to him in thanks.


“That
is what I ask now, to keep an open mind,” he said. He nodded to a page. The
page handed him a clipboard.
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“How
goes the manufacturing?” Ryans asked Max and Scooter later that evening. He
needed a distraction, that damn constitutional flap was eating up more and more
time when he could least afford to lose any time at all. Max shrugged.


“As
well as to be expected. It's like reinventing the wheel with some things,” he
sighed.


“Casting
isn't so bad, it turns out they knew about lost wax casting methods, we just
added a few modern twists with the sand and ceramics. Same with the sand
casting... Wanda and Charlie got a local bonding agent to work so we can use
it. Now that we've got it, it's all a matter of making the molds and stuff.”


“But
that's only part of the problem. We need the right materials for some things,
and we also need them for the dies for the parts that have to be stamped,”
Scooter said. “We also need rolls of thin gauge metals to stamp. Another
bottleneck,” he grumbled.


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “The metal has to be harder than what it's stamping?” he asked.


Max
nodded. “Got it in one. See I didn't get much into this when I worked in the
factory,” Max sighed sitting back and drinking his beer.


Scooter
eyed him. “You worked in a factory?”


“Detroit.
Engine parts for Ford. I was young and stupid, thought I knew it all,” Max
rumbled gruffly. He shook his head. “Dropped out of high school 'cause it was
boring to me, went to work for Mister Felding. He got me in at his factory
since my dad used to work for him before he died. I busted my tail for two
years on the factory floor. Had a ball for a little while, but the monotony of
the routine bored me to death. I found out everyone else wanted a diploma and
degree to move up, so I went to night school and got my GED.”


“Ah...so
you were versed in the factory the hard way, with hands on experience,” Scooter
nodded.


Max
returned the nod with one of his own. “Yeah and car mechanics also. I rebuilt
my first car when I was ten. It was the thing to do in Detroit. I was always
good with my hands but sucked at the whole book studies crap,” he said in
disgust and waved.


“Hands
on learning. Some people learn best that way. Show then teach,” Ryans nodded.


Max
grunted and looked at Scooter. “Right. Well, when the great recession hit I was
out of work like a lot of people. I got into trade school and ate up the hands
on stuff. Even found I could handle electronics too. That's how I ended up
working for him,” he said. He jerked a scarred thumb Ryans' way.


“Stamping
is a problem,” he said getting back to the subject at hand. “The metal of the
dies has to be harder and stronger to withstand the forces... and we have to
have presses that can also handle the stresses. It's a bitch. I was never
exposed to that sort of thing, figuring out stress tolerances and such back
then, so we're playing it by ear. So far the dies last about ten or twenty
strikes before they crack or crumble. Some of the stamps aren't all that great
either.” He scowled. They needed hard alloys, harder than what they currently
had available.


“Ah,
that explains why things are still going slow,” Ryans replied nodding.


“We've
got the muskets moved out to the cottage industry. Some of the Glock,
Springfield, Mortar, rocket launcher, and Winchester parts too. The easier
parts. The outer casing and a few of the inner parts were stamped, so you see
the problem,” Max said then drank his beer and took a mound of pretzel like
snacks up in his hand.


“So
you're going with the Winchester?” Scooter asked surprised. “Why not take one
of our MP-9s or other guns apart?”


“Cause
they're a bitch to make,” Ryans answered as Max tried to swallow. “A lot of
fine tolerances and the parts have to be made with the right mix of materials
or they would shatter under the strain. The last thing we want is to have
machine guns blowing up in our hands.”


Scooter
winced. They all remembered what happened to that kid with the Springfield.
“Ah. Good point,” Scooter said getting some pretzels himself.


“Also,
we need weapons that have good fire control. A repeating rifle is easier to
shoot for someone with this tech level, and it keeps their fire discipline to
manageable levels,” Ryans explained.


“No
spray and pray. Good,” Scooter nodded smiling. He was referring to the way some
people seemed to think they could just hold down the trigger, spray the entire
clip and hope muzzle lift didn't enter the equation. “That must make it easier
for the rounds too.”


“Right
up till some idjet gets a jam,” Max growled. “Winchester makes it easier to fix
too. We can train people on them. If we're on the subject of modern weapons
though, I'd rather make AK-47s than the American guns we've got. Patriotism is
all well and good, but the AKs are just hardier weapons.”


Scooter
gave him a surprised look then slow nod. “Yeah, saw that in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Bury it in the sand or mud, pick it up, rap it to get the barrel
clear and pull the trigger. Sumbitches were well built.”


“Take
a beating and keep on ticking,” Max said.


“That's
take a lickin' and keep on ticking you ignoramus,” Scooter replied chuckling.
Ryans smiled.


“The
Glock is working out though?” Scooter finally asked.


Max
frowned. The Glock, mortars, and rocket launchers were last minute additions to
the army's weapons chest. The mortars and rocket launchers were crude unguided
things but would be extremely valuable against knots of footmen or heavily
armored alien Titans. “Yes and no. Lot of stamped parts there, so we're having
bottlenecks. I've got about five that are finished. We were supposed to wait
and ship crates to the soldiers but Waters dropped in and snapped them up to
field test. He's going to drop by and give me his notes in a day or so,” Max
shrugged.


“Good,”
Ryans nodded. “So the molds worked?”


“Yup.
Took one apart, made the molds, and then sorted it out. Took a week to get the
bugs out of the molds. Once we did we made copies of the parts that can be cast
by the cottage industry folks. The whatdya call it, artisans.” He waved to
indicate the people in the town around them.


“The
brass is a bitch though; tin is still in short supply. Any way to get that
sorted out?” Max asked. Scooter gave Ryans a look.


Ryans
ran his hand through his hair then took a sip of his own beer. No he thought
Duke Sung had sent all he had and that bastard in the port was still holding up
the works. He grimaced. “Unfortunately, we're limited on that. There are minute
traces here and there that they mine, but the bulk comes from trade with an
island kingdom nearly a year's travel away. Most of what's on hand is what
we've got. We've got more in a port but there's a bastard holding up the
works.”


“Shit,”
Max grimaced.


“Yeah
tell me about it,” Scooter sighed. “Well, that sucks.”


“Yeah,
so we're using what we've got stockpiled...and then?” Max asked.


“We
instituted a recycling program. I've already got the pewter drive going
remember? Pay your taxes with used brass and pewter. We've also got to train
the soldiers to police their brass after a battle so we can clean and re-use
it.”


Max
and Scooter nodded. “Just as long as they don't try to collect it right after.
Damn things are hot.”


“Yeah,”
Ryans chuckled. “I'd imagine.”


“And
we've got to keep them from selling it. Or pocketing them as souvenirs,”
Scooter said dryly.


“Yeah,
that too,” Max grunted.
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Ryans
entered the chamber and paused near the door. There was a flash of lightning
then a rolling thunder. A few in the room looked up to the ceiling then back to
their scrolls.


The
Queen was seated on a regal chair, reading a scroll. She had a pair of reading
glasses, most likely given to her by Sue. A young, very wet page shivered
nearby.


“Mother?”
Deidra asked, coming in behind him. He stepped aside before she could elbow him
aside.


“What
is it?” the Queen asked, distracted and still focused on the task at hand.


“It
seems the coastal lords are being battered by storms once more. What we have
here is only a taste of what is hammering our holdings. The fleet has been
severely battered,” the page reported. She pursed her lips looking grim.


Deidra
stopped short, frowned then glanced to the lad. “Go get dry before you catch
your death lad,” she said turning to the wet page. He jerked a nervous look to
the Queen. She nodded, not looking up from her scroll. Silently her lips moved,
reading along.


The
boy darted out past Ryans. Ryans glanced in his direction and then watched as
Deidra sat. She shot a glance over her shoulder to him and then turned her full
attention to her mother.


Her
mother sighed and set the scroll down in her lap. She tiredly took off her
glasses and rubbed her forehead, eyes closed.


“Bad?”
Ryans asked.


“The
damage is extensive, but it's too soon to tally. The storm season has only just
begun after all.”


“I'd
say bad then,” Ryans said. He shook his head. He turned to see the General come
striding in with Duke Pryor.


“Did
you see this?” the General demanded, waving a scroll. “Of all the effrontery!
The Imperium is besieged by the Duluth lice and they dare refuse to send the
levy of men?!” the General snarled, clearly incensed. The Duke nodded in
agreement.


“Not
even a pence!” the General snarled, sitting down. The Duke sat as well. Ryans
shrugged and took a seat himself.


“Calm
yourself gentlemen,” the Queen said, opening her eyes. She sighed. “I dare say
I can't blame them, if the damage is as extensive as they have listed here.”
She hefted her own scroll. “They will be hard pressed to get enough food before
winter comes in.”


“Food?”
the General growled. “You talk of food at a time like this?” he demanded. He
waved his own scroll angrily.


Deidra
placed her hand on the old goat's then looked at her mother. “He's right
mother. I went with father twice to see the damage remember? Earl Jericho is
more interested in repairing his vineyards than in laying in food for his
people,” she warned. “Mark my words he'll do nothing for them but force them to
repair the vineyards and then when the winter snows hit he'll be begging for
food for them once more.”


“I
take it the vineyards are his county's only export?” Ryans asked. She gave him
a look then curled her lip and shook her mane. “Or not,” he said dryly.


Deidra
wrinkled her nose. “He keeps it all to himself. The fat...” The Duke cleared
his throat. She shot him a dirty look and then frowned, cutting the tirade
short.


“Indeed,
some have their priorities out of order. But what is done is done. We can't
very well send men to force them to comply after all, that would only weaken us
further,” the Queen sighed.


The
General opened his mouth and then closed it as the thought registered. After a
moment he reluctantly nodded. He picked up a flaggon of ale and took a gulp.
His hand shook when a bolt of lightning and peal of thunder startled them all.


“Cursed
storms,” he growled, then wiped at his mouth with the back of his hand. He
turned rheumy eyes on Ryans. “Can you change the weather with your technology?”
he asked disdainfully.


Ryans
snorted. “We already had this conversation earlier actually General. The short
answer is it depends on the weather,” Ryans said sitting back. “Sure we can
redirect lightning to keep it from striking where we don't want it too.” He
shrugged as the others winced as lightning flashed again. Thunder rolled a
second later.


“Is
that why you’re all jumpy?” Ryans asked, looking from one to another. The Queen
nodded.


“I
don't blame you, lightning is dangerous,” Ryans said. They could hear the
pitter patter of rain swell. He waited until the downpour began to ease before
continuing.


“See,
we can seed clouds to make it rain, but it isn't very effective,” he explained.


“So
you’re not gods,” the Duke said smiling. For some reason he felt a great deal
of relief over that.


“Never
said we were,” Ryans answered glancing his way. “We're human, just like anyone
else here. We just know a lot more and know we've still got a lot to learn,” he
said and then shrugged.


“And
your remedy for this pox of a storm?” the General asked.


“Stay
out of the rain,” Ryans shrugged. “Forecasting is the best answer. Knowing when
and where bad weather will strike and for how long is key in intelligent
planning,” he said with a pointed dig at the General. He smiled, bowing
slightly to the General. “Both in strategic planning for a battlefield, and,”
he turned bowing to the Queen, “in managing an Imperium.”


“Ah,”
the General said, looking thoughtful as he nodded and rubbed his chin. “Yes.
There's truth in that. Knowing when rains will make a river swell and flood,
when it'll turn the fields to muck and mire...” He nodded, taking another gulp
of ale. “Yes, yes, there's truth in that. But these giant storms...” he waved.


“We
call them hurricanes or typhoons. The ones that form over water anyway,” Ryans
shrugged. “The ones that form from thunder clouds over land we call tornadoes,”
he said. “The best thing we can do is predict where and when they are coming,
warn the people in the way and then hunker down and ride it out,” he grimaced.
“Or get out of the way if it's possible. Ships use this ability a lot on
Earth.”


“Indeed.
We must invest in this when the war is over,” the Duke said, glancing at the
Queen. She nodded. “Too many of our ships have been lost at sea over the eons.”


“Yeah
well, that happens. Especially with wooden ships,” Ryans said. He vowed to
never, never ever get on a native vessel if it was made out of wood.


“Indeed,”
the General nodded. “But on to this matter...” He waved.


“I
think it's a pain but we may not need them,” Ryans said frowning.


“What?”
The General said turning to him. “What did you say?” he growled.


Ryans
shrugged. “Sure it's nice to have as many men and as much material as you can
get your hands on. Any General worth his salt always wishes for more,” he
smiled. The General nodded grudgingly and motioned him to continue. “But
sometimes you have to go with what you have,” Ryans shrugged. “Fortunately
we've got force multipliers with my people and the gear we've brought... And
the gear we've made here with your people,” he said. He nodded politely to the
Duke and the Queen. “I think they should tip the balance.”


The
General frowned ferociously. “We shall see shall we?” the Queen said, putting
her own hand on his.


The
General turned to her and then bowed. “As your majesty wishes,” he sighed.
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 When
Art’ur got word of the wonder weapons killing not one but two dragons. He was
suddenly subdued. Uuôden was unsure what to do. As they contemplated the spy
report explosions ripped into the darkened camp. They swung into action.


Dogzards were immediately loosed. The
animals had been starved to make them more savage. Unfortunately for the Duluth
the Gunny had planned on them this time. The animals stopped at carcasses he
and his men had lovingly provided on their escape routes and exploded when they
picked and tore at the booby trapped bodies.


Art’ur
was enraged but became pensive when he found out that half his grain stocks had
been destroyed in the fire. Three siege engines were now gone and many of his
food animals were stampeding with his cavalry mounts. Some of his Titans were
amongst them, tearing them apart one after another or tearing into each other.
One of his favorite beasts was down, gored in the side by another. It moaned,
pawing and clawing at the earth before its head lolled to the side, tongue out
and eyes glazing over in death. Another beast tore through the camp, stomping
tents and fires, spraying the area with flaming embers. It was chaos.


“Such
is war,” Uuôden said, waving to men to get in and sort out the mess before it
got any worse.


For
the first time Art’ur now had doubts about this campaign. Nothing had gone
right since the siege had begun. Oh sure, their initial victories had been
pleasing but now...


He
turned, pacing. The problem was he couldn't withdraw. Oh the pass could be run;
he could hammer the ruins with his entire army and escape. That wasn't the
problem. No it was his lords. Should he show weakness now, should he
hesitate... it would cost him dearly. Possibly his life, he realized, slowing
and stopping.


The
only way was to press on, to keep fighting; it was what his father had taught
him. He'd learned some hard lessons in this but he knew he could come out on
top, stronger than ever given time.


“Get
the fools under control. If they've run off, and I believe they have then
settle our men and get the camp straightened out. Tomorrow we attack at dawn,”
Art’ur commanded, whirling about and heading to his tent.


“With
what sized force my liege?” Uuôden asked.


Art’ur
froze and then whirled. His eyes glittered. “Why everything of course, spread
the word. We'll avoid the gates. Focus on the midpoints on three sides. We'll
drive the prisoners we have ahead to force them to either slaughter them or
delay in firing.”


“My
liege what about the capital?” Uuôden asked, coming closer to him.


“Them?
The cowards and lice?” Art’ur roared. Men around them stopped to stare at him.
He turned glaring. “Get back to work the lot of you!” he snarled. “If the
Imperium had forces they'd come with their army. They do not have them!” he
brayed, turning in place. “That's why they sting us with these ticks. We'll
overcome them and be triumphant! Tomorrow at dawn! Spread the word!”


<==={}------------>


“We're
reaching an end to the viability of the Silent Knight activities boss,” Waters
said giving them both a look. He had a tablet under one arm.


“Ah?”
Ryans asked sitting back. He held a beer stein. He was getting used to the
native beer. It was improving now that Max, Charlie, and Scooter had slipped
the local brewers some much needed help.


“We've
hit every vulnerable, soft target. Now Duluth is finally wising up and
redeploying his men as guards on his vitals.”


“Shit,”
Perry grimaced. “What's the take?” He wasn't at all happy about letting Gunny
Paris loose with the last class. Perry kicked himself nightly worrying about
what they were up to.


Waters
looked down to his tablet. “Three more siege engines, most of his grain was
burned, his feed animals were stampeded everywhere, and we used some C-4 to
spook his cavalry. He's lost about twenty to twenty-five percent by the Gunny's
estimate. From what the Gunny said that did a lot of damage, he got tricky and
set up his charges to blow so the animals would stampede through the camp. We
also got the UAVs up; they gave us a really accurate map of their camps and the
battlefield.”


Perry
smiled grimly. The UAVs were rebuilt from the UAVs Ryans had sent through to
scout the portal area. Well, one was, the other two were short ranged military
grade UAVs. “I take it they did it at night?”


“Oh
of course,” Waters replied smiling grimly himself. They could both imagine the
chaos the Gunny had inflicted in the camp. “I wish we could've had a few more
teams up, we probably could have gotten in and taken the leadership out.”


Ryans
shook his head. “No, that would probably have been a bad idea,” Ryans replied
studying his beer. They both looked at him. He looked up and shrugged.


“Honest,
they don't exactly have a clear cut chain of command, so there's no one to take
up the reins right off. So if you cut off the head they would break into
factions or dissolve...”


“Which
is a bad thing?” Waters asked, wrinkling his nose.


“Yes
and no. Some would probably head for home, but some would turn bandit and start
hammering the smaller keeps and villages.”


“Still,
not as bad as going toe to toe with them,” Waters replied. He still didn't like
the numbers even though theirs were almost even now. Less than ten percent had
modern weapons though.


“Ah,
but I don't want to just do that,” Ryans smiled coldly. “I want to break
them. And send a message to anyone who wants to go a Viking to pick
better pastures.”


“New
sheriff in town?” Waters snorted.


“Something
like that,” Ryans answered, eyes glittering. He had another message in mind of
course, one for the Imperium lords. Don't rebel or you could be next.


“Sometimes
I worry about you boss. There's such a thing as biting off more than you can
chew,” Perry said shaking his head. “I still like defeat in detail.”


“You
may sir, I don't. I still remember Iraq,” Waters shrugged off Perry's look.
“Second war I mean. They wouldn't even fight us, just went to ground and did a
guerrilla war. Not something I'd like to have to face here if you don't mind.
Playing whack the terrorist, chasing them all over creation... Worrying about
villages getting ransacked or towel heads popping out of the hills every time
you turn your back is a young man's game.”


“Yeah.
There's that,” Perry nodded. “They kept weapons fire down to a minimum?”


Waters
nodded. “The Gunny reported only expending forty-three rounds. Mostly by
snipers taking out forces chasing them when they pulled out,” Waters replied
hefting his own stein.


“They
did it far enough away so the enemy didn't see what happened?” Ryans asked
pointedly.


“Yup.
Over hill and dale and in the dark too, it should have scared the bejesus out
of them. Edsfield even used a suppressor to keep the report down. It should
keep sniping under wraps till the main event.”


“Maybe,”
Ryans replied, nodding thoughtfully. He wasn't so sure. Art’ur had to know
something was in the wind by now. Cutting up his supplies hurt him, hurt him
badly.


“We'll
have to see now won't we?” Perry said taking a chug.


<==={}------------>


The
geologist grimaced as he fidgeted in the chair. Max looked exhausted, draped
out on his stool. Scooter sighed as he handed each a beer. “That bad huh?”
Ryans asked from the doorway. They looked up and saluted him with their beers.


“Something
like that,” Max said shaking his head after he took a long sip.


“Something
wrong. Something I should know about?” Ryans asked, coming into the room.


“Yes,
no... I don't know,” Max sighed taking another pull of his beer. Condensation
was all over the dark bottle. “Better. Much better,” he mumbled. Ryans smiled a
little. The locals were pretty good with their beer; they made a rich
concoction that was just about bread. Unfortunately without refrigeration it
didn't last more than a day or two in this heat, even when kept in the cool cellars.
The gaijin had their own means of keeping the beer fresh and cool of course.


“Good
things come with time,” Ryans said as he came over and sat on a stool. Scooter
offered him a beer but he waved it off. “I'm not much of a beer drinker. Once
in a blue moon,” he said and shrugged. “So what's with the long suffering
sigh?”


“Tungsten,”
the geologist answered looking up.


“Hard
metal,” Ryans replied thoughtfully and then nodded. “Shortage I take it?”


“Yup,”
Scooter sighed. “Its super hard and used in a lot of stuff. From stamping dies
to balls in pens to light filaments.”


“Nope,
not using incandescent lights. We've been over that,” Max said shaking his head
irritably. Scooter shot him an amused look and opened his mouth. Ryans however
beat him to the punch. He'd known Max had a die casting problem, it seemed like
they were coming to the root or in this case root alloy of the problem.


“Agreed.
Besides, the steps involved in making it is a bit much. Argon, xenon,
aluminum...It's not worth it if we can jump directly to light emitting diodes,”
Ryans said nodding. Max gave him a one eyed look and then nodded taking another
pull of his beer.


“Yeah,
but we've still got the tungsten problem,” he grumbled. “Bitch to work, super
high melting point, and brittle as hell when it's raw. We've got a trade
imbalance.”


“Ah.
And no easy way to rectify it I take it?” Ryans asked.


Max
shook his head in disgust. “Nope. So the first dies we've been using are going
to have to be changed out a lot. And no ball point pens. We don't have enough
for the industrial applications as it is.”


Ryans
nodded thoughtfully. At least the dies could be melted down and recast he
thought with a pang. “Ah. Well, that sucks. Okay, so we're going to have to add
it to our wish list. Hopefully we can get it from somewhere or someone.”


“Yup.”


“What
about chromium?” Ryans asked suspiciously.


Roshenko
snorted. “We've got plenty of that,” the geologist replied with a smile. “It's
used in a lot of stuff so we... meaning the Imperium...” he waved. “Anyway they
have stockpiles of it. They had a huge shipment last year. Since they have to
use primitive coal furnaces and leaching beds to smelt it, they have a glut of
chromium and nickel.”


“That's
good to know,” Ryans nodded. “Why so much?”


“It
makes their armor shiny,” Max said snorting. “Also used in stainless steel
which is important. Some genius figured that out a century or two ago and it's
been used ever since. Also Damascus steel, which is a very good thing.”


“Should've
known,” Ryans sighed. “Have they used it anywhere else?”


“The
artists do. It's used in pigments. Tanners use chromium sulphate for tanning
too. They get the sulfates from the same source of sulfur for the sulfuric
acid. Apparently not many people like camping out near a volcano, so the yellow
stuff costs a pretty dinar.” He'd heard the story from the chemist girls about
Tau's father.


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “Well, I'm glad we've got a lot. I take it you're improving the
smelting?” he asked. Fred the geologist raised his hand.


“That's
why I'm back this week. I did what I could to sort out the copper and iron
mines. It's going to be slow going there though; the mine managers are pretty
set in their ways. Native canaries to test for bad air and all. I did make some
leeway when I did a demo of gunpowder though,” he grinned as the others
chuckled.


“I
came in on the latest truck convoy. I'm due out in a day or so. Max here
borrowed me to look at the smelting while I'm in town,” Roshenko said and then
shrugged. “So much for a hot meal and a decent bed.”


“And?”
Ryans asked, ignoring the last dig.


“And
it's a right mess. But we're working on it. I'm working with Max and a local
metallurgist to make an electric furnace. Power is a problem though. The
electric arc uses a lot of power.” He grimaced as he ran a hand over his
thinning scalp. “A hell of a lot. That's going to be a major issue when we
change things over.”


“Yeah,
tell me about it,” Max sighed. He'd finally got the first hydroelectric system
up, and even a couple of wind turbines but they were a drop in the bucket. The
five systems he currently had up could barely keep up with one of the
factories.


“What
about the electrodes?” Scooter asked. Max shrugged it off.


“Graphite,
not a problem there, I'm skimming what we need off the pencil and other
production lines. We've got tones of surplus stockpiled.”


“Pencils?”
Ryans asked surprised.


Max
scowled. “Told you, pens are out for now.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “Okay. Well, whatever works,” he smiled. “How much tungsten do we
have left?” he asked.


“Under
half a ton,” the geologist answered. “Closer to about three hundred kilos if
it's further refined.”


Ryans
nodded. “Works with me. Got to go with what we have.”


“Better
believe it,” Max sighed tiredly.


“Wait,
you mentioned Damascus steel?” Ryans turned to the geologist who smiled.


“It
only took him a couple of minutes,” he said snorting to Max. Max chuckled as
Ryans gave them a dirty look. He took a swig of beer then sat back.


“It
seems there is a source of water steel, that's ah, iron with trace elements of
vandadium and molybdenum. It's called taconite,” the geologist said then took
his own sip of beer. He set the stein down after a moment and picked up a
pretzel.


“And
this is good...?” Ryans asked. Max snorted.


“Alloy
metals like vandadium and molybdenum are used to make steel stronger and more
heat resistant. Also more resistant to rust.”


Ryans
wrinkled his nose. “I thought that was what the chromium was for?” Ryans asked.


“Oh
it is, but they don't use electroplating. Or at least they didn't till we came
around,” Max replied picking up some pretzels of his own. He fumbled one and
caught it in a meaty hand against his chest. “Glad someone finally got the
recipe right. Sourdough is good,” he muttered.


Damascus
or Damascene steel...” The geologist turned a look to Max then back to Ryans.
“It was a super steel in feudal times. The Japs used it to make their katanas.
We spotted the first use here while you were um... rescuing... um...” his eyes
went heavenward. Ryans nodded.


“Ah.
Okay, yeah, I remember something about that now.”


“Right
well, there are different ways to get the alloys into the steel. In this
culture they can use the clay pot method, or they can use the mechanical
method. Apparently some Asians crossed over sometime in the past and one was a
sword smith. That's why some of their swords are katanas instead of cutlasses
or roman short swords.”


“Ah.”


“It's
cool, they use the clay crucible method by the way,” Max said giving the
geologist a look then turning back to Ryans. “They fold and fold the ingots
hundreds of times then wrap that hard outer layer around softer steel. Then
heat treat it. The softer core makes the sword springy and flexible, while the
harder outer sheath keeps a keen edge.” He held up a scarred thumb.


“Ah.
Okay. Good safety tip, keep out of reach of one,” Ryans deadpanned.


“Damn
straight. Sucker will go through you like a hot knife through butter boss,” Max
said nodding.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur
seethed as the weather stormed above. His great plan of attack had been
thwarted at the first crack of thunder. His men hadn't balked but the animals
had. His forces had faltered as it began to rain, mired in the muck. He'd
called off the attack as his men bogged down, unhappy about letting so many fall
to the enemy’s arrows.


Apparently
Emroy still had vast caches of arrows to loose so many in one encounter. Or the
old Dominus had decided to use them up to kill as many of the enemy as he
could. Either way it mattered little, the attacks had broken and horns called
for a general retreat.


It
burned, burned like a hot coal, his humiliation. His eyes glittered as he
listened to the driving rain. Uuôden had tried to warn him as they prepared for
war that it was about to rain but he had discounted it. Again he felt ashamed
that the old man had been right. Right and he'd been wrong. It burned, oh how
it burned!


“Get
the men sorted out into some semblance of order. Wedst! Someone find me Wedst!”
he bellowed. He had an idea, one to use the Imperium's own tactics against the
Duke. The way things were going he wasn't sure it would work but something had
to be done.


 


Duke
Rojer stared out over the army camp from the tower window. Since the King's death
more and more men had flocked to the banner of the Queen and the gaijin. It
looked like his sister-in-law's reign was assured. At least until after this
war.


“Do
you have to go?” Serena asked. He stood there, hands out as his servants worked
around him.


He
turned back to her as his steward buckled his armor on him. “Of course. What
kind of silly question is that?” he asked. She looked at him, eyes flashing.
“It is war. My place...”


“I
didn't mean that,” she said testily. “I meant now,” she said indicating the
training below. “Does it have to be now? I was planning on getting you fitted
for a new outfit!”


Rojer
smiled. His wife was ever the artist when it came to keeping them in the latest
fashions and accessories. She was brilliant in that, in subtly gathering the
eyes of others to them to make them stand out. Hence his wearing red robes to
the court. It spoke of the ancient times while standing out against the other
courtiers. Its simplicity made him look approachable yet stately. Now she
wanted to adapt to the new gaijin ways.


“I
do know that the trends in fashion are to copy the latest fad or in this case
the gaijin but I do have my duties to uphold dearest,” he said with just a
slight hint of reproof in his voice.


“I
know,” she pouted. He smiled to her. “But you'll make it up to me?” she asked
with a slight upward lilt in her voice.


“Oh?
How so?” he asked with a small smile as his arms dropped. The armor was tight,
which was why he was having another fitting. It seemed the leather had shrunk.
That had to be it. His paunch couldn't have gotten bigger since he'd worn it
two summers ago. He shook himself, feeling the familiar weight of the armor and
the jingle of metal on metal as plates touched each other. He'd have to find a
way to get some of the gaijin armor he thought absently to himself.


Serena
frowned, waiting patiently for him to go through his tests. Men, she thought
with a hint of exasperation in her mental track. Always the boys wanting to go
off and play soldier, never aware of the very real possibility of getting
killed. Why if he died... what would happen to her? To their children? There
was a very real possibility of his getting hurt or killed, not just on the
battlefield but here in jousting and training. Several knights and footmen had
been killed in preparing for war. Earl Pettigrew’s son had been injured in a
fall. He'd begged off speaking with them to attend to his son.


She
looked away, thinking. No, that wasn't the only reason, she thought, lips
pursed in a tight line. Pettigrew was distancing himself from them, from any
plans. He was very unsettled by the turn of events with Muchinson. Cassiopeia
was watching over him. Should he turn on them she'd poison the fat old fool in
his sleep.


Serena
sighed softly. She loved the capital, loved the attention, the court, the
intrigue. Returning to the duchy was such a dull affair; there was no life
there, only dull dreary work. Their children were there of course, but they had
their nannies to attend to their needs, she need not sully herself with such
matters. When Rojer rolled his shoulders and posed a few times she cleared her
throat.


“Yes
my dear? Oh, sorry,” he said smiling politely.


“Never
mind,” she said shrugging it off. “I'll make sure the steward gives you the
bill,” she said.


He
snorted. He came over and took her into his arms and kissed her briefly. “I'll
see you tonight?” he asked with just a slight hint of anticipation in his
voice.


She
blushed. That was another downside of men and their war. “Lah, my good sir, You
wouldn't deflower a maiden would you?”


“Maiden
is it?” he rumbled a laugh, holding her. “Maiden,” he said, eyes twinkling at
her. She smiled up at him. He smiled back. “I believe that term went out the
window long ago my dear.”


“And
what would you call me?” she asked, hands on her hips.


He
hugged her tighter, “why wife and lover my dear. Let there be no other.”


“Better
not,” she growled, hands going around his waist once more. He chuckled softly
as she pulled his head down for a kiss.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
tried not to wince as the two sides clashed on the field. The farmer who had
owned the field was none too pleased at losing it this year or at least for the
foreseeable future. Fortunately the bag of coins he had been paid had been
enough to sweeten him to a grudging respect. At least the rain was holding off
here so far, instead choosing to dump itself onto the battlefield. From the
reports he'd got from Perry it was a good thing, it had stopped Art’ur's full
out attack on the castle. The muck and mud would take days to dry, days of
precious time for them to finish preparing. It was almost time. Almost.


“It's
weird, seeing all the different armors,” Ryans said watching the two groups.
This was their largest training exercise to date, two cohorts of five hundred
men and women on each side.


Most
of the platoons were a hodge podge of armors. The regulars, veterans, and mercs
wore roman centurion style armor, or boiled leather. A few of the knights
working out on the jousting run wore similar armors.


This
was the main army he told himself, the body of the Imperium army. Hopefully
they would be able to hold off the Duluth if they got under the guns and closed
into melee range.


“For
me it's the shields,” Max said watching the two groups clash. Ryans grunted.
Max pointed to a few of the knights. “See they got them figure eight ones, with
the scoops on the sides so they can lay them across their legs or some such.”


Ryans
nodded. It was a form of Greek shield he thought. “Right.”


“Insane.
Riding a six legged dinosaur right out of a damn cheap novel...” Max shook his
head. “Least the articulation on some of them are up to spec. I'd hate to be in
one of those sweat boxes though.” He pointed to a group of pike men looking a
lot like old Swiss royal guards. Each had a four meter long pole arm. They each
had a massive shiny breast plate covering garish colored thick outfits colored
like a Terran clown.


Some
of the men were drinking water by the bucket full. Ryans shook his head. He
couldn't blame them in this heat. “Gotta do something about that,” he muttered.
He looked over to a knot of lords under a gaily covered awning. “Though some
could do with losing the weight,” he growled watching Duke Rojer talking with
the fat Dominus Pettigrew as a servant fanned them.


Max
grunted. “Yeah think? They won’t make it to the battlefield like that. Hell one
good charge and they'll keel over and pole vault over the enemy,” Max growled.


“We're
trying to get things organized, trying to get them sorted out, but it's slow
going,” Ryans admitted. He'd had a hand in the army plans for some time.
General Pendragon's insistence on using the old armor and forms was a problem.
The veterans formed up easily, they knew what to do and blew the rust off
handily. But the old ways were not what was going to win this battle.


“Yeah
well, better step it up,” Max said sighing as he got up. He winced as a group
of riflemen fired. Some of the men were looking over that way. A few had curled
lips. They weren't happy about the new weapons. Some were jealous; some doubted
their effectiveness even after they'd seen them in demonstrations.


“Stupid,
they ain't got a clue that they're outclassed and out gunned. That armor's just
a bright shiny target,” Max said shaking his head. Which was true, Ryans
thought. Many of the knights had left their outer identifying tunics off in the
sweltering heat.


“We're
getting a lot of resistance to change. I'll see if we can do another
demonstration for the newly arrived knights and lords. Get someone to set up a
couple of armors again and fire a couple of rounds off with them watching.”


Max
turned and smiled. “Good idea.” He waved a meaty hand and walked off.


“That
Max?” Perry's voice said from behind him. He turned nodded and then turned back
to the battlefield.


“Ah
yup.”


“What's
his beef?” Perry asked. He took a deep sniff. “God I love the smell of cordite
in the morning.”


“It's
mid afternoon,” Ryans said snorting. “Besides it's gunpowder.” He turned.
“Well, mostly gunpowder,” he said. Two thirds of the riflemen had flintlock
muskets. The other third had Springfields. They had yet to do an artillery
test. He was looking forward to seeing how well the mortars would perform.


According
to Max each mortar could be fired a total of ten times. That was it, ten. It sucked.
After that they'd have to either swap the tube or the base plate. If they could
get more tungsten then the firing rate would go up.


Perry
looked up to the sky, shading his hand then down to his watch and snorted. “So
it is.” He shook his head. “You still didn't...”


Ryans
shook his head. “He's just jawing about the armors. We're getting a lot of
resistance from some of the aligned groups about changing to more modern
weapons. But you know that.”


“Yeah,”
Perry snorted. “I'm the one that told you remember?” He waved his hand to a
group of men kneeling as boys strapped bronze armor on them. One had a fancy
breast plate, leather skirt, and a pair of grieves. He was actually looking
forward to the artillery barrage later in the evening. That should loosen a few
people up.


“What
the hell do they think this is the Punic wars? God give me a break. It's like
they aren't thinking.” He shook his head. “They're stuck in the past.”


“Yeah,”
Ryans grunted, watching another group of what looked like Indians smashing gourds
with war clubs. “Diverse group, I'll give them that.”


“Gah.
It's like herding cats!” Perry said, throwing his hands up. They came down to
slap his thighs. “I tried to talk to one group; they said it's tradition that
they wear crap like that. Tradition, what's good enough for my father and
grandfather... god!” He shook his head.


Ryans
smiled slightly. “Yup. Max is getting the same thing. Those that didn't take
care of their father's armor want replacements. Or parts for them. And here we
are trying to modernize them. Or at least get them up to the eighteenth
century,” Ryans replied. He lifted the binoculars from his chest and looked
out.


“Nineteenth,
early twentieth if I can help it. We're working on more 1903 Springfield rifles
for the main arms right now,” Max said coming back. “I've got the muskets
phasing out and just about all the artisans working on them now. Right now only
the snipers have them.”


“Oh.
Damn. Good,” Ryans nodded. Max wandered off again, cussing at something or
someone.


“Bitch
to make. Max said he got a rifle bench and a copying lathe out of your database
files. Took him a week to get a prototype up and running,” Perry said.


“Copying
lathe?” Ryans asked, turning to Perry. He'd heard about it but wasn't sure why
it was needed. No wait, to bore out the barrel? But wasn't that a rifling
bench?


Perry
smirked. “I saw it. It's belt driven. One side has the master the other has the
copy. It's got an armature with a pointer on one end, and a cutting head on the
copy side. The pointer traces the master as it spins and the cutting head
shaves it down to match. He's still working the kinks out for one that can do
ten at a time though.”


“Sounds
good,” Ryans nodded.


“Yeah,
but we're still stuck with this bunch for this battle. I gotta admit the bowman
aren't half bad, even if they aren't up to our standards,” Perry said. He
indicated the rows of men hunkered behind wooden shields. Every few minutes
they would rise to pepper a designated target with arrows. Ryans grunted.


Most
of their branch of the army were armed with either muskets or bows right now.
They had just over four thousand conscripts under their command in a legion and
another five hundred men and women for support and auxiliaries. Another seven
hundred were designated as the Silent Knights, the native equivalent of
rangers.


“I'd
say the hardest thing we're going though is C&C,” Perry finally said. He
darted a questioning look to Ryans.


“Command
and Control?” Ryans asked as Perry opened his mouth.  


“Yeah.
More on us than them, we Terrans aren't used to this,” Perry admitted. He waved
to the flag bearers and teenagers holding trumpets, drums, and bag pipes.
Pennants fluttered in the light breeze. His jaw worked at the sight of the
kids.


“We'll
keep them out of the thick of things Perry,” Ryans said softly. He was actually
planning on outfitting the captains and senior officers with radios even if he
had to beg, borrow, or steal them from the other Terrans to do it. “Besides,
I've got an idea for that.”


“Right.
Anyway...” Perry grimaced and looked away. He took a moment then cleared his
throat. “Anyway. As I was saying... we've got a lot to adapt. It's like turning
back the clock, and getting our own people on the same page while we're still
writing it isn't without its own problems.”


“We'll
get over it, even if we've got to use interpreters,” Ryans said, glancing
toward the communicators and the general and then back to the mock battle.
“After all the general just passes the order to an aide to pass on. It's a lot
of filtering that can lead to problems but if it works for them...” he
shrugged. “I'm more worried about word getting back to Duluth.” He indicated
the growing crowds of spectators along the edges of the field and on nearby
hills and rooftops.


Perry
looked around and grimaced. “You'd think they'd have something better to do, I
thought they had to work from sun up to sundown to make ends meet?”


“Everyone
has to take a break. Besides, this is new and exciting,” Ryans sighed shaking
his head. “Plus their friends and family are out here. Brothers, and sons too.
I heard they did it right up to the civil war if you believe it.”


“Oh
I do. I read about it to,” Perry turned a dark look on the crowd thinking about
what a stray shot would do, then winced. “You're right though, if I was Duluth
I'd send spies out to find out what the capital was doing and when they would
march.”


Ryans
nodded. “So would I. We're going to have to wrap this up pretty soon anyway.
We're keeping the rifles under wraps for the most part.” He had wanted to test
the bazooka Max had made but with the spectators... no it was best to keep that
under wraps.


The
bazooka rocket was a recent addition to their inventory. It was crude, a
gunpowder rocket with a nitroglycerin tipped warhead. To fire it the three man
rocket crew used a steel tube that weighted sixty pounds without the required
steel shield. The gunner just aimed, another man lit the fuse and cleared the
back blast. Like the mortar it took several people to carry the blasted thing even
in pieces. Each was also only good for a few shots before they had to worry
about cracks and things blowing up in their faces.


“Well,
we've got a couple more clear days for working up exercises to get the kinks
out then we've got to hit the road,” Perry said wincing as a group missed a
signal and turned in the opposite direction to what it was supposed to.


“I
bet the Gunny and master Sergeant are grinding their teeth into splinters,”
Ryans said.


“No
doubt and storing it all up for a royal chew out later,” Perry snorted.


“Remind
me to miss it,” Ryans replied snorting.


“Yeah
well getting back to the point, we can't delay much longer. Duluth is getting
antsy since he's blown through most of his stores and the surrounding
countryside. If he breaks out looking for new hunting grounds or his army
breaks up into smaller raider groups, we're going to have fun chasing them over
hill and dale.”


Ryans
nodded. “Defeat in detail.”


“Yeah
well, it still takes a hell of a lot of time and effort. Easier to smash them
when they are all concentrated. Give them enough shock and awe and they will
cut and run or fold en mass.”


A
sudden thunderous roar made the entire mock battle stop. A distant field
erupted in a welter of dirt ten meters from a three meter tall white bull’s eye.
They turned to see an artillery group wave. They turned back to the mock
battlefield see the men looking up at the smoking field piece and the distant
crater in surprise. Dust and debris were still in the air marking where the
round had landed. Some of the animals had bucked and were being chased around
the battlefield. A few of the branacks had collapsed in twitching fits.
Fortunately the predators were muzzled and their clawed hands bagged to prevent
damage from their rampage.


“Looks
like it's not just the Duluths that will be surprised,” Ryans snorted. He shook
his head. “I think we need to get the animals used to loud noises. Condition
them like we did with horses and traffic noises. Maybe a playback or
something?”


“I'll
look into it,” Perry said waving as he left.


<==={}------------>


The
biologist Nate was disappointed they hadn't run into new animals. He complained
at breakfast that he had sampled everything in town and had worked through the
backlog of materials. Charlie and Wanda both snorted in amusement. “Speak for
yourself. The tissue samples are going to take years to process you know,”
Charlie growled. Nate was a pain in the ass, demanding she focus on that and
not on the war and other projects. Ryans had finally had to be called in on it
to mediate. He'd come down on Nate, reminding him that the samples could wait.
Nate had been a sullen pain in the ass for a week afterward.


Nate
sighed. “Be that as it may, we've got a couple more months to a year here; it
behooves us to stick to our primary mission. To gather data.” He gave Ryans an
imploring look. “We've only just scratched the surface on the biota here.”


“I've
had the jockeys run every one of their creatures on that race track. I've got
plenty of film from different angles so we can do studies on behavior and body
mechanics later,” Nate said and then smiled. “But it's only the creatures
here.” He shrugged.


Ryans
nodded. Deidra came in and gave him a peck on the cheek. Nate and the others
greeted her warmly. She smiled politely, looking around the group as she took
her seat next to Ryans. Wanda gave Nate a look and then asked Deidra if they
had a zoo or local preserve... or book on animal wildlife. She shook her head
then asked if they had seen her father's den and study. Nate was instantly confused.


“What
does that have to do with it?” he asked wrinkling his nose.


Wanda
smiled. “I bet you'll be surprised Nate, we'll check it out princess. As long
as Nate here doesn't do any damage,” she cautioned giving the biologist a
warning look. Nate frowned.


After
breakfast they all trekked to the den. The walls and furniture were covered in
animals, heads, furs, scales, skeletons, horns... and paintings of kills. Nate
was ecstatic, a real kid in a candy store. He took samples and images, then
measurements and laser scans.


Wanda
was intrigued by a skull. She commented about its shape. Deidra told her it was
from a wyvern. The animal had a streamlined body, six limbs and was
poisonous. She warned them to be careful of the fangs.


Carefully
Nate checked it out. The skull was a recent addition. Deidra told him how the
taxidermist in town had created hinges for the teeth and fangs out of gold.
Nate picked it up and the jaw opened. “Like a snake,” he murmured, seeing the
teeth articulate. He fingered one.  “This is from that recent dragon
mess?” he asked. Ryans nodded.


“Careful!”
Deidra cautioned making the others look up. She pointed out that the front
fangs were poisonous. Nate looked, running a rubber tipped glove over the side.
He carefully turned the head over and aha-ed thoughtfully.


“Hypodermic.
It's like a snake. And the jaw articulates in two places so it can dislocate to
swallow large meals. Odd. Why would a flying reptile want to eat so much?
Wouldn't it be too heavy to fly?” he mused, rubbing his chin.


Deidra
nodded. “But the wyvern has to, it doesn't have the teeth to chew,” Nate
murmured.


“Perhaps
it bolts its food to keep it from getting scavenged by others,” Ryans
suggested. “They're normally scavengers.”


Nate
harrumphed in annoyance. “There are those smaller scavengers. We need more data
for comparison.”


“It's
just a suggestion Doc,” Ryans chuckled. “You going to be okay in here Nate?”


The
biologist nodded. “Oh just ducky.”


Doc
giggled. “I think he means damn skippy.”


Ryans
shook his head, lips puckering in a smile. “All right then, if you'll excuse
me, we've got a campaign to finish,” he said firmly. He nodded to the princess
who nodded back, suddenly serious. “Oh and Nate...” The biologist looked up but
his eyes were unfocused. “Nate remember this...” He flicked his fingers to the
room. “Belongs to someone else so be as nondestructive as ever. Got it?”
The biologist sighed then nodded. “Consider it a sampling of what's out there
Doc, a preview of what's to come,” Ryans said, trying to sound encouraging to
him. The doctor nodded again, enthusiasm returning.


<==={}------------>


“I'm
curious about your religion, and your world view princess,” Sue said as she
folded a blanket. The princess looked up from the paper she was reading.


“I
don't know what you mean. Religion?” she asked looking over to her sister Zara,
and then to her mother the Queen.


“Well,
medieval societies were strictly religious, most western European societies
were catholic,” Sue replied sitting in a deep arm chair and crossing her legs.


“We
have... many people’s here. From many places from Patria... I believe you call
it Earth?” the Queen asked hesitantly. Sue nodded. “Ages ago, when our
ancestors came through the vortex we were mixed together. Our ancestors had to
work together to survive the creatures here,” she waved. Sue nodded again, this
time thoughtfully.


“Yes,
I noticed there aren't many Terran animals, some cattle, a few horses and dogs,
but no cats, or goats... or sheep.” She ran a hand over the blanket. “If this
is some sort of wool where does it come from?”


“From
the back of a shek'nar beast,” Zara answered. “Everyone knows that.” She
gave the doctor a smile. “You have them on Earth right?”


Sue
shook her head. “Actually no, which brings up my other point. You know you're
on another world right?” All three women nodded. “And you know this world isn't
flat it's a sphere?” she asked. Blank looks answered that. Slowly Zara nodded.
She remembered the lecture Ryans had given them and the astronomers a month
ago. Sue sighed and then picked up a ball of yarn.


“See
each world is round like a ball. Even the sun is round right? You see it in the
sky,” Sue explained. They nodded at this. “Now each planet spins.” She spun the
ball of yarn. “And when it does you have day...and night.” She held the ball up
to the window. “See the side facing the sun has a day, while this side.” She
pointed to the back side in shadow. “Has a night.” She looked up to them to see
if they got it.


Zara
looked intrigued; she took the ball of yarn and tried to rotate it slowly. “I
see! This is what Ryans was talking about with the astronomers!” she said and
then smiled. Sue chuckled.


“Right.
Now, Earth has only the one moon. You've got three small moons and then there
is the gas giant.” She picked up another ball. “Your world is what we call a
dwarf planet. It's technically a moon of the gas giant. But since it is nearly
as large as Earth we'll stick with planet.” She noted her audience was
patiently trying to grasp what she was saying. She cleared her throat. “Now,
Your world rotates around the gas giant. Each of your tiny moons orbits around
this world.” She used her fingers to describe the orbit around the sphere.
“They cause the tides to come in and out, and the some of the weather to
change.”


The
Queen slowly nodded. “Are they the same size as our world? Our suns are quite
small how can that be?” she asked.


Sue
shook her head. “It's an illusion. When something is far from you it looks tiny
right?” She pointed out the window to distant figures. “But up close they're
larger. It's the same with the sun. The sun is large. Very large. But it is
far, far away. The moons however are closer so look much bigger.”


Deidra
nodded. “Ryans used that very thing to explain it to us,” she replied. She
glanced to her sister. “I have heard you walked on the moon? On Earth's moon?”
she asked tentatively. The Queen looked astonished.


“Oh
not me personally,” Sue chuckled sitting back. The others relaxed. “But yes, my
people did go to the moon years ago. We've built craft that can travel into the
void between worlds.” Each of the royal family’s eyes were wide at that
outlandish idea. Sue pulled up her laptop and typed for a minute.


“See,
we've built rockets. Not the ones you've seen the army using, these are much,
much larger.” She used her hands to indicate the room and then pointed to a
tower outside the window. “They have liquid fuel and propel men in metal ships
into space. About, oh, fifty years ago we sent a team of men to Earth's moon.”
She smiled as she found the file in the network and downloaded it.


“Here
see?” She turned the laptop so they could see it easier. The video played,
showing a Saturn five rocket taking off, then clips of the Eagle landing and
the astronauts on the moon. Zara came closer, kneeling in front of the laptop,
then when her mother grunted, moving to one side so the others could see.


“Tis
a wondrous thing,” Zara breathed, eyes round once more.


“Careful
sister or your face will freeze like that,” Deidra teased, smiling.


“Oh
to be in such a world!” Zara smiled.


“But
the risk...” the Queen murmured. “The expense,” she said. She shook her head.
“What came of it?” she asked suddenly intent.


“Well,
prestige for one. There was a race between many of the nations to see who could
get there first. Also a great deal of science was learned. Information that has
affected how we think of planets and our moon,” Sue shrugged.


“Also
a cornucopia of technology,” a voice said from the entryway. The women looked
up to see Ryans smiling from the doorway. “We had to invent many things to do
that, and a lot of people were employed looking for new things, or making
them,” he explained. He shrugged. “A lot of fields were affected by it.
Medicine, weather prediction, material sciences, safety, electronics, and so
on.” He shrugged.


“It
also inspired people. People looked up into the night sky or watched in awe
like Zara did and thought of about what they themselves could do. Children
wanted to become astronauts, or as they grew up later, other careers. It opened
their eyes to their own potential. If we can do this...” he smiled. “Then we
can do anything.” He cocked his head at Sue who nodded.


“I
see your point,” the Queen nodded sagely.


“Does
it ever end?” Zara asked, eyes wide.


“I
hope not. Learning new things, exploring, building, improving ourselves and the
lives of our children... No, something like that should never end,” Sue said
softly, smiling.


Ryans
nodded. “Which,” he said smiling as the ladies looked to him. “Is why we came
to your world. To learn, explore, and then bring back such knowledge to our
people to inspire the next generation and beyond.”


“Ah,”
Deidra said. She looked troubled though. She glanced at her mother. The Queen's
eyes flitted to the laptop and then away.


<==={}------------>


“Ah,
Mister Ryans do you have a moment?” Nate asked. Ryans looked up from the papers
he was studying. He smiled. He was actually surprised that Nate had come up for
air so soon. He'd only been in the den one day.


“Finally
got your head out of the taxidermy den Nate?” he teased, watching the British
naturalist grin.


“For
the moment, I wanted to share with someone some of my discoveries.” He seemed
excited, but then something tempered that. “That is if you’re not too busy. I
don't mean to interrupt.”


“Interruption
is a good thing in this case. I'm going stir crazy trying to read reports,”
Ryans said in disgust. He tossed the papers aside then took a sip from a nearby
glass. “Lay on Mcduff.”


“Okay,
I've got a better look at the sociological changes that the inclusion of native
species have wrought on the peoples here.” He shrugged pulling out his laptop.
“In essence they have domesticated many of the native species to fill niches
that would have been taken by equivalent Terran species on Earth.”


Ryans
tried hard not to roll his eyes as Nate stated the obvious. He knew the
biologist was laying a foundation so didn't say anything. Nate tapped for a
moment at his laptop and then showed Ryans an image. Ryans looked closely, then
pulled out his tablet and linked it to the laptop and downloaded the files.


“Okay
what am I looking at? I take it everything here evolved with the hexapod
arrangement?” he asked. He looked up. “So this is a native equivalent?”


Nate
nodded. “Exactly so, this is their equivalent of a canid, a dog. They call it a
dog lizard for some reason.” He shrugged.


“I've
seen them in town I believe, also in the castle. They look like six legged
komodo dragons Nate. Our boys are running into the mastiff version in combat,”
he said.


“Ah,
but they weren't always that size. Behold,” Nate said and typed again. “The
original species was stockier and quite a bit larger. The people here have used
selective breeding to make a leaner, more active creature. One that they use
for a whole host of purposes. Physical labor, hunting, and even war.” He played
a slide show of the animals in various activities. Ryans froze the image at the
war beast. He'd got the reports but hadn't had any video or images to go with
them. Now he did.


“Interesting.
If I remember right, medieval society had mastiffs and other dogs bred for
war... I take it they applied them for that purpose as well,” he murmured. But,
he realized, the Imperium didn't use them, or at least not in the numbers that
the Duluth did.


“Exactly
so. Also, they have these.” Nate pulled up a smaller creature. “I believe
princess Zara has one of these. They are the equivalent of house pets or
mousers, Terriers.” He showed a slide show again.


Ryans
nodded. “So it's the equivalent of a cat. I'd rather have a cat,” he chuckled.


“Me
too, but these creatures are so interesting!” Nate exclaimed. “A page told me
to tour the town stables; there are over  five different species there in
the royal stables, not just horses and branacks, but other creatures as
well!” He shook his head. “They use them for various purposes, thus fulfilling
the niches a draft horse or ox would, or a thoroughbred, or even a pony!”


“Did
you see this?” He pulled up an image of a bipedal creature. It had four t-Rex
style shortened arms tucked against its chest. Held there no doubt by the
straps crisscrossing its body. A rider was on its back. “A light unit, used for
carrying mail, traveling quickly over flat terrain, or even used for scouting
or light cavalry work. Brilliant, utterly brilliant!” Nate grinned. Ryans tried
hard not to roll his eyes. Yes he'd seen a branack before.


“And
this!” He used the mouse to tap another image. A centaur creature appeared. It
resembled the first creature, but had only one pair of shortened arms, the
middle pair were legs. “It seems the natives bred the lighter unit, the branack
beast from this. Somehow in less than two thousand years they created a sub
breed that is leaner and has almost totally lost the use of its secondary limb
set. This beast is used for heavier work, and even ridden by knights and their
equivalent of cavalry.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “I take it they can't have armor though?”


Nate
nodded. “Not a whole lot, a bit on the head and chest from what I've seen.
Mostly chain mail. Heavier beasts have mail on the hind quarters as well.”


“Hollow
bones Doc?” Ryans asked.


Nate
shook his head. “Oh no, bloody hell no. I wish I could get a look under a
proper microscope. It looks like something I've never seen. A fibrous network
all fused together. Possibly boron, I'm not sure. A high concentration of boron
in the soil and food supply would explain why Terran animals have a hard time
adapting here, they can't use it in their bodies so it passes through them...
and if boron is in more abundance than calcium then it...”


“Then
they need much more food than normal to replace what calcium they would have
normally got,” Ryans finished nodding.


“I
believe so. Mary and Charlie have yet to confirm it though,” Nate shrugged.


“Now,
see, these creatures...” He pulled up an image of a war beast. “These are the
equivalent of domestic elephants on earth. Here they also serve in both the war
and peace capacity,” he smiled. “I've identified them as the equivalent of
bovines; something called a  shek'nar beast that the princess
mentioned yesterday. Its native to the mountains and northern arctic. They're a
bit like a six legged lama, very nice pelt, quite exquisite,” he smiled.


“I've
found native equivalent of porcines, though the Terran version has adapted
readily enough. They're used for both food and for war,” Nate grimaced. He
loved many animals but he'd heard terrible stories of porcines.


“War
pigs,” Ryans grunted and then chuckled.


“Unfortunately
I only have the image from the one farm... and a couple skulls of warthog like
creatures to go by. We seem to have run into it from the looks of it. Remember
that critter that you ran into with the truck? The one that treed Zara?” Nate
asked.


“Yeah?”


“It
sounds like that was the beasty responsible. Naughty, real nasty bloke. I can
see why some countries like Duluth use them for war. The Imperium though
doesn't.”


“But
others do?” Ryans nodded. “Something to keep in mind then. Nasty customer to
meet in the woods or out in a field.” He looked at the skull and four sets of
tusks. Each tusk was serrated, and curved up and outward. “Definitely something
to keep in mind. I remember that thing was all black and was fast. Damn strong
too.”


“Yes
and porcines are omnivores. Some boars prefer meat. Prehistoric porcines were
predators, and right nasty customers.”


“Great,”
Ryans grimaced. “Anything else?”


“Yes,
yes. I've already shown you the equivalent of deer and antelope, those lean
creatures.” Nate showed the image. Ryans smiled.


“And
of course the basilisk, arthropods, wyverns, dragons...” He shook
his head. “That's a lot of nasty customers to play with.” He grinned. “I'm glad
they didn't try to domesticate any of them.”


Nate
chuckled. “Me too. I did find their equivalent of fowl; they have small six
legged creatures that serve as poultry. They produce eggs, down and feathers.
In fact many of the colder climate animals produce some form of down or feather
like structure. The people here are very adaptive.” He smiled.


Ryans
nodded. “Good to know,” he said. Now he knew where the natives got feathers for
pillows and those fans they loved to use.


“Indeed.
I've found a cameloid the desert nomads have domesticated as well, there's a reference
to it in the royal library,” Nate smiled. He brought up an image. It was taken
from a book illustration.


“Fascinating,”
Ryans nodded. “So these creatures are all egg layers Nate?”


“And
warm blooded,” Nate said closing his notebook. “I believe they're like the
Australian platypus, but it'll take me a bit longer to discover how close a
resemblance they have.”


“But
some have down, some have fur, some have feathers. I take it that's due to
evolution and habitat right?” Ryans asked. Nate nodded. “Hmmm...” Ryans said
looking off. “You said they don't have calcium, they rely on boron... so where
do the people get calcium if not milk? Humans need it to grow, especially in
the early formative years.”


“Oh
I said it may be boron...oh I see... um...” Nate blinked in sudden confusion.
His eyes became unfocused as his mind turned over the problem. “You know, I
don't know. Possibly something botanical? Milk from a coconut or something
native equivalent?” he asked thoughtfully.


“Possible,”
Ryans nodded. “I'll make a note to ask Mary or Gregory sometime when things
settle down.” He tapped at the network. “Or I'll send an e-mail like that.” He
looked up to Nate. “Thanks Nate.” He nodded as the biologist got up.


“Thank
you for your time. I was just soo...” He shrugged helplessly.


“Excited
and wanted to share. I know Doc, not a problem. I was curious myself,” Ryans
smiled as Nate bobbed a nod then left.


<==={}------------>


“Ah,
there you are,” a familiar voice said. He turned to see Deidra and a guard in
the entryway. He smiled nodding politely before turning back to the massive
room.


“Nice
to see you too. Nate told me about this, I had to see it for myself.” He smiled
looking around the ornate library. It was large, three tiered, with wall to
wall shelves and book cases. Scrolls of every size and shape filled every nook
and cranny. Maps were on one wall opposite the fire. Nice reading chairs were
arranged around the hearth.


Deidra
looked around as well, running her hand along a polished banister. “You like?”
She smiled at him as he nodded. “I loved to spend winters here in front of the
fire reading.” She waved to the leather chairs near the dark fireplace. He
looked and then nodded, easily picturing it. In the dead of winter something
like this place would be the place to go to relax and combat boredom.


“I've
done that a time or two myself.” He stretched, then carefully set the scroll he
had been puzzling over aside. “I'm surprised you have paper however. And
books!” He waved to indicate some of the leather bound tomes. He hadn't
intended to be here for so long. He checked his phone and frowned. Two hours
here.


Deidra
fingered the tome. “They're hard to make. Father has a copy of every book ever
made here,” she smiled, running a delicate finger over one of the leather bound
monster books.


Ryans
nodded. “I can imagine. I was just wondering how you got the recipe for paper.
That was an Asian thing.”


She
blinked at him. “Asian.” He used his index fingers to make his eyes wider
simulating an Asian look. She nodded.


“Yes
we have people like that,” she said. He knew that of course, he'd seen a few in
the castle. She went looking through the tomes then came up with one. She laid
it next to the map and started thumbing through the pages. He went over to her
side.


“Here,”
she said. She pointed to a page. “Many years ago men and women came through the
land looking for a place of their own. They had traveled through the vortex and
decided to settle in a valley...” She stopped reading and pushed the book away
to look at the map. “Ah, here.” She pointed tracing her finger along what
looked like a valley.


“They
built a village in a valley, but were driven out by the migrating herds in the
fall. When winter came many fell prey to animals and starvation.” She looked
up, face dark. He rubbed her shoulders gently.


“Some
managed to get back to nearby settlements. A few were found by a convoy train
the next spring as well.” She shook her head. “They settled here in the capital
and in small villages along the coast. They were the ones who taught us
about...” She glanced at the book. “Yes, paper. This,” she said. She tapped the
pages.


“And
adding fish and kelp to the soil... many healing medicines... some other
things,” she explained. She looked up from the book to him. He nodded. Native
Americans were known for some of this as well he knew. And come to think of it
wasn't there an Asian Duke? He thought, rubbing his brow. Isamu Sung, he
remembered and then frowned as another thought struck him suddenly.


“Too
bad they didn't teach you gunpowder,” he said. She blinked at him.


He
frowned. “The Asians were the ones to discover gunpowder on earth. Many, many
years ago they used it in rockets and in fire crackers. Later it was
transported to the Mideast and Europe and developed into better weapons.”


She
nodded. “Most of those who came were said to be farmers,” she explained.
“Peasants.” He nodded.


“Probably.
And they may not have had access to that knowledge... or were forbidden to
teach it. Asia had a death penalty for anyone who broke that law back then.” He
shrugged.


She
seemed to become aware of his looming presence and blushed. She pulled away for
a moment, but when he didn't follow she darted an exasperated look at him then
leaned back against his side.


Instinctively
his arms wrapped around her to support her. She smiled, glad her ploy had
worked. He chuckled softly. “Better?” he murmured.


“Ah
boss, we've got those figures on... um...” They both stiffened at Max's voice.
Ryans turned to see him there as Deidra scowled, looking away. “Ah, sorry it
can wait,” Max said starting to retreat.


They
both seemed to sigh, and then he chuckled once more. “No Max, I take it you got
the figures on the electrical sorted out?” He turned to see the big engineer
looking a bit sheepish. Max wanted to get his hands on the reactor they had
tucked away in the ravine but Perry was adamant about leaving it where it was
for now.


“Yeah,
ah, we've got the iron and copper estimates, but we're having a heck of a time
getting our hands on the chromium and platinum now that people know we want it.
Not to mention tin and some of the other bits we're going to need later on.” He
shrugged. “I was hoping the princess or the minister of trade could do
something about that.” He indicated the princess.


“I
guess work is never done,” the princess murmured straightening her bodice. He
chuckled.


“Something
like that,” he agreed. She tilted her chin up to him and he impulsively kissed
her. She froze, and then softened. He felt her arms wrap around him. When they
came up for air he lightly brushed her cheek with his hand.


A
grunt and then clearing of a throat made him chuckle again as awareness of
their audience returned. “Sorry.” He turned to see Sergeant Waters alongside
Max. “Something else Master Sergeant?”


“Max
and the others bore standardized the new brass ammunition so we've got a small
supply for our own uses to restock. It's not nearly as good as our own, but
it's a start. I was concerned about it though, we need to set up armories in secure
locations that are protected from the elements and theft...and protect the
population from accidents. Lieutenant Perry agreed and pointed me in your
direction.” He waved to the map. “I also wanted to go over our line of march
again while we've got the time.”


Deidra
smothered a chuckle as he slowly released her. “By all means,” she said
smiling. She moved the tome then pulled the capital map out and placed it on
top of the area map.


<==={}------------>


“I
see you're getting along with the princess a lot better,” the Sergeant said
after Deidra made her excuses and left. He watched her go smiling slightly.


“Something
like that,” he said, returning his attention to the Master Sergeant. “I'm not
sure where it's going to lead, if anywhere,” he shrugged. Which was true
enough. Deidra had at least stopped pressuring him into committing to stay. He
was taking things one day, and more importantly one evening at a time.
The evenings when they both had energy were memories he would treasure he
realized. He looked back to the Master Sergeant who was studying the map. “I
had an interesting conversation with Nate a little while ago...”


“Was
he prattling on about the animals again?” the Sergeant asked, sounding annoyed.
“I told him it could wait. It's not like it's important.”


“I
disagree,” Ryans said. The Sergeant looked up. “Oh some of it was chaff, but
there were some interesting tidbits in there. Like the war pigs.”


“War
pigs?” the Sergeant asked, wrinkling his nose. “You're kidding I hope.”


Ryans
shook his head. “Fraid not Sarge, war pigs six legged monstrosities, head of a
warthog, with four great big serrated tusks. Temperament of your worst hung
over, caffeine deprived, angry DI after his wife and commander chewed his ass.”


The
Sergeant snorted. “Sounds hard to believe.”


“Oh
believe it. Remember that thing that chased the princesses a couple of months
ago on our trip here?” he asked. Waters nodded. He hadn't seen it but had heard
the reports of it. “I'm going to look it up in a minute. In fact that's why I
came here. It seems Duluth has a few... or did in the last war. Big nasty
things, a guard told me about it. I peeked at the skull in the den. Nasty.”


“Like
an ex wife I used to have. Probably prettier though,” the Sergeant deadpanned
with a small smile.


“More
than likely,” Ryans answered with a laugh. “But that was just one nugget. I'd
hate to see a couple of these beasts running amok on the battlefield. From the
looks of the skull it would take a bazooka round or fifty cal to put one down.”


“If
it got among the men...” the Sergeant said catching on.


“Yeah.”


“No
plan survives contact with the enemy, that's why they call them the enemy,” the
Sergeant said nodding. “But we know about it now. Damn, now I know why the
General wanted pikes and lancers among the musketeers,” he sighed, rubbing his
brow. Of course the bastard could have told him, he thought with a touch of
annoyance.


“Yup.
You may want to rethink that little tidbit. Also, he pointed out some nasty critters,
and something for Doc to put to her medical puzzle.”


“Do
tell...?” the Sergeant asked looking up. He wasn't sure he wanted to hear more
bad news but knew he needed to be aware of it.


“Well,
you can get a look at some of the war beasties in the den or stables yourself.
But as far as Doc's bit, well she's been on and on about bouts of rickets and
calcium deficiency affecting people. It turns out the animals don't produce
milk like Terrans do... and those that do use boron not calcium in their bone
structure.”


“Ah,”
the Sergeant nodded.


“Ah
indeed. We're going to have to check our diet. I'll get Gregory on it in a bit.
I want him to double check that little thing. Also have him overhaul what he
can here, dietary practices abroad, and for the army itself.”


The
Master Sergeant looked thoughtful. “Hmmm.”


“In
other words, better rations,” Ryans said smiling.


“Oh
I got that part. I was just wondering what other things we've been overlooking
from time to time,” the Sergeant sighed. “Ah the hell with it, what will come
will come.”
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“Problem?”
he asked the next morning as he watched Deidra wince. She glared then tried to
tone down the glare when he winced. She'd been prickly and distant this
morning. He'd been distracted and had avoided the subject.


“Sore?”
he asked coming over to her. She wrinkled her nose at him. She had a riding
crop and gloves tucked under her arm. She was dressed in dark brown leathers.


“Going
out riding Princess Deidra?” Wanda asked amused. They looked over to her. Ryans
shrugged. “Which way? I can see who the top is obviously,” Wanda asked
wickedly. Ryans sighed, rolling his eyes.


“I
think not,” he said giving the princess a look. Her face twisted. “Cramp?” he
asked softly as her hand went to her middle. She snarled a little. He sighed
moving away. He shook his head.


“Ah...
it's ah... your womanly thing,” he said to Wanda. Deidra glared.


“That's
a private matter,” she snarled locking eyes with him.


He
shook his head. “Most of the time yes, your health is a concern for me. When
you’re biting my head off for being concerned it raises eyebrows. Mine
included.”


“You
Terran’s... always talking, always explaining,” she snarled slapping the riding
crop.


Wanda
gaped. “Wanda could you...” Ryans asked backing away, hands up.


“Yeah,”
she said giving him a look and disdainful sniff. “Sure, leave her in my hands.
Suurre.” She looked back at the angry princess clutching at her belly.


“Thanks,”
Ryans said retreating quickly.


“That
bad huh?” Wanda observed watching the princess gasp a little. She went over and
took the riding crop. “Come on dear, we'll see Doc, she can give you something
for the cramps and the pain. I've got a couple of pads you can use that should
help with the bleeding,” she said, wrinkling her nose at the smell. She held Deidra’s
elbow, steering her down the hall.


“What
do I do about the overbearing male?” Deidra snarled after the latest cramp
seemed to ease.


“Oh?
I thought that's what the riding crop was for?” Wanda teased. Deidra eyed her.
She sighed. “Later dear, when you’re in a better mood I will tell you a bit
about role playing and games people play.”


<==={}------------>


Ryans
poked his head around the corner. Sue didn't look up from her clipboard. “Coast
is clear,” she said turning away, then back.


“How...
never mind,” He shrugged, coming out. She looked up.


“You
wanted to see me Doc?”


“Yeah,
I was going over the gear the soldiers are carrying.”


“Yeah?
I don't think we can add much more Doc, it's getting close to game time,” he
said. They were less than a week away from marching now.


“Well,
this you should,” She picked up a bundled cloth and tossed it at him.


He
caught it and looked it over. “More bandages Doc? We've got them with the field
medics.”


“No,”
She sat down on the edge of the empty bed. “Socks duffus.”


“Okay.
Now I know I'm slow. We've got two pair for each soldier.”


“Make
it three. I also want a class on hygiene.”


“Doc...”
he sighed and closed his eyes. He really didn't want or need another delay.


“Seriously.
Not kidding here,” she growled. She pointed to her face. “See?”


He
rolled his eyes. “What's this about Doc?” he asked, leaning against the wall.
“I really do have a lot on my plate right now, including a rather temperamental
princess.”


“That
will keep,” Doc growled. “This is important.” He tossed the sock ball at her.
She caught it. “See, I better not see one single case of trench foot. And if I
have to amputate one damn foot I'm going to shove a scalpel up both your asses
and the ass of the so called military experts we brought along,” she sighed
irritably and ran her hands through her bangs.


Ryans
caught on immediately. “Ah. Okay,” Ryans nodded, thinking about it.


“Maybe
at the same time,” she growled, not looking at him. He snorted.


“Trench
foot?” he finally asked.


“Or
jungle rot. Take your pick. I don't care. Shin splints I think I can deal
with,” she grimaced. “But you've got to get these people on top of this. I mean
now Eugene. Build it into the training. Whenever they get their socks wet,
either from sweat or crossing water, take them off IMMEDIATELY!” She slammed
the clipboard into the wooden railing making a shark crack sound. A nurse came
running but she waved her off.


“I
gotcha Doc,” Ryans nodded sobered. He really didn't want or need to lose
experienced men over something so stupid.


“One
hour with wet feet will chew them up. A day of marching with wet feet will put
a man up for a month or two. If it's real bad or not treated ASAP it will rip
the skin off. Don't even get me started on gangrene,” she said. She turned. “If
I have to amputate one damn toe...” She waggled her finger at him.


He
grimaced and shook his head. “Okay, well, first the roads are pretty good.
Roman so we don't have to ford many rivers. In fact remember? We crossed two
bridges on the way here.”


She
nodded. “And if it rains?”


“Ah,
yeah, there you have a point. I'll make sure the others know. We'll work it in.
I'll go figure out how to get another pair of socks in to the ruck.”


“Make
it two,” she said firmly. He looked at her. She unraveled the socks. “In a
pinch a clean sock will serve as a temporary bandage.”


He
nodded. “All right Doc, thanks,” he said. He waved and then paused in the
doorway. “Anything else?”


“No,
now get,” she ordered and waved a dismissive hand.


“I'm
going,” he said shaking his head. “I'm a going. Geesh, women these days, I
think Max is right, they all plumb loco,” he said, walking off.


“I
heard that!” she called. He grinned as he walked off.


<==={}------------>


“Intelligence
has confirmed, Art’ur is the King. It seems Richard died the year before,”
Perry said coming in and sitting down at the table. He nodded politely as a
servant put a platter of food down in front of him.


“Meat,
glorious meat,” he said smiling in anticipation. His stomach rumbled. Sue
chuckled.


“Never
could get between a guy and his beef... or whatever that happens to be,” she
said, chuckling as Perry cut a piece and paused as he put it to his mouth. He
seemed to think about it for a second then shrugged and bit down. The others
chuckled.


“So,
Richard's out, Art’ur's in? Huh.” Ryans grunted. “Young enough not to know
better or care?”


“Something
like that,” Perry replied between bites.


“What
do you mean?” Deidra asked hooking her arm through Ryans'. He smiled at her.


“The
young are brash and impulsive. We have a vibe, an immortality streak when we're
young. Risk takers without a thought to the consequences. We're also more
likely to be hot headed and impulsive, all things we can use to our advantage,”
Perry explained.


Deidra
seemed to think about that for a moment. After a long moment she nodded slowly.
She wasn't admitting the point, just agreeing in order for him to continue.


“Most
military people enlist when they're young. They don't know they aren't
immortal, and they love to take risks. They love the idea of adventure and
glory. As you get older you gain experience and slow down. You start to lose
your hot blood and start getting wily. Age and treachery versus youth and vigor
and all that,” Sue interjected, trying to translate.


“In
other words, Art’ur's in his first campaign. He's got a lot to prove, and he's
young and reckless. This entire campaign is not very well thought out,” Perry
said.


“He
has to prove himself on the field of battle. It's a Duluth tradition my lord,”
a servant said nearby. Deidra gave her a look but Perry smiled at her.


“True.
Thank you for pointing that out lass. I hadn't known it,” he said. He bobbed a
nod to her. “Good meat,” he smiled. She blushed and curtsied and then filled
his glass.


“I'm
surprised he's stayed outside Duke Emroy's to be honest. The young usually
don't have that level of patience,” Ryans said looking thoughtful.


“He
must really need the food and materials to move on. Or thinks he needs it,”
Perry answered. He paused for a moment. “Actually, now I'm fairly certain he does
after what the Silent Knights pulled off. But he also doesn't want the castle
in his rear. It may also be a trap, or one he thinks is a trap. Try to
get the Imperium to move before it's ready, crush it outside the walls of the
castle demoralizing it, and then move on the castle and then the capital and
take it with little effort.”


Ryans
nodded. “His war machine has stripped the surrounding countryside to stubble.
Moving on is going to be interesting for them,” he mused darkly. He shook his
head.


“We're
starting to get some angst from our own quarters too,” Perry said with a snort.


“The
young want to move out?” Ryans asked smiling. Deidra gave him a curious look
then shrugged.


“Some
of the lords do now that the planting and second harvest has been completed. I
too wish we could go. I would like to see my cousins saved,” she said giving
him a look.


“We're
almost there dear. Give it a couple of more days. A week at most if the weather
holds,” Ryans answered hugging her.


<==={}------------>


Sue
smiled encouragingly as she explained to Xeji and the other students how the
machine worked. The patient was lying on his back on the bed; a special water
cushion supported his kidneys.


Xeji
had quickly become one of her favorite students. They young man seemed to soak
up the techniques quickly, far quicker than the older students. Many had years
of bad habits to unlearn.


“Now,
the ESWL, or Extracorporeal Shock Wave Lithotripsy device is an ultrasonic
device invented over thirty years ago to break up kidney stones. Usually we use
pain medication to manage the stones, opiates if possible,” she explained and
then shrugged, certain they were only getting half of the explanation. They'd
get the gist of it in a moment.


“And
this?” Xeji asked, pointing to the LCD screen.


“That's
him. See the ultrasound scanner showed us where the stones are. See?” She
pointed to a mass on the screen, then to a few more. “You've got a lot of
them,” she told the patient. She shook her head. “You need to cut down on your
salt and proteins. drinking a lot more water would also be a good idea. The
water can irrigate your kidneys and flush these out when they're still tiny.”
The patient grunted.


She
looked at the image and typed at the keyboard. “You see, when the stone passes
it irritates the inside of their body, especially the urethra when it passes.
If a stone grows too large it becomes trapped and can cause damage or shut the
kidney down.”


Xeji
nodded. The other students murmured. “Can we get on with this doctor?” Duke
Troy asked plaintively. She smiled.


“Sure
thing. This is going to sting a little. It'll feel like a rubber band snapping
on your skin... ah... wait you don't have them... um...”


“Try
to hold still Dominus,” Xeji said to Duke Troy, nodding to her.


Sue
nodded in response. “Right. What we have here is the lithotripsy device.” She
held up an elliptical device then placed it on his side. “This sends shock
waves through his body to the stone. It creates cavitation bubbles around it
which breaks it up into tiny pieces.”


She
thumbed the activation switch. Duke Troy grunted and grimaced. “Almost there,”
Sue said, guiding the device. She turned it off then repositioned it for the
other stones. The Duke began to twitch and move a little.


“You
have to be careful while using this device, it can tear capillaries and cause
internal bleeding if the patient doesn't hold still,” she almost barked
that last part out. He grunted a chuckle and then held still.


“I
shall endure,” he ground out, freezing in place.


She
nodded. “You'd better,” she growled. Some of the class tittered a little. “All
right, that's it for the big ones on this side, let’s see...” She refocused the
ultrasound then repositioned the lithotripsy device then paused. “Here,” she
said. She held them out to Xeji as she got up. “You take a turn.”


He
frowned then nodded and took the seat. She guided his hands to the stone. They
both watched the monitor. “Can I see?” the Duke asked. Smiling Sue angled the
LCD so he could get a better view. Xeji initiated the pulses. The Duke watched
amazed as the stone broke up on the screen.


“That's
it?” a student asked as they wiped the gel off the Duke and he sat up.


“For
now. He will need to be checked every couple of months to make sure he doesn't
have any larger masses growing. I'd say every half year or year depending on
what's found,” Sue said. She eyed the Duke who nodded.


“Thank
you doctor. Such a wondrous device to do such a thing. And simple to use as
well,” Xeji said, touching the wands.


“Simple
to use, but hard to make. It'll be years before we have another so we better
take good care of what we've got,” she smiled at him. “And teach as many people
as we can to use it properly.” He chuckled at that as the Duke left. “Okay,
who's next?” she asked turning to the class.


<==={}------------>


“Are
we ready to fight?” Baron Siegfried Von Shale asked querulously. “It's getting
unbearably hot out there. Men and beasts will tire easily if we don't move
soon.”


Ryans
nodded. “Agreed, but we can't move until we're ready. If we do, we invite
defeat,” he said. He shrugged at the Baron's vexed expression. “We're getting
there; I'd estimate another week before we move.”


“Ah.
Well, I wish you had a device that could cool the air,” the Baron whined,
fanning himself.


“Oh
we do. It's called an air conditioner. It can heat the air as well,” Ryans
replied absently.


The
baron looked condescending. “Another of your magical devices? Too bad you don't
have one,” he said.


“My
aren't you sounding a bit snide. Wake up on the wrong side of the bed?” Ryans
asked getting up. “As it is, we do happen to have some of these devices
here. They are built into some of our vehicles. Follow me.” He led them out of
the castle. Amused the Baron and courtiers followed.


In
the outer courtyard A Stryker pulled up. “Thanks Scooter,” Ryans said waving.


“No
prob. What's this about anyway?” Scooter asked giving the courtiers a look.


“Oh,
just a demo,” Ryans said as he opened the passenger door and then cranked up
the AC. “Yup, nice.” He smiled as the cool air hit him. “Baron? Care to feel
it?”


Other
lords looked amused and motioned for the Baron to move. He went over and put
his hand out. “I don't...” He got closer to the cab then his brows knit. “How
is this possible?” he asked looking surprised and perplexed.


“Is
it true?” a lady fanning herself with an Asian style fan rushed over and stuck
her head in. “Oh it is, it is!” she shrieked happily. Ryans winced at the tone
of her voice. She cooed as the cool air flowed over her.


“I
want a device like this,” the baron said suddenly, eying the lady.” Ryans and
Scooter chuckled.


“Don't
we all. We're working on it. Max is setting up the factories for many things.
Once we get this little invasion settled we can build all sorts of things,”
Ryans said exchanging a look with Scooter.


“Other
things? Like the heater you mentioned?” a person in the back called out.


Ryans
nodded. “That too. And lights. Medicine, radios,” he waved. “All sorts of
things. For any who can afford it.”


“Ah,”
a lord nodded wisely.


“But
who will build it?” another asked.


“Why,
artisans of course!” another said snidely.


Ryans
frowned and then shrugged. Before he could say anything Scooter stood up. “Well
some will, but the factories will employ peasants as well. They'll do simple labor
and be paid for it. They can use that money to pay for food and their taxes...
and get some items for their families.” Scooter said giving Ryans a look.


“Ah.
I'm not so sure about that...” Siegfried said rubbing his chin.


“If
your peasants prosper so too do you Baron. If they have enough to eat, enough
to pay their taxes and more to do with as they please then they can do other
things,” Ryans said smiling. “Of course those who invest in the future will
have a greater stake in it,” he said suggestively.


The
Baron's eyes narrowed. “Go on.”


“Well,
you aren't the only one interested in such devices. Many here would love to
have them, as would others in this city and beyond. Now if someone invested in
making them and selling them...”


“Then
they could sell them for a profit,” a lord laughed from the back. “And it would
be on their land employing their people! A grand idea indeed, I see great
interest in this. I have invested for years in commerce with good results.
Though many a ship has been lost, those that got through brought much fortune
back with them. I can see this bears thought,” the portly lord rumbled then
nodded to himself. “Much thought.”


Siegfried
gave his shrewd colleague a look then nodded. “That it does.”


Ryans
nodded. “Right, now, Scooter here can show you some of the other gadgets like
lights,” Ryans said. He reached in and flicked a light on inside the cab of the
truck. “I understand you've got bioluminescent ones in some areas. They work
okay, but don't throw a lot of light, and require constant tending to work.
Well, we've got electric lights that are brighter, or dimmer if you prefer,
come on when you want them and will work as long as you have power. Day or
night,” he smiled. His audience began to murmur at that idea.


<==={}------------>


“We
can't hold back much longer. The natives are getting restless,” Perry murmured
as they watched the remorseless drilling going on in the quad.


Ryans
sighed. “Yeah, tell me about it. How are the Silent Knights doing?” he asked.
Since the main camp had turned into such a hornet's nest they'd switched the
commandos over to ambushing the raiders out looking for food and material. It
had gone well, at least for a while.


Perry
scowled and shook his head. “Terrible. Duluth has stopped sending out raiders
in small groups since we've been picking them off. He's beefed up security so
we can't sneak into their camp anymore either.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded. “Well, it's about time he smartened up a little.”


“Yeah,
you can't have everything go your own way. We've got word he's about ready to
break camp,” Perry grimaced. “He's gotten wind of Galloway's forces holding the
gap and his logistics are getting mighty tight. His last three attempts to
break them have gone nowhere. I'd say he'll leave a containing force and then
go shopping for greener pastures any day now.”


Ryans
nodded. “So it's definitely time. All right, spread the mobilization word. I'll
talk with the natives.”


“Right.
You realize we've only got about nine hundred riflemen and musketeers right?
Twice that many bowman? Not to mention the main army,” Perry said. There were
another seven thousand in the main army but none with modern arms.


Ryans
frowned. “Yeah well, we've got to go with what we can. I think we'll have to go
with the Bravo variant of the plan.”


Perry
shook his head. “Send the Strykers up hay diddle diddle right up the middle?
They'll be trapped and unable to maneuver. A human wave will overwhelm them.”


“No...
I guess I should have said the Charlie plan then,” Ryans grimaced. He hated
getting things mixed up.


“Oh.
Ah... Hmmm,” Perry nodded thoughtfully. “Okay, I'll think about it.” He waved
as he walked off.


<==={}------------>


Princess
Deidra and the Queen talked about things with Wanda, Charlie, and Sue. They
talked about why they love their countries. Wanda finally got a mystic smile
and pulled out her laptop. She pulled up a video and played it for them. God
bless the USA by Lee Greenwood. The Queen was a little baffled at first, until
Doc paused the video and had Wanda pull up a captioned version, then translated
that into the native language. Wanda showed them several music videos, as well
as videos of many things from earth. The Queen was interested,


Deidra
was humbled by the show of patriotism; she bit her lip in thought. “Why did you
leave then?” she asked when they paused the video.


Wanda
paused in pulling up the next clip and smiled. “New frontiers. We're always
exploring now. Medicine, the sea, space... ourselves... this...” She waved to
indicate their world, “It's new to us. Something new to explore, to learn.”
Deidra nodded. There was something in what Ryans said that was similar she
realized.


Wanda
smiled. “Many of our people love it; we can't get enough of it. New frontiers,
new things to learn, to explore, to see... new places to set down roots too.”
Doc nodded. “For some more than others,” she shrugged it off. “Only time will
tell.”


Deidra
looked away then back to the Doc. “Can you tell if I'm pregnant?” she asked
softly.


Doc
gave her a long look. The Queen smiled a little, proud.


Wanda
chuckled. “Not by one of us.” Deidra and the Queen looked surprised. Deidra
looked a little hurt. “We all took infertility implants before we came. He's
infertile for another year dear,” Wanda explained softly. Deidra looked
crestfallen. The Queen grumbled.


Sue
shook her head, suddenly understanding their intent interest. “Oh it might have
worked, trap him into remaining for a family, but he would immediately
recognize the trap and deep down would have resented it,” she explained
patiently. The Queen's eyes narrowed in thought. “Let it go. Things will happen
whether you want them to or not. Let nature take its course,” Sue said and then
sighed, knowing what she and Wanda had been saying was falling on deaf ears.


Wanda
nodded. “See, we've spent a great deal of time educating ourselves, not just
about medicine, machines, war, and the world around us, but about politics,
psychology, social interactions, and manipulation too. In fact we've taken a
very dim, cynical view of anyone who manipulates others for their own ends,”
she warned, eying the Queen, hoping her message was getting to her.


The
Queen looked wary for a moment then bobbed a slow nod. “I thank you for that
information.”


Wanda
smiled. “It's good to have a little background.” She shrugged at Doc's look.


“Think
he'll stay?” Wanda murmured to Sue as the group broke up.


Sue
looked around to make sure the natives were out of earshot then shrugged. “It's
up to him. The problem is he's so smart he's stupid,” Sue said with a snort.
Wanda giggled.


“Honestly,
he may be giving up the greatest thing in his life to go back to Earth. Sure
it's comfortable, fame fortune...” She looked down for a second. “Here I am
griping about him and I'm not even brave enough to face it myself,” Sue
murmured. Wanda blinked at her.


“How
do you mean?” she asked giving the Doc a wary look.


“It's
just that...” She threw her hands up in the air. “Here I am about to say he's
needed here, and then I just realized... so am I. Hell all of us. We could do a
lot for the people here. Hell we've done a lot already. But how can I give the
man a hard time about being stuck in one hell of a catch 22 situation when I
can't say I'm facing it myself?” she asked. “I'm a doctor, should I walk away?”


“Seems
like you just put yourself in his place too Sue,” Wanda said softly. She sighed
and rubbed her brow. “All of us for that matter. Lieutenant Perry and the
military contingent will have to go back. One or two of the scientists
are home sick, and I know that I'd jump at the chance of some decent chocolate
and a hot tub any day.” She sighed shaking her head. The natives had chocolate
but it was the Aztec thing, dark and not at all sugary. Gregory had tried to
make do with it but his pudding had been suboptimal and extremely expensive.
“But you're right. We're needed here.” She patted the doctor's hand.


“Must
we choose?” Doc asked softly.


“I'd
say, let the future unfold as it may. We may not have that choice to stay or
go. If we can't get to the vortex, it's a moot point and we're all stuck in the
bed we made,” Wanda chuckled. Sue nodded.


“I'm
a doctor, sworn to aide those in need of my services,” Sue said softly to
herself. Wanda looked at her then looked away. “Out there is an entire planet in
the dark ages.”


“Look
Doc, no one is going to hold it against you if you stay. You're right, you
could make one hell of an impact here,” she grimaced thoughtful of her own
contributions. “We all could.”


Sue
seemed to shake herself after a moment. “But you're right too, no sense getting
all worked up about it if we can't go back,” she smiled. “At least not yet.”


“First
things first, we've got a war to win. Night Doc,” Wanda chuckled and waved as
they separated.


<==={}------------>


The
morning of the march dawned and it was cloudy and cool for once. They made a
quick start, getting those already prepared out and on the march, with others
to follow. Perry was a bit disgusted by the ones not quite ready, even though
Ryans teased him about some people not being morning people. The sudden impetus
to move and keep up with the others made the last minute feet draggers pick up
the pace.


They
made good time due to the Roman style roads and got to their first way point by
noon. The cavalry changed horses and then rode out again, keeping ahead of the
main army to watch for possible ambushes. The foot soldiers were given an
hour’s rest for food and to check their gear before moving out again.


Perry
commented that they needed to watch out for heatstroke. Ryans nodded. “Ya, that
was a major problem in the old battles like the revolutionary war. Marmoth had
more soldiers dropping from heat stroke and battle fatigue than from wounds.”


Perry
eyes him in surprise then smiled. “Figures you'd know that,” he muttered. Ryans
chuckled.


“We've
got a water train with us. They'll set up nearby,” he waved. Perry looked over
to the wagons with barrels and looked startled. Ryans followed the look and
spotted Deidra with the women. He sighed.


Perry
shook his head. “Well, you didn't expect her to stay behind did you?” Ryans
asked sounding proud but resigned.


Perry
snorted. “You're taking that kinda well. Too well,” he said suspiciously. Ryans
snorted.


“I'm
a bit more sophisticated remember? I know women can fight. We've got a hundred
or so amazons in the ranks.  Hell, I've seen her sword fight remember?
She's good. We'll just have to keep her away from the front lines so she
doesn't get her ass killed doing something foolish.”


Perry
snorted. “Speak for yourself. You and I have to stay out of the thick of it too
you know,” he warned. Ryans nodded.


“Yeah,
I know. That so called duel pointed it out to me. I have no place in a melee
battle when I'm a total amateur. We need to stay where we can direct the entire
battle. I know it's important to lead from the front for some, but being able
to see what's going on and react quickly is vital,” he said. Perry nodded.
“Besides, I'm not exactly all that handy with sharp objects. I'm more likely to
cut myself than the enemy,” Ryans said wryly.


Perry
snorted at the old joke. “Yeah, there's that too.”


He
braced Deidra later. She wasn't in armor though she was in her riding leathers
and had some light armor on along with her sword and dagger. She looked like
she was ready to fight, but his willingness to go along with her being there
seemed to take some of the spark out of her. Her chin was high in a defiant
pose; she was quite willing to give a scolding as good as he could dish out. A
sense of admiration filled him once more. He shook his head with a small wry
smile. “What you expected me to rant and rave and chew you out?” he sighed
pulling her close. “I know you too well dear; I knew you would be here with
your people.”


She
sighed, hugging herself to him. “I've got to admit I'm a little concerned about
your being so near a battle, but I know you wouldn't miss it,” he murmured. She
looked up at him and he ran his hand gently through her hair so he could see
her eyes. “Promise me one thing, you stay out of it. You're too
important to get hurt or killed trying to get in the thick of it for revenge or
to lead. I know you have skills to contribute but keep them focused on where
you'll do the most good in the long run.”


“Stay
with the other women you mean?” she asked, eyes sparking. His chest rumbled in
a chuckle.


“Oh
hell no, I've got to stay back too. You can be with me if you want,” he said.
She eyed him again this time curious. “We need to be where we can direct the
battle. If we're in the front lines we can't see squat on the flanks. And
getting one or all of us killed right away would tear the army apart,” he
explained patiently to her. Her eyes widened at that and then she nodded
thoughtfully.


“No,
we need to direct the battle. We've got contingency plans to perfect, and
signals ready if we need them. Perry's drilled the noncoms, officers, and
knights on them and what to do. Hopefully it works. If not we'll have to adjust
in a hurry. We didn't have a lot of time to train, we needed to get going,” he
sighed. “That's something Perry and I agree on, we needed more time to train.
But we've got to shoot from the hip.”


Her
eyebrows knit at that metaphor. “It means fight when you’re not quite ready,
and miss your best shot. This is a gamble. All war is,” he sighed. “The shock
and awe alone should help though.” He waved to the cavalry off on the flanks.
Some of the men had their rifles slung over their shoulders. A few had them
resting across their laps.


He
looked over his shoulder to the artillery train. It was near the rear of the
column, just ahead of the supply train. Each of the giant reptilian beasts
towed a field piece. They hadn't had time to make many, just an even dozen, but
each was going to play hell with the enemy. So would the mortar crews and the
bazookas. There were a dozen of each of them as well, with ten shots each.


Within
the supply train Doc and her trauma surgeons rode with full kits. They were all
determined to save as many lives as they could. Perry had set up a couple of
the convoy units to tow carriages loaded with supplies. The carriages had leaf
springs, something new to the natives. They could move faster than the older
carriages and would be used as ambulances to ferry wounded to the nearest
shelter.


<==={}------------>


Doc
acidly commented during an afternoon break that it would have been nice to have
had more time. Perry snorted. “Sue, ask me for anything but time is a military
axiom. We've got to go with what we got, we'll never get it totally right,” he
explained patiently. He shrugged, not really wanting to have to explain the
obvious to her. “Trust me, every commander wishes he had a few more men, more
supplies, more time to train.” He shrugged again. “We don't have it. From what
the spies have reported Duluth is about to break the siege or leave a
containing force and strike off for greener pastures. We've got to hit him now,
pin him against the defenses of the Emroy castle and smash him.”


Doc
grimaced. “I just wish I had more time to train, more supplies.” She threw her
hands up. “Sure the ether will help, god, having an anesthetic alone is a
godsend in this mess. But if Max had managed to make some coolers we could have
put some plasma on ice.”


Perry
nodded. “And if we had more time I could have added another hundred or two of
musketeers, fifty more riflemen, and a dozen more artillery units to this,”
Perry waved. “We've done the best we can with what we've got. We're going to
make sure everyone is hydrated, we're wearing clothes that are clean and every
soldier is carrying a basic first aid kit and was taught how to use it.” He
shook his head as she looked away and bit her lip. “I know. We all do Doc.
There isn't anything we can do about it but hope for the best and plan for the
worst,” he sighed. “You've done a lot Doc, think of what you had to work with,
and what you've managed to do with the people in the past three months. We're
going to do our best.” He smiled a wan smile.


“Opening
night jitters?” Ryans asked as Sue left. From her expression she wasn't happy.


“Yeah,
something like that,” Perry said watching her leave. “She's scared, we all
are,” he sighed. “All but them.” He nodded to the general and the lords
drinking up liquor and telling war stories.


“Still
think playing hay diddle diddle right up the middle with a frontal attack is
the way to go?” Ryans asked sounding amused.


“Best
plan we can do on short notice with what we've got. The shock and awe value
alone should make a huge impact. Besides, our vehicles could out run their
cavalry, but we'd be out of ammo in next to no time if we tried to use them in
a flanking charge,” Perry said.


Ryans
nodded, eying some of the war beasts. “Let's just keep the enemy war beasts as
far away as we can. No sense letting them dent or flip a Stryker if we can help
it.”


Perry
eyed the giant six legged monstrosities himself and then smiled grimly. “I had
a thought about that...” He turned to the stack of ordinance nearby.


Ryans
turned as well, and then grinned. “I thought you would.”


<==={}------------>


When
they made camp the first night Deidra sought him out when everyone was settled.
Ryans however was off on the perimeter of the camp checking things over one
last time. She gave him a curious look when he returned.


“Just
checking the perimeter,” he shrugged. “Perry's job, or one of the guards, but I
can't help it. Restless,” he sighed looking up at the stars. He didn't like
being outside here now that he knew about all the damn alien critters. Then
again they were at the center of about ten thousand men and women, not to
mention a couple of hundred animals. If anything came they'd find out in a
hurry.


“Beautiful,”
she said looking up as well. They could see a purple nebula cresting the
horizon.


“Definitely.
You don't get views like this in the city,” he smiled. “The light pollution drowns
it all out.” He shook his head. “We were going to bring an astronomer, but we
couldn't get one to come on such short notice. None of them believed...” He
sighed and looked down at her.


“Astronomer?”
she asked amused. He smiled as she took his hand. He took his coat off and laid
it over her shoulders. The heat of the day had worn off, it was now cooling
rapidly.


“An
astronomer is a person who studies the stars and objects in space. Like that
couple with the scope remember? They're your equivalent,” he explained. She
nodded. “They warn us of potential dangers, and inspire us to explore more.” He
pointed to a distant greenish light. “I believe that's a planet. That over
there is either a comet or a moon. See your suns aren't the only ones in the
universe. Each of those lights is either a star or a world. Or a star with its
own worlds.”


She
looked at him in stunned surprise. He smiled. “I told you this before remember?
We came from another world remember?” he teased.


She
blinked and then laughed a little at herself. “I had forgotten,” she murmured.
She held his hand suddenly, gripping it tightly. “They're beautiful. Do they
all have people on them like ours?” she murmured then looked to him.


He
shook his head. “Not all. I have no idea how many,” he shrugged. “And it's a
fluke to have life, let alone intelligent life...and to have our species on two
worlds...” He shook his head again. “We have an equation that predicts things,
but we haven't a clue if it is valid or not. It's called the Drake equation.”


“Is
it that hard to believe?” she asked, lips curving in a smile.


“It's
hard to quantify, but to accept...” He chuckled a little. “That I've done.” He
waved to the stars again. “But not all life is like ours. Some is so different,
truly weird and amazing, or even monstrous.”


“You
want to explore more?” she asked, suddenly upset. He looked at her as she
released his hand.


“No.
I want to set up the infrastructure for others to explore. I know my
limits. This?” he waved. “This was pure chance. Pure chance and a...oh hell...
I don't know how to say it. We're here. That's all that matters,” he said
awkwardly, catching her hand again. He pulled it up and kissed her hand gently
then smiled as she looked away. He sighed and looked up at the stars once more.
Eventually she relaxed and hugged herself to him. They walked like that back to
their tent.


<==={}------------>


They
made it to the edge of the battlefield and settled in at nightfall two days later.
It was fortunate that the weather had held so nicely. Hot of course with the
summer heat but the thunderstorms had held off.


Ryans
watched men and women scrubbing at their armor and weapons in the firelight.
Even with the addition of chromium and other alloys the iron rusted in this
humid weather with alarming speed. He made a mental note to check on their own
equipment later.


“Some
of this is nervous energy getting burned off,” Deidra observed nodding. He
nodded as well.


“I
wonder how many will actually get any sleep tonight?” he murmured. He was
fairly certain Duluth now knew they were here. The Silent Knights were out on
patrol, watching for any midnight raids.


“Not
many,” she sighed. She got up and brushed his shoulder with her hand then
walked off to lean over and talk with the nearest troops. He rumbled a sigh
getting up as well.


Perry
and Ryans met up in the command hummer after dinner. They pulled up an
electronic board and went over it again and again until Perry finally decided
it was time to get some rest. “Long day tomorrow, we're going to need all the
rest we can get,” he sighed as he stretched. Ryans nodded. “Not tired?” Perry
asked amused. Ryans shrugged. “It's normal. Opening night jitters. You need to
sleep though. A lot of them will be up too.” He waved to the camp.


“Think
they know we're here?” Ryans asked after a moment.


Perry
nodded. “We didn't exactly hide our coming,” he smiled. “I'm going to go check
the forward observation posts then turn in,” Perry said.


“I'll
join you,” Ryans nodded.


Perry
and Ryans checked in with Sergeant Waters at his forward observation post. They
used NVGs to see the battlefield. Ryans was amused to see the wrecked and burnt
siege engines off to one side. He scanned the field and then paused. “I don't
see any bodies,” he murmured.


Perry
snorted. “Over to your left. Your other left,” he said patiently. “Beyond that
low rise.”


“What
am I looking for?” Ryans asked scanning the indicated area. He noted the
reptilian mounts. Their eyes glittered and shone in the darkness.


“Watch,”
was all Perry said. Someone came out dragging something, and carrying something
else over his shoulder. He tossed the body into the pen, then picked up and
tossed the other into another pen. The animals start ripping at the body parts.


Ryans
grimaced. “Well, that's one way to clean up a battlefield,” he sighed. To tell
the truth it was remarkably clean. No bodies and even the discarded weapons
usually seen were gone. Most likely either scavenged by the Duluth army for supplies
or picked up by their followers.


 “Yeah,”
Perry grunted. “I don't ...ah, yeah, there they are. Their bowmen are off to
the right, behind the footmen. They've got the long wicker shields and
bucklers,” Perry murmured.


“Got
it,” the Sarge said. Ryans looked down to see the Sarge and nodded. It was one
thing to see it on video, to see it from above, quite another to see it
firsthand. It was difficult getting his bearings he thought.


“The
logistics is beyond the hill, camped out of range of the castle near a small
river. They've got a small group of guards and a lot of the remaining dogzards
there too,” the Sergeant said softly. “We could sneak in, toss a couple
grenades and set fire to it...” he suggested.


Perry
grunted and shook his head. “No. Most of the groups that followed armies in the
past were made up of women and children. The dependents of the soldiers,” Perry
replied. He gave the Sergeant a look. “I'd like to keep them off our target
list if at all possible.”


“Agreed,”
the Sergeant said, sobered.


“Do
you think they know we're here?” Ryans asked.


The
Sergeant snorted in amusement. “Oh hell yeah, we made enough of a racket
getting here.”


“Definitely.
The vanguard reported Duluth scouts on the road. They ran when they were
sighted so Art'ur knows we're coming. How he'll react though is anyone's
guess,” Perry said.


“Yeah,”
Ryans sighed. “We better keep a sharp eye out. You’re going to double the
guard?”


“Exactly.
And we're going to use the NVGs to keep an eye on things as well. The last
thing we need is for Duluth to get smart and sneak off in the night.”


“What,
leave the fires and sneak his men out and attack from an unprepared flank?” the
Sergeant asked.


“Exactly.
It'd be what I would do,” Perry said shrugging. “Hit hard and fast from an
unexpected direction before your enemy gets dug in. I'm surprised he's not
trying it now.”


“It
might be the chivalry code,” Ryans murmured.


“Or
he doesn't want to try to bumble along in the night. Do you want to play with
angry war beasts at night?” the Sergeant asked.


“Yeaaah...
about that. I think it'd be a good idea to keep Edsfield or a spotter or two
with the Barretts keeping an eye out in case that happens. I'd hate to let the
bastard loose those tiger or war pig thingies at us.”


“Cat
among the pigeons?” Perry asked. He grimaced. “Yup,” Perry said, answering his
own question. “Yeah, that would be a problem. I'll take care of it.”


“Right,
I'll check the guards,” the Sergeant said moving off into the darkness.


“And
I'd better get some sleep... if I can,” Ryans sighed. He knew it was going to
be impossible. Then again with Deidra around he could put his nervous energy to
work for them both... He grinned and got up.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur
paced in his tent, nervous and now unsure. He'd thought the Imperium hadn't the
strength to mobilize, he'd thought they'd send a forlorn hope of a legion or
two but now... if the numbers were right they had nearly the same number of men
as he did. Of course his men were blooded in battle but theirs were fresh with
plenty of supplies.


“They
said nothing,” he growled again, pacing and then turning.


“The
spies my lord? None knew the date of the march my lord so most likely they
couldn't get the word out in time,” Dominus Wedst said again. Art’ur's lip curled
in a silent snarl. “At least the scouts found them.”


“But
not in time to mount a spoiler attack,” Dominus Fargut said in disgust. He
looked over to General Uuôden who shrugged.


“By
the time they brought us word, the imperials had stopped and started to form
their camp. Had we had time to mobilize we might have been able to mount an
attack.”


“I
doubt it,” Art’ur said, still pacing. His hands were behind his back. The last
three night attacks on the castle had gone horribly wrong. The first had done
well, or seemingly well, the warriors had managed to get to the base of the
wall in the dark and even put up the scaling ladder they had brought. But a
guard had stumbled upon them and warned others. The attack had been repulsed.
The men who had been on the wall had made the error of retreating, all were cut
down in the dark as they ran and forded the moat.


Things
hadn't worked out the way he had planned. Illness had begun to spread amongst
his men, a tenth were sick to their stomachs and had fevers. A few had died
already. He knew it was not good to stay in one place for so long. An army was
at it's best when it moved periodically but this siege had tied them down too
long... He'd considered leaving, considered returning to Duluth, that itch was
there, troubling him. He needed to do something despite Uuôden's counseling for
patience. “Can we let loose the animals?” he asked.


“In
the night they may turn on our own forces or just leave the area my lord,”
Uuôden warned. “They may even be expecting it. I would be,” he rumbled.


Fargut
glanced at the old warrior and then nodded slightly. Wedst did as well. Art’ur
growled in irritation, running a hand through his hair. “Fine then. Prepare
tonight. We fight at dawn.”


 


“Lewis
dropped the note and orders to Duke what's-his-name... Emroy sir?” the Master
Sergeant asked the next morning. It was before dawn, around four am. The
Terrans had insisted on standing to before dawn in case of an early attack.
Many of the soldiers grumbled, but those that didn't sleep a wink were all too
happy to do something constructive.


“Of
course,” Perry answered. “I spotted her on her return flight. She called in a
success.”


“Good.
Wish we had managed to make more rifles with brass instead of the damn muskets
and powder cartridges,” the Sarge growled.


Perry
shrugged. “Yeah well, I'll take what we can get. I'm surprised they're still
here though,” Ryans murmured. “I'd think their cohesion would have dissolved
and men would have hit the sticks for better pastures,” he murmured.


The
Sarge grunted. “Check the camp perimeter again. Near the tree line,” he said.
Ryans looked. The Sarge pointed. He pulled out his binoculars and looked
carefully.


Off
in the distance he could see a few bodies swaying as they hung from tree
branches or gallows arms. He shivered. “Deserters. They hang there till they
get ripe then are cut down and fed to the beasts to make room for more,” the
Sarge growled. “Nasty but it's a deterrent. Doesn't seem to work entirely
though,” he growled.


“What
do you mean?” Perry asked surprised. “I'd think a couple would be enough.” He
waved to indicate the swaying bodies.


“Not
when they're on quarter rations and the entire countryside has been picked
clean. I bet none of them have been paid either, so they probably have a morale
and discipline problem,” the Sergeant answered. “The common folks get their pay
from loot and plunder. Without anything to pick over, they probably aren't too
happy.”


“Not
to mention dysentery and other diseases that come from poor hygiene,” Ryans
said quietly. “Any camped unit has that problem after a week or so. It gets
worse the longer they're in one place,” he reminded them. Perry and the
Sergeant nodded.
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As
dawn broke in glorious reds and yellows the next morning they moved out of
camp. Noncoms among the units urged the soldiers to drink the beer or boiled
water and then pee. They had them refill their canteens and checked their gear
once more, more to get rid of the jitters than for any other reason. Keeping
the men busy was important. Other noncoms followed suit. Deidra caught up to
Ryans and grimaced as she noted a man peeing in a bush. “Do they have to be so
crude about it?” she asked disdainfully wrinkling her nose as the soldier
adjusted his clothing and returned to his unit.


Ryans
snorted, thinking about the rule of soldiers. Lewd, crude... “There's a bit of
a line to the latrines dear,” he said. He pointed to the latrine trenches and
the long lines. “Not everyone has their own personal one.”


“He's
emptying his bladder so it won’t affect him in the battle. Won’t help much
though, one look at what we're up against and he'll need to pee again,” Perry
said smiling. “It happens even to us vets. We're going to need to keep the men
hydrated. Women and animals too. Going to be a hot one,” he sighed looking
toward the first rising sun. The second was just on the edge of the horizon.


Already
the morning fog was burning off as the sun began to warm the sky and grounds.
Dew sparkled on the leaves and grass. Animals brayed, cawed, or snorted in
anticipation as they were harnessed and chivvied into position.


“We
don't feed them?” Ryans asked indicating the predators. “They would be easier
to control,” he said. He winced and noted as a stable hand dodged a not so playful
nip from a beast. The beast thrummed as the man rapped it on the nose. The
muzzles were on for the time being but would come off just before the battle.


“Yeah,
but hungry they're downright terrifying,” Perry snorted quoting the general.
“They don't feed them the night before a battle to make them want to attack...
I heard that trick used before but with animals like these...”


“Yeah,
I can see that,” Ryans said dryly then sighed.


“Nice
outfit by the way,” Perry said, eying the princess. Ryans turned and tried to
stifle a groan.


Deidra
was wearing brown leather armor. It was shaped quite well over her curved body.
The armor had some Roman Centurion touches, such as the shiny metal pauldrons
and the helmet she was holding against one hip. The sword belted to her other
hip was thinner than a gladius and curved. Its handle was longer with a spiked
pommel.


“Off
to war? Or just expecting a crowd when you...” Ryans cut it off before he could
finish as she glowered at him.


Perry
coughed in his fist moving away to give them space. Ryans sighed. “Just be
careful okay? Stick to the plan, no heroics, no leading the frigging charge got
it? Don't get caught out and... Well you know,” he said awkwardly. He waved
helplessly.


She
smiled impishly and kissed him on the cheek. “It's what I do best,” she said,
smiling.


“Do
and I'll use that bloody sword on your rump missy,” he growled, arms going
around her. He tried not to think of her dressed like this, looking like Xena
but with blond hair. Maybe what's-her-name. The side kick. No, maybe the other
one... He smiled as she hugged him close then let go.


“We'll
see what sword is used. Later,” she said grinning impishly over her shoulder to
him. He sighed as she climbed up onto the back of a war beast and reared up.
She kiyayed and then rode off with a backwards grin.


He
turned his head away from the dust. He caught Perry's look and shrugged.
“Better her than me. One of us has to be on the front. She's trained for it,”
Perry said. He shook his head. “Damn screwed up culture.”


Perry
snorted and waved.


<==={}------------>


The
battle lines drew themselves up across the field. The artillery was set up on a
nearby hill. There was a shallow flat area between the forces where the battle
would most likely be fought. A rise of earth on either side separated the two
camps, screening their view of each other. The artillery was lined up. The
crews were resting. A few gun crews were rehearsing as if their lives depend on
it. The guns weren't zeroed yet, but Lance corporal Newban had them ready to
go. There were a dozen field pieces and twelve mortar units. Crates and barrels
were nearby packed with straw and measured paper cartridges and shots. Another
four field pieces were behind the center line, each had stacks of paper shots
ready to fire.


Each
shot was grapeshot. Wire and threads held the entire package together. A last
minute addition, they had decided to hold the grapeshot in reserve since it
hadn't been fully tested. The exploding shells had been tested but they had
only a few of them.


Perry
looked over his lines and nodded. The general was out there, walking among the
men, clapping them on the arms or pointing out things to do. He nodded. “Good,
morale is high,” he murmured and smiled.


“This
King Art’ur doesn't know what a shit storm he's in for,” Ryans nodded. He
looked up to see a UAV flying out over the battlefield and beyond to the enemy
lines. It dwindled to a distant speck. Max had painted it to look like a local
scavenger. Since the enemy wasn't expecting mechanical flying machines of that
size it should be unnoticed.


“Oh
if we're lucky he's going to get a small inkling as it starts then he'll be out
of our misery for good,” Perry snorted. “We gave him enough advanced warning
with all those spoiler raids we were doing. The Silent Knights gave him a taste
of fire arms a few times so it won’t be a total surprise. But en mass? We'll
see.”


Duluth's
army was slowly forming up; they could see the pennants and crests fluttering
on poles in the breeze. Occasionally one or more would wave. Bowmen began to
pepper the area with arrows, to the jeers of the native Imperium army. Perry
nodded. “They're getting a feel for the range and winds,” he murmured. He
watched as the arrows fell short and then grimaced. “Hell, they could be
falling short on purpose just to make us think they're out of range.”


Ryans
nodded.  “We can't take anything for granted.”


The
imperial soldiers began to bang on metal, chanting and stomping. Some of the
footmen were still armed with conventional swords and shields. They banged on
them. The musket men were behind them, out of sight.


The
musket men were arranged in three cohort boxes of three hundred. Each box was
open at the rear, with just three sides. Each side had three ranks. On the
inside were snipers, a dozen in each. Other snipers were in hides around the
perimeter of the battle line.


The
gaijin archers were broken into four groups. Two groups were arrayed with the
other volunteer archers on the perimeter flanks and on the commander’s hill.
Two other groups were behind the musketeers, ready to follow them into battle.


<==={}------------>


Uuôden
watched the battle unfold and knew it would be his last. He knew, deep in his
core that he'd followed a fool. And what did that say of him, the follower of a
fool? he thought, stroking his braided beard. His hair was clean and neat, he
was ready to meet his maker and his son in the afterlife. There remained but
one more chore to do.


Art’ur
didn't understand how badly they were outclassed. The Imperials had only
brought up half their force but he could see the battle unfold in his mind’s
eye. It would be a good day to die, he thought. His only regret was so many of
his countrymen would fall with him.


He
turned. With so many here he knew his country would be lost. Those that fell
here would not escape back north, not with their way blocked. No, those who
survived this day would flee, flee and hide or keep running until they died.
His country would be taken over by the imperials. He frowned, trying not to
glare at Dominus Fargut as he prepared to lead the troops. Would it be so bad?
Obviously he and the other Dominuses had been terrible. Perhaps... he turned at
the scrape of metal on metal. The King turned, pointing his sword to the
herald.


“Let
loose the dogs of war!” the King bellowed.


<==={}------------>


“Crap,
here comes the dogs of war,” Perry grimaced watching the tiger sized war beasts
lunging on chains at the edge of the field. The giant war beasts were being set
up behind the lines of men.


“Spoiling
charge. He's going to use them up to keep us busy and sow disorder in the ranks
before he charges,” Ryans said quietly watching the six legged tiger sized
beasts roaring and snarling. Most of them were dogzards but a few were
porcupine porcines.


“This
is Three, snipers alert. Take those creatures out. Front line kneel! Bayonets
spears and spikes!” the Master Sergeant called over the net.


“Glad
he's on top of it,” Perry nodded then tapped his own throat mike. “This is
Five. Snipers take them out. Target the handlers if possible as well. Remember
what we talked about; try for a side shot into the body. Frontal is all bone
and armor,” he cautioned.


The
beasts were unleashed in a single wave. They rushed across the field, bounding
and leaping. A few tried to turn on their own men, and then were driven off by
pole arms. Two were killed attacking their handlers.


“Starved
to make them even more savage. Foolish really. It makes them harder to control
and less likely to attack a group,” the general murmured watching the animals
bound forward.


One
by one shots rang out across the field. Animals in mid leap exploded or were
thrown to the ground. Only two beasts made it to the line, they were quickly
dispatched by the hedgehog of weapons.


“We
had some leakers. A few went off to the flanks. If the cavalry don't pick them
off I wouldn't want to be alone and unarmed in this neck of the woods for a
long time,” Perry observed.


“Deal
with it later,” Ryans murmured absently.


Perry
had each of the leadership dressed in green, to make them a harder target.
There were nearly fifty Springfield rifles and over nine hundred muskets in the
center line, all ready to fight and die for their country. The rifles were in
the hands of their best marksmen. The flintlock muskets had paper cartridges,
rifled bores and used fulminate of mercury percussion caps in the later models.
“Old Max has outdone himself; he's even managed ring bayonets for both weapons.
Not bad for three months of heated effort,” Ryans murmured softly. Perry
nodded.


Half
the light cavalry had Winchesters or horse bows as well. Over half of the
repeating rifles had only arrived a week ago, built by the capital's best
artisans. Some of the rifles were based on the 1903 Springfield, the old tried
and true World War Two American rifle. Over three dozen were Winchester model
1883 repeating rifles, all in the hands of the cavalry. Horns and drums began
to beat on the Duluth side, returning Perry's attention to the battle.


“What
do you think odds are? Outnumbered two to one?” he asked Ryans.


“More
like three to one. But we've got quality on our side, even if they're green,”
the general answered. He was checking the enemy battle line with a pair of
borrowed binoculars. He wasn't happy about wearing the strange gaijin war
outfit but the new armor was much more appealing than his normal sweat box. “I
love this. And these,” he said. He held up a borrowed radio.


“We've
got our people in the battle line so they can relay orders as needed,” Perry
answered with a smile. “They have orders to stay out of the thick of it and in
command.”


“Odd,
I'd think they would have had a lot more arrows,” Ryans said quietly. “They
were said to be as thick as clouds in battles like these.”


Perry
grunted. “Count yourself lucky.” He nodded to the shield carriers. Every third
soldier in the footmen and bowmen carried a roman style shield. He used it to
cover his countrymen from the enemy archers.


“Duluth
has been laying siege to Duke Emroy for some time,” the general said gravely.
“I believe they can salvage some of the arrows, and some fell into his hands
from the captured armories of keeps nearby, but he hasn't taken the time to
make more apparently.”


“Apparently,”
Ryans nodded. He winced when he caught sight of a few men missing the incoming
missiles and taking casualties. Some were mortal, many were nonfatal
fortunately. That is, if they could get back to Doc and the others before they
bled out. He turned back to the main line just as they reached point alpha.


Shields
glittered in the morning sun. Both sides were using various shield designs,
bucklers for the bowmen and women, larger affairs for the infantry. Duluth was
more haphazard; the men were mixed in and not divided by similar styles of
weapons like the Imperials.


“We
better get a move on before the heat hits,” the general sighed. He took a sip
from a clay canteen. “Water, bah,” he grimaced in distaste. He waved vigorously
to the nearest knight then touched his radio. “Forward elements march.”


The
center of their line began to march forward. The cavalry began to circle out,
like horns. The enemy cavalry immediately went out to meet them. Perry snorted
as he heard a few shots ring out. “That cavalry’s in for a surprise,” he said
grimly. The shots ended.


The
giant animals pawed at the ground and then began to move forward. Like giant
war elephants they were festooned with men and armor. Archers began to rain
arrows on the battlefield. Shields were raised to ward them off.


“Dress
those lines,” the general murmured. The center reformed into a proper box.
“Lances forward,” he murmured. Long pole lances were brought up and pointed out
over the shoulders of the men turning the center into a hedgehog.


“Okay
Scooter, you’re up,” Perry murmured. The Strykers came up from under the tents
and through the lines. They moved to the center of the formation. The lead
Stryker fired off a tow missile, the missile slammed into the lead enemy titan
beast, tearing it apart. It toppled to the ground with a dying groan. The other
animals shrieked in fear and rage as their leader died. A second missile
struck, then a third. A tusk was blown off one of the animals; it spun off into
another animal impaling it. The wounded animal screamed and turned away from
its wounded flank ripping its tethers out in terror. Men tried to control the
terrified beasts but they were too terror stricken to obey. They turned,
opening the center.


The
Strykers pulled up beside the front line as they all stopped. The Duluth
animals rampaged through the enemy ranks, throwing them into disorder. Dust
clouded the area. Men and animals screamed. “Now,” Perry murmured.


The
second group moved forward, the rifle and musket men. They charged forward at
double pace, and then came to an abrupt halt as they reached their mark. “Make
Ready! Aim! Fire!” the centurion in charge ordered, raising his sword. Muskets
flashed and thundered. Enemy soldiers began to fall like wheat. Ryans could
hear the occasional crack of a sniper picking off enemy officers. He didn't
envy the men in all that smoke though. The muskets were terrible, clouding the
entire area with blue and gray haze.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur's
eyes were wide in shock as his great titans were torn apart in front of his
eyes. His men were falling in droves to the strange slug throwing thunder spears.
He frowned, turning, trying to think of something, anything to do to counter
this.


Uuôden
grimaced, knowing the battle was already lost. “My liege...”


“What?!”
Art’ur snarled, turning, enraged. He was fully ready to kill the old fool for
cowardice if he suggested they retreat.


“I
suggest we reform and try to flank them my lord,” Uuôden said simply, ignoring
the danger. “If we wheel right...”


“Make
it so,” the King snarled turning to his mount. He would fight or die; he knew
he couldn't live with the shame of leaving this battlefield with less than a
victory. To hell with the future, to hell with anything except taking one of
the bastards down with him.


<==={}------------>


“Make
READY!” the tesserariuses called, looking over their men with fierce
glowers. The Duluth army seemed to gloat as the pipes played a mournful dirge.
Now it would be their turn, their turn for revenge. Pikes lowered as they hit
the three hundred meter mark.


“Front
rank steady!” Two hundred meters. They could hear the nervous jeers as
thousands of men banged on their shields with their swords and axes. Many
weren't dressed for war, nervous pathetic looking peasants dressed in
improvised leather, carrying sticks and banging on anything to keep their
courage up. The greenest of the Imperium's soldiers looked a little nervous to
their fellows, but set their jaws and got down to the grim business at hand.


“Take
aim!” One fifty meters.


“Second
rank forward, First rank fire!” the centurion called. The tesserariuses echoed
the call. Cracks of thunder spread across the front rank with puffs of smoke
hard on their heels. Duluth men in the first ranks staggered and fell like
marionettes with their strings cut.


“Front
rank KNEEL!” the tesserariuses called out. The front rank knelt in a carefully
coordinated and well rehearsed move to reload as the second rank came forward
and fired over their shoulders. Then the second rank knelt in well trained
order as the third came forward to take their turn to fire. When they fired the
first rank stood as the third knelt. They took aim at the mass of now
bewildered men and fired. The carefully coordinated lethal ballet began to
unfold.


Chaos
ensued on the Duluth side. The thunder of the rounds broke some as they saw
their fellows smashed to the ground or torn apart before their eyes with no
chance of hitting back.


They
turned to flee or fell to their knees begging for what mercy they could get.
Knights rode along behind the terrified footmen, trying to keep order. Their
fellows marched out in ragged lines. The Imperium riflemen and snipers began
picking the riders off. Without someone to force them forward pockets began to
slow or hang back or fall into disorder as they turned to flee the meat grinder
in front of them.


“I
think he's got a whiff of what he's up against,” Perry smiled as one of the
enemy war beasts rampaged through the enemy camp. “Too bad we don't have more
muskets,” he sighed as some of the Duluth men got wise and tried to flank the
center box.


“Can't
have that,” he said. He ordered men forward to cover the flanks. The orderly
rows of men snapped into a three sided box two men deep. Footmen slotted in on
either side of each musketeer to keep the lice off them.


“Time
for the artillery?” Ryans asked concerned. The archers were firing now; flaming
arrows were raining down all over the battlefield on both sides. Fires were
springing up here and there on the battlefield. Animals shied away from them.


“No,
they're zeroed for right where our men are,” Perry answered not looking at him.
“Wait for it,” he said. He sighed as he checked the camera feed in front of
him. A cavalry unit ran through a foot platoon. Men flew and gore sprayed from
the animals' teeth and claws.


“Crap,”
Perry grumbled, wincing at the carnage. “Scooter do something about that,” he growled
touching his throat mike.


“With
pleasure sir,” Scooter answered. Machine guns opened up in triple shot. The
enemy cavalry units began to fall. Some were falling because of the sound,
apparently a third of the Duluthian cavalry were branacks. They twitched
and kicked on the ground in seizures as their riders were crushed or thrown.


Off
to either side the main cavalry battle had ended in a stalemate on the left
flank and a rout on the right. The Duluth enemy was in full retreat, animals
dragging wounded and dying men behind them. Some of the predatory running
animals saw the dragging bodies and lunged at them, predatory instincts taking
over.


The
stalemate on the other flank was messy, the Duluth unit seeing the Imperium had
the range advantage had charged headlong into their lines. The battle was down
to melee fighting negating the rifle's main advantage.


Lewis
in the ultra light passed overhead, tossing bombs down into clusters of enemy
soldiers. Her ultra light nearly clipped one of the UAVs. “Lewis, knock that
shit off, I want you to ride cap. I need info more than I need you crashing,”
Ryans called.


“Roger,”
Lewis answered sheepishly. She was about out of grenades anyway, she thought.


“Real
hellion you've got there,” the general snorted. “If I was only twenty years
younger I'd give her a try,” he said with a grin. Perry snorted.


“Edfield,
report,” Perry murmured touching his mike.


“No
joy,” Edsfield’s voice whispered over the com. Their primary sniper had his own
special mission.


“Wait
then,” Perry sighed in answer. The comm. clicked twice.


Master
Sergeant Waters called in. “This is Three. The center is down to half load.
They need resupply,” he growled. They barely made him out over the battle
sounds around the noncom. Some of the arrows and cross bow bolts had reached
their lines, they were taking casualties now.


“Pull
back in an orderly retreat,” the general ordered.


“Retreat
under fire?” the Sergeant asked. “Marines don't retreat,” he growled.


“We're
not retreating, we're advancing in a different direction Sarge, and you know
the plan, now stick to it. That's an order,” Perry cut in. Two clicks answered
him.


<==={}------------>


Art’ur's
eyes narrowed as the strange gaijin carriages remained in the center, taunting
him. He'd love to have at least one of the bastards, to take them and their
interfering ways down. He pointed his sword to the lead carriage and snarled an
order to Uuôden.


Uuôden
turned, hiding his stinging eyes as he hoarsely passed on the order. He knew
his men were going to be slaughtered and could do nothing to stop it. Nothing
at all, he thought in his misery. Nothing but watch.


<==={}------------>


The
center began to pull back as casualties mounted. The retreat was orderly, the
footmen covered for the rifles with their shields the best they could. Men
helped or carried their wounded comrades off the field. They were careful to
carry any rifles along with them.


As
they fell back the Duluth army reformed. After a few minutes they moved forward
once more. Knights made a half hearted charge, only to fall back as the center
paused and turned to give them a full broadside.


“He's
moved forward, yep, the lords are moving to the front to lead,” Edfield
reported. “No joy,” he breathed. Art’ur rearranged his lines as the Imperium
did. There was a lull in the center battle as both sides moved wounded men to
the rear and got their survivors organized.


The
deadlocked cavalry fell back in disarray on both sides. The Imperium fighters
fired shots as they fell back. Many men were hanging from their saddles.


“Your
vehicles are just sitting there,” the general said concerned.


“We're
going to give them a taste of a machine gun,” Perry said as the vehicles began
to pull back. “But we've got to get them in the bag first. Have them heading
toward us so it's hard for them to change direction once the shit begins to
fly.”


“You
mean get his pecker stuck in deep before you chop it off,” Ryans said wincing.
The general flinched as well and then went back to watching the battle.


Duluth
soldiers began to chivvy up to the line. Knights rode behind them, turning or
cutting down any that tried to turn and run. They were forced into a forward
march, then grimly into a running charge. Perry winced.


“This
isn't going to be pretty,” he sighed. “All right Scooter, let her rip,” he
ordered.


The
snarl of machine guns immediately cut through the noise of the charge. Short
bursts, tearing into the enemy ranks. Then guns swept back and forth as the
vehicles retreated, cutting down the men closest and then working back through
the ranks. Men began to fall like wheat.


As
they reached the center of the field the general pumped his fist. “Artillery,
fire one!” A mortar round flew out from each gun, then down to explode into the
ranks of the men who screamed in new terror. Water's voice came over the radio,
having them adjust fire. They fired several more shots and then Perry ordered
them to fire for effect.


The
barrage was devastating. Machine guns in the front, artillery raining down from
above and now behind, the knights behind them pushing them forward, and the
Duluth footmen were caught in a sausage grinder. Hundreds, then thousands died.


“This
isn't a battle it's a slaughter,” Perry murmured disgusted.  The vehicles
paused in front of their reforming lines. Gaps opened as more field pieces
moved forward.


Each
of the field pieces was loaded with grapeshot canisters. They held their fire
however, the enemy army was disintegrating.


 


“My
lord we must reform. We need time. Time to get our men in order, to reform our
ranks,” Uuôden said urgently to Art’ur, knowing it was useless. At least they
were both up on war beasts, away from the men around them.


“And
retreat?” Art’ur snarled, mouth twisting in a rictus of rage on his general.
“Are you a coward?” he snarled, nearly bellowing in helpless rage.


“No
my lord, but we must do something. Our men are being slaughtered! We must pull
back and regain something! Sue for peace before our people fall completely!”
Uuôden said, pointing his battle ax to the battlefield.


“Never!”
Art’ur raged, waving his sword. “Never so long as this crown is on my head!
Never I say! Prepare to charge! Any who turn back will be cut down!”


<==={}------------>


“Target
in range,” Ryans didn't recognize the voice at first over the din of the
distant battle. Edsfield his memory finally recalled in the pause. “Clear shot.
Engaging.”


A
fifty caliber round flew from the sniper half way up the hill. It tore down range,
dropping by two meters right into the center of the King of Duluth's chest. His
leather and steel armor tore apart like tissue paper. His body was torn apart
on his mount, splashing those around him in gore. Chaos was total as his
terrified mount rode off with the bottom half of the corpse still in the
saddle. The red haired man next to him gaped but then his head was torn off by
the follow up shot.


“They're
breaking up,” the general crowed as the remaining army looked over their
shoulders to see their King fall and then threw down their weapons to run.
Knights tried to rally or stop them only to be overwhelmed or even torn from
their mounts by their own panicked men and animals. They couldn't stop the tide
if they had wanted too; it was going in the wrong direction. Those that tried
fell before it.


“This
is Six, we've got scrambled eggs. Catcher's are on,” Ryans said. He waved. A
signal man raised flags and began to wave them. Off in the distance cavalry
units and the light attack vehicles that had been held in reserve for this
moment rode forth. He caught a sight of golden hair and looked with the
binoculars. His lips pursed as he watched Deidra’s snarling beast charge across
the battlefield.


“We
didn't even get to use our own titans or war beasts,” the general sighed. He
sounded almost disappointed. “Magnificent,” he murmured shaken. “I see war has
taken a dangerous new turn.”


Perry
grimaced, turning away to hide it. “Yeah,” he said, thoroughly sick to his
stomach from the carnage. They were fortunately upwind, away from the stench of
blood and guts. The screams of the wounded and dying could be imagined though.


Already
Doc and Wanda were moving forward. He spotted the Red Cross carriages moving
forward. There were a pair of guards that were supposed to be covering the
medics but instead were immediately pressed into service. “All right people,”
Perry said clearing his throat and getting his bearings over the link. “Post
battlefield chores. Let’s secure a perimeter and round up prisoners and cover
the medics. Get litter teams out to triage the wounded. Ours first of course.
Waters see if you can catch some of the enemy officers and get them to
surrender,” he ordered. He looked over to the general who was sitting back
drinking from a glass.


“Not
quite tea time sir, we've got some chores to do,” Perry frowned. He wave to the
battle. “We've got a lot to do if we want to keep those people alive,” he said.
He watched as Newban's artillery began to shell the Chinese machine guns set up
to cover the nearest gate. Men were running for their lives, abandoning the
machines.


 The
general sighed, glancing at his glass. “Work is never done,” he said. He
nodded.


“Duke
Emroy is coming out,” Ryans said pointing. Both men turned to see the battered draw
bridge creak down and the portcullis rise. After a minute or so, men
tentatively came out, then stepped hastily aside as riders rode past.


“It's
called a sally Ryans,” Perry replied absently. “Better late than never I
guess.”


“He
wanted to make sure it was worth it. Didn't want to commit since we were under
strength,” Ryans answered watching the mop up through his binoculars. One of
the gunners got out of her Stryker. A bowman shot her in the arm. Her driver
slammed the vehicle in gear and ran him down. Ryans winced, imagining the
crunch. He watched Corporal Patterson hunch over her arm, her good hand
covering the wound.


“Catchers
are out, hope they get most of them before they turn into locusts.”


“We're
going to have a bandit problem for quite some time,” the general growled.


Ryans
nodded. “Yes sir, that's why the more we catch now the less we'll have to deal
with later,” he said. The general grunted.


<==={}------------>


Rojer
was bewildered by the sudden change in fortune. Indeed, he was gratified that
he had survived; that he hadn't had to be called to battle at all was both a
blessing and a curse. The other lords were as shocked as he was, standing in
their stirrups and shading their eyes to look out into the battlefield.


“I
believe the gaijin were correct. War has indeed changed,” Duke Troy said
proudly, smiling gleefully. Rojer glanced his way and then to the other lords.


Duke
Pryor sat back in his saddle, seeming to slump in relief at not having to fight
in such a mess. Rojer couldn't very well blame the old man. He too was glad he
hadn't been called forth.


“None
gained glory?” Pettigrew asked, looking around. Some of the other lords were
already calling servants to help them out of their armor.


“It
seems not today,” Pryor said.


“None
but the gaijin,” Troy said, suddenly subdued.


“Indeed,”
Rojer murmured.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
and Perry rode in deathly silence as they watched Scooter pick his way through
the battlefield casualties. Scores of men and animals lay dead or dying all
around. A handful of men and women were going around picking at the wounded.
Perry looked away in disgust as a woman pulled out a dagger and stabbed a
wounded man who was trying to keep her from stealing from him.


Doc
had reportedly run out of Biofoam in the first hour of triage. Her surgical
teams were fighting valiantly to save as many as they could. It was a losing
battle for some. And for some here, the battle had already been lost.


“God,”
Ryans croaked. They pulled up to a mound of dead, unable to go any further.
Scooter got out to see if he could pull the bodies aside. There was no going
around, one side was burning, and another had titan beasts fighting over
carcasses. After a moment Ryans and Perry followed.


The
first man Ryans pulled was dead. The second was limp. He hefted the man; little
more than a teenager covered in blood and dragged him to the side. He felt his
cheeks were wet. When he gently set the body down he tried to withdraw but a
hand clutched at his. He looked down to see the boy was awake, alive but barely
clinging to life. He looked at the wounds and grimaced.


“Get
a medic over here!” he roared, looking around. Perry rushed over with a kit.
“Hang in there kid,” he muttered, avoiding the terrified eyes. He put pressure
on the wound. The boy gave a weak mewling cry.


“Damn.
I thought they got all the wounded out?” Perry muttered. He slapped a patch on
the wound, lifting Ryan’s bloody hand to do it.


“Apparently
not,” Ryans growled. The kid coughed then his head lolled back. Perry checked for
a pulse then lifted an eyelid to check the kid's eyes.


He
sat back on his haunches. “Fuck. We lost him. Heart or artery collapsed from
lack of blood,” Perry said, after a moment he rocked back on his heels and
shook the blood off his hands. Ryans frowned, looking down at the body. “Come
on,” Perry said, hand on his arm. “It's over for him Ryans. Maybe we can save
another.”


Ryans
frowned. “That still won’t make it right,” he said softly.


“No,
but they still need the help,” Perry said, locking eyes with him. After a
moment they each nodded.


They
checked each body and brought the wounded out near the vehicle. They quickly
ran out of dressing and resorted to their socks and undershirts and the rags
the wounded and dead wore. Perry called in for help when they had twenty
wounded. The area around the hummer was cluttered with broken, groaning bodies.
The men whimpered softly, expecting to die.


After
nearly an eternity of an hour men began to arrive. They were dressed in white
smocks with the Red Cross. Blood was splattered all over their outfits. They
looked like something out of a gore movie, but Perry blessed the sight of them
anyway. The men and women didn't say anything, they got to work right away,
gently pushing Ryans and Perry aside as they began to treat and then carry the
men to the waiting surgeons.


<==={}------------>


The
Imperium lords who rode out with them were disdainful of aiding the fallen
enemy. Many ended up in a party after the battle celebrating their victory.
Duke Emroy's sally had met up with the others and the old Duke was met by slaps
on the shoulders from his fellow Dukes and lords. He roared in mirth as his
fellows told him of their view of the battle. They turned as one and headed to
the tent servants had erected for them.


Even
the general joined the party much to Perry's undisguised disgust. He managed to
pry the general out when reports of pockets of enemy began to come in.
Reluctantly the general backed Perry when the gaijin lieutenant respectfully
requested they send out cavalry and other units to hunt them down and round
them up.


<==={}------------>


Lewis
radioed in large pockets of retreating soldiers. She circled during the day
making the rising smoke swirl around, blocking and dimming the two suns.
Eventually she came in to land on the straight stretch of road to refuel once.
When she became tired and punchy Perry stood her down over her objections and
had Sergio Velenkov orbit the area while she rested. Sergio however had to land
when the suns set and it became too dark to see. He lifted off when the moons
rose; giving off enough light, or so he said, to see. Perry was certain the
Russian just wanted to get away from the battlefield. He couldn't blame the
guy.


As
Ginger rested with the other gaijin Duke Emroy and the general visited her and
both shook her hand. The elderly Duke was dressed for battle, but quickly shed
his heavy armor when Perry pointed out it wasn't needed. He was relieved and
joked about having to wear the heavy kit in his advanced years.


The
catcher team, so called because they were the reserve cavalry sent out fresh to
round up enemy units brought back hundreds of enemy soldiers. A few were
wounded; others were just terrified and cowed by the day’s events. Hundreds
more turned up at the wall several days later only to surrender when they were
caught between the wall's defenders and a cavalry unit.


Deidra
met Ryans after dark. One moment he was carrying a broken body and the next she
was there, looking dirty and forlorn. He smiled tiredly at her and ran a grimy
hand through her hair. She cupped his hand to her face and then nodded,
stepping aside to let him pass. Buoyed by her survival he continued on his task
to save as many as they could.
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Deidra
managed the logistics, taking over when the Dukes and other nobles became too
inebriated to handle the task. Doc, Charlie, Wanda, the local healers, and what
medics the gaijins had and others they had trained were busy fighting their own
battle, a desperate and losing battle against death.


“Triage
Doc, triage,” Ryans said one time when the Doc was seen leaning against a tent
post with her head between her legs. She looked up and waved. She was in a
surgeon's smock, covered in blood. She had a cloth mask around her neck,
dangling there. A cloth hat covered her hair. Her hands were pale, scrubbed too
many times.


His
heart was torn like hers, he tried to help all he could, at least give them
some measure of comfort until a medic could get to them. He came over to check
on her. She leaned into him as he forced her to the waiting table. She noted
the food and hid her intestinal distress. He smiled tiredly, noting it. “Doc, I
know you don't want it, but even you need fuel and rest,” he said patiently.
She was beyond exhausted but agreed. They kept it simple, a sandwich and a
drink. She asked for Sergio, but he told her he was scouting.


She
was instantly upset by this, he patiently explained that Sergio was needed
right where he was, helping them find and round up the enemy units before they
became a bigger problem. She looked stonily at him. “Doc, honest, we've got to
stop them before they turn into locusts. Just one of those larger pockets
turned loose on a small town or village? You really want them to get their
hands on any more kids or girls?” he asked. She shook her head then sighed,
letting her shoulders slump. He patted her shoulder in commiseration.


He
caught sight of an exhausted and grimy Deidra and waved her over. He noted a
look on her face and noted the jealousy but let it pass. “What do you need?”
she asked Doc.


“Blood,”
Sue answered tiredly. “More doctors, more time, more dressing, more ether or
chloroform. Buckets of biofoam and surgical gauze. Clean instruments. Alcohol.”
She scrubbed at her tired eyes. “Sleep,” she groaned. “God a week’s worth of
sleep,” she muttered. Perry came over and gave her a shoulder rub. She bowed
her head and groaned again, this time in relief.


“I'll
get a blood drive going. We Terrans can donate to set an example,” Perry said
quietly.


Ryans
nodded. “Best to lead from the front,” he said. He smiled and then the smile
faded. “Butchers bill?” he asked quietly, not sure he wanted to know the
answer.


Perry
grimaced as Doc groaned. “About two hundred on our side. About twice that
wounded. Half came from that flanking cavalry battle,” he sighed. “I told them,
god I told them to keep the range open,” he said. He shook his head in disgust.


“Easy
there, don't manhandle the patient,” Ryans said pointing to Doc. Perry looked
down and blushed. “Sorry Doc.” She chuckled, head still down as he eased up.


“The
enemy casualties are heavy.” Luckily Doc here has a good triage team and we've
got as many as we can stabilized. “The battlefield is clear of wounded and the
dead are off to the afterlife...”


“The
anesthetics helped a lot,” Doc sighed softly. “And the training...” she said.
“I don't think we'll have as many amputations as they did in old battles. Thank
god,” she said and then shuddered. Deidra did as well. She'd heard the pitiful
cries of the wounded; they tore at her heart, especially the cries from the
young. “I'm keeping the Imperium healers on light wounds and I'm handling the
worst myself. Well, me, Charlie, and Wanda. Both ladies make dandy surgical
nurses,” she sighed again then patted Perry's hands. He wearily sat beside her.


“I'll
go get the blood drive going,” Ryans said patting Doc and Deidra’s hands and
then moving off.


“Blood
drive?” Deidra asked turning to the others as a servant placed a bowl of mushy
porridge in front of her. She picked up a spoon and toyed with the steaming bowl.
She had just got the supply situation sorted out. Duke Emroy had taken charge
of the supplies headed to the duchy.


“We
take a pint or two or three from volunteers. Separate the blood into plasma and
red cells. The plasma can go into anyone, the red cells or whole blood can only
go into people that have the same type of blood,” Perry explained. Deidra
looked confused and then nodded anyway.


“Many
men lost blood. We don't have enough. We can't refrigerate it, so it spoils in
minutes,” Doc said groaning softly. “We've got to have more, saline is almost
out and isn't enough. If we can get them stable then we can hopefully keep
their hearts and arteries from collapsing from the lack of blood. Don't even
get me started on air embolisms,” she sighed.


“Can
anyone donate?” Deidra asked, looking off to where Ryans was, standing near a
pair of nurses drawing blood from a volunteer. Ryans was holding a bandage to
the inside of his arm.


“Men
and women both yeah. It doesn't matter as long as they're healthy and don't
give too much. It's a good idea to get them to drink fruit juices or eat after
though so they began to make new blood to replace the lost blood,” Perry
answered. “The blood will be completely replaced in a week.”


“It's
the simple things that can save so many,” Doc murmured tiredly. She weakly
picked up her fork. Her hands shook. Tears fell from her eyes. Perry rubbed her
shoulders. “Easy Sue, it's okay. Just relax,” he murmured. She sobbed silently
then gushed a sigh as she began to relax. Deidra hugged her from her other
side.


She
waved a servant over and told her to get some of the women to donate blood too.
Many of the camp women were serving as nurses to the wounded or cooking.
Bandages were being made out of ripped and torn uniforms. They were boiled to
sterilize them.


A
woman nearby was cleaning clothes in a bucket of water from the river. Another
was doing laundry in a helmet. Knots of soldiers were standing around, showing
off trophies or boasting as they drank themselves silly. Perry looked over, frowned,
but didn't say anything. They had enough problems to deal with. Some things you
just couldn't deal with.
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Over
the next several days the remaining Duluth army survivors were rounded up.
Lieutenant Galloway and centurion Ticundus blocked a group from leaving. Tired,
fearful, hungry, and frustrated they threw down their weapons at the wall.
Galloway had them build a small internment camp and detailed some of his people
to guard them.


Duke
Emroy estimated less than one in ten of the survivors got away, most would
either turn bandit or try to get over the mountains to go home. A few would
most likely try to blend in to the area.


 Nearly
two thousand were dead, nearly twice that were wounded. A little over three
hundred and seventy wounded soldiers didn't survive the first week despite the
frantic efforts of the surgeons. Many of those who did would be maimed, missing
limbs. They would have a long road to recovery... if they could be kept from
picking up an infection.


Many
of the peasants in the area were starving. The Queen sent in convoys of food
when she received the good news from Jesse. The Terrans organized work parties
to first improve the internment camps with latrines, and then go around the
area rebuilding the villages and farms. It was one way to keep the knots of
soldiers busy, make them think about the true costs of war, and to make the
ones who didn't participate actually participate and give them something to
talk about.


Flush
with the victory the Queen sent in seeds and materials from the royal
warehouses.  Perry and Ryans drafted the surviving Titans and war beasts
to be used as draft animals with mixed results. Ryans even used the hummers and
Strykers to pull modified plows, much to some amazement of the locals, and annoyance
from Perry when he found out about the little project.


When
some of the POW work parties saw the new plows and other tools they were
impressed and began to talk amongst themselves. The surviving Duluth lords and
knights were sent to the capital under guard.


Perry
was torn between keeping an eye on things, training, and running a war crimes
tribunal until Duke Emroy came out to help. The elderly Duke wasn't very spry
but he had a wicked sense of humor and a commanding presence. He sent out
refugees from the duchy to aide in the repairs to his lands.
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“What's
that?” Ryans asked indicating a second internment camp. The tesserarius looked
over to it then back, eyes hard.


“Traitors,”
he said darkly.


“Conscripted
or voluntary?” Ryans asked. The aide shrugged.


“Does
it really matter? Either way they're traitors to their countrymen,” he spat
toward the faces lining the improvised fences.


“Yeah
it does,” Ryans said walking over to the fence.


“My
lord come away we really must...”


“Oh
yes, we must,” the general nodded and walked off with the aide.


“If
you must, you must,” Waters said shaking his head. He trotted over to Ryans,
catching up. “What are you up to?”


“Treason
is punishable by death in these parts remember?” Ryans grunted, climbing over a
trench.


“I
seem to recall something about that,” the Sergeant said, cracking a rare smile.


“Yeah
well, I think these kids know that too...and if someone... oh say a group of
soldiers came, pointed a sword at their throat and said that if they want to
live they have to fight for them...?” He turned to look at Waters carefully.


Waters
grunted. “Yeah. I get your point.”


“Yup.
Most people aren't into the whole death or dishonor thing. Living to see the
next day sometimes beats all deaths hollow by a country mile in my book.”


“Yeah,
there is that,” Waters said nodding. “I've done some shit I ain't to proud of
in my day.”


Ryans
got to the edge of the fence line. Soldiers looked at him. He nodded politely
to the nearest and then looked at the men.


Most
of them were young; a few were boys, not even five feet tall. He could see what
must have been a thirteen year old in the back. He pushed his way to the front.


Most
were wearing rags, or dirty torn linen shirts. A few here and there had dirty
military tunics. Many were injured, bruised and battered. He sighed looking at
the faces. Hunger had puckered a few faces. All of them were filthy and their
shoulders were stooped.


“When
was the last time these people were fed and given clean water?” Ryans asked.
Waters looked angry as well. He took a long look at the thirteen year old and
turned to a guard.


“I
want the tesserarius or centurion of this guard here now,” he snarled. The
guard looked amused, but his fellow hit him on the side and then jerked his
chin. “I gave an order son. Best see it obeyed,” Waters' growl turned ugly.


The
soldier's face fell, and then he trotted off. He glanced over his shoulder once
and then sped up.


“What's
your name son?” Waters asked, coming up to the fence. The startled boy looked at
the Sergeant in wide eyed befuddlement until someone kicked him.


“Me
name's Brom sir,” the boy said hastily.


Waters
grunted. “Right. How old are you son?”


“I've
six winters sir,” The boy said nodding. Ryans did the math. That meant the kid
was about twelve or thirteen. He looked at the puckered face. He could see tear
streaks in the mud and dirt on the boy's face.


“And
where did you come from?” Ryans' asked.


“From
a village north of here sir,” the boy said nodding. “We were rounded up when
the soldiers came.”


“Ah,”
Ryans nodded as the guard approached. “So they gave you a choice?”


“Choice?”
a middle aged man nearby croaked. “Like they gave a choice to my poor Nan
before they had their way with her and then threatened to slit her throat like
a chicken?” He looked like he could spit but then shrugged.


“And
you came here against your will?” Waters asked. “You expect us to believe it?”


“It's
the truth,” the man said, squaring his shoulders and wiping at the mud and
blood on his face. His bottom lip was swollen and his nose was obviously
broken. He had a cut on his forehead that hadn't been treated. “I did come here
on my will. I admit it. It was that or let my Nan have her throat slit,” he
hissed. His face worked. “I love her too much. She may be carrying some bastard
now, but I don't care. As long as she lives...” he shook his head, eyes closed
and then his shoulders slumped. “That's all that matters,” he ended in a husky
whisper.


“Me
mum wasn't so lucky. They slit her like a pig,” the boy said, shaking. His face
darted down. He scuffed the rags on his feet. “Too old they said. Past her
prime they said. Me sisters were dragged off to a hut screaming. Pa made me
stand fast but they knocked the pitchfork out of me hands.” He clenched his
fists looking up. Tears in his eyes. “We tried to fight. Honest we did. They be
soldiers though, with proper arms. Pa did what he could but he and the others
were killed.” He shook his head. He wiped at the tears in his eyes with a
balled fist.


Men
in the crowd were murmuring similar things. Flies and blood sucking insects
were all over them, in thick droves. Some of the wounded were too weak to fend
them off.


“Did
any of you take money or help raid villages?” Waters asked, pitching is voice
so others could here.


“No.
No my lord. They said...” A man shoved another. “They said we'd be too likely
to run away. That's why most of us were in the battle line with staffs, sticks,
or blunted or broken weapons or none at all,” he said. He waved to indicate the
battlefield. “They gave them to us just before the battle started.”


Waters
grunted. “Let me guess, with men behind you to drive you on?”


“Aye,”
the man said nodding.


“All
right,” Waters nodded. He looked at the crowd. “When were you fed last?” he
asked.


“Two
days ago my lord,” the boy answered. “Traitors are to be executed tonight or
tomorrow. Does that mean me?”


“Not
if I can help it,” Waters muttered, turning away. “I'll be back.” He marched
off to where the guard centurion and Ryans were arguing.


“We've
got to do something about this!” Waters snarled, fists balled in rage. He
nodded to the guard. “Feed them. Water too. Clean water,” he said giving the
centurion a commanding look.


“Ah...
My lord they are to be executed at dawn tomorrow. If they eat they'll just shit
all over themselves...” the centurion said. Waters' savage look made the man
gulp. “Right away.” He turned to an aide and snapped an order. The aide looked
bewildered, glanced at Ryans and then rushed off.


“Now,
who ordered the executions? I sure as hell didn't,” Ryans snarled. “In fact I
ordered that no one be executed without trial and appeal to me,” he
glared at the native soldiers.


“Ah
my lord, they're traitors. All must be hung to deter others,” the centurion
said giving him a confused look. “The general himself ordered it yesterday.”


“Oh
he did did he?” Waters snarled.


“Easy
Master Sergeant,” Ryans cautioned.


“Oh
now you've done it. Here comes her nibs. Best scoot before she gets a foul
temper,” the centurion warned shooing them.


Ryans
turned to see Deidra and her guards approaching. He nodded to her and then back
to the guard captain.


“I'm
ordering a stay on that execution order. No conscript, hell no more executions
until they're run past the Duke AND myself. Or the princess,” Ryans said,
pitching his voice so she could hear. Her pace changed and her face worked. He
turned as Deidra swept up to them. The guard captain had knelt at her final
approach.


“Good
afternoon your highness,” the guard said humbly.


Deidra
hooked her hand into Ryans. “What's going on?” she asked.


Ryans
turned to the centurion. “Get up,” he ordered. The centurion looked up and then
stood cautiously. “We've got a little problem. It seems the surviving
conscripts are to be executed.”


Deidra
directed her glance to the guard captain. “Is this true?”


“Ah...”
He gulped looking at their joined hands. “Ah, yes your highness. The general
and Duke Emroy ordered it.”


“We'll
see about that. Consider the executions called off,” Deidra ordered, looking at
the group of men and boys. Her eyes lit on the young lad and held for a moment
before she turned away.


“That's
what you've been upset about my love?” she asked turning to Ryans with a smile.


“Oh
this and that, that's a big part though. Thanks dear. It pays to have a
girlfriend in high places,” he smiled to her as he hugged her to his side.


“We
need to get them fed and watered though. And sort the bad apples out and let
the rest go,” Waters said after a moment.


Deidra
and the guards gave him a look. “None did this for money. They were taken by
force while their families were raped and slaughtered. They were given a
choice, fight or die.”


“Not
much of a choice in my opinion,” Ryans murmured. “Especially for the kids,” He
nodded his chin and then pointed to the boy at the edge of the field. Deidra
looked at the small lad and her face hardened. She looked up at him and he
caught her eyes with his own.


“Many
like him have their whole lives ahead of them. Maybe we should at least
conscript them into our army instead of killing them out of hand.”


Waters
face puckered but then he nodded grudgingly. He'd rather see them run ragged by
him than tossed in a dungeon or killed outright.


“How
can we trust dogs like that? A man who turned his coat once will surely do it
again! And the example! No, my lady they must not be trusted! They can't be
loyal!” the centurion said throwing his hands up.


Deidra
reluctantly let Ryans go and went over to the boy. She bent forward to speak
with him. His eyes were wide. When she obviously introduced herself the entire
prison camp knelt in a sudden wave.


“They
look loyal to me,” Ryans observed dryly nodding to their gesture. Not one was
defiant despite the threat of pending doom. The guard captain stared. “I'd say
these people have been through enough,” he said. He nodded to Waters. “Sergeant
get a couple of DIs, draft them if need be. They don't need much training, just
the right oomph and enough knowledge till you find someone who does know what
the hell they're doing.”


“And
what are we going to be doing?” the Sergeant asked.


“Well,
first you’re going to get them to clean that camp up, latrines too. Triage the
wounded. Get it set up the way it should be. Get them food and water too. Sort
them out. The wolves from the sheep, segregate the wolves for later then get
the sheep settled in. Keep it light till we get things sorted out. I want each
man interviewed and a witness statement taken.”


“Ah,”
Waters nodded. “Might I suggest a health check?”


“Good
point, should have gotten to it,” Ryans shook his head. “Deidra and I will
handle the stiff upper lip crowd,” he waved to indicate the castle.


“What's
to be done with them?” Deidra said coming over to them.


“Well,
we were just discussing that. Since we're pardoning the Duluth, why the Master
Sergeant here thought we should pardon these people too... or at least have
them serve a short term in our own army before they go,” Ryans suggested.


Deidra
froze and then nodded slowly. “They need food and drink. Medical attention as
well.” She turned on the hapless guard captain. He looked defeated. After a
moment he nodded.


“As
you will it, so shall it be done your majesty,” he bowed and left quickly.


“Duke
Emroy should have been more careful,” Deidra said looking around. “He's usually
a kind soul with a gentle hand to his people.” She seemed deeply disturbed by
this.


“The
burnt hand though,” Waters said waving. “He may have heard stories of his own
people doing dirty deeds, lumped them all in one category and then decided to
wash his hands of them, permanently.”


“Yeah,”
Ryans nodded. “We'll get it fixed. And the guilty will be punished.” He
nodded to Deidra. He smacked at a blood sucking insect.


“Damn
mosquitos or whatever the hell they are. Let’s go see what other havoc we can
cause,” he grinned at Deidra who smiled back. She hooked her arm in his and
they walked off. Her guards followed in their wake.
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Deidra
smiled as they walked into the great hall. He smiled back, and she fanned him.
The feather tips brushed his cheek. He chuckled softly as she grinned. She was
no longer in her combat armor but she was dressed for riding.


“What's
the meaning of you countermanding my orders Ryans?” the general bellowed. They
turned to see the portly general starting to stand next to the seated Duke
Emroy. Pendragon was back in native attire, red cheeks full of wrath.


The
elderly Duke's eyes were rheumy but flared in anger. “Is this true?” he asked
darkly.


“I'll
say it is! This... This... youth dared pardon the traitors!” the general threw
his hands up in the air.


“One
moment,” Ryans said holding up a hand. He touched his throat mike. “Master
Sergeant Waters, bring Brom to the great hall please, on the double.”


“Aye
aye sir,” Waters answered. “Three clear.”


“Ah,
Six clear,” Ryans blushed a little at the implied rebuke over his poor radio
discipline and then shrugged it off. He turned to the audience. “Sorry, I'm
having Sergeant Waters bring a person for you to meet.”


“Traitors
should be killed quickly before their treason festers and spreads,” the general
snarled.


“Aye,”
Duke Emroy said. The Duke's shoulders stiffened and then slumped back into the
chair. “Aye,” he said again shaking his head and rubbing his brow. He pulled
the stained bib off his chest and tossed it down on his plate. “Tis dirty
business but it must be done.” He looked away.


“I
have recently found five of my knights, their men, and two of my lords did open
their doors to Duluth soldiers. They did turn their back on their countrymen
and aided the enemy,” he said softly. His elderly fist slammed into an arm
rest. “My own men,” he snarled.


“And
what did you do with them?” Deidra asked.


“They
fled. Those that survived the battle. They will be found and hung,” the Duke
said.


“Most
likely they will flee to the greenwood to live as bandits,” the general growled.
“Scum.”


“Those
that survive the animals there you mean,” Ryans said fingering his scarred arm.
“basilisks aren't happy about intruders you know.”


“Aye,
there is that,” the General nodded. They turned as the great doors creaked open
once more and the Master Sergeant came in, Brom following.


“What's
this?” the Duke asked. “A boy?”


“A
witness, one of your traitors actually,” Deidra supplied, watching the old
man's eyes widen.


“He
is, is he,” the Duke said. He flicked his hand. “Send him away.”


“No,
I think this will be an educational experience,” Ryans said smiling tightly.
“Have a seat gentlemen.” He waited as the General sat. “Brom, why don't you
tell the Duke and the General just how you were recruited by the Duluth.”


The
boy looked uncertainly at Ryans and then bowed as he recognized the princess.


“Go
on son, they won’t bite,” Waters growled. The princess smiled encouragingly.


Slowly
the boy's story poured out of him. When he was finished Waters nodded. “I took
the time to confirm their story. They were rounded up during raids and kept as
prisoners in the camp. They were given little food and drink. The women were
used as sport for the Duluth soldiers. Many didn't survive. All were not armed
until the battle began. Even then they were given sticks or broken weapons,”
Waters said.


The
Duke slumped a little. “So?” the general asked in contempt.


“So
they weren't given a choice. They were cannon fodder,” Ryans answered, glaring
at the other man.


“Cannons?
Those great things you used? The ones with the dragons bellow?” the Duke asked
in confusion.


“It
is a term from Earth. It means they were sacrifices.”


“Indeed,”
Deidra said with a nod. Waters nodded as well.


“Like
the animals that were loosed before the battle began,” Waters said.


“Something
like that.” Ryans indicated a nearby chess board. “May I?” he asked. The Duke
nodded. Ryans went over and picked up a pawn.


“Cannon
fodder refers to men who are sacrifices. They are driven forward by others,
into the arms of prepared enemy to soak up their energy with their own bodies
so others behind them can go over, around, or through them to make the real
attack.” He put the pawn down in front of them. “Pawns in other words.” He gave
Deidra a look. “They weren't armed until it was necessary to fight, then only
given blunted weapons and poles, then driven to fight with soldiers nipping at
their heels ready to skewer any who faltered or tried to turn away.” He turned
to Brom.


“Son
would you have fought for your Duke?” he asked softly. The boy's eyes widened
then turned to gaze to the Duke.


“Of
course!” He hopped up and down. “Duke Emroy is a great lord! It's he who helped
when there was famine two winters ago, when the crops died. When the river
flooded last spring it was he who sent men from the castle to build dams to
channel it away so we could rebuild!” Slowly the child knelt. “My lord gladly
would I serve you.”


The
lord's shoulders slumped even more. He took a look at the boy, head bowed,
tears dripping and got up. He groaned softly as he moved and then touched the
boy on the shoulder. “And I would have been glad of you by my side,” he said
gruffly. He looked over to a guard. “Your sword.”


The
guard hesitated and then removed the belt and handed his lord the entire
package. The old lord took the sword from the scabbard then set the scabbard on
the back of a chair. He touched the tip to the kneeling boy's shoulder gently.


The
boy trembled. “I take you into my service Brom. You will serve me and mine and
protect your countrymen,” the old Duke said. He sheathed the sword as the boy
looked up beaming. The Duke pulled a copper out of his pocket and then caught
the boy's hand.


“Here
you have taken my money and so you are now part of my household. Report to
Squire Kinset for your duties as a page.”


The
boy got up and bobbed a bow and then rushed off. He stopped at the door to give
them a questioning look. He opened his mouth but the nearby guard stopped him.
He whispered something to the boy and then went back to standing at attention.
The boy looked at the man, bowed slightly and then rushed off.


“Getting
directions,” Waters said nodding. “Smart kid,” he said quietly. He nodded to
Ryans.


The
General looked uncomfortable. Ryans sighed. “Look, I agree, the wolves should
be stripped from the sheep and dealt with.” He held up his hands. “I'm all for
that. Men who helped rape and kill their own people should be severely
punished. But let's not kill the entire flock for the actions of a few.”


“And
what do you propose we do with them?” the general asked, color returning to his
throat.


“Ryans
has an admirable suggestion,” Deidra smiled to him. She turned her steely gaze
on the general. “We're going to recruit them for the army. Those that are too
young can serve as pages like Brom. We had to elevate most of our pages before
the war started to have enough squires for the knights... so it fills a need.”
She smiled at the Duke. “Just as his grace just did.”


The
Duke's eyes twinkled. “And in keeping them in the royal army you will keep a
watchful eye on them?”


“But
of course,” she smiled, fanning herself. “They can help rebuild their country
and rebuild their own reputation. A period of say... three years should
suffice.” She looked at the General who looked thoughtful and then nodded.


“It
is done then,” she nodded to Waters.


Waters
looked mulish but turned to go. Ryans walked with him to the door. Both men
knew three local years was a long time, the equivalent of six Terran years. But
at least the men and women would be fed and kept alive.


“What
would you have them do? We can't force the natives to change overnight Master
Sergeant. At least we're keeping them alive,” he murmured.


The
Sergeant gave a tight nod as his jaw tightened. “And we're giving them an
education. Right. Got it,” he said gruffly. He walked out as Ryans paused at
the door. He shrugged and then walked back to Deidra and the others.
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Max
smiled as the first truck rumbled into the garage courtyard. Now that the
Duluth army was a thing of the past they could get down to more important things.
Like building and maintaining what they had. Galloway had secured the hidden
caches when he had arrived, using the construction equipment to rebuild and
reinforce the wall. Now that the war was over the tractor trailers had been
sent out a week ago to pick up the remaining gear. They'd made good time and
returned fully loaded.


He
wasn't sure what he was going to do with the reactor. He wanted to set it up in
the capital but Ryans was reluctant. He wanted the natives to have their own
locally made power sources, not reliant on the gaijin for some strange reason.


“Easy
with that lads!” he called, watching nervously as a pair of men unloaded the
Torchmate CNC machine from the back of the truck. It had been a last minute
addition, really a luxury, but something that could prove its worth in whatever
precious substance he wanted in the next coming months.


Another
group was hauling out the seventy ton hydraulic press. The thing was a brute;
they were using a portable shop crane that had been rigged to handle the gun
carriages.


“What
does this do?” Sung Li asked, pointing a long finger to the press.


“Hydraulic
press. With that we can do all sorts of stamp work,” Max explained and then
grinned. “I'll show you when we get the machine shop up and running. We've got
to rewire some of it; these babies need a lot of juice.”


The
Asian woman grimaced and then nodded. “I look forward to it.”


“You
think the press is cool, wait till you see that Torchmate in action!” he
laughed, pointing to the table and boxes of parts the men had stacked near the
back wall. “With that we can make stuff in minutes!” He was grinning, hands on
his hips. He couldn't wait to get all the shop stuff set up.


“Well,
we can just as soon as you get your fat ass out of the way that is,” a worker
grumbled as he wrestled with parts from a drill press. He dodged, then decided
to pitch in.


“Hurry
up!”  the driver yelled. “I've got to refuel and make the run to the mine.
The shift manager's been chasing the lord around since we missed the last pick
up,” he said. He waved a packet of papers. Max grimaced and then shrugged, not
his problem.


<==={}------------>


Deidra
commented wistfully about having a nice icy snack right about now. Ryans
grimaced. “True, the summer heat is a pain.” He turned from the balcony, wiping
his face with a handkerchief. Despite it being after sun down it was still hot
and muggy. He smiled at Deidra.


She
was carrying a Japanese fan, idly fanning herself with it. She was dressed in
what could only be a silk kimono. His eyebrows rose. “Nice, get the idea from
Wanda?” he asked amused.


“No,
contrary to your belief we do have our own twists on fashion,” she smiled
devilishly, curtsying to him. He chuckled. “I wish your wonder machines could
make it cooler though. I know about the vehicles,” she waved to the courtyard
below. “But they are too small to sleep in.”


He
chuckled. “The camper and science vehicle back at the capital aren't, but
they're occupied right about now. And half the town would want to join us,” he
said. He shook his head. They were in the Duchy of Emroy's castle, tucked away
in their own private suite.


“What
do you do in the castle to keep cool?” he asked. She blinked at him in
confusion.


“Well,
the people of the castle move back and forth. In the summer we occupy the lower
Eastern rooms since they are much cooler then the Western ones.”


“Ah.
The suns, right,” he nodded thoughtfully.


She
nodded. “In the winter we move to the warmer Western rooms.”


“Again,
the suns,” he observed. He nodded once more.


“In
winter we also save ice and snow in the deepest caves and dungeons. It keeps
the food that will pass in time cold and better longer, and makes nice snacks
in the heat,” she said. She sighed as he wrapped his hands around her.


“Snow
cones and ice drinks. Gotcha,” he smiled. “We've got them too. Also sherbets,
ice cream, and ...” She put her finger over his mouth to silence him.


“Show
off,” she growled mockingly. He chuckled. She kissed him, eyes twinkling to get
him to stop. His fingers danced on her sides, she squirmed laughing.


They
play fought, tickling each other until he ended up with his back to the bed.
With a deft twist she tossed him onto the bed, and then as he oofed climbed on
top. She caught each of his wrists then pinned them above his head.


“I
win,” she said as she smiled wickedly down at him. Her hair made a nice tent
around them. He squirmed a bit, then stopped when she pushed down harder and
dug her claws into him.


“All
right, I give. What are you going to do with me?” he asked, smiling. Her eyes
danced.


“Oh....
Maybe this...” She nibbled on his ear. He squirmed again, but didn't put up
enough of a fight to stop her.


“Hey...”
he protested weakly as she kissed him then nipped his shoulder.


“You're
mine now remember? And I'm not letting you go,” she murmured between nips. He
smiled as she kept one hand pinning his above his head while the other rubbed
at his chest and hers. Her kimono slipped off one shoulder, showing bare skin.
He wriggled a little and the cloth came off other shoulder and was now bare.


“Stop
that,” she murmured, hand exploring his pecs. Her claws dug into his chest
hairs.


“You
first,” he murmured as she bent forward and kissed him hungrily once more. Time
seemed to go away after that.


<==={}------------>


Two
weeks after the momentous battle the army returned to the capital in triumph.
They marched down the main boulevard in a stately parade, decked out in their
finest outfits as people lined the streets and cheered.


Many
of the people were out, the Queen had declared the day a holiday in order for
all to participate. Brightly colored banners of the various noble houses and
the royal house hung or snapped from everywhere. The air was filled with
flowers and petals as people threw them from the rooftops.


“Gee,
our own ticker tape parade,” Lewis said, catching a flower and sniffing it in
appreciation. She waved.


The
nobles rode on their grand steeds, waving to the cheering crowd. But the cheers
doubled when the throngs spotted the gaijin. Children flocked to them. A few of
the lords were put out by this behavior but Duke Pryor waved it off.


At
the center of the city the burgher met them. He held a small ceremony there.
The Queen stood beside him, dressed in her royal outfit under an awning of
royal red and gold.


She
rose as the lords dismounted. Ryans met up with Deidra and Perry. “You're going
to behave right?” Deidra murmured to him, looking at him out of the corner of
her eye as each lord was announced and came forward to receive royal
recognition and thanks.


“Do
I have a choice?” Ryans asked as she took his hand in hers. She growled softly.
“Thought not,” he said, rolling his eyes to Perry. Perry snorted.


When
it was their turn they let Deidra set the pace. Perry murmured. “We're off to
see the wizard,” making Ryans smile slightly at his whimsy. It helped take the
butterflies out of his stomach.


“I
thank thee for your service to me and my people,” the Queen said when they
arrived at the dais. The burgher was standing there, hands tucked into his
vest, smiling. He looked like his cheeks were going to burst. Ryans and Perry
bowed slightly to her from the waist; Deidra dropped his captured hand to
curtsy.


“And
you our daughter, you have served our people well on the field of battle,” the
Queen said, eying the princess.


“Thank
you your majesty,” the princess murmured humbly. The Queen smiled and then
waved airily to a servant holding a plush purple pillow. Deidra's breath caught
as she saw the ribbons on it.


One
by one the Queen placed a ribbon over each of their necks, each bowing their
heads to allow her to do so. Ryans thought about diplomacy and let her get on
with it. There was no point in making a scene, and every point not to do so.


“Each
of you will have lands and titles to go along with your deeds. We shall sort that
out later,” the Queen said smiling slightly. A servant fanned her from behind
with a giant fan on a pole. “But for now let us finish this and get out of this
dreadful heat,” she said.


“Aye
aye,” Ryans said with a grin. He turned with Perry and Deidra to wave to the
cheering crowd. The cheers doubled as Deidra took his hand in hers once more
and then caught up in the moment he bent and kissed her. He caught the Queen's
smile of approval out of the corner of his eyes as the crowd thundered in
applause and approval.


<==={}------------>


“There
are great issues to discuss, otherwise I would leave you to let you rest,” the
Queen said the next morning. The three of them waved that off. “What's going
on?” Ryans asked as they followed the Queen into the court. He slowed and then
paused at the sight of the surviving lords from Duluth.


The
surviving lords of Duluth explained that the monarchy was chosen by the
greatest warrior lord if it is open and no surviving patriarch was left. Since
the Terrans had beaten them, it was now in the hands of Perry. Perry quickly
stated that he was just an officer; he was following orders and pointed to
Ryans. “Gee, thanks a lot good buddy,” Ryans snarled under his breath.


“No
problem, anytime,” Perry murmured back cheerfully while smiling wickedly.


“Remind
me to do you the same favor sometime,” Ryans growled. Perry chuckled. Ryans put
the discussion off for now; he wanted to get a better idea of Dominus Wedst and
Fargut before answering their request.


Arthur,
the King of Duluth had been killed in battle against the Imperium, his only two
tiny children having died the previous year during a plague of influenza. Only
a handful of lords had survived the battle, they had started to fall upon one
another over who was to rule even while in captivity the Queen explained. Last
night several demanded that Duluth become part of the Imperium and benefit from
the Terrans. This gained favor with some of the others, better to not have to
fight over a dying Kingdom. The Queen was amused and aghast at the idea. Ryans
was also amused and aghast, but for different reasons. He found that Duke Pyror
had a hand in things behind the scenes. Apparently the Duke had sat down with
Dominus Fargut and explained the concept of the British constitution and how
the United Kingdom worked.


The
Queen appointed the Duke as a royal governor with the surviving Duluth lords to
form a royal house of parliament. They picked up on the constitutional monarchy
and began to debate it immediately. The Queen in a good will gesture housed and
treated the Duluth lords as lords instead of in a dungeon. She even sent a
convoy of food and materials to Duluth, with news of the battle and a royal
summons for any remaining lords that had remained behind, or the heirs of those
lost in battle.


Ryans
pointed out to her in an aside at one time that if she required the children of
the lords to be trained in the capital for a period of three years or more,
then they could be properly educated.


Perry
snorted. “You mean indoctrinated. Besides they'd make great hostages if anyone
got any wild ideas of revolting.”


Ryans
shrugged as the Queen gave him a shrewd look. “It would be an enticement as
well, some of the lords will have to be in parliament of course,” he said. “Of
course they will need their own parliament if the two countries are going to be
separate branches with separate parliaments. I believe that is yet to be
determined? If they are one house then they can be integrated over time right?”
he asked. The Queen pursed her lips.


She
nodded. “So they can be with their family. Yes. I see.”


He
nodded. “And of course they could get vacation time to go home, for holidays or
during the winter to see to their subjects needs.”


The
Queen chuckled, eyes dancing. “So we don't have to feed them. Good,” she said.
She most hated that here, feeding lazy, layabout lords and ladies who drank and
stank up the place. She nodded again. “How are you going to sell it to the
lords?”


He
smiled. “Oh, I think we should have a lords' school and college established. If
a whisper campaign is started... something saying that it would give the lords
a leg up on Terran innovations for their children over their competition... and
that the state would foot the bill...” He bowed slightly to her. “...and would
also provide military training for those who desire it...”


She
nodded, smoothing out her skirts. “Yes... that could work, especially with your
requirement of public education. The competition will force those on the fence
to decide quickly or be left out.” She nodded again. “They will want to get in
first to best take advantage of things,” she said and smiled again.


<==={}------------>


Duke
Rojer met with lord Pettigrew and Serena once the word of this new college was
announced. They had mixed feelings about the entire affair, and incorporating
Duluth into their country? Sending aide to them? Pettigrew was unhappy but he
was not about to risk his neck the Duke realized. “None can stand up to the
Queen or the gaijin since they have those terrible weapons,” the Dominus said,
shaking his head until his jowls flapped.


Serena
looked at her husband and frowned. “Was it truly that frightening?”


“Frightening
my lady? An understatement! Terrible, just terrible, men should not war with
such devices; there is no honor in such slaughter!” Pettigrew said, voice
shaking. He looked to the Duke who slowly nodded.


“We
must be patient, build new alliances and we dare not act until the time is
right,” the Duke murmured. He was afraid though, afraid of what the future
would bring. His wife and lady took in his hidden concern and slowly nodded.


<==={}------------>


“Your
present, Princess,” he said coming up behind her. She turned smiling then her
eyes widened in surprise. He was pushing a silver cart.


“Been
demoted to waiter I see,” Perry said smiling. Some of the other lords eyed him.


“No,
just had to do this personally,” Ryans answered. He brought the covered tray up
to the table then lifted the gilded cover off. “Voila!”


Deidra’s
eyes widened at the sight of snow. “How?” she exclaimed, looking at the icy
treats. She looked up to him. He chuckled.


“Do
you have a favorite flavor?” he asked. She blinked. “Berry? Plain?” He pointed
to the different colors.


“How
could you do this?” Duke Emroy asked. He like the other lords had all returned
to the capital. The Duluth lords present nodded.


Ryans
shrugged. “Simple, I used the freezer we had stored to make ice, and then
shaved them with the blender.”


“Now
I see why you wanted that here,” Perry murmured nodding.


“You
have machines that can make ice even in the heat of summer?” a lord asked, hand
itching to grab a platter of the melting ice.


“Here
my lords,” Deidra smiled, handing each one a platter. “To your health,” she
smiled politely at them. They bowed slightly. She took up the spoon and took a
bite. “Oh heavenly, berry,” she smiled her thanks to Ryans.


“An
honor to bring a smile to such a lovely face,” he smiled back, bowing slightly.
He turned to the lord. “We can do many things. An alliance of some sort between
your countries may give you access to these things. Simple on Earth, but they
do make quite an impact here.” He smiled tat Deidra who chuckled, licking the
spoon. The lords looked thoughtfully at the icy treats in front of them.


<==={}------------>


He
smiled as he rubbed her shoulders in the darkness later that evening. “Hot,”
she sighed, feeling the breeze on her silken nightgown. She fanned herself with
her fan.


“Yeah,
muggy, humidity does that. There may be a thunderstorm coming,” Ryans said
turning to open a cooler he had hidden away.


“Yes.”
She turned. “What are you...?”


He
smiled wickedly as his hand darted out and something icy dribbled down the back
of her neck and into her outfit. She shrieked, batting at it.


A
guard burst in sword half drawn. She glared at him, reaching for the ice.
Hastily the guard bowed and retreated.


“Nice
reaction time,” Ryans murmured holding up another ice chip. Deidra glowered at
him as she shivered then wiggled, feeling the ice leave her outfit. “Want
another?” he asked teasingly. She growled, eyes flashing.


“Oh
come on...” he wheedled, grinning in the dark. “You’re the one who was
complaining not a minute ago that you’re hot!” he said smiling wickedly. She
backed away until her back was to the railing.


“Come
on... it'll be fun,” he grinned. She ducked and rushed past him. He dropped the
ice on her in passing. She shrieked a giggle and left laughing.


He
chuckled, pulled another chip from the cooler then closed the lid and went
after her. “Keep that away from me!” she yelled laughing with him.


<==={}------------>


“Wow!
Things are improving!” Charlie murmured in approval as she watched the team
install the wiring into her lab the next morning. “Electric lights...who'da
thunk it?” she said shaking her head. The entire castle was being outfitted now
that they had access to the stored equipment and Max was hitting his stride.


“I
would. Now if you'll just mosey on out of the way, we'll get this here fan up
in the rafters where it belongs,” Max growled at her, hefting a wooden A frame
ladder. Hastily Charlie got out of the way.


“All
native?” Charlie asked as they set the ladder down and another pair of hands
brought in the box with the fan and lights.


“Yup,
all native built. Electric motor isn't all that great, but it works. Only one
speed though. We're still learning. Right boys and girls?” Max asked the group.
The workers chuckled.


“I'm
just here to supervise; once they have the hang of it they will run the wiring
for the rest of the castle. I've got to get back to the to do list,” he
growled. “Never seems to end... just keeps growing.” He rubbed at the small of
his back.


“Still,
this is progress Max. Major progress,” Charlie said, fanning herself with a
fan.


Max
and his helper set the ladder up under the center of the rafter and then Max
held it as the helper climbed it and started screwing in a bracket. The helper
was using a cordless drill.


“Not
there, over...” Charlie started to say then paused at Max's dark look. “Ah...
never mind?” she said weakly.


“That's
what I thought,” Max mock growled nodding.
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As
the summer heat continued to bear down on them the lords regained their
bearings and started to settle in. Count Malory of Duluth was the first to
start heading back to traditional mindsets. He commented about the Terran
women's lack of makeup rather snidely. A growing number of the women of the
court were beginning to emulate the Terrans, going for understated makeup and
losing their wigs. They were also wearing simple summer dresses. Well, simple for
them, one layer but with the hems trimmed in ribbon or soft fabric.


“Problem?”
Wanda asked amused. Charlie smiled.


“Why
do you not use face paint and perfume as others do my lady?” the lord asked.
Charlie gave Wanda a glance.


“Who
said we don't?” she asked amused. “We didn't pack much, but we do have some,”
she said. She pulled out a makeup kit and showed it to him. “We keep to the
minimum. Too much make up is bad for your health.”


The
Queen looked amused. “It is?”


“Makeup,
especially makeup made by your people here has high concentrations of poisons
that affect your health over time. Mercury and lead just as an example,”
Charlie explained. “Both can cause harm since they are directly on the skin for
long periods of time.”


The
Queen blinked. “There's some sense to that,” she murmured.


“Right.
Some of the makeups also can cause skin cancer. So they create some of the very
blemishes that they're trying to cover. You have to use more to cover the
blemishes up creating a vicious circle with only one ending.”


“Ah,”
the Count said blinking. He was off balance, remembering how his mother had
died.


“Let
me guess, your mother added more and more makeup as she grew older?” Charlie
asked shrewdly. He looked confused then nodded. She grimaced. “Thought so. The
makeup damages the skin over time.” She held up the makeup case.


“And
yours doesn't?” Deidra asked amused.


Wanda
shook her head. “No, we've tested it over the decades,” she smiled. “And
we...women I mean,” she grinned conspiratorially to the other women, “have
found that men respond better to a more... natural look.”


“There's
truth in that statement,” the count admitted reluctantly, bobbing his head in a
nod. He glanced at the Queen. “No offense your majesty,” he said hurriedly.


She
waved it off. “No offense should ever be taken from simple truths,” she
chuckled softly in memory. “Andreas was ever the paramour in the morn when our
defenses were down and we felt we were unprepared for an attack.”


Charlie
snickered. “They all do that. It's a testosterone thing,” she said with
a slight grin. The Queen raised an eyebrow to her. “Male hormones, it makes
them stronger and randy all the time. Especially in the morning,” she
explained.


“Ah,”
the Queen murmured thoughtfully. The Queen nodded, lips pursed in a small
smile. “We had known of that but not the cause.”


“It's
also strategy,” Wanda said smiling to the Count. The count looked startled.


“I
do not follow your meaning,” he said hesitantly.


“Don't
you?” she smiled wickedly. She turned to the Queen. “Think about it. You’re
just wakening, your defenses are down... the men see an opening and go for it.”


The
Queen and others chuckled as the lord squirmed in sudden discomfort.


“Mercy
dame, I yield,” he choked out, as the girls snickered with fresh amusement.


“Wise
fellow,” Charlie said smiling again as the lord retreated.


<==={}------------>


The
count made his way down through the corridors. He bumped into Perry who looked
amused.


“From
the look you either got some news or the women were at you,” he said.


“The
women I bet since he's coming from the Queen's residence.” Ryans said smiling.
“Let me guess, either her majesty laid some news on you or...”


The
count shook his head. “Your women are... forthright.”


“You
don't know the half of it buddy,” Perry snorted. “We've developed a very...
open style of discussion lately. Bodily functions I take it?”


The
count blinked. “No, ah...”


Ryans
chuckled. “Let's let the guy get his bearings. I think the Queen wanted to see
us and we're running late as it is...” The count bobbed a nod and then walked
off, head high. He was trying to restore some shred of his dignity.


“Having
fun putting a bee in his bonnet Charlie?” Ryans asked coming into the room.
Charlie grinned.


“It
was kind of interesting messing with his head.”


“Yeah,
I can imagine. She start in on periods?” he asked giving Deidra and the Queen a
look. Both women blushed furiously.


“A
gentlemen doesn't discuss that in the presence of a lady sir!” the Queen said
stiffly.


“Why?
It's a part of a woman, not a man. Remember what we said your majesty,
knowledge and understanding are vital.”


“Knowing
is half the battle,” Perry said standing straight.


Wanda
snickered. “Thanks Mr. GI-Joe.”


“You're
welcome,” Perry deadpanned.


“Anyway,
when we confront a problem, discuss it openly and pool our resources we have a
greater chance of solving it or at least mitigating its effects... or
understanding its cause. Medicine, politics, war... education is key in many
things,” Ryans explained.


“For
instance, ” he indicated Perry and himself. “we know all about female biology.
We know what's going on every month, how it works and why. We also know that
hot flushes and irritability later in life are a part of that cycle called
menopause and how it affects your body and mind as you age.” He bowed to the
Queen. “No offense intended,” he said after a moment.


She
bowed slightly, eyes narrowed. “None taken but watch your tongue.”


“Sorry,”
he sighed. “But knowledge must be imparted for others to make use of it. If
only a few know and they die due to illness, war, or accident, then that
knowledge is lost.”


Deidra
blinked and then nodded, giving her mother a look. “He's right mother. I mean
your majesty.”


The
Queen slowly nodded. “And the cure for this?”


“To
make the knowledge available for all to learn and use. To better all your
subjects,” he waved. “Some will take this knowledge and find new ways to do
things, ways to better heal or better themselves. Their example will be
followed by others. Which leads me to the discussion we were here for,
education... we were talking about setting up a series of elementary schools
here in the capital to improve literacy in this area and later the Kingdom at
large...”


<==={}------------>


“My
lord Farnsworth, I do believe the subject at hand was taxation reform, not...”
the Queen paused to cough delicately into a hanky then she looked up at the
ceiling as the pitter patter of rain started.


“It
looks like the princess's practice is over,” Ryans murmured to himself.


“Why
do we even need reform?” Farnsworth, an old cantankerous lord growled. He threw
his hands up in the air. “All these changes. Too fast. Too fast.” He turned
glaring at Ryans. “Your fault this is. Mark my words it'll be a detriment to
all our children,” he said shaking a gnarled finger his way. He turned glaring
about. A few murmured at that.


“Lord
Farnsworth, I believe you have a problem with change? Or is it with children?”
Ryans asked as he got up. The lord glared and mumbled something. “Do speak up
please,” Ryans said encouragingly.


“Both,”
The cantankerous lord snarled.


“Ah.
Traditions must be observed,” Ryans nodded. “And you're right, cultures do
change when new things are added. Sometimes for the better, and I admit,
sometimes for the worse. Children have a way of vexing their predecessors by
embracing change and new things. I believe your daughter is in Doc's classes?”
he asked.


The
lord glared. “Yes,” he snarled. “Her proper place is at the hearth. She should
be focusing on remarrying and growing a new grandson for me, to rule in my
stead when I die.” He looked over to the Queen whose eyes flashed. “No
offense,” he said weakly.


“There
better not have been any,” Ryans said softly to himself. He sighed, fully aware
of the temper of both the Queen and princess. Farnsworth didn't know it but he
was on thin ice.


“There
are two problems here, and we can address them one by one. First, Dominus are
you proud of your daughter?”


The
lord blinked. “Of course! She's born to rule!”


“Ah.
So her acknowledging her heritage is important,” Ryans observed. He nodded. “Is
her learning to take better care of her subjects making her a better person?”


The
lord blinked then got a thoughtful look. “I never...” He looked off to the
cloudy window.


“You
never thought of it that way?” Ryans asked softly as the other lords looked
from one to the other. “We keep forgetting that one of the principle urges of
mankind, both in men and women is to better ourselves and our surroundings for
our children, give them a better life than what we got ourselves,” he said. He
smiled, bowing slightly to the Queen and Duchess Pryor.


“We
also forget our own pride... our own need to stand out from our fellows, and to
do better than our forefathers. To excel,” he said. He looked out among the
crowd. A few nodded at that.


“Each
of you are of noble birth. Now, you know you have the right to be here, but
tell me, which feels better? The fact that you are here because of that,
because of your blood right, or because you earned it?” he asked.
“Earned it by deed and action?” The crowd murmured a little at that little
morsel.


“Whether
it's on the field of battle, your wisdom in court, or your even hand at
managing your subjects... tell me don't you think it feels better to have
earned the right? Fuller?”


A
few dark looks answered that. “Now, extending that concept, are you proud of
your children if they earned that? If they proved themselves on the field of
their choosing?” Ryans asked. Lord Farnsworth turned back to him.


“Your
daughter may not be a warrior like Deidra or Zara, but she has chosen a
battlefield just as hard, just as cruel, and just as devastating as any she
could come across with a sword in her hand,” Ryans said ever so softly, looking
into the stubborn father's eyes. “I understand if you don't want her to face
such adversity. No parent wants their child to face such trauma. But facing it
and overcoming it is what makes us a better person.”


“My
lord from my understanding she has lost her husband and children to disease
correct?” Ryans asked when the lord didn't say anything. The lord stared
mutely. After a moment he slowly nodded.


“She
has exchanged her sword for one smaller, a scalpel. This tool, the knowledge
she is learning, and other tools will aid her in being a better person and
making a lasting impression on those around her. She wants to save
lives, to prevent another unnecessary child's death.” He smiled at the lord.


“Your
daughter wants to build the first hospital in County Farnsworth. With the
training you gave her, the training she is receiving from the doctor, and her
drive and determination, she will most likely succeed. Tell me, if your
daughter rises to become the greatest doctor of Farnsworth County or in the
entire Imperium would you be proud of her?”


The
lord nodded slowly. Ryans nodded back. “As is Doctor Carter's family. She's an
incredible doctor. One dedicated to saving lives. Let her teach your daughter
and others like her so they may go out and do the same and help their fellow
countrymen. Together they will change the world.” He smiled as that last shot
went home.


“Your
daughter will be both, a great healer as well as a good lady in her own time.
Right now you have many more years ahead of you. Why should she get all moldy
waiting? Here she's being productive, keeping her mind fresh while learning new
skills to aide those around her.”


“What
of you?” a voice asked. Ryans turned as a lord rose.


“What
of me?” Ryans asked, with mixed emotions of amusement and annoyance.


“Have
you proven yourself worthy?” Malfoy asked.


Ryans
snorted. “Where? In business? Sure,” he said and shrugged. “In mechanics,
electronics, or other things? Of course.” He shrugged again.


“In
battle. I don't recall you as a shield partner in the last... unpleasantness,”
Malfoy said letting that last come out as an almost sneer. “Were you ill?”


“No,
I was there with the general actually.”


“Not
one for bloodletting?”


“Not
particularly,” Ryans smiled. A few of the lords and ladies in the room
remembered things a little differently he knew. “I can rise to the occasion as
warranted. After all, just ask... oh what's his name...” He waved airily toward
the spot where the baron had lost his life. Malfoy and a few others paled.


“I'm
not the warrior of the partnership. Although I have some basic training in that
regard. I never pretended I was a soldier, however. That's Deidra to a T. Her
sister too for that matter,” he chuckled. He looked over to the door as it
opened and Deidra came in, toweling her armor clean. She looked thoroughly
vexed.


“Mother
this dratted weather... Oh!” She blinked and then blushed as she straightened.
Clearly she hadn't anticipated court would be in session.


“Right
on cue,” Ryans murmured smiling softly.


“So
does that mean you're to marry both of the princesses?” someone asked in the
back.


Ryans
rolled his eyes. “What are you kidding me? One's enough thank you, I've got
enough trouble keeping up with her,” he smiled as Deidra reached him. He
wrapped his arm around her, bent down and kissed her... and then caressed her
bare midriff.


“Stop
that!” she said batting his hand away. His smile turned into a mischievous
grin.


A
sparkle of laughter met that. She looked around and her wine complexion
darkened even further. “Save your strength for later,” she said to him as they
parted. She gave him a smile as she walked...no strutted away. “You'll need
it,” she said wickedly over her shoulder. Fresh laughter from the crowd met his
now deep blush.


“I'll
say you've got your hands full!” someone jeered from the back with mirth. He
waved.


“Yup,
wouldn't have it any other way,” he chuckled. He turned to the Queen who was
both amused and proud. “I believe we were discussing provisions for education.
We're starting small projects here in the capital, pilot projects. This is to
allow those who can to learn new the technologies we are releasing as they are
developed.”


<==={}------------>


“That
went well,” Serena said as the court ended and they exited into the halls.
Rojer held her to his side. He looked down at her.


“Not
as well as I had hoped,” he said quietly, aware of the people around them.


“But
every barb helps the cause,” she murmured. “I dare say Malfoy may make an
interesting... ally.”


“He
may,” the Duke said, not committed or convinced. After the baron's fiasco he
was a lot more cautious about drawing in another hot head who acted so
impulsively. Obviously directly confronting the gaijin was out.


<==={}------------>


“Still
having commitment issues?” Wanda asked, eyes glittering as she passed the
bucket of ice cream over. She licked her golden spoon, smiling to Deidra.


“Something...
I don't know.” She shrugged. The Queen gave her a look. She took a bite of the
ice cream, her eyes went wide. “Oh, cold but so much flavor!” she said smiling.
Her mother gave her a gracious nod. Smiling she passed the bucket over.


“Thank
you my dear,” the Queen said graciously. She took the bucket and looked it
over. “My it is cold, I can feel it.” She put her spoon in and took a small
sample. “MY!” Her eyes went round. She smiled. “Indeed, I could get used to
this.”


Doc
came in, tossing off her night coat. She plopped down in the circle of pillows
wearing her pajama bottoms and top. The royal slumber parties were becoming a
bit of a tradition. So far the other ladies hadn't twigged about it, but it was
only a matter of time. When that happened things would change. “What'd I miss?”
she asked picking up a spoon.


“Oh,
we're introducing the ladies to ice cream,” Charlie said smiling to the Queen.
“I think it's a hit.”


“You
don't say?” Sue asked smiling as the Queen reluctantly passed the bucket on.
“They got the formula right?” she asked. She took a bite.


“It's
close. The sucrose and milk are a problem. Sugar cane didn't cross over so
we've had to make some adjustments. Still works in my opinion,” Wanda said
defensively.


“Oh
it does! It does!” Charlie chuckled. She gave Sue a look. “Heard you had an
interesting case this morning? The guard was called...”


The
Queen looked over to her. “Indeed, I heard something about a werewolf?” she
asked.


Sue
shook her head. She had her hands full with all the battlefield casualties and
now this. Fortunately only the worst of the battlefield casualties were still
in the hospice, most of the lightly wounded had been either sent home on leave
to fully recover or had returned to their barracks to recover there. “It's not
a werewolf, though most people think of it that way,” Sue sighed and wrinkled
her nose. “Really, the rabies virus is more like a werewolf than this.” She
waved.


“That
hair thing?” Charlie asked catching on. Sue nodded.


“The
sick thing is it's just a genetic issue, not something that's because of
disease or because the person is in league with evil,” she replied and then
grimaced. “Try telling that to some uneducated idiots though.” She shook her
head.


“Bad?”
Zara asked, eyes round.


“Well,
let me put it this way, I had to call the guard to keep the mob away. They
wanted to burn the poor kid at the stake.”


“I'll
say bad,” Charlie said after Wanda whistled. “Crap. That sucks. All that over a
lot of hair, nonsense,” she sighed. “When will people learn?”


The
Queen froze and then cocked her head. “So there are no such things as
werewolves?”


Sue
snorted. “No, not in real life, only in make believe. Most cases were either
this, a genetic deformity, or a virus that was transmitted to the person after
they were bitten by a rabid animal. That animal more often than not was a fox,
or bat, or other creature.” She shook her head. “Wolves always got a bad rap
over that.”


“Ah,”
the Queen nodded.


“Could
you ah... get your people to realize this your majesty? Stop the murders and
lynch mobs? Most of the hairy people can lead normal productive lives with the
right treatments. All some need is constant hair care or a laser treatment. The
rabies... we do have a cure for it, but it has to be injected into the person
in stages...” She waved. “In other words it's a case of ignorance and fear
overwhelming people and their common sense.”


“Ah.
This is more of that knowledge that you said we needed to get out,” Deidra
nodded thoughtfully. She glanced at her mother. “We shall see what we can do,
right mother?” Her mother glanced at her and then gave a regal nod.


“So,
what were you talking about then? I mean when I first came in,” Sue said
getting more comfortable.


Wanda
smiled. “Oh, just men in general, and one in particular. The usual,” she
answered playfully.


“Oh,
them. Yeah, the famous line, can't live with them, can't shoot them is what we
say,” Charlie said. She offed a laugh as Wanda smacked her in the face with a
pillow. Even the Queen laughed at that.


“Is
he still having commitment issues?” Sue asked. Deidra shrugged. Sue looked
thoughtful. “Hmmm well, if it's not because you're pressuring him...” she
looked at the mother and daughter with a warning eye. “Then perhaps it is
something else. We do marry much later in our culture so it may be a cultural
riff...”


“How
much later?” Zara asked.


“Well,
in western societies... that is the most advanced nations I mean...” She
shrugged as the royals waved to indicate they got the idea. “We have no need to
marry young. Most marriages happen when both are adults. See, we know from
extensive medical studies that the brains of people are still forming with
their bodies. Their personalities are... flexible.” She bent her fingers back
and forth.


“But
if a person is exposed to trauma, or is forced to grow up too fast... they tend
to break or freeze at that level. They become brittle or child like. So in
modern societies the cultural thing is to let both parties grow and mature. Let
them experience life, have some adventures, educate themselves, and start their
career paths. Once they have their wild oats sown, then they have a desire to
settle down and raise a family,” Sue explained.


“It
varies though,” Charlie said from her side as she took a scoop of ice cream.
“Some can marry when they are teenagers, or due to unintended pregnancies. Many
lose out though and resent that over time. When you’re young you're quicker to
grasp new things, to learn and let your mind stretch to new concepts. If you
put off an education until after you've raised a family... well it's much
harder to learn.”


“Indeed,”
the Queen nodded. “I found it much easier to learn a language when I was
younger. Now it's... difficult. Your English is...”


“A
lot harder than it looks and sounds?” Wanda asked amused.


“Yes,”
the Queen nodded.


“That's
because we're speaking a general dialect of American English. But we've got
regional differences, and we also have a tendency to introduce metaphors and
colloquialisms... it gets horridly complicated sometimes even for us,” she said
and rolled her eyes.


“Indeed,”
the Queen snorted.


“And
Sue here is part Canadian; they have their own version of English.”


Sue
waved. “Anyway, back to what we were talking about... It may be that he's not
sure what he wants...  or is sure you will change your mind when you get
older and wiser. Have you told him what you want?” She eyed the
princess. “You, you the woman, not princess Deidra. Take the title away
and think about it.”


The
others turned to look at her. Diedra frowned and looked down, trying hard to
control her emotions and think rationally.


“Not
what is expected of you. Not what others want. You, Deidra, the young woman.
His lover, his friend,” Sue said softly. Deidra’s eyes looked up. They were
troubled. She sighed and then shook her head. “You don't really know do you? Is
that because you don't know yourself? Or that you don't want to face it?”


Deidra
gave her a wan smile.


“Thought
so. Guess you've got some thinking to do,” Sue said with a firm nod.


<==={}------------>


“Can't
sleep?” Ryans murmured to her later that evening. Her eyelids flickered and she
purred slightly, snuggling against his side.


“No.
I want to talk,” she said quietly. “And no, it can't wait,” she mock growled.
He chuckled softly at that rejoinder then his eyes widened. He had taken the
blue tooth out to charge it before going to bed, that entire answer had been in
English.


She
rolled over and smiled at him. Her eyes and teeth glittered in the moonlight.
“Been studying?” he asked smiling back.


She
gave a chuckling purr, free hand caressing his arm and side. “Yes. I pick up
languages quickly.”


He
chuckled softly, eyebrow raised. “This is new,” he smiled, wondering just how
long she'd known English and what he'd let slip around her. Also why she was
revealing something she'd obviously kept hidden until now. “Why didn't you tell
me earlier?”


She
shrugged. “We never had the time,” she said. His freehand began to mirror hers,
caressing her gently.


“Think
things in Duluth will work out?” he asked. “Is that what you’re worried about?”
She pursed her lips then as he opened his mouth again put her finger against
his lips.


“Hush,
my turn talk,” she said in broken English, smiling again. “You avoiding what
going to do when the time to choose. I want... I want you to know, either way I
will marry you.”


He
blinked at that statement, parsing it out. “But...” She rolled her eyes and
placed her hand firmly over his mouth then rolled on top of him. He rolled with
her so he was on his back. Her thighs clamped down on his arms, pinning them to
his sides.


“Will
you hush?” she said. His eyes sparkled as he chuckled under her hand. “I am the
princess, my turn to talk.” She shook her head, her mane of hair danced in the
summer night. “Royalty demands precedence.” she said primly, making him smile
again.


Her
left hand began to toy with his chest. “Now, where was I?” she asked, with just
a slight hint of mischief in her voice. She felt his grin under her hand and smacked
his chest. “Not that!” she said in exasperation. His chuckle was muffled but
she felt the vibration through her hand. Men, honestly, she thought in
exasperated affection. They had only one thing on their minds all the time.
Even when something important needed to be discussed.


“Now,
stay or go we marry. Here or there,” she said. She ran her free hand over his
chest and then tweaked a nipple. He squirmed, eyes dancing and pointedly saying
he'd get her back for that. “Even if I have to go to… Earth, I marry you. Got
it?” she asked suddenly dead serious.


“Why?”
he asked muffled.


“Many
reasons. The main one?” She smiled tenderly down at him as her hand played
naughty games with the inside of his thighs behind her. She could feel his
member swelling, preparing to rise. “I love you,” she said huskily.


“You're
good man. Kind with me. Gentle but firm,” she said, not sure about the words.
Her eyes danced as her free hand played wicked games. In retaliation he tried
to get free but she had his arms pinned by her strong thighs. He tried to reach
up to touch her nether regions but she moved them higher, just out of reach.


“You’re
good for me. Good for my people. Honest. Hard working.” She stroked him once
more. “Better be hard working in a moment,” she mock growled. He chuckled at
that.


He
blinked at her and then smiled again. Her hand cupped him. He gasped as she
lifted herself up and onto him. She leaned forward, completing the docking. She
then bent all the way forward, giving him a nice view of her bust as powerful
muscles clamped onto him. He knew he'd lost this battle before it had begun.


“Now,
hang on, you’re in for ride,” She murmured in his ear wickedly. She licked and
then nipped the lobe then sat back. He laughed at that until her muscles
clamped down harder and then all meaningful thought became irrelevant.


<==={}------------>


He
caught up with the Duke the next morning. “Are you certain about sending these
people back?” Duke Emroy asked. He'd gotten to know some, he knew on the
surface some may be honest, but they would say and do anything to get out of
this situation he knew.


“Good
morning to you too Duke Emroy,” Ryans smiled. Deidra kissed his cheek and then
went off to the hall for breakfast. He watched her go and then turned to the
Duke. “Honestly, I'm not sure, but we need to get things back on track. By
sending these people back with some of the means to improve their people's
harvest, there's a chance to end their misery and stop this from happening
again.” He shrugged.


“I
see. So that's why you had their surviving smiths rounded up. That's what you
were doing in the forges the past three days?” the Duke asked turning to him.


Ryans
smiled, looking down to the convoy loading up. “Yes. We also taught your own
smiths as well. Simple things really, better plows and tools, planting
techniques, harvesting tools. These things should improve their yields.”


“That
won’t help me and mine,” the Duke waved to the castle. “We had no time to plant
and we've used our reserves weathering the siege.” He looked bleak. “When
winter comes what will happen to my people?”


“They
will weather it just like every year your grace. With a little help,” Ryans
smiled. “It's true, you've missed the late spring and mid summer harvest, but
we're working on getting some plants in to get a late summer and autumn harvest
now. The Queen has pledged food from her warehouses to make up the difference
as well. Some of the other lords have done the same.”


“How...”
the Duke turned to him. Ryans smiled. “How can they spare so much? Their people
will go hungry!”


Ryans
chuckled. “Nope, I told you we've made some changes.”  He pointed to a
plow being loaded. “See that? It's a simple plow, but very effective. It's was
made by an inventor named John Deere over a century ago. It tills the earth and
the two handles allow the man controlling the animals to steer the plow and
keep it in the ground. It's made it much easier to plow; one man and a draft
team can cover nearly five times the area that three teams did in a single day
by hand with hoes.”


The
Duke gaped at that. “That hardly seems possible. Such a simple thing?”


“Oh
yes. By making the plow easier and more efficient we've made the workload
lighter and improved the farm's yield. More acres plowed and seeded means more
plants,” Ryans explained. He pointed to another contraption being loaded in
another wagon. “That's a seed spreader, it's a simple thing, you tow it behind
a draft team and it opens a channel, plucks down a seed then covers it up with
the paddles on the back. Neat huh?”


“No
more spreading the seeds by hand?” the Duke asked rubbing his chin. “That's
always been a problem, much of the seed lays on the top soil and spoils... or
is caught by the wind and blown away.”


“Right,”
Ryans nodded. He pointed to another device. “That's a sample thresher. It's
pulled by a draft team and cuts the harvest and lays it out to be gathered
later. Max is working on a combine harvester, but I highly doubt he'll get one
out before winter. Maybe next year,” he said. He shrugged.


“Combine?”
the steward nearby asked looking at Ryans with a confused look.


“A
machine that can cut, thresh, and separate the wheat from the chaff, or other
plants from their chaff depending on how it is set up,” Ryans explained.
“Pulled by a draft team or a mechanical engine.”


The
long faced man blinked in startled confusion at the outlandish concept. Ryans
smiled.


“I
know, it's a lot to take in. I think that the first machines will be bought and
run by the lords. You can rent them out to the tenants, and take a tithe of the
harvest for their use. Tenants will be much more productive,” he said and then
smiled. The Duke grunted thoughtfully. “If we're lucky famine will be a thing
of the past by next year.”


“To
see that day,” the Duke said softly nodding.


“I'm
planning on it,” Ryans said. “We're also introducing better preservation
methods, canning for one. And yes your grace, we've sent some of these to your
people. They should be out tilling your fields even now,” he said and smiled
walking away. “Good morning gentlemen, speaking of food... breakfast time for
me!” He chuckled rubbing his rumbling belly as he walked off. He heard the
Duke's hoarse chuckle as he made his retreat.


<==={}------------>


Ryans
came up behind Deidra and smiled as she didn't look his way. His hands wrapped
around her bare waist as she talked with her sister. Her sister blushed and
looked away as Deidra smiled in delight and turned to kiss him. His hands
continued to wander.


“Nice
dress you've got here,” he murmured in her ear. It was white, with classic medieval
deep scooped cuffs but with a short black skirt and a deep V neck cut. Her
midriff was bare.


“Stop
that! Will you keep doing that when I'm fat?” she demanded. He chuckled softly
in her ear.


“Like
that's going to happen with your exercise regime,” he murmured. “Even when
you’re all wrinkled and old I bet this will be dish board flat. You’re too much
of a martial artist to let yourself go dear.”


“Oh
it will. Like when I'm pregnant,” she answered, and then clicked her teeth
together in a mock nip. He chuckled backing away a little with a mock fear
look.


“You'll
be as beautiful a woman then as you are now. More so because you'll glow with
motherhood,” he said. He shrugged. “Cross that bridge when it comes I guess.”


She
smiled suddenly delighted at that admission. The smile glowed with love and
approval. Zara was staring at them wide eyed. Reluctantly he let his hands slip
as a page waved to him. “Drat, gotta go duty calls.”


“Are
you pregnant?” Zara asked as he left.


Deidra
watched him leave smiling softly and then turned back to her sister. “Huh?” She
shook her head. “Oh no, no,” she answered then smiled mischievously. “At
least... not yet that is. Doctor Carter said the implants wear off in a couple
of years. I can't wait... and we're having fun playing and practicing,” she
grinned mischievously as her sister goggled at her and then giggled helplessly.


<==={}------------>


They
sent several surviving Duluth officers and some of the able bodied back to
Duluth with seeds and sample plows. The intel officer was sure to send groups
back that would hit all four corners of the country making sure they took back
word of the changes coming to the country.


The
first summer harvest came in; the lords were amazed by the yields. Mary the
botanist snorted. “This is just the beginning. Get some greenhouses in and you
can have fresh food year round,” she explained. Some of the lords immediately
queried her on that subject. She explained over lunch about greenhouses. She
took a piece of slate and used a piece of chalk to draw out the concepts for
them. Later some approached a bemused Sydney who printed out the plans and
design documents for them.


The
morning postal carriers found more packages than usual leaving. The interested
lords had sent off the rudimentary plans to their homes. Others demanded that
the monarch subsidize it.


The
Queen became concerned about displacing their economy so quickly with changes.
“It’s all happening so fast!” she exclaimed after seeing the first home grown
lights, fans, and indoor plumbing installed in the castle.


Max
snorted as he cleaned his hands. “Not fast enough ma'am. I'd love to go twice
as fast. Once y'all get your feet under you it'll go even faster,” he said. He
smiled. She was wide eyed and concerned.


<==={}------------>


There
was an accident, an animal had gotten loose and injured a groom. Sue was
nearby, on her way to the barracks hospice. She used her training to triage.
The man had been bitten in the throat; one of the canines had severed his
artery and punctured his throat. She pressed a finger into the wound, and then
had a kid come over to do it while she got a hemostat from her bag. The kid
paled but held on desperately. Only later did she learn that the lad had been
the groom's son.


Fortunately
the man didn't bleed out and they managed to transport him to the hospital. She
performed emergency surgery on him. Several of the patients volunteered blood.
She rushed a sample off to Charlie to be emergency typed as she gave the man a
liter of plasma kept on hand.


She
related the story to the Queen who nodded. Zara was wide eyed about the story
and then teared up when Sue told her who the groom was. The Queen hugged her
gently.


“Someone
you know princess?” Sue asked, uncertain. Zara nodded; hand over her mouth as
she sobbed softly. She buried herself in her mother's arms.


“He
taught me to ride,” Zara said, voice muffled against her mother.


“Then
may I suggest you visit him in the morning?” Sue suggested. The princess looked
up and then nodded slowly. “Good, just keep the visit short. He'll be touched
that you checked in on him,” Sue said. Zara nodded again. “The other patients
will appreciate the good will effort if you extend it to them as well. They'll
be touched by the gesture and relate the story to their families and others. I
know I will,” Sue said, smiling politely. Zara nodded again. The Queen rubbed
her shoulder, looking thoughtfully at the doctor.


<==={}------------>


Duke
Rojer stood patiently as his steward adjusted the hem of his robe. He liked to
look his best at all times, especially in court. Tonight he needed to do so to
lend credence to what he had in mind. He needed to appear stately, stern and
strong.


“Something
amiss my love?” Serena asked as his steward retreated. He smiled at her.


“You
know me so well my love,” he said. She smiled coyly back to him.


“La
my good sir, now what pray tell do you have in mind for this night's
entertainment?” she asked.


He
smiled again. “You'll see. I thought of something... interesting,” he said
wickedly.


She
eyed him warily. “And you don't trust me with such foreknowledge?” she asked.
He chuckled.


“I
just thought you would appreciate the surprise,” he murmured, taking her into
his arms. “I dare say others may, and the gaijin won't.”


“Oh
dear,” Serena murmured. “Will they be... displeased?” she asked, looking up to
him. Her eyes sparkled as they questioned him.


His
smile widened slightly in anticipation. “I hope so. The great thing is I just
have to prime the pump. The general and the young lords will do the rest. If
all works out as half as well as I expect, things will finally fall in our
favor,” he said.


She
nodded, turning away. “We shall see,” she said. “We shall see,” she tucked her
arm into his as they left, head high to the banquet.


 <==={}------------>


“Do
we have to do this?” Waters asked looking more than a little put out over being
back in dress uniform. The Marine dress uniform had just arrived from the
tailor that morning. He and the Lieutenant had taken hours to get each of their
fittings right. Hours that could have been put to more productive use, he
thought acidly. Not that they had to scramble like they had to before the war.
It was just that he hated playing dress up as much as Ryans did and he wanted
to get on to training.


Now
that the gaijin methods had proven themselves on the battlefield the main army
was breaking up and reforming. Some were dismissed, going back to attend to
their duties and lands. Others though lingered, wanting to remain in the
legions and be trained to the new standards. For some of the older people it
was a hard training period. Harder for Waters and Paris who had to prove
themselves willing and able to do the same things they were putting the grunts
through.


Right
now the army had dropped to half its former size. The Queen was considering
keeping it at that size permanently. Discussions were ongoing on what to do
with that much manpower. Ryans had suggested having them do civil projects like
the Roman legions had. That had been a hit with the Queen and a few of the lords.


“Unfortunately,”
Ryans sighed, grimacing. He tugged at his own starched collar in
irritation.  At least he'd had a proper fitting and the native made
business suit was better than the poor tux Wanda and the Queen had cooked up.
“At least you cut a dashing figure. You'll have all the girls of the court
swooning over you,” he smiled.


“Lucky
me,” Waters grumbled. Perry gave him a look. “Yeah, yeah. Shut up and soldier.
Bitch, bitch,” he muttered.


Perry
snorted.


Perry,
Waters, and Ryans attended a formal dinner with some of the remaining lords and
court. Duke Rojer wanted to use their technology to go to war with their
neighbors and brought it up in a side conversation. The discussion went around
the table and finally caught up with the Terrans. The Terrans were thoroughly
against it while the younger lords were all for it.


“Is
that what you think we came here for? To be warlords?” Perry demanded .


Waters
snorted and then muttered to Perry. “You can take the warlord out of the war,
but not the warmonger out of the... oh hell.” He sighed and took a look around.
There were now some hostile looks in the crowd. “I need a stiff drink.... in
fact more than one.”


“No,
better to do this with a clear head. Cold sober,” Perry said softly to him,
watching the general talking excitedly about tanks attacking a castle. Perry
got really pissed as the general and Rojer ignored him and began planning which
of the three remaining neighboring Kingdoms to topple over first.


The
Queen gave them all a quelling look. “Calm yourself gentlemen. I believe we
have one war to pay for first? After all, we cannot pay for what we have
already as it is. It'll take some time before the gaijin inventions make good
on their investments, let alone the cost of the invasion,” she said. This made
a few thoughtful.


“Then
of course there are all the improvements you want. You can't have both. I
believe you Dominus Jericho wanted better weather forecasting and improvements
for your orchards?” The lord nodded and opened his mouth but the Queen
continued, turning. “And you lord Pettigrew, you wish to have the machines...
the combines?” she said turning to Ryans who nodded. “For the vast wheat fields
of your lands?” The newly promoted baron nodded. “And of course Duke Rojer and
Duke Pyror, you both want the trucks and machines to improve the mines in your
duchies...  as well as the roads to go with them. If we divert materials
and people to go to war all these goals will have to be set aside.”


“We
could pay for the war by sacking the countries we conquer,” the general
suggested.


The
Queen frowned. “And then my dear general? We would have more new subjects
begging to be rescued from starvation and disease?” she asked and shook her
head. He frowned thoughtfully.


“Not
to mention that you've got a treaty with us... That is us Terrans that the
technology we give you will be used only to defend your country. Not
to attack others,” Perry snarled giving Rojer and the general dirty looks.


“There
is that,” the Queen nodded.


The
Duke sat back, eyes gleaming. “Indeed, I did want the machines to improve the
mines... but can we not do both as we are now?”


“And
who would lead the armies to victory?” Perry demanded. He turned to Pendragon.
“General, forgive me, but a campaign in distant lands is best suited for the
young.” The general looked a little crestfallen.


The
general puffed up after a moment under the Queen's supportive gaze. “Besides
you of course. For we would need you here to guard our lands and the lands of
Duluth,” she said smiling. The general's old eyes gleamed.


“Why
the gaijin of course,” Rojer said smiling tightly to Perry.


“Like
hell. I just explained why we're not going through with it. We're not
mercs,” Perry answered standing. The Duke stiffened. “We're not here to fight your
wars and go around playing conquistador or war lord. You touch on my honor by
suggesting it,” Perry said darkly.


“Break
that treaty and I will break your neck,” he said quietly. The Duke
colored but then paled as he saw the cold, shark like look of the gaijin
soldier. Suddenly he gulped, Perry's eyes meant business. “I've been in war.
What have you seen? One pitched battle?” Perry asked, quiet but intent. He
waved, “that's nothing. Try day in and day out prolonged fighting. Not for
months like you do, but years. Ten long fucking years of war, War our
way,” he snarled. He gave the grim Master Sergeant a look. The Sergeant nodded
grimly. He'd had his own taste of that and had no intention of sending his boys
and girls into that kind of mess. “Conquering a nation and occupying it is a
nasty long process that usually fails.” Perry grimaced sitting back down.


“He's
right,” Waters nodded as all eyes turned to him. "Saw it in 'Nam, Kosovo, Iraq,
and Afghanistan. It's no picnic. Hell ask Nate about the crap the Brits tried
to pull to subdue nations they colonized and conquered a century ago. Not one
went over well. They spent decades waging a guerrilla war. Some of those, like
in Ireland and Scotland got real nasty and the innocent suffered." He
shook his head and knocked back a drink as people murmured. Some of the crowd
was growing ugly; they had turned on the gaijin in an instant.


Ryans
held up a hand. “Tell me gentlemen what would you do with the country once you
won?” he asked. They blinked.


“Er
ah... why... ah... Rule of course!” a lord laughed. Several chuckled with him.


“And
what about your homes here?” Ryans asked. A few blinked at that. “And how would
you pay for the war and the occupying soldiers?”


The
Duke frowned. “Occupying soldiers?”


“Of
course. Once you've shattered their army, you've got to occupy the country to
secure it and protect your interests. Which means your army gets broken up into
penny packets to take control and maintain that control. No more army to go on
conquering the next land. We're having trouble scaring up soldiers to go to
Duluth as it is!” Perry said nodding. “That's what I and the Master Sergeant
just pointed out to you!”


“Why,
we shall pay for the war with the money we will gain from their treasury!” a
lord said with a grin. He looked around to his fellows for support. Many
nodded.


Ryans
shook his head. The lord's grin congealed. “Ah. Point of order,” Ryans held up
his hand. “I seem to recall you folks cleaning out your own treasury to
defend your lands. Don't you think they'll do the same? After all, they're
fighting to protect their homes, their families, and their way of life after
all.”


A
few lords looked around surprised and then began to mutter at that idea. Ryans
nodded and cleared his throat as the concept sank in. “Right,” he said. The
room grew silent again. “So you've conquered the neighboring lands, you’re far
from home... How do you feed and supply the army? And the locals? You've
destroyed their crops, shattered their infrastructure...” A few lords from
Duchy Emroy started to nod at this glumly.


“And
don't forget, their lords that survive will go underground. Many will resent
being occupied. They'll fight a guerrilla war. No tavern or roadway will be
safe... Any time a citizen, soldier, or lord is alone he's vulnerable to
attack. Both there and even here in your own lands,” Waters warned. “Seen it,
like I said.”


“Some
will bring the war here, sending assassins to attack your families in
retaliation. They'll send saboteurs to burn your lands and factories. To hurt
you and your people, as you hurt them.”


A
few looked a little concerned about that. “We're going to have a hard enough
time in Duluth you know. Even with their own lords in charge it'll take a
generation to get things sorted out. It's better to not bite off more than you
can chew,” Perry snorted.


“That
is... something to consider,” Lord Pettigrew finally said nodding.


“You
do realize it's going to take ten or twenty years before the things we're
giving you really get out there. If you attack your neighbors you won’t have
the money to use for those changes... And the land you occupy will need more
and more soldiers to defend your interests... not to mention money for their
own improvements,” Ryans said. “Men and women you will need here to man the
factories and the farms to support your own people and the soldiers as well.”


Lieutenant
Galloway nodded. "Right and while you’re picking off one neighbor and
digesting it the others will get upset. Some of the conquered people may find
their way to them with stories... Possibly even captured samples of weapons or
gunpowder. Given enough time they'll make their own... Or send spies to get the
information... or assassinate anyone who's behind the wars.”


The
general looked pale. He harrumphed.


“That
will create an arms race. Some of your neighbors may fold and surrender when
threatened. Others though may band together with their neighbors forming even
mightier armies. Your army can only be in one place at a time, can you defend
everywhere in strength?” Ryans asked. “Ask Duke Emroy and the lords with him
how well that worked with the wall. If one army gets in, even without the new
weapons they could wreak untold havoc. And again, if, that didn't happen and you
did beat them, it could turn into a mess when they're occupied. You only have
so many soldiers after all...”


“That's
true,” a lord said nodding. He looked around for support. Several of the lords
and ladies were reluctantly nodding.


“But
we speak in conjecture. We're scaring ourselves out of the riches that we could
gain!” a young lord exclaimed. “We could do this,” he said almost desperately,
looking around.


“Maybe,
the question you have to ask is, should you?” Perry asked.


“Of
course,” Duke Rojer said with a sniff. “It's the honorable thing. To bring the
savages to civilization, that's the honorable thing.”


“If
you’re going to bring up honor... what about breaking your word of honor
with us?” Perry asked, beating Ryans to the same question. The Duke's eyes
glittered. Ryans was now certain as to who was really behind this and why.


“You
would also insult my honor," Sue said quietly in the sullen silence. Duke
Rojer gave her a disdainful look. "I'm a doctor...a healer; the best there
is on this world, the best you're ever going to get.” She gave him a
dirty look.


“I
came here to help others, not to watch you kill them. I'll have no part of
it." She shook her head. “If you break your solemn word to us then you
are the savages without honor. Think about that,” she said eying him.


“And
what will you do? It's not like you can stop us," a young lord said
snidely from down the table. Heads turned in his direction.


“Simple,
we leave,” Ryans said giving them all a look. “And we take everything we have
with us.” He glanced at the others who nodded. He caught the gleam of
satisfaction in Rojer's eyes. He realized suddenly that he'd been set up.


A
few of the lords looked amused. A few others looked appalled. “No one has ever
gone back through the vortex,” a lady said fluttering a fan and looking
slightly triumphant.


“Then
again, we could always go to another country if we can't get back through the
vortex. Start over there,” Perry said toying with a knife. Someone down the
table hissed as that hit them. He smiled. It wasn't a pleasant smile.


“I
think you'd find that hard to do," a lord said darkly.


“No,
no I don't,” Waters said smiling grimly. The lord put his hand on his belt
knife. “I wouldn't son,” Waters said very softly. He took out his Berretta and set
it on the table in front of him. The lord froze at that.


“If
I die you're going with me,” Waters said eyes cold and dark. The lord looked to
a nearby guard.


The
Queen cleared her throat. “There will be no violence to the gaijin. On my
honor and the honor of the Imperium. They have full immunity to do and go
where they will,” she said. She eyed the lord. “That means they have the right
to do as they please including killing you if it pleases them.”


“And
you agreed to this?” a lord asked surprised and dismayed.


“Of
course. It was a part of the price we had to pay for their cooperation,” the
Queen replied. “Our Imperium was imperiled after all. You yourself signed the
agreement.”


“Ah,”
the lord nodded. “And not going to war is another?" he asked.  He
clearly hadn't read the document or understood it Ryans thought. Then again he
could be one of Duke Emroy's lesser lords.


The
Queen nodded. “Of course. The House of Lords can look over the treaty again at
their leisure. I believe we've copies. After all, with the exception of Duke
Emroy and those lords embattled by the siege, each of the high lords signed
it,” she smiled grimly as that shot went home. “Duke Sung just sent back his
signed copy as well. All have signed it,” she said. “Even the lords of the
Duluth,” she said, watching as they stared at her. “Including you, dear brother
in law,” she turned a wintry smile on Duke Rojer.


“I
do believe I am excessively wearied by all these high spirits. I think we
should get some air,” she said getting up. The Terrans instantly got up. The
lords were slow to follow. “Coming?” the Queen asked, hand on Ryans' arm.
Deidra had her arm on his other arm. Zara had Perry by the arm. Galloway bowed
to his dinner companion and then followed the Sergeant and Sue as they left the
table. Together they walked out.


 <==={}------------>


“That
didn't go well,” the Queen murmured to them quietly as they walked through the
halls.


“Ya
think?” Waters grumbled. He looked away as she gave him a shut up look. “Sorry
ma'am,” he mumbled.


“Quite
right. You should be. You do need to keep a rein on your temper,” the Queen
remarked. Her lips pursed.


“Yeah,”
Perry sighed. “I've done better, sorry your majesty.”


“That
was some funky fruit punch,” Waters said tottering a little.


Perry
nodded. “Yup, I know we needed to unwind, but I think we're three sheets to the
wind and lost it in there. At least you have that excuse. Shit.” He sighed
shaking his head. “We were set up.”


“He
baited us. Rojer. He set us all up. He set that entire thing up to drive a
wedge between us,” Ryans said looking at the Queen. She nodded looking away. He
glanced at Perry and Galloway. Both looked thoughtful and then grimaced.


“You're
right. Damn. I didn't see it,” Galloway growled, “sneaky.”


“You’re
not used to dealing with politicians face to face,” Waters growled.


“Well,
what's done is done,” Ryans replied. “Get some water and aspirin, all of you.
And check the troops,” he ordered. He shut off his blue tooth for a moment and
leaned over to them. “Go to standby Omega protocols just in case someone
decides to kick things over,” he ordered.


“Right,”
Waters said nodding. His body flushed with adrenalin. The alcohol was still in
his system but now he was more alert.


“Omega
protocols?” Deidra asked. He gave her a look then walked off.


“Just
some precautions like doubling the guard,” Perry said dragging Sue off in a
different direction.


 <==={}------------>


“Well!
That went very well! Very well indeed!” Serena said, grinning. Her husband
chuckled. “Though I'm concerned about the gaijin's threats. Could they do
something as drastic as all that?” she asked pointedly.


He
frowned, humor and relief that his little ploy had worked suddenly forgotten.
“That I'm unsure of. I believe they've tied themselves to the Queen so much
that it will be difficult to untangle.”


“But
not impossible,” she murmured.


“No.
Which is something to consider before we move again,” Rojer replied
thoughtfully.


  <==={}------------>


“We're
going to have to keep most of the war making materials and machines under wraps,”
Ryans said in the meeting the next morning. “Perry and I are switching to Omega
one protocols on our data. We're locking that down and other things. All IT
devices will be password and biometric security enabled as of this afternoon,”
he said firmly. He gave them a cool warning look. “That means you've got till
dinner to set it up. Sydney here will double check to make sure it works.”


Sydney
looked surprised and then shrugged. He knew better than to argue when the boss
man looked as grim and determined as that. “Anyone who forgets will have their
ass in a sling, so get it done. It only takes a couple of minutes,” Ryans
growled, shaking his head.


“What
the hell happened?” Wanda asked, eyes wide.


Sue
grimaced. “Warmongers in the cabinet, that's what, the lords want to use us to
go play conquistador.” Quietly they took turns relating the story, including
being set up by Rojer.


“Oh
hell no,” Wanda sighed, head bowed. “Fuck no,” she said in pain, shaking her
head back and forth vehemently as she clutched at it.


“Yeah,
my sentiments exactly,” Sue said. Others nodded.


“It's
not going to happen,” Ryans said determined to end it before it began. He then
touched his phone to open all channels. Not everyone was there of course. “All
personnel, this is Six. I want an inventory done by 1800 as well. Focus on IT,
weapons, and vehicles. We can't put the genie back in the bottle but we can
damn well keep more of it from getting out if we have to. Let’s hope we don't
have to.”


 Perry
grimaced. “We're going to go into the buddy system like we did when we first
got here. Don't screw it up. Keep your eyes and your ears open for trouble, but
don't jump at shadows,” he warned. “Locked doors, keep everything of value
under lock and key. Prop a chair under your door at night or sleep in the
camper. Guard on all vehicles and equipment. We're going to have a hell of a
time if this gets any uglier,” he said. The others nodded, cold sober.
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“What
is going on?” The centurion who acted as the senior aide to the general asked,
looking at the men. All were gaijin; all were taking notes of the armory
inventory.


“Oh
just doing inventory,” Edsfield said looking over the crates. He was checking
the serial numbers Max had thoughtfully incorporated in every crate, weapon,
and round. It had helped them get rid of a bad batch when they first started
production.


“Oh?”
the centurion asked suddenly uncertain.


Edsfield
shrugged. He was famous now because of his shot. “Yup. You know how it is with
the brass. Gotta get the paperwork done, the boss wants it ASAP.”


“Oh.
Carry on then,” the centurion said walking off, confused.


“Anything?”
Lewis asked.


“Nope.
We've got everything that's ours and we've got a hard count on what's left.
Time to move on,” Edsfield said. “The rockets?”


“Disabled,”
Patterson replied. Edsfield nodded. “Wouldn't want them blowing up after all,”
she said mockingly. He snorted.


  <==={}------------>


Serena
smiled at the other Dominas as they sat and gossiped while doing needlepoint.
She usually detested such endeavors, they served only limited purpose, or so
she had thought. Rojer had gently reminded her years ago the dual purpose the
gossip sessions were for. In exchanging gossip one could start a rumor that
would buzz around the castle and lands... whether true or not. She grinned.
“Yes, I dare say Rojer was a bit put out over being denied glory in that
battle,” she said, looking at her stitching.


Domina
Jericho looked up in surprise. “His grace as well? Why my Jericho fumed for
days over being denied battle!”


“My
husband as well,” Domina Byron said in agreement. “Though I for one was
relieved that he was not killed in some foolish charge,” she murmured. The
other wives nodded thoughtfully.


“But
none benefited,” Serena murmured.


“None
but the gaijin,” Domina Jericho said snidely. She pecked at her stitching,
angry at something or other.


“I
bet they did it on purpose! To hog all the glory for themselves!” another wife
said. Her teenage daughter nodded, face set.


“It
may be true,” Serena said seemingly reluctantly as the other wives began to
cluck and chatter about that. She hid a small tight smile as she rocked; glad
her seed had been set.


  <==={}------------>


“So
we're shifting focus here to agrarian and mining needs now that the war is won.
We need to get the economy jump started to pay for the toys we've built not to
mention make up for the lost planting time,” Max said looking around at his
native assistants. “We've got a long hard winter ahead of us folks and not a
whole lot of growing time left to make up for it,” he said. The workers nodded
soberly. They all knew how hard the winters were there.


“This
latest batch of rifles will be the last. Tomorrow we'll retool the factory to
build some parts for the machines we'll need down the road. Anything that we
can't adapt we'll store,” Max ordered. “That includes the rifling benches. The
copying lathes can work on other projects...”


  <==={}------------>


“Are
we going to work with the Barrett today?” a soldier asked. He was pretty
excited about handling the thunder stick.


“Ah
no, we're going to work on marksmanship with the Springfield. Since inventory
pointed out we're low on fifty cal ammo,” Edsfield said looking away.


“Why
not the Barrett?” another student asked.


“Because
we've got a limited number of rounds, like I just said,” Edsfield replied, tone
cooling. “We did an inventory and the brass heads said ixney.” He frowned as he
looked back at them. They were looking confused. He rumbled a sigh. “Look they
said since we're low on ammo and can't make more of the special types for now
we've got to conserve it for emergencies. Sniper ammo is a bitch to make.”


“Ah,”
a student said. “For the new war?” he asked ingeniously.


“God
help us no,” Edsfield muttered. “Better hope not.” He shrugged, “not my
problem.”


“When
can we expect new rounds?” the blond student asked.


“Not
for a looong time. Wanda's is up to her neck in other projects and making the
special gunpowder is hard and dangerous. She's put it off for now,” he said and
then shrugged. “So, let's take a look at the Springfield. Right now we've got
ladder sights, so we'll have to work with what we've got. I'm not sure when the
rest of the optics will come in so let's squeeze off a few shots and see how
you do..."


  <==={}------------>


Rojer
looked up, pursing his lips in irritation as Dominus Pettigrew and Pemerson,
and Jericho came in, barging past Rojer's steward and manservant to enter.
“They dare!” Permerson said, shaking his head. Pettigrew was fuming as well,
red in the face. Rojer sat back, hands in his lap.


“Oh?”


“The
gaijin! They dare!”


“Dare
what, may I ask?” Rojer asked simply, staring at the three men. Baron Pemerson
paced, flouncing his yellow cape about in his anger.


“The
gaijin,” Pettigrew said shaking his head. He couldn't speak, just repeat
himself. He seemed stunned.


“Oh?
And dare say what are they up to now?” the Duke asked, hiding a smile.


“They
have stopped making weapons and cut back on training,” the general rumbled from
the doorway. They nodded as Pendragon entered. “Sorry to barge in like this
your grace but...”


“You
are rightfully furious. I don't blame you,” Rojer said smiling in sympathy.
“Cannot we just order the workers to make more weapons?”


“That's
the problem, the maker of machines Max has locked away those needed and already
switched over to making other things. We no longer have ammunition.”


“We
don't?” Rojer asked, eyebrows high in surprise. He couldn't quite keep real
dismay out of his voice. The constant inventories had prevented his steward
from bribing someone to steal sample weapons and ammunition for the Duke to
have copied. He'd tried once but had failed miserably. The Duke had been forced
to deal with the unfortunate Miles and make it look like an accident.


“We
only have what weapons and ammunition we have on hand! They have decreed it is
enough for the year and stopped production! I've had to stop training the other
men with the weapons!” the general snarled as the other lords looked at him. The
old warrior was a bright red, fists curled until his aged knuckles were quite
white.


“My
that is troubling,” the Duke murmured. “Have you discussed it with them yet?”
he asked.


“I
plan to do it forthwith,” the general snarled.


“I'll
join you,” Baron Pemerson said. He left with the general.


“I
dare say the gaijin have overstepped themselves,” Dominus Jericho snarled
softly. “And the Queen,” he said.


Pettigrew
shot a look at the Duke and then grunted. “Do have a care,” he said.


“No,
let him speak his mind. After all, the gaijin are encouraging such things these
days,” his grace said, smiling to the Dominus. Jericho was a fat fool, more
interested in his vineyards and his wine competition than in power or in his
duties. But if this woke him up, perhaps he could be persuaded to take a side.
Or at least not take the wrong side, the Duke thought, listening to Jericho's
list of complaints and slights.


  <==={}------------>


The
general gave Ryans a dirty look as he entered the room. “What?" Ryans
asked. The general was red in the face. Ryans wrinkled his nose; he could smell
the rot gut. Deidra gave him a warning look. Ryans glanced around the room.
There were several lords here, some he didn't recognize. A few he did but
didn't have names to faces. Most were in the warmonger category.


“I
have been informed your men have been securing their weapons,” the general
said.


“Of
course. That’s protocol,” Ryans said nodding.


“And
your man Max has stopped making rifles and ammunition,” General Pendragon said.


Ryans
nodded. “Yup. Gotta pay for the last war don't you know.” Ryans said lounging
back, crossing his arms as he leaned against a pillar behind him. Deidra gave
him a look.


“We
need more weapons,” the lord next to the general spat out.


“Nope,
I think you've got plenty,” Ryans said pointing to the sword belted to the
man's waist, and to weapons hanging from hooks on the wall. “Looks like an
armory to me.”


The
lord sputtered. “I mean...”


Deidra
sighed. “I believe this year's funding for additional weapons has dried up my
lord.”


The
lord shifted his gaze to the princess. She shrugged. “We cannot do more this
year or the next. Our budget is already committed to rebuilding duchy Emroy and
building the gaijin machines. Perhaps next year if things change for the
better. You can of course introduce a bill for additional funding in the House
of Lords... Of course you'd have to find a way to pay for it as well. I
dare say raising additional taxes would be met with heavy resistance from the
county lords though,” she said almost sweetly. Ryans knew her heart just wasn't
in it. He also knew why and regretted locking her out and not keeping her
informed. He was in for a row, he saw it coming and braced himself mentally
even as this one played out before him.


The
lord shifted back and forth. “Can I buy them for my own demense?” he asked
after a moment of thought.


Ryans
gave him a long look. “No. We agreed that they would be used for the Imperium's
army alone. Though I may talk with the house about that. I suppose we could
amend the treaty to add hunting weapons to the list. That would help keep the
basilisks and other predators down.”


The
lord's eyes gleamed. Ryans shrugged. “I'll talk it over with Perry. He has
different orders where weapons are concerned than I do. He's already bent his
orders up a bit and he was not happy about what his superiors were going to say
later. It's his bailiwick,” he said firmly. The lord frowned.


“Besides,
I think we've got some exploring on the agenda as well. I think the Queen has
decided to see if we can occupy some of the unexplored areas and more of the
mountains... and set up crown reserves...”


The
lord looked surprised. “Open up more land?” That had been a topic of interest
of all the border lords.


“Of
course. There is more than one way to gain land here. This is an entirely new
world after all,” Ryans waved. “We could expand in different areas right up to
the borders of neighboring Kingdoms. Or even set up lords on distant islands.”


The
general stared, looking from one to another as if in a tennis match. Ryans felt
a little sorry for the old man. He did ask for it though.


The
lord looked surprised and then he smiled, suddenly interested in the idea.
“True. And we don't have to fight anyone to gain this new land, an interesting
proposal. One I will have to deliberate on carefully.”


“It
has its upsides and downsides. There are little or no people to take over...
and no infrastructure, but then again we don't have to kill anyone and it is
there for the taking. We can also set up our own new infrastructure there from
the ground up exactly the way we want it,” Ryans said suggestively.  


Deidra
nodded glancing at him then turning her attention to the lord. “It's a very
interesting proposal my lord. Since your barony is on the eastern border we
could see you expanding outward... possibly beyond the Crymerian mountains?”


The
lord puffed a little then nodded.  “Yes indeed., much to think about. Good
day,” He bowed and turned. “Coming general?”


The
general looked a little lost and then nodded politely to Princess Deidra and
walked off stiffly. He didn't even acknowledge Ryans.


“Well
that put something in the old geezer's craw,” Deidra murmured. She turned a
gimlet eye on Ryans. “I do wonder why the sudden change in priorities though,”
she said with a slightly dangerous lilt in her voice as her tone cooled and her
eyes glared.


He
smiled. “It's better to be safe than sorry. And getting this out is a
priority.”


She
nodded.  “Indeed it is. But still. The timing...”


He
nodded. “Yup. And yes dear, before you ask it was definitely due to that little
dinner last night. Deidra I will not aid in going to war. Not like that, not
now, not ever.”


She
sighed. “Sometimes direct action isn't the only way you know my love. You don't
trust us?”


“You,
yes. Your mother...” He shrugged and waved his hand showing maybe. “Your lords?
To be honest? No. Nope. Not as far as I can throw them. And a few are...”


“Fat
over bred sows?” Deidra asked with a slight smile.


“Fat
wrinkled boars you mean,” he chuckled. Her smile widened slightly. “But for
some, it is all they know. This isn't exactly direct action to stop them...
more of a, let’s say, side thing. But it does cut them off at the knees.
Hopefully it'll nip things in the bud.”


She
nodded. “It does indeed. I hope it doesn't come back on us later however.”


He
sighed. He knew politics; he knew thwarting the lords wouldn't sit well with
them. “Oh it will I bet. But if we can play it right, the problem will go
away... but some of the resentment will linger.”


“Yes,”
Deidra sighed. “Yes indeed,” she said softly.


  <==={}------------>


Rojer
frowned at his steward. Yorick was normally a good sort, good at attending to
his needs and even anticipating them. However Yorick had so far failed
miserably in this small task. “So, none?”


“No
your grace,” Yorick sighed, indicating the spent casing on the Duke's desk
bloater. “None but this. They have strange markings on them and they use that
to keep track of them.”


“Serial
numbers,” Rojer murmured darkly.


Yorick
nodded. “Yes my lord. I don't know how you knew. I found out before but after
the banquet the gaijin have cracked down on use of the ammunition. Now the
general and Maximus have put strict limits on their use and do inventories
themselves. I can't get a full one.”


“Full
one,” the Duke said. He remembered the serial numbers, the machine maker Max
had spoken of it to the Queen in his hearing once. He'd thought it a good idea
at the time, to track a lot of something in case something went wrong with it.
Now he realized it had another purpose.


“So
you're saying there's no way to bribe one out of the hands of a soldier?” the
Duke asked, using his finger to flick the brass cylinder over.


Yorick
shook his head. “No my lord. Each must account for their rounds at the end of
the day. And each armory is checked weekly.”


“So
that leaves the people who make the formula,” Rojer said. He looked from the
brass shell to his steward. The steward gulped.


“I
have tried Dominus, but they don't know. Some know a few of the ingredients but
not the amounts. They can only remember the black powder ingredients.”


“But
none know how to make it? Surely they know that!” the Duke demanded, getting to
his feet to lean over his desk.


Yorick
was instantly cowed by his commanding presence. His eyes looked away. “None are
in the making from beginning to end my lord. Each only knows a part of the
whole.”


“Then
bribe...”


“The
more we bribe my lord the more know we are asking. Thus increasing the danger,”
Yorick said in a rare interruption of his Duke.


Rojer
stopped mid sentence and paused, staring at the man. Finally his fingers
drummed on the desk. He scowled blackly. “True. What of the maker? The woman?”


“She
is the only one who knows.”


“Then
perhaps we should do something about that. Find her formula. She must have
written it down! Find it and copy it,” the Duke ordered.


“Their
machines are guarded. She... we can check her quarters and her place of work my
lord,” Yorick said.


“Do
that. If that doesn't work we'll have to find a way to encourage her to
tell others,” the Duke said, eyes glittering.


  <==={}------------>


Wanda
came back from lunch humming a tune. She nodded to a man passing her wearing a
brown cloak. He growled as he passed. She turned and then felt a sense of
unease as the man paused and gave her a look.  They heard a clatter and he
darted a look up. She looked as well to see the shadows of approaching guards.
When she turned back he was gone.


“Is
something wrong here mistress?” one of the guards asked.


“I'm
not sure,” she said slowly. “I just had a suspicious encounter with someone.”
She shook her head as they looked concerned at her.


She
moved down the hall to her lab and then paused. Something felt wrong. She
looked down to see a flicker of light and shadow under the crack. She touched
the door and instantly felt heat.


“Damn!”
she swore as she turned. “Ring the fire alarm and find that bastard!” she
yelled, reaching for the new fire extinguisher strapped under a wall lamp. She
blessed Ryans and his foresight.


One
of the guards goggled but the other immediately took a whistle out and blew it
hard three times. He slapped at his partner. The partner looked and then nodded
at the direction the guard was pointing. He took off a trot and then broke into
a run as he heard the sounds of crackling fire behind him.


“Crap,
crap, crap!” Wanda snarled. She kicked open the door and then began to spray.
“Get me another!” she yelled over her shoulder. The guard nodded as more people
came running.


The
fire flared at the sudden exposure to oxygen, but the fire extinguisher quickly
ended that. She quickly ran out of material though. She backed away as the fire
spread once more. She coughed as the thick oily smoke billowed again.


Workmen
elbowed her aside and began spraying the fire with their own extinguishers. One
had an ax; he used it to smash the window out. Thick black smoke changed
direction.


A
bucket brigade was in the hall but she waved them back. “Don't!” she said then
coughed, grabbing at the arm of the man in the lead. “It's an oil fire, hold
off!” she coughed. “It'll spread it!”


The
man looked, swore something and then put the bucket down. He waved to the
others. One of the firemen came out waving a hand in front of his face and
supporting another. Word was passed to exchange the water for sand.


“It's
out but it's a mess in there,” he coughed. His extinguisher slipped through his
fingers to clatter on the stone floor. “Glad you've got stone floors mistress,”
he said shaking his head.


“And
stone walls. You and me both,” she said shaking her head. “Lamp oil right?”


“Yes
mistress, was it... was it tipped over?” he asked suggestively.


“No,”
she said shaking her head firmly. “I didn't even have anything on. But I think
I know what happened...”
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“So
it was no accident?” the Queen asked. She frowned, pacing back and forth in
front of the fire. She was glad this had happened now instead of earlier, but
the timing...


“No
your majesty, we're just lucky she had been working on medical materials for
Doc. If she had still been working on explosives it could have taken half the
castle,” Perry said.


The
Queen paled. She sat abruptly. “That bad?”


“Explosives
aren't something you play with,” Ryans said, shaking his head. He darted a
reproving look at Perry. “But yeah it would have done some damage. But Wanda
always worked in small doses so it would have been bad but not catastrophic.”


“Bad
enough,” the Queen said, clearly shaken by the idea. Her hands shook as she
picked up a goblet and took a long gulp. “Bad enough,” she said again sitting
back.


“And
the one who set the fire?” she asked turning to the captain of the guard.


Maximus
scowled. “Gone your majesty, I'm sorry. In the confusion...”


Wanda
nodded. She was still a bit sooty. She brushed at her blouse, annoyed that it
was covered in soot and had some singe marks. “I didn't get a good look in the
hall anyway. If those guards hadn't wandered by when they did though he'd have
tried to kill me.”


“Indeed,”
the Queen said nodding. “You'll need a guard. And no more working with
dangerous substances in the castle. I hereby forbid it.”


Wanda
looked a little mulish then sighed. “Yes your majesty. Commuting back and forth
to the lab outside of the city is going to be a pain though,” she warned.


“We'll
figure it out,” Ryans said shaking his head. “At least it's secure there,” he
said and then frowned.


“Or
is it?” Perry asked. “I think I'll just step up security,” he said firmly. The
Queen and Maximus nodded.
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“I
don't like this,” Deidra said as he rubbed her back and shoulders. He sighed.


“Am
I doing something wrong?” he asked. She shook her head.


“Tis
this fire,” she said stretching out. She started to roll but he pushed her back
down. “Twas no accident. No thing of chance. To have set the fire...”


“Ballsy
I admit.”


“Was
it a random act I wonder?” she asked, hands gripping the pillow.


“Or
a crime of opportunity? Wanda said she goes for meals at odd hours. The door is
locked however. For someone to get in they would have had to have a key or the
ability to pick a lock.”


“And
to have known she was gone. She was fortunate that she lived. Had the bastard
approached her with a message or package...?”


“Yeah,
that'd be bad,” Ryans said wincing. “You shouldn't talk to strangers,” he
murmured, remembering what had happened to Perry.


“Eh?”


“An
old thing kids are taught. Don't talk to strangers; don't accept gifts or rides
from strangers.”


“Oh.”


“We'll
get to the bottom of it.” He slapped her rump. She growled turning.
“Eventually,” he chuckled as he smiled at the fire in her eyes.


  <==={}------------>


Lieutenant
Perry looked over to the Queen, Deidra, and Ryans. The trio was sitting around
the fireplace drinking wine. “How'd it go?” Ryans asked looking up.


“About
what can be expected,” Perry shrugged.


“Ah.
I take it the general isn't happy about the reduced budget and more laid back
time line?” Ryans asked. He was surprised the Queen had passed that off on
Perry. Apparently she was still playing good cop bad cop with the good
lieutenant.


“You
could say that,” Perry snorted. “I've introduced him to more advanced gaming
though, we've built a table top risk style game for him and his cronies to play
with. It should keep them occupied for a while, at least the winter.”


“Good,”
Ryans snorted.


“How
did the lords go?” Perry asked.


“You
could say that politics make strange bedfellows,” Deidra said, idly stroking
the stem of her glass with her finger.


Perry
gave her a look. “Stole that from him or the history books?” he asked pointing
to Ryans.


She
smiled. “That and...” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Ah yes, politics is
the womb of war...” she said glancing his way.


“Close
enough,” Ryans answered. “We've got Duke Emroy and Duke Pyror on our side. Troy
is wavering. Rojer is with the war faction, but he also doesn't want to miss
out on the mining equipment or the combines for his duchy. Not to mention the
vehicles.”


“Ah,”
Perry snorted. They want their cake and to be able to eat it too. So you're
playing one faction off against another I take it?”


The
Queen shrugged. She had gotten used to the blunt manner of speech the gaijin
used when they talked now. In some ways it was still disconcerting, in others
refreshing. They did have a way of cutting to the heart of a matter quickly.
“Something like that. The lords along the rivers and ocean want new ships and
equipment now that they know they exist. The smaller border lords want to
expand their borders as well,” the Queen said tiredly. “It's all happening at
once.”


“Gee,
I wonder how that started,” Perry snorted looking in Eugene's direction.


“We
did as well,” the Queen said giving Ryans a look. He looked away. Deidra
blushed. The Queen turned her eyes on her. “Daughter?” she asked.


“Guilty,”
Deidra said raising a hand in surrender. “In truth it neatly deflected lord
Pemerson. He has been after dad to expand his barony for years mum. He wishes
to be elevated very badly. He has quite a large family and wants his younger
sons to each be lords in their own right.”


The
Queen pursed her lips in thought and then then nodded. “True. And once he
begins to expand it'll keep him away from the capital for periods of time.
He'll need to see his new holdings personally after all.”


“Exactly
my thoughts,” Deidra said smiling in relief. The lord was a flirt and didn't
take no for an answer very well.


“The
other border lords as well. They'll be last to get the latest technologies,
much to their growing ire. Perhaps this will divert them,” the Queen murmured
thoughtfully.


“One
can hope,” Perry murmured.


“Yes
one can,” the Queen nodded. She sighed. “It is such a bother with all the
paperwork... The sheer drudgery of trying to read the different hand
writings...” She closed her eyes and rubbed her temple. She set a paper down on
her lap. “I do wish we could get that... I believe you called it a printing
press?” she asked looking at Ryans who nodded.


“Yes
your majesty. We've actually built a third one now. They're in constant use.
Paper is a problem however,” he cautioned.


The
Queen nodded. “I see that. In fact that is what this is about.” She tapped the
paper with a finely manicured fingernail. “A proposal to cut the forests of
Lungore and Emroy down for paper...and of course men with suitable arms drawn
from the royal army.” She gave Perry a look. “As guards against bandits and
animals. Modern weapons to use against the basilisks.”


“Fat
lot of good that would do,” Perry muttered. She gave him a look. “Nothing,” he
said shaking his head.


“Indeed,”
she replied and nodded, smiling a wintry smile.


“I'd
suggest a more... careful harvesting method your majesty. Not all trees are
good for making paper after all... Or for other uses. I believe there is even a
native grass plant that is better suited for making paper. As far as the trees
go, with careful management a plot of land can be harvested every few years
indefinitely,” Ryans said looking thoughtful.


“Huh.
Lumber jack show?” Perry asked amused.


“Swamp
Loggers. Got a problem with that?” Ryans answered with a slight challenging
smile.


“Nope,
not since I'm from the south,” Perry smiled back. “I got a kick out of that
show once or twice myself. I just don't like the idea of going into basilisk
territory on foot.”


“Yeah,
there's that,” Ryans snorted.


“And
think of this... once you get the trees down... hauling them out... on foot,”
Perry said.


Deidra
paled. She looked at her mother. “I agree with them mother. A basilisk
is not to be taken lightly. They may very well defend their homes just as we
do, quite fiercely.”


“True,”
the Queen nodded. “Do you not have machines that can make this task easier?”
she asked looking from Ryans to Perry.


“Ah...
well, huh,” Ryans rubbed his chin thinking furiously.


“Cross
cut saws, chains saws are out, we don't have the industry up for it, let alone
the fuel,” Perry pointed out.


“Ugh.
Cross cut saws and axes are for the birds,” Ryans replied.


“Better
than what they've got now,” Perry reminded him.


“True.”


“They're
still stuck with hauling the wood out to the road or river. Drop it in the
river and float it down stream,” Perry said, setting aside that part of the
issue.


“And
go swimming with the predators in the water? Remember those hex croc things?”
Ryans asked.


Perry
frowned, “you’re such a downer. You're right though,” Perry replied.


“Nah,
I just don't want to be on anyone's menu if I can help it.”


Perry
snorted. “Spoil sport.”


“Gentlemen...”
the Queen sighed.


“What
about those big war titan things?” Perry asked. He glanced at the Queen.


“What
about them?” Ryans asked, also ignoring the Queen's protest.


“Well,
what about using them to tow the wood? Or pick the logs up? I think the people
of India do that with Terran elephants,” Perry suggested.


“Kinda
tight fit in the forest. Maybe on the edge. Selective logging you mean? Use
smaller critters to get the logs to them? Forget the Trikes, they'd just as
soon bite you in half over being helpful,” Ryans said, getting on board with
the idea. Deidra looked at him. He caught the rich amusement in her gaze.


“Yeah
they aren't exactly docile. The titans though, that might work,” Perry nodded.
“Mobile palisade for the camp... crap...”


“Yeah,”
Ryans snorted. He gave the exasperated women a look, “oh, sorry,
brainstorming.”


“We
see that,” Deidra replied dryly snorting. She gave her mother an amused but
sympathetic look. Her mother returned it after a moment.


“It's
a problem I take it?” the Queen finally asked.


“It
is a bottleneck until we can get engines out there and people trained to use
them. Since we're not using hydrocarbons we've also got a power plant problem.
Steam might work, it did in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
on Earth,” Ryans explained. The Queen looked confused. He sighed. “Trust me
your majesty, we're still at the build the tools to build the tools to do what
we need stage.”


She
nodded finally. “Ah.”


“But
we can do small things to try to help offset the problem until we can address
it fully right?” Deidra asked, hand on his. She locked eyes with him.


“Sure,”
he said nervously. He blushed as her fingers stroked the top of his hand. She
looked amused, her eyes twinkled. “Whatever you want. We'll do what we can with
what we've got.”


“That's
what I want to hear,” she purred and then smiled.


Perry
snorted. “We can also use the crews to plant new trees to replace the old. And
do selective logging, not slash and burn or clear cutting, that's such a waste
anyway.”


He
gave Deidra and Ryans a look. They were both oblivious. “Earth to... ah hell,
never mind.” He nodded to the amused monarch. “I'll see if I can dig up some
reading glasses your majesty,” he said, wondering what she'd done with the last
pair they'd lent her. She nodded politely. “Good evening,” he said walking out,
slapping a glove on his thigh.
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“So,
what are we going to do with the military?” the Duke asked, leaning back in his
chair. It was too fine a day to be stuck indoors in long winded discussions,
Ryans thought. They had their own source of hot air right there in the room
with them.


“Well,
I noticed you've got a lot of roman roads,” Perry said smiling to the duchess.
Duchess Pyror was a nice woman. Pleasantly plump and not shrewish.


“Yes,
the lost legion,” the Duke said nodding.


“Lost
legion?” Ryans asked shaking his head.


“A
Roman legion that was transported. The vortex came and swallowed them up. The
survivors did their best to set up here,” the Duke explained and then waved.


“And
to keep them busy and to make trade and transport easier, the roads?” Ryans
asked.


“One
would assume,” the Duke said nodding.


“So
we can do the same. Oh some of our people will go to train others, and some
will go to the border regions, and of course we'll keep bases with a fast
reaction force, but we can rotate them and keep them busy with engineering
projects as well,” Perry said nodding.


“Ah.
Keep them busy and honest?” the duchess asked shrewdly.


“Right,
and productive. Keep them out and about helping people will also help their
image and morale.”


“Good
point,” Ryans turned to the Duke and his lady. They both nodded after a moment.
He tried not to wince at the idea of dozens of soldiers in what the locals used
as taverns. Too many were drinking their pay away already.


“We've
got a couple of engineers with us. We can sick them on various projects. Like
making a bridge across rivers, or dams, and such.”


“Good,
good, I have several in my own duchy in need of repair or replacement,” the
Duke said nodding.


His
wife nodded. “The North Briar one is a death trap,” she said wrinkling her
nose, she gave a delicate shudder. He smiled.
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Zara
smiled as she and the class watched Charlie at work. Charlie had shown them how
they make fuel for the vehicles out of wood grain alcohol, lye, and vegetable
oil, now she was showing them how they turned one of the side products,
something called glycerin into many other useful things.


It
was interesting Zara thought. She'd started joining the class by accident,
having passed by the open door and hearing a lecture. Now she was fascinated.
When the Dominus chamberlain had complained about her lack of commitments she'd
sweetly told her in front of her mother that she wanted to educate herself on
the new gaijin technology to be able to interpret it to her mother later. The
Queen had acquiesced with an amused nod.


“So
you see, as a side benefit we can use this for a host of other products. From
filling air pressure valves to keep them from being damaged to soap or
shampoo.” She hefted a green brick then handed it to Zara. Zara smiled, looking
at it.


“This
is one of my latest versions; it's got some perfume in it with a little pumice
as an aggregate. It's still a little rough on the skin, but it's great for
getting stains off skin,” Charlie explained. Zara sniffed and smiled then
handed it on.


“My
family has been making soap for generations. Are you going to put them out of
work like the candle makers?” a boy asked sounding concerned.


“Why?”
Charlie asked blinking. “Why would I? For that matter why would they go out of
business? There will always be a need for soap, for candles, and for other
things. They are still made on Earth too you know,” she smiled encouragingly.


“But
the new lights will make the candles and lamps obsolete!” the boy said, giving
her an accusing look. Zara frowned.


Charlie
shook her head. “No, like I said, not everyone will use the lights. Candles do
have their uses. And as for your parents,” she smiled. “Tell them to come to
me. I'll show them how I make this soap and we can work together to make it.
That way they can make it themselves.”


“You
would do that?” the boy asked, startled.


“Of
course. Soap is vital to hygiene. Keeping people clean is one of the ways to
keep people healthy. If everyone can afford it, then everyone is better off
right?” Charlie asked, smiling slightly and cocking her head at him. The lad
was clean but he didn't quite smell good. The boy nodded, eyes wide.


“This
soap is a lot easier to make than the old fashioned method. Trust me I know,”
she wrinkled her nose. She could smell rendered fat on him. “I did that back
when I was your age when we went to a farm. We made all sorts of things by
hand. Rendering fat down was one my my least favorite jobs,” she said.
She grimaced in memory. The boy did too.


“Your
parents can purchase the glycerin from us, and get funding from the banks or a
favorable lord or lady. Once they have start up capital and get mass production
sorted out they'll have a lot of demand,” she smiled. Zara nodded.


She
lingered as the class left to talk with Charlie. Charlie glanced at her as she
tidied up. “Something I can help you with princess?”


“There
has been a lot of talk about the machines and your technology, how it will
change things. Some for the better, some for the worse, I hadn't thought of
people losing their livelihood until now.”


Charlie
frowned. “In truth, they won’t. At least not over night but if they don't
adapt, if they duck their heads and refuse to change then they will see their
customers growing fewer and fewer... which will make things tighter and tighter
for them. They'll either go up on their prices, or adapt then.”


“Ah,”
Zara frowned troubled.


“We
can offset that princess. With education, and with getting the technology into
their hands and helping them to adapt.”


“So
that's why we have the classes? And why you're so helpful?” Zara asked,
surprised.


Charlie
looked up in surprise and then chuckled softly. “Of course. Look princess, if
we ever get regular passage back and forth my people will come over here to
sell stuff if they can. People who will set up businesses, and will sell goods
and services. But if your people aren't ready they'll quickly become dependent
and will owe a lot of money to them.”


“Ah.”


“It's
a problem,” Charlie frowned, looking up and shaking her head. “But one for down
the road actually. I honestly don't think businesses will pull up roots and
come here; the cost of the wormhole alone is astronomical. There are pioneers
who will try it though.”


Zara
nodded thoughtfully as she left.
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Kincaid
tossed himself into his rack with a slight bounce and sigh. “Damn this weather!
Will the rain ever stop?” he grumbled. He felt a drip and looked up to the top
bunk. Another drip hit him and he flicked it with a finger. He looked at it
then sniffed.


“What
the hell? Did you wet the bed Siegfried?” he said getting up. He took the two
steps up the ladder and looked over the side and gasped.


“Saaarge!”
he said turning. “MEDIC! Coreman! Something! SOMEONE HELP!”
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Ryans
sighed as he looked at the body. “What did this?” he asked turning to Perry
then to the natives. The Gunny sniffed.


“Poison?”
he asked, looking up from his crouch by the body. The young man was in rigor,
his arms clutching out to ward off some unseen enemy. His face was twisted in
terror, his mouth and eyes wide open.


“What's
going on?” Deidra asked, coming into the room. She stopped and looked away, a
hand over her nose at the smell of death. “Fah,” she waved her hand in front of
her face turning back the way she had come.


“Princess
you shouldn't have to see this...” the native sergeant said, urging her to
leave.


“I've
seen death before,” she said shaking her head. “It holds no mystery for me.
What happened?” she asked getting herself under control. She stood, shoulders
back.


“Some
sort of poison. We think. We'll need an autopsy to figure it out,” Perry
answered.


“I
think we left a full forensics lab on the other side of the portal sir,” the
Gunny said, shaking his head and getting up. The princess came over, dripping
water. She looked over Perry's shoulder and then frowned. She pushed him gently
aside and knelt.


She
touched the dried foam around the boy's mouth then sniffed her fingers. Her nose
wrinkled as she wiped her hand on his sleeve. “Bachit. Kami'nak leaves.”


“Are
you sure?” the sergeant said coming up behind her. She pointed to the foam. The
Sergeant scowled. “Check his kit.” He looked up to an Immunis, a native
equivalent of a corporal.


Perry
frowned. “What are... ah...?”


“A
leaf that gives you visions and makes you stay awake and on your feet for
days,” the princess said in disgust, standing up. She brushed her hands
together.


“Okay.”


“It
was brewed as a tea and served in some temples for a time. My great grandfather
outlawed it though,” Deidra explained.


“So
it's like meth and LSD all rolled into one?” the Gunny asked, crossing his arms
and looking disturbed.


“I
don't know. I don't know what they are,” Deidra said, shaking her head.


“Illegal
drugs on Earth that can make you see things that aren't there and make you
think you are super strong and keep you awake,” Ryans translated.


“Yes,”
she nodded.


“Crap,”
Perry looked at the corporal who held up a bag from the man's kit. Kincaid his
bunk mate suddenly looked nervous.


“Something
to add private?” Ryans asked catching the look on the kids face.


Sweat
began to bead. “Ah sir. Ah...”


“I
take it your partner was a user?”


“Ah
sir... ah...”


“Spit
it out soldier!” the Gunny barked. The young man gulped then shivered.


“We
ah use it when we have night watch sir,” he said miserably. He darted a look
then went back to standing at attention and staring at the far wall. “To keep
us awake.”


“Damn,”
the Gunny murmured. He shook his head. “This gets better and better.”


“GI
party. Now. Contraband search. Then counseling,” Perry said turning.


The
native sergeant nodded and then grimaced. “Sir, ah, the rain?”


“Get
over it. This shouldn't have happened,” Perry snarled. He waved. “What a
cluster-fuck.” He turned and then took his radio off and held it up. “Master
Sergeant Waters we've got a GI search in the barracks. Check all soldiers for
contraband. Repeat. Contraband search. This means everyone, including Terrans.”


“Roger.”


Ryans
sighed as he escorted Deidra out.


“What's
wrong?” she asked. “Other than this miserable weather.” She waved at the rain.
She went to walk under the eaves but the runoff from the roof made it look like
a waterfall. Ryans steered her away. Her guards frowned but followed them into
the night.


“Drugs
are bad. It... well, when used by doctors or for medication it's one thing. But
if people use it for fun or to try to stay awake it means that something's wrong.
They have no idea what too much can do.”


“Like
that unfortunate private?” she asked, darting a glance at him as they dodged a
puddle.


“Exactly,”
Ryans shook his head. “You don't want hopped up soldier’s princess. Imagine if
he'd had a bad reaction and had a weapon.”


“Yes,
this is a problem,” Deidra said after a lengthy pause. She shivered, imagining
what a guard could do armed with a gun in the great hall.


“Right.
But Perry and his people will get it under control. At least in the military, I
just hope none of our people were stupid enough to try it,” he grimaced.


“You
mean any more of our people,” Deidra said.


“Right,”
Ryans shook his head ignoring the implied rebuke. Water dribbled down his back
from a roof. “Remind me to introduce people to gutters,” he said with a sigh
and shake. That water was cold.
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“How's
it going?” Perry asked, coming over to him and sitting on the bench.


“Oh
the usual,” he said shrugging. Deidra gave him a look.


“In
a mood?” Perry asked amused.


“He
is,” she said shaking her head.


“What
happened?” Perry asked. “Or should I keep my nose short?”


“No,
it's all right. I ran into some trouble. Politics,” Ryans said grimacing.


“He
locked horns with some of the more... I believe you call them conservatives?”
Deidra asked looking from one male to the other. Both men nodded.


“Stick
in the muds,” Ryans said grimacing. “Buried in the past.”


“I
had to smooth some ruffled feathers. Fur. Whatever,” Deidra said waving a hand.


“Ah,”
Perry said nodding as a servant put a tray down in front of him. He waited
until the servant was out of earshot. “Did it work?” he asked amused, picking
up a fork.


Deidra
looked amused. Ryans smiled. “What do you mean?” Deidra asked.


“Good
cop, bad cop. It's an old trick,” Perry said. He pointed the fork to Ryans.
“One of you takes a hard line. The other a softer tone. He sets them up; you
knock them down with a conciliatory tone. Compromise. Getting what you really
wanted in the first place.”


She
looked from Perry to an amused Ryans. “Was that what you were doing?” she
demanded, hands on her hips. Her lips puckered. He smiled over a fork full of
food.


“It
worked didn't it?” Perry asked amused. Ryans snorted, nodding but not looking
up to Deidra's challenging gaze.


“Your
parents probably did the same thing. One takes a hard line, then the other
comes in and gets what they want. Or they switch. Or change tactics,” Perry
said shaking his head. “My parents did it all the time; they called it parental
jujitsu when I figured it out.”


“Thought
you weren't into politics?” Ryans asked amused, looking at the officer.


Perry
snorted. “You don't have to be into politics to understand the battlefield. And
besides, when you’re an officer, the higher the office the more paperwork and
politics. It's a good idea to get a grasp of the basics right off if you want
to get above lieutenant.”


“Ah.
True,” Ryans said nodding. “Gramps used to mutter about that a lot.”


“Yeah,”
Perry said nodding. “What were you after?”


“More
rights. Basic rights of every citizen.  I want the same as we've got
stateside.”


“Ah.
Constitution,” Perry nodded. “That's quite a stretch going from a medieval
monarchy to a republic,” he said shaking his head. “Can't be done in one
generation.”


Ryans
nodded. “No, I was thinking more of a constitutional monarchy. Like we'd talked
about. The UK has one. It's not perfect but it works,” Ryans said. Deidra
looked a little exasperated. He smiled.


“The
UK is a country, or actually a group of countries all with their own parliament
but with one monarch ruling over them,” Ryans explained. She drummed her
fingers on the table then ran a hand through her hair, adjusting her tiara.


“England,
Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, maybe a couple of others
in there somewhere,” Perry said, expanding on the explanation. “It works.”


“Oh,”
she said nodding. “And you want these rights?”


“Well,
actually, I was shooting for the rights we have in our country,” Ryans said,
nodding his head to Perry.


“You’re...
You’re not from this United Kingdom?” she asked.


He
chuckled. “No. We're from a former colony now a democratic republic. Um...
Think of a more modern version of the Roman empire or the Greek states you've
read about in your library.”


She
nodded in thought. “And these rights?”


“The
basics are the right to speak your mind and not get punished for it, which we
call free speech. Then there's the right to a fair trial, right to bear arms,
rights to practice your own religion...”


“A
lot of which you already have,” Perry said nodding.


“Yes,
it's on those tablets in the great hall. It's just that some aren't enforced
and others are actively suppressed,” Ryans said.


“Which
was why you've been pushing this, parliament thing. Now I understand,” she
nodded. “Mother knows?”


“Yes.
I talked to her about this,” he said. He smiled suddenly. “Actually, this is
her plan.”


“When?
I don't remember this,” she said looking at him.


“You
were out riding,” he said with a shrug. “She agreed to some of it. She had
stipulations for some, and the free speech had her up in arms, she has no
problem with the freedom of religion since you have that now of course,” he
said and smiled at her expression. “But she really doesn't like the speech
thing.”


“Yes
that... is a problem.”


“Understandable.”


“But
your hard line attitude isn't helping,” she said shaking her head. “You're
making enemies when you can least afford to do that. We need to cement a
coalition of support.”


“Which
we're doing,” Ryans said smiling.


“What
he means is you're going to soften his hard line, and sweet talk him into
accepting it. That will mollify the hard liners in the court and cement them
behind both of you,” Perry said softly.


“Oh!”
Her eyes widened and she looked from one to the other. “I...”


“Your
mother reminded me of the trick. She and your father pulled it a time or two
over the years. And by doing this it makes you approachable to some, and me
approachable about other things,” Ryans explained, deciding to come all the way
clean.


“Ah,”
she nodded warily, eyes narrowed. “But we're really working together. At least
now we are,” she said. She gave him a long look.


He
spread his hands. “Yup.” He smiled and then looked over to a lord entering the
room. “speaking of work, I've got to go. Later.” He kissed her hand, then her
cheek. His fingers stroked her cheek gently for a moment then he turned and
walked off. “See you tonight dear. Dominus, I was just about to go looking for
you....”


Perry
snorted. “He's good.”


Deidra
shook her head. Eugene hated politics or so she believed. Why was he throwing
himself so much into this? “I... It's hard to believe.”


Perry
smiled as she turned to him. “Oh believe it. His company is quite large on
Earth. He's got about the same number of people looking to him there as you do
here your Highness. And he has to navigate all the laws and politics of
countries his company has offices in. It can be incredibly complex.”


Deidra
nodded. “Ah. Something to keep in mind then.” She nodded to a lady in waiting
looking at her near the door. “I must bid you adieu lieutenant.” She gave him a
regal nod then left as he rose politely.
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“So
it works?” Ryans asked hands behind his back. He watched as teams of branacks
towed wagons loaded with hay to the wood pole slide. Workers would unload the
wet hay onto the slide then when they were finished a driver would whip a pair
of branacks hooked to a set of pulleys. The whip didn't hurt them, but
the snap on their flesh made them work harder.


These
pulleys pulled on the shuttle, making the entire assembly go up the ramp and
then tip to dump the load into the box. “This is a beaver slide?” he asked
shaking his head.


“Yeah,
I heard about it. Watched a show on one of the Discovery channels. Ranch thing.
That's where I got the idea. See we stack the hay, let it dry out, then bail it
and we're golden,” Scooter said nodding. “I wish we had steam for some of this.
Take a lot of the work out.”


“Tell
me about it,” Ryans sighed. He'd heard Max was close to a steam engine but he'd
believe it when he saw it. Steam was technically not all that hard to use, but
a pain in the ass to keep up. It all used a lot of material. Max was busy
beating swords into plows but it was still going too slow for some. “And this
allows a minimum footprint? Allowing more hay to grow?” Ryans asked waving to
the box.


Max
nodded. “Yeah, Mary said in this climate we might get another harvest if we're
lucky. Once it's boxed we put these things...” He hefted a set of poles that
were joined together in parallel. “They'll hold the stack up while we relocate
the box and slide and do it all over again. We can probably do this a few
times. The more we get, the more we have for the long winter. As long as the
cold hangs off. We get a long cold front and we're done. The grass will all go
to rye.” He looked up, scowling at the sky.


“Oh,”
Ryans said. He frowned. They were just entering fall, temperatures were still
high during the day but as soon as the suns went down the temperature dropped
fast. A forty degree drop in less than three hours had quite a few people
coming down with colds.


The
second, more distant sun of the binary system seemed further away; he'd have to
look into it when he had the time. Right now there was just too much to do, too
much to see and talk about. Entirely too much talking for some, he thought
wryly.


A
quarter of the military had been sent to Duluth's capital under one of the
general's aides to occupy that nation and help in rebuilding and distributing
the gaijin designed tech. Duluth would be paying reparations for years, and the
surviving lords would also be indebted to the Imperium for the loans to buy
food and gaijin designed equipment.


Some
of the Imperium lords like Duke Rojer and Pryor had stepped up with high
interest loans and bonds, but the Queen had been forced to open the treasury to
back notes and bonds.


Wanda
had started another side business; out of annoyance at the weather she'd
created weather caulking and wood putty. Her two native assistants had taken an
interest. The Imperium used a sort of wood sap that hardened when it was cold
but turned into a sticky gummy mess when the heat hit. It was great to seal
windows that you later wanted to open but come summer the sap attracted hordes
of unwanted insects.


Sergei
Valenkov, her and Charlie's lab assistant had idly commented about his interest
in astronomy and glass blowing when she had him caulk the expensive windows.
He'd done it in the hearing of Princess Zara who had then directed him to the
capital's glassblowers. He'd dug into the research files and come up with a
better, cheaper, and faster method of making plate glass. Zara had invested
some of her personal fortune into the project and Wanda had been bemused by the
loss of her assistant but the addition of insulated glass to her newly repaired
windows two weeks later was well received.


Deidra
had heard about it and she and of course Zara had insisted on getting the first
insulated windows for their suites as well. Ryans had yet to move into the
royal suite, he still liked his space, though he didn't mind sharing his bed
with the nubile princess. Even when he felt more exhausted at dawn sometimes
than when he went to bed, he thought with a slight grin.


“The
good thing is, this is clover hay. Not the crap ranches on Earth were growing.
This is the real deal, rich in nutrients and stuff. Much better. Not a lot of
weeds to deal with either.”


“Good.”
Ryans nodded. “So, what else did you boys want to show me?”


Scooter
grinned. “Come on, I'll show you.”
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Ryans
smiled as he took in the test track. It was small, a garden railroad really,
but it looked to scale. “looking good Max!” he called, then snorted as he saw
the over sized machinist turned train engineer trying to squat into the
locomotive. Typical, he griped about Max's lack of interest in steam power and
the machinist had already anticipated him. Hopefully he'd get somewhere with
making them during the long winter.


The
capital was importing heavy loads of coal and pressed logs now, wagon convoys
were arriving daily from the mines and farms. The pressed logs were grass and
other plant material, dried and glued together in a press to form a log like
the stores sold back in the states. It served as firewood since wood was so
hard to come by.


He
looked at the iron track and frowned. It was shiny, so was the locomotive
despite the soot. No doubt Max had mixed chromium into the iron to make
stainless steel for it to keep the rust down to a minimum. Still the winter was
long and the tracks were going to be exposed to the elements. They'd have to
see how they weathered the season and the muddy early spring.


Max
was doing a bang up job with the pipe works now, a couple of the soldiers
turned factory workers had become partners with one of the local smiths to turn
out copper pipe and fittings. They had just started but seemed to be on a roll.


Some
of the piping was being used by the rich to run water to their homes.
Apparently none had twigged on to using the pipes for heating as well. Or they
were waiting for the prototype under construction in the castle dungeon to
prove itself.


The
educational opportunities the soldiers were being exposed to were just now
filtering into their mindset and the minds of the public. All the gaijin
trained soldiers were now partially literate, and some were now eagerly taking
advantage of that education.


He
turned to look at the castle. Sooty men and boys were on the roofs, dropping
down the chimney's to clean them. They were preparing for winter, using long,
extended poles with chimney brooms and brushes on them. Some were repairing the
roof tiles, using tar or Wanda's caulk and copper roofing to patch things. He
was hoping none of the roofs would leak. He'd be miserable all winter if they
did.


Some
of the men were putting copper covers and screens over the tops of the chimneys
once they were done. He nodded, shading his eyes to get a good look. Good, he
thought. That should keep the snows and animals out. All of them were avoiding
the aerials and copper wiring as well as the helix wind turbines. He was glad.
The last thing they needed was for one of those things to be broken. He wasn't
sure how well the wind turbines would hold up in the winter cold and snow.
Probably not well, Max was betting they'd freeze despite the predicted gale
force winds.


The
castle also had a pair of paddle wheels that turned a pair of generators. These
provided half the power for the castle. But when the snows and bitter cold set
in the moat would freeze and that power source would be gone as well.


He
was seriously reconsidering leaving the reactor in the pass. He didn't want
to bring it here, didn't want the natives to become dependent on it, and he
wanted to use it for the portal but he wasn't at all keen about not having any
electricity all winter either.


“I
think he's a little too big for his toy,” Wanda chuckled. Ryans turned back to
the show before them. Wanda had come out to see what the hell was going on when
she saw the tracks and the guys hanging around them. She'd wondered what was
up. It was now obvious and she was glad she was here to see it. She was
still  getting used to being followed around by a soldier. It looked like
Ryans had gotten used to his entourage. He had a pair of soldiers and Answorth
in his wake.


“Yup,
just a tad bit,” Ryans said smiling as they watched Max and Scooter argue over
who got to drive.


“Boys,
Boys! One at a time! Take turns or I'll take your toy away!” Wanda called. They
both glared at her and then shrugged. They did a couple of passes at rock paper
scissors before Scooter won. Grumbling Max got out and watched the mechanic
climb in.


“Looks
like fun. If they ever get the thing working that is,” Wanda chuckled. “Maybe
I'll have a go,” she said smiling.


Scooter
accidentally pulled the whistle, people started at the loud high pitched steam
powered sound. “Well, it works!” he said grinning. He used the tiny shovel to
shovel some coal into the tinderbox, then closed the door with the blade of the
shovel and hit the brake release.


“Not
going anywhere,” Ryans observed dryly.


“Wait
for it. Remember they've got a lot of bulk to get up to speed,” Wanda replied.


“What
do you mean? There's only Scooter on it,” Ryans said giving her a look.


“Exactly
what I meant,” she said smiling. She waved as the machine began to chug, then
move faster. Steam was coming out of the side pistons, almost as much as the
smoke coming out of the smoke stack on top. “Not bad,” she said watching the
industrial students cheer, “not bad at all. Is this supposed to be a test
project or a model for something greater?” she asked crossing her arms.


“Both.
This can be a production model for trains in the mines actually,” Ryans
answered. He watched as the train built up speed then began to rumble down the
test track.


“That
is if Scooter remembers to brake!” he called, voice rising in volume at the
last word. Scooter raised his hand with a one fingered salute then hit the
brake.


“Not
good,” Wanda said watching as the brakes kicked in but the wheels kept
pistoning. Something broke and parts began to clang out from under the vehicle.


“Oh
definitely,” Ryans said sounding resigned as he started to trot toward the
runaway locomotive.


“Yup,
that's not good. Is he going to bail?” Wanda asked starting to trot. Max and
the students jogged past them.


“Right
about...” Ryans said watching the mechanic frantically pulling levers then
putting his feet out to try to slow the lumbering craft.


“Pull
the steam release valve you dang fool!” Max bellowed, cupping his hands to his
mouth. “The steam release valve!”


Scooter
looked back and pulled the valve. Steam poured out of the emergency vents,
mixing with the smoke and dust. They could just make out the shadowy sight of
him bailing out as the train hit the end-stop and crashed through into the hay
bales and dirt berm beyond.


“Oh
boy,” Wanda said shaking her head. “See if he ever drives again. Shouldn't we
call Doc?” she asked as they thundered up to the crash.


Scooter
was sitting on his ass on the side, brushing himself off with his hat. He was
laughing. “What the hell's so funny?” Max snarled as he passed. He was throwing
out orders to salvage what they could. One of the apprentices sprayed the
wreckage with a makeshift fire extinguisher.


Ryans
offered a hand. Scooter took it. “Well, that was fun,” Scooter said getting up.
He brushed the seat of his pants off and then smiled to Wanda.


“Not
hurt I take it?” she asked, clearly amused.


“Only
my pride,” he said rubbing his posterior. She giggled.


“What
happened?” Ryan asked.


“Brakes
jammed and the valves stuck. Heat welding I bet. Then something weak broke.
That sucked.” He shook his head.


“You
dang fool! I told you to brake at the half way point!” Max said coming over and
throwing his hands up. “A fucking month of work down the toilet no thanks to
you and your damn joy riding!”


Scooter
swelled and then sighed. “Sorry Max, I forgot the valves were sticky like you
said,” he said looking down. Max visibly cooled after a moment, scuffing at the
rocks around them.


“At
least he wasn't killed and no one was hurt,” Wanda said. That seemed to take
some of the excess steam out of the machinist.


“Damn,
I shoulda done it,” he finally sighed, running his hands through his hair.


“Well,
you ain't getting me on one of those! That's for sure!” Wanda said smothering a
laugh. Both men glared.


“It's
not for passengers. It's for... oh never mind!” Max sighed. He turned to see
the apprentices looking glum. A few were trying to right the vehicle. “LEAVE
it, let it cool off!” he called waving to them.


“So
what were you planning on using then?” Wanda asked.


“Electric,”
Max said. Scooter nodded.


“See
most modern trains, hell even a lot of mining equipment use electric. Big,
giant electric motors. The diesel is for the generators to power the motors.”


“Ah,”
Wanda nodded. “Makes sense.”


“It
does. With a distributed network of motors under every other car we can build
and run a train more efficiently while using smaller cheaper engines... which
are easier to make anyway...and use less power.”


“Ah,”
she said dryly. “Get that out of a book?” she asked, lips parting in a slight
smile.


“No,
I remembered it,” Ryans answered. She looked at him. “Bullet trains use that
method. That way they don't pay a penalty when they move up a grade or when
they need to brake.”


“Ah.
Well, boys and their toys I guess.” She shrugged looking over her shoulder to
the mess. “What's left of them.”


“Cute,”
Max growled. “We'll have the electric one up as soon as we can. We've got
casting problems with the engine block still... we keep running into cracks.
Once we get that licked we can move on to other bottlenecks.”


“I
told you that we should have just done batteries,” Ryans sighed.


Wanda
and Max were shaking their heads.


“First
the acid's a pain in the ass,” Wanda said.


“And
we've got to make the electricity and transport it to where it needs to be,”
Max said giving Wanda a look. She nodded. “The generators are the only way to
do it. Same as what we've got now, so that once we get the logistics sorted we
can keep things rolling.”


“Thought
it used diesel? Where are you going to get it? I don't see any 7-11's around
you know,” Wanda said dryly.


“Don't
need one. One of the benefits of being on an alien world is that it has some
mighty wild plants and animals. One of the plants is some sort of oily thing.
Mary ran into it, said the natives call it phoenix weed. Sucker oozes sap which
when cleaned and reduced is a damn good veggie oil... so we can use that. Cut
it with some methanol and lye and we've got biodiesel.”


“And
environmentally friendly. How about that,” Wanda murmured. She remembered now,
someone, maybe Nate had waxed poetic about it at a dinner a month or so ago.
She turned to Ryans and then to Max. “So that's why you wanted the lye.”


“Yup,”
Max smiled. He'd put in a big order of phoenix oil and lye. They had a lot of
oil left over from the war effort that he was re-purposing for the trains and
other things now. “And even the waste is used.” He opened his mouth but she
held up her hand.


She
nodded. “Glycerin. Yeah, I'm the chemist remember?” She nodded. “Used in soap
and a thousand and one applications. Now I know why Charlie was lecturing her
class about it the other day. Cute. Methanol is a pain in the ass though.”


“Yup,
that's the bottleneck I mentioned.” Max sighed. Scooter nodded.


“Well,
we'll figure it out. Even if I have to do some old fashioned wood cracking and
distilling...“ she thought out loud rubbing her chin. “Why not use the
ethylene?” she asked.


“Cause
it's a pain in the ass to make. Energy intensive. It's exothermic but it takes
a lot of energy to make it, and even more to process it...and that doesn't even
include getting the carbon monoxide!” Max said throwing his hands up in the
air. “You’re the damn chemist and you don't know that?” he demanded, rounding
on her. She blushed. He turned to Ryans. “Boss I know you were behind it, but I
wish you hadn't been.”


“It's
paid off for us. Try doing what we did with straight gas,” Ryans smiled.


Scooter
shuddered. “Yeah, right. The vehicles we've got are gas hogs. Five miles per
gallon is average remember?” He gave Max a look. Max grimaced and then nodded.
“Still, having that option available might be a good idea... at least as a
backup...” He wrapped his arm around Max's shoulder and they walked off talking.
The apprentices came over. Soon an animated discussion started.


“We'll
figure it out Wanda,” Ryans smiled to her, shaking his head. “Or at least they
will,” he said, nodding his chin to the two guys and their students. He
chuckled.


“If
they don't get themselves killed first,” she said, eying the wreckage and
chuckling with him.
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“Max,
why aren't you an engineer? You know all this crap backwards and forwards. I
mean, why just a machinist?" Scooter asked as they hauled parts back to
the garage. He'd tried talking to Max about this before but Max had always had
some excuse or they'd been interrupted by one thing or another going on around
them. It seemed something or someone always needed their undivided attention.


“And
just what's wrong with that? You’re a driver! 'Sides you’re a fair to middlin'
mechanic. You just suck at driving a locomotive.”


“Gee
thanks... I think,” Scooter said eying the machinist.


“Truth
is, I'm not all that fond of book crap. I hate paperwork, and don't get me
started on tests. I always screw them up. I know I know it, I can do it...” Max
held up his hands. “With these... but when it comes to putting it on paper or
on a screen...  it's just sucked out of me. I feel so stupid.” He
grimaced, looking away.


“Ah.
Test anxiety,” Scooter nodded. “My sister had it. You’re not as dumb as you
look... Well I take that back.” Max glared. Scooter held up his hands grinning
as Max brandished a fist. “Not as dumb as some of those hoity toities we've had
to put up with lording over us from time to time.”


Max
sniffed. “Right. 'Sides I like to get my hands dirty. Hell with dressing up in
a suit and playing kiss ass. That's for the birds! I'll play with a drill press
any ole day. The suits don't know what they're missin'.”


Scooter
grinned. “Yeah, there's that!” He chuckled in appreciation. “speaking of which,
I think that's the latest delivery of parts from Miyagi's foundry...” He turned
to see the pack branack coming in, loaded with boxes strapped to its
flanks. The kid leading the animal waved to them.


“Yup,
looks like it. Let's go see if we can get this done. Hopefully using that
weapons grade steel made the difference,” Max said wiping his hands on a rag.
“Once we've got this mess sorted out I've got to go check on the ma bell
project. We've got a wire company up and running now and I'm trying to get a
speaker built. Ryans was supposed to help me but he keeps getting yanked off to
play politician,” Max growled.


“Get'r
done!” Scooter said chuckling.
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“Um,
dumb question,” Wanda said, watching the clean up. Ryans grinned and opened his
mouth but Deidra poked him. He gave her a glower then turned back to Wanda.


She
snorted then shook her head. “See? Even he is trainable,” Deidra said
conspiratorially to Wanda. Her eyes twinkled as she turned back to him in time
to catch him as he shook a fist at her. He pretended to shake it out with his
best innocent expression on her face. She glowered, he knew he wasn't fooling
her but he had to put the effort in anyway, at least for appearances sake.


“What
were you thinking?” Deidra finally asked smiling politely to the chemist.


“Well,
I was wondering how you’re going to get people to let you lay the track. And
access roads and such.” She waved to the test track.


Deidra
looked up to Ryans who shrugged. He turned back to Wanda. “We had a session in
parliament about it a while ago. A bill was passed to buy up the land needed
for roads and track.”


“Oh.”
Wanda shrugged. “Could work. What about land speculators and hold outs?” Ryans
grimaced. “Oh let me guess. Feudal lands, kick them out at sword point?” She
shook her head looking a little grim. “Eminent domain?”


Deidra
blinked and then frowned. Ryans rested his hand on her shoulder. “No, not if we
can help it. We've come up with an incentive plan. We've blocked out where we
want the first three lines to go. Fortunately the tracks don't take up that
much room, about thirty meters of space across for both.”


“Both?”
Deidra asked.


“Remember?
Two ways?” He used his hands to illustrate. Her face cleared and she nodded. He
turned back to Wanda. “So we're going with the carrot and stick approach. For
some it's a straight buy out. For others it's a land swap, either for another
empty parcel nearby or three times as much land on the border now that we're
expanding.”


“Ah,”
Wanda nodded. “And the stick is the feudal thing?”


“Got
it in one. I think we'll have a few hold outs, but not many,” Ryans shrugged.
“Most will either be die hard I've lived here for generations or people fishing
for more money.”


“Yeah,
good luck with that.”


“Gee
thanks,” he deadpanned.


“Anyway,
some parcels are only getting lightly shaved so they don't have to move. Also,
since the train doesn't need a lot we can repartition the land for resale or
swaps.” He shrugged. “We're also looking into tax write offs and other things
to sweeten the pot.”


“You
can't have it all your own way,” Wanda said shaking her head.


“We
can try. The hardest part is getting the line to go on the straightest,
shortest, most level route. Don't even get me started on physical obstacles.”


“Ah,”
Wanda smiled. “So where is the first line going?”


“All
roads lead to the sea,” Ryans shrugged. “Or at least some. We're going to run
two lines, one to the nearest mines, and a second main line to the ocean port
of Nautilus.”


“Ah,”
Wanda looked thoughtful. “I'd think you'd want to run a line to Duke Pryor's
back yard.”


Deidra
nodded. “Oh we will. It's on the agenda at least, but the logistics are a
priority. Una is getting more iron.” Deidra answered, one finger raised. “Duo
is expanding the trade to the coast and beyond.” She darted a glance to Ryans.


“That
is if our resident experts can get their acts together,” Ryans said, waving to
the train wreck.


“So
it's a diesel engine? Thought you wanted to skip to electric?” Wanda asked.


Ryans
frowned. “We do. But we don't have the infrastructure. Not to mention the
batteries.”


It
was the chemist's turn to frown. “Ah. Yeah, there's that.” She looked rueful
for a moment. “I'm working on it.”


“We
know Wanda. We know.”


“It's
I mean, it's not easy,” she said and grimaced. “The acids are one thing. But
the lithium...”


“We
know Wanda,” Deidra said nodding patiently.


“What
about steam?” Wanda said looking up from her ruminations after a second.


“What
about it?” Ryans asked.


“Don't
they use coal for heating?” Wanda asked suggestively.


Ryans
nodded. “And for the foundries. Not much though. I'd like to stay away from
that path if possible.”


Wanda
blinked. “Oh.”


“Besides,
if we did steam engines we wouldn't have coal for fuel in winter. And since
it's a long long winter...” Deidra said.


Wanda
frowned. “Right. I get your point. And it's not like you can cut down trees
easily or use natural gas.” Wanda said grimacing again.


Ryans
held up a finger. “Yet.”


“Yet,”
she smiled, good humor slowly returning. “I take it that's a project we're
working on?”


“Something
like that,” Ryans said chuckling. He hated being stuck in long winded meetings
trying to explain, and then re-explain in shorter sentences what they were
trying to accomplish. Some of the lords got it, others were just bricks. Some
he had come to realize were being obstinate on purpose. “We're actually doing
things a bit different than on Earth, we're tapping a lot of our own waste from
the get go for recycling.”


“Ah?”
she asked hopefully.


“Waste
like city trash,” Ryans smiled. “We're recycling a lot now, but now that we've
some organization underway we're starting to compost some of the waste outside
the city. We're going to bury it with tubes embedded...”


“Oh.
To siphon off the methane,” Wanda smiled. Deidra looked confused. Wanda turned
to her. “Methane is a form of natural gas. It's given off by living things and
decomposing things,” Wanda explained. Deidra frowned.


“Farts.
You know,” Ryans made a farting sound. Deidra and Wanda rolled their eyes.


“He's
real subtle isn't he?” Wanda asked smiling slightly. “So much for his
training,” she teased.


“Hey
I got the point across right?” Ryans said giving them a look. “We can get
methane from trash and from biological waste. Compress it and then we can burn
it,” he said, trying to keep on track and not rise to Wanda's bait.


“Oh,”
Deidra looked a little confused but then shrugged it off. She'd figure it out
later she thought.


“And
we get to recycle the waste later too. The biomass breaks down into fertilizer
over time,” Wanda said grinning. “Mix it with other types of fertilizer and the
crops will grow like never before.”


“Ah,”
Deidra smiled, face clearing. “That's good. Very good.” She was glad something
could be done about the waste. The gaijin had instituted a trash removal
service the first month they had arrived. The healer Carter had insisted on it,
something about disease and animals. It had made the river look better in a
short time, though the abandoned valley and mine they were using to store it in
had been turned into a wasteland.


“Exactly.
I see what Ryans is getting at. By using every part of the industrial cycle we
can kill many birds with many stones,” Wanda said, nodding thoughtfully.


“Mixed
metaphor there I think,” he teased.


“Oh
shut up,” Wanda sighed.
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On
their way back to the castle they passed a toy maker's stall. Deidra paused,
looking at the models.


“He's
been busy,” Ryans said, pointing to the little wooden truck. “A hummer.”


“No
way,” Wanda burbled, eyes lighting. She looked. “Stryker too. I like the little
ships myself.” She pointed to the ship. It had string rigging and cloth sails.


“Can
I help you?” an elderly man asked. His hands shook a little. He wore a dirty,
worn leather apron.


“Oh
we're just looking,” Wanda waved dismissively.


“I
see,” the man nodded, sounding suddenly disinterested in them.


“Japeto?”
Deidra asked, brushing her bangs away. “Is it you?” she asked.


The
old man looked startled then, paled as he knelt. She came over and rested her
hands on his shoulders. “Yes my liege,” he said quietly.


“I've
missed you,” she smiled. She patted his shoulder. “Get up old friend,” she
said. She looked around for a moment, smiling as her eyes caught sight of the
rocker in the corner.


“Is
that a branack?” Ryans asked, hand touching the painted wood. “rocking branack?”
he asked, clearly amused. He could just imagine a kid riding the thing. At
least they had done one without the horns and spikes. Wouldn't do to put a
kid’s eye out.


“Guess
so,” Wanda said nodding. “One of those stick horse thingies too. With a branack
for the head as well.” She pointed to a group leaning together in a corner.


Deidra's
hands toyed with the miniature harness on the rocker then turned to trail along
the fabric of the dolls. “Is she?” she asked quietly and turned to the
toymaker. The old man shook his head.


“Last
winter,” he said softly.


“I'm
sorry to hear that,” she said, face falling. She ran her hands over the doll.
“I'll take the lot,” she said looking up.


Japeto
looked startled. “My liege I...” She waved it away.


“I'll
have a servant come for it,” Deidra said firmly.


He
nodded, face wooden.


“And
of course with your pay,” she said smiling. His face cleared.


“Can
you make a chess set?” Ryans asked. The old toy maker blinked. Ryans pointed to
a game nearby.


“It's
similar to that. I can get you the specs. Sixteen pieces on each side. One
black set, one white on a checked board.” He thought for a moment then
shrugged. “I've got a program but I'm curious to see what you can do with the
idea.” He'd liked them in plastic but he'd love to see them in wood with the
right stain. The King's had been plain black and white and not very detailed.
You'd think with an entire winter to carve and nothing better to do some people
would take to carving better and more intricate things.


“Ah
yes Dominus,” Japeto said, bobbing his head in confusion. He looked to Deidra.
She smiled.


“Japeto,
royal toy maker, this is my sponsus Eugene Ryans,” she smiled to him. He smiled
back.


“Your
majesty,” the toy maker tried to kneel but Ryans stopped him with a hand on his
arm.


“Save
your knees my good man, really.” He smiled. “Do you have a lathe?”


The
old man nodded. “I use it for many things my liege.”


Ryans
waved it way. “Think you can make a Kingdom version of some of the toys we've
got in mind? And the chess set of course.”


“It
would be an honor.”


“For
your sale as well,” Ryans said smiling. He nodded to Wanda pushing a wooden
hummer back and forth. Deidra was running a finger over a wooden mock up of a
rifle. Ryans reminded himself to have Wanda or Charlie check for lead in the
paint when they received delivery of the toys.


“I
would suggest an apprentice though, from the looks of things you should be
getting some interest soon,” he said. He turned to see a group of people
nearby. Japeto looked relieved.


“I
hadn't hoped...” he said then sighed. “I had carved for the war effort but then
was laid up sick for some time...” he curled his hands.


“We
know. A lot of people were. You’re lucky to have survived,” Ryans said nodding.
A minor illness had hit the capital while they had been away. Dozens of people
had become sick. A few had died. Sue had found out when they had returned and
hadn't been happy about it.


“These
toys are new. I made them yesterday,” Japeto said nodding to the truck. “But
I'm out of material,” He waved his hands in despair. “Lignum and similar
material is so hard to get now...”


“And
we're not helping anything by buying it up for various projects,” Wanda said
looking a little guilty. She shot a glance to Ryans who nodded.


“I
tell you what; once you're paid you can get more to replenish your stocks. Once
you do I'll see if we can work you into the plastics or ceramics program.”


“Ah?”
Wanda said turning to him.


Ryans
shrugged. “Sure, if he can sculpt like this for a master...”


“Ah,
yeah, I get it,” she nodded. He shrugged as Deidra and Japeto looked confused.


“We'll
explain later. It's a bit confusing, but once you get the hang of it then you
should need a lot less wood and it will be much easier on your hands,” she
explained. He waved to the elders curled hands.


Japeto
nodded, looking confused but relieved. “As you will it.”


 Deidra
nodded. “I do. And I want to know if anything untoward happens Japeto, you are
after all the royal toy maker.” She smiled, darting a wicked glance to Ryans.


The
old man's eyes widened theatrically. “But your majesty you and your sister are
too old...” Japeto started then caught the glance between Ryans and the Queen
to be. “Ah I see. Well, bless you both. Mithra and I were never blessed with
younglings, though we loved them with all our hearts,” he murmured.


“Well,
it's a bit early, but what the heck, let's just say we're putting our order in
now while we can,” Ryans replied, he glanced over his shoulder to the crowd.
Some were near enough to look at the Terran style toys. A bidding war was
starting over a green hummer.


“Looks
like the holiday toy rush is here and you've got other customers. We'll sort
things out with what he has left later,” Ryans said taking each of the women by
an arm. Japeto nodded.


“As
you wish. Thank you for easing an old man's fears of a cold winter.”


“The
honor is ours old friend,” Deidra said smiling to him as they exited behind the
guards.


“Japeto?”
Wanda asked surprised.


“Your
guess is as good as mine,” Ryans said shrugging. “I take it you and Zara loved
his toys?”


Deidra
nodded, looking a little torn. She looked back to the besieged toy store.
“Mithra made the most incredible life like dolls,” she said softly. She
clutched her free hand to her chest. “I grew out of it after a time, more
interested in the knights and such.”


Ryans
nodded. “Tomboy right. Swords and stuff?”


She
smiled in fond memory, “and the rocking branack.”


“Ah?”
Wanda asked looking over to her.


Deidra
grinned slightly; glad she was one up on the gaijin. “It's used as an early
riding aide. To train children to ride. And later to train squires to joust.”


“Oh.”


“Not
that father ever let me joust for real,” Deidra said darkly.


“I
highly doubt that ever stopped you,” Ryans said with a snort and an eye to his
partner. Her lips puckered in a smirk.


“You
know me too well,” she replied, wrapping her arm through his.


“The
black mystery knight?” Ryans asked amused.


“Oh
but of course,” she grinned wickedly, almost skipping.


“Of
course,” he said nodding.


“One
thing that bothers me... that sucker had a western style saddle!” Wanda said looking
thoughtful.


“Oh
I doubt it,” Ryans said.


“I
don't. I saw that thing and a couple of his miniatures. There's even a
miniature cowboy in there. Complete with Stetson hat and six shooter gun belt.
It makes you wonder just where he saw them...” Wanda said thoughtfully.


“Yeah,
it does at that,” Ryans said suddenly thoughtful himself.


“It's
no mystery. Some... riders of horses arrived through the portal many years ago.
They did not live long,” a guard said behind them.


Wanda
and Ryans turned to the guard, staring at him. “Oh,” Wanda said slowly, turning
to exchange a look with Ryans. He shrugged.


“They
made their place in history when they saved a group of people from a pack of
plains beasts. One of those saved was a King's son.”


“Oh.
So what happened to them?” Wanda asked.


“They
rode off to find their way back home,” Deidra said. “None saw them again.”


“Oh,
well, that answered that,” Wanda said shrugging.
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Ryans
walked the battlements of the outer wall with Deidra after they returned to the
castle. He noted the glittering wall catching the last of the evening light and
paused to look at it. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked.


“What?”
she asked, looking herself.


“Looks
like, yeah it is,” he smiled, watching tiny figures setting up pieces of glass
onto a frame of wood and metal. “It's a greenhouse.” He was glad; it was just
in time actually, fall was now in full spring. The alien leaves were changing
color and the last harvest was now in. Food was being processed and stored now.


“A
house that is green? It doesn't look that way,” Deidra replied. “It glitters
and has glass walls.”


“Yes,
well, that's for the light. It's not a home to live in, at least not for
people. It's a greenhouse. An indoor arboretum to raise a garden all year
round,” he explained and then pointed.


“What
about the snow?” she asked, concerned.


“It
has sloped roofs like other buildings. In fact they're pretty far up, a good
seventy degrees I think,” he explained, using his hands to model a pitched
roof.


“Ah.
Father said an angled roof makes the snow roll off of it,” Deidra said.


Ryans
nodded. “Right. That's what they're trying to do here. Sticky snow will be a
problem though. Hopefully they have a solution.”


“If
the snow becomes too heavy it will collapse the glass?” Deidra asked and then
nodded.


Ryans
nodded as well. “Yup. But a guy or gal outside with a long broom or shovel can
knock the snow off if they are careful.”


“This
is the test greenhouse you mentioned to mother and the Dominus's?” Deidra
asked. He nodded. He could see Mary overseeing the project. Good, he thought.


“Yeah,
I hope it works. Yields will be low the first couple of times, but a greenhouse
lets you grow food faster with less effort. There are fewer weeds, and the bugs
can't get to them indoors. At least not while the doors and windows are
closed.”


“What
about heat?” she asked.


“Ah,
well, see, the sunlight heats the room. At least part of the way. But since we
don't have insulating glass to keep the heat in, I think Mary said something
about using pot bellied stoves and water radiators to keep the place warm and
toasty in winter,” he explained.


Deidra
nodded. “Ah. A place to be when the winter is bearing down then,” she smiled.
“We'll have to see it sometime.” She clutched at his arm.


He
looked down, amused. “It would be an interesting place to explore. I bet there
are all sorts of hidey holes we can have fun in,” he murmured wickedly to her.
He stroked her cheek as she blushed and then kissed her. She blushed further
and looked away, then walked on, pulling him along by the hand. He chuckled,
putting up just enough resistance to make it interesting.


  <==={}------------>


“They
have some good ideas,” Serena murmured, watching the glittering building being
put together. “I hear that greenhouse thing will allow food to be grown all
year round. And flowers!”


“And
allow plants to be started as seedlings early before planting,” Yorick said
from behind him. Serena turned to him with a slightly chilly look. He put his
hand over his heart and bowed his head. “Your pardon Domina,” he said and
withdrew.


She
straightened her skirt and then looked back, primly tightening her lips in a
thin line of disapproval at the servant's interruption. Yorick had stolen much
of her thunder, she thought in annoyance. Her husband glanced at her and
snorted softly.


“I
dare say it's an interesting idea. Though the glass must be very expensive,” he
said.


“I
believe the gaijin have found ways to make it much cheaper my husband,” Serena
said with a small smile. He grunted. “How goes your campaign?” she asked.


He
frowned, looking over his shoulder and then around to make sure none could hear
them on the balcony. “It's interesting; though separating the gaijin alchemist
is proving harder than I had thought. I believe that will have to either wait
or be abandoned,” he said.


“Dare
not invite her to visit the duchy or some other remote place?” Serena asked.
The Duke shook his head. “And seduction is out?”


“She
seems unwilling or uninterested in such things. If one had to guess she is
either too busy or uninterested in the opposite sex,” Rojer said with a
theatrical sigh.


“Ah,”
Serena said with a reproving smile.


“How's
your plan progressing my dear?” Rojer asked.


“Not
so well with the princess. She's too busy and too public a figure to get one of
her former paramours to seduce her. Also only one is left in the castle, it
seems her majesty has done a rather thorough house cleaning and the others were
transferred to other castles or are out in the field on quests,” she said.


“So
you have nothing?”


“I
didn't say that,” Serena replied with a slight smile. “There's still the maid,”
she said. “But we were talking about the alchemist,” she said with a lurking
smile.


“Don't
gloat dear, it's unbecoming of you,” Rojer replied with a slight glower.


“I'm
not gloating; I'm just amused by it. I see she has guards,” she murmured. Rojer
nodded grudgingly. Apparently the gaijin leader and the Queen had wised up to
her importance. “They cannot be bribed or...”


“No,”
Rojer sighed. “No indeed. They're from the gaijin trained legion and very loyal
to the gaijin. Something I hadn't anticipated. It seems their training has...
welded them into the service of the gaijin.”


“Ah,
not a good development,” the duchess murmured. Another couple came out on a
balcony off to their left and further down. She looked down to them and then
away. “Come husband, 'tis chilly,” she murmured, smiling at him. He returned
the smile and re-entered their suite.
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Max
scowled at the mess of wire. He'd ordered a thirty gauge wire but instead the
geniuses had turned out a ten gauge wire. Nice and thick but not what he
needed. “Take it back,” he growled.


“Why?”
Marcus the foreman asked. “Thicker is better right?”


“Not
in this case. The idea is to do a standard thin wire then braid it into a
thicker rope with other strands. Then do that again and again. A single strand
this thick...” he tried to flex it but had a hell of a time getting it to bend.
When he was done it was stuck. “See? You can't bend it. The wire I wanted will
bend and flex. This will be a bitch to use and will break in the wind.”


“Um...”
the foreman took off his gaijin styled ballcap and scratched at his scalp. Max
caught sight of the mannerism out of the corner of his eye and snorted softly.
“That's a lot of copper boss,” he said.


“Right.
For the amount you've got here we could do three times as much wire. And the
smaller gauge can be used to make other things too. Although the smaller the
gauge the harder it is to get electricity to flow through it. It's called
resistance,” Max explained.


“Oh."
"But if we braid the small gauge wire into larger cords we get flexibility
of the small wire and reduced resistance of the large wire," Max said


“Look,
it's a learning experience, I get it,” Max said. At least they hadn't coated
the thing in latex yet. He waved to the native foreman. “Just reset the die
system to the proper gauge I told you and run it through until it gets down to
the proper gauge. It'll stretch the sumbitch out a lot. Just be careful you
don't overheat it and snap it.”


“Um...
okay,” the foreman said nodding.


“Once
you get a couple of spools, tell me,” Max said, waving to the empty wooden
spools nearby.


“What
is all this for?” Marcus asked, rubbing his forehead. It was hot in the
factory, very hot.


Max
grinned. “Oh lots of things. Wire can be used to make chain, nails,
transmission lines, phone lines, plus all sorts of electronic goodies.”


Marcus
blinked at him. “I see,” he said, not sounding very sure.


“Once
you've got ten gauge, it's the most common by the way, then we'll get a spool
down to thirty gauge. That's tiny. About as thin as your hair. We can use that
for wiring or other things. Inductors, speakers, heater coils, all sorts of
goodies,” he grinned.


“Oh.”


“Don't
worry about it kid, it's an honest mistake,” Max said. He'd have to check in
with Orella, the super. Someone must have upped the gauge because it had been
set on twelve when he did the run for the castle wiring. He'd have to find out
why someone mucked it up.


“I'll
correct it sir,” Marcus said, bobbing a nod. Max nodded and patted the young
man on the shoulder. Marcus was well built, one of the former soldiers who had
lost a hand in the battle. He'd invested quite a lot in this factory, his whole
life savings. He needed it to work. Max thought, the entire Imperium needed it
to work.


“You
do that. Like I said, let me know when you've got that fixed,” Max said over
his shoulder as he headed for the door. He had two other factories to check on
and then he was supposed to check in on his little loco locomotive team.
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Ryans
looked up at the sound of the soft knock. He cleared his throat and then
nodded. “Enter,” he said. The guard stationed at his door opened it and a maid
was there. She was pretty, black wavy hair, a prim maid's gown and apron,
carrying a brightly colored feather duster. She had an hourglass figure and a
set on her that must be a terrible strain on her back. She was young, in her
twenties, and had a nice dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
“I'm here to clean the room Dominus,” she said huskily curtsying. The guard
snorted, eying her from behind.


He
nodded. “Just, okay, fine. It's a little dusty,” he said. She nodded and closed
the door behind her as she entered. He opened his mouth to object but then
turned away. He tapped at his tablet and frowned at the report he was reading.


The
maid busied herself around the room, frowning prettily, and sneaking him
glances to test his attention. Apparently the gaijin was rather distracted, the
perfect situation for her. It had taken a great deal of effort to get his page
out of the way, distracted by errands and the princess timed to come in, in less
than an hour. Yet the gaijin didn't seem interested in her.


Ryans
frowned, looking over the top of the tablet to see the woman bending over to
dust the same area in front of him again. She'd dusted it three times, each
from a different angle. He wasn't sure what she was playing at but if it was
what he thought it was he wasn't sure if he should be amused or appalled.


After
her fourth bend, this time to give him a look down the front of her dress he
came to a decision and got up and stretched. He then turned to the door. “Let's
get some air in here shall we?” he asked.  He opened the door and toed a
brass gargoyle doorstop into place to keep it open. The guard looked at him in
surprise. He smiled politely and then turned to the window.


The
woman was scowling; he could see it out of the corner of his eye. He hid a
smirk as he opened the shutters and then windows and then propped them open
with a stick. “There,” he said, going back to his desk and sitting. He propped
his feet up on the stool and then went back to reading.


Deidra
came in ten minutes later and scowled at the maid immediately. The maid
curtsied, instantly subdued. Deidra jerked her head to the door and then
waited, hands on her hips as the maid ducked her head and scooted for the door.
When she was out Deidra looked at the door. Ryans looked up and craned his neck
to the open door. “Is she gone?” he asked.


“Yes,”
Deidra replied, seething with rage. The slut! The two timing bastard! One
moment was all that was needed for him to get with the servants like mother
said! Damn him! Damn the man... She felt the hurt, the distant pain and fought
it down with anger and riotous wrath.


“Oh
thank god!” he said, rolling his eyes and putting the tablet down. “Gah! At
first I thought she was thorough but no one is that thorough! What a
flirt!” he said. “If anyone gives her a French maid outfit I swear I'll....” he
shook his head in disgust.


Deidra
froze, eyes glittering. Her fingers drummed on her belt. “And you of course...”
she asked, voice icy.


He
spread his hands apart, taking in her rage but ignoring it for now. “Who do you
think propped the door open? I figured out what she was up to after the third
artful bend and sigh,” he said shaking his head as she turned to look at the
door. The guard standing on the other side of it looked at her. She frowned and
kicked the gargoyle aside to slam it shut. “No. Thank. You,” Ryans said firmly.
“Hey why'd you shut it!” he demanded.


“Because
I don't want an audience,” Deidra growled. He spread his hands again.


“Look
honey, nothing happened. Honest.”


She
scowled. “You wanted...”


“Um,
no you're putting words in my mouth,” he said, rising and trying hard to get a
lid on his own growing temper. She glared up at him. He glared right back. “I
did no such thing. I just told you I was the one who opened
the door!”


“Why
didn't you kick her out!” she demanded, chin out.


“Because
I was having fun watching her get nowhere and get all pissed off about it!” he
said, throwing his hands up in disgust. She blinked at him as his voice rose.


“Watch
your tone,” she growled.


“Hey
you started it. Well, technically the little trollop did. I sure as hell
didn't!”


“I...”
Storm clouds raced through her body. She was enraged, enraged by what she'd
seen and yet not seen. That little slut and her...


“Why
are we fighting over this?” he demanded. “I did nothing wrong. I sat
there,” he pointed behind him to his chair. “And minded my Ps and Qs while she
worked. I kept three feet away from her at all times.”


Doubt
began to creep into Deidra's thoughts. Still she wasn't done. “And you didn't
think for an instant of how lovely she was, or what she would be like in
bed...” she asked sarcastically.


“Well,
come to think of it, I was wondering what you'd look like in that dress,” he
said, turning away. She gasped, eyes flickering in rage and then in doubt and
finally confusion. He turned to her and snorted. “Though a French maid outfit
would definitely look better on you than that thing. That thing was a tent even
though someone tailored it to supposedly look sexy. Maybe for your culture but
definitely not mine.”


She
blinked at him and then her eyes narrowed. “So you weren't attracted to her...”


He
shook his head. “I told you. No. Thank...”


“You.
I get it,” she said, not quite sounding like she believed it, but starting to
lighten up.


“About
damn time,” he growled. Her eyes glittered again. She lifted her chin to him,
now ready for battle once more.


“Want
to tell me again why we're arguing about nothing?” he asked. She looked at him.
When he didn't break his intent gaze she looked away and bit her lip. “This a
trust issue? Jealousy? What? Did you set me up with her? See if I'd stray?” he
demanded. “I did. Nothing. Wrong,” he growled. “Hell, okay yeah, I looked but
that's it. I couldn't help it but when I realized what she was up to I
immediately put a stop to it!” he said, voice rising in anger.


She
shook her head, but suddenly another thought came to her. Did the wench think
of this on her own or did someone put her up to it? Who? She could now think of
why. She turned to her intended. “I, no, I didn't though someone else may
have,” she said.


“Right,”
he drawled.


“I'm
telling the truth!” she said, suddenly hurt. Didn't he trust her?


He
glared. “Shoe's on the other foot now huh?” he asked softly. She bit her lip.
“Kind of hard to feel like someone's telling the truth, to trust them when all
you have is their word. Of course I made certain I had a witness, though I'm
curious as to what he'll say about all this...” He shook his head. “I can
imagine all sorts of stories getting around right about now,” he sighed.


Finally
Deidra broke down, sitting in the chair. She hid her face, trying hard not to
cry. He sighed and reached out and rubbed her shoulders... After a moment she
turned and hugged him. He sighed and hugged her back. “Yeah, trust,” he said.
“I told you, I'm not the type to stray. Though if you want a threesome...”


She
gasped. He chuckled and then laughed. She glowered up at him. He grinned down
at her in a not too serious leer until she poked him, blushing.


“Better,”
he said. She snorted softly. “You're sure though...” His voice changed to a
teasing note.


“I'm
sure,” she snarled. He chuckled again, softer this time.


“Pity,
I was looking forward to sitting back and watching you two go at it,” he said.
“Two falls out of three? Winner gets all?” he asked ingeniously. “I'm sure
you'd take her in a fair fight... but from the look of her the little slut is
experienced and might go both ways. I bet she's got a talented tongue she could
use on you...” She growled and then finally chortled a laugh and hit him to
shut him up. He hugged her again.


“You're
sure? What about the French...”


“Oh
shut up!” she said, laughing and dashing tears. He chuckled. “Okay, maybe the
maid outfit,” she finally said. He rumbled a surprised laugh. Finally she
pulled him down to kiss her.


“All
forgiven?”


“Nothing
to forgive,” she admitted. “Just don't let it happen again,” she growled. He
nodded. He made a mental note to leave the moment a maid arrived from now on.
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The
maid Ezmerelda scowled at her mistress and shook her head. Serena's lips
thinned in a disapproving frown as the maid continued past her. The maid looked
over her shoulder briefly. She caught her mistress's slight glower and
immediately bit her lip, paling slightly, head down, hands together. She
curtsied slightly and then continued on her way.


Serena
gathered up her dress and followed. The maid would pay for not getting the
male, she thought darkly. Ezmerelda was usually efficient about such things;
she'd never failed her before. She'd have to make it up to her mistress and
she'd better do it properly, the duchess thought grimly. She'd need her riding
crop or the whip to ensure that, she thought, turning in place to return to her
quarters. It had been some time since Rojer had pleasured her. The maid would
do. Yes, after she was suitably punished for her failure, yes she'd be
pathetically eager to make up for her transgression and would be ready. A
little pain always did inspire the little slut to greater efforts after all.
Yes she'd do indeed.
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Perry
grimaced and rolled his shoulders. The Gunny hid a smile. “Penny for your thoughts
Lieutenant?” It was getting damn cold outside at night. This was supposed to be
early fall, they were just starting the four month season. He wasn't looking
forward to winter now, not at all. He wasn't looking forward to going outside
at all for perimeter walks.


“No
I wasn't thinking I was getting to old for this,” Perry said shaking his head.
The Gunny smirked. “Just that sitting in that chair is damn uncomfortable,”
Perry growled, rubbing the small of his back.


The
Gunny snorted. “Try lying in muck for hours on end, picking branches and
creepies out of your shorts, hHoping a predator doesn't think you'd make a
tasty enough lunch.”


“Um...”


“Or
out with the road crews bustin' your ass,” Paris waved. “In the snow to boot.”


“Yeah
well, pass,” Perry grinned and then sobered. “Any more drug related issues?”


Paris
shook his head, glad that had passed. “Not in a week. It looks like things have
run their course, making an example out of some of the worst offenders probably
did it.”


Perry
nodded. He hated drumming good kids out of the service but it had to be done.
“That it did. I hope.” He indicated the seat next to him.


“Yeah,”
The Gunny sighed, sitting down next to the lieutenant. “We've got them so busy
they don't have the time to screw around or cause trouble.”


“You
hope,” Perry retorted, shaking his head. “Never underestimate someone's ability
to get into trouble.”


“Yeah.
They're building up a head of steam for their off time. Hope the shore patrol
and the bailiffs are up for it.”


“Me
too,” Perry said shaking his head. They'd let the kids go on leave a few times
over the summer and each time had been worse than the last. At least no one had
gotten killed. Some of the bar fights had been pretty spectacular he'd heard,
the gaijin trained soldiers had done well to hold their own in the brawls. Not
that he was going to pat them on the back for their lack of discipline. “Then
again, since they were in the field building roads and bridges, they were
building up quite a nest egg. I'm curious if some will save it or blow it in
the taverns.”


“Bit
of both for the good ones. Everyone needs to blow off steam now and again,” the
Gunny shrugged. He looked around then leaned over. “We're counseling some of
the smarter ones and I think it's taken here and there. Ticundus has figured it
out. Lad's a sharp one, he's invested well.”


Perry
nodded. “Good for him.”


The
Gunny leaned over to him. “Are we on track for going home sir?” he asked
quietly.


“Yeah,”
Perry breathed. “We hope.” He was seriously tired of being here now.


“What
the hell is Ryans going to do when we leave?” Paris asked.


“Hope
for the best plan for the worst?” Perry answered, shaking his head.


The
Gunny grunted. “He'll have a tiger by the tail you know.”


Perry
gushed a sigh, slumping. “Yeah, I know.”
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“I
see the border lords are wasting no time exploring,” Deidra scowled, tossing a
paper she had been reading down onto the desk. Jericho was after her mother to
make good on a greenhouse for his vineyards. Pemerson had raced home to get his
men moving on expanding the border before anyone else. Pemerson was a fool, and
the people who he had sent out were double fools. Many would perish with little
food when the snows came and they had poor shelter. She laid even odds that the
baron would be begging for support come midwinter or early spring. Fat lot of
good it would do him or his people, they were too far out and there wasn't a
decent road to send a relief convoy to them until the spring. And then the
spring thaw would flood the rivers and possibly make some of the bridge
crossings inaccessible for weeks.


“Interesting
news?” Ryans asked.


“Gold
has been found in a mountain stream.” She shook her head. “They didn't waste
any time. Snow is coming soon,” she said. By her reckoning in less than two
months. Perhaps sooner if this cold weather held.


“Gold
in them thar hills!” Ryans said. She blinked at him in confusion. “Sorry, old
Earth reference.”


“Ah,”
she shrugged it off.


“You
know, it wasn't the miners that got rich off finding gold,” he said looking out
the window.


“It
wasn't?” she asked, now thoroughly confused.


He
shook his head. “No. It was the people who sold the dream. The outfitters and
riggers. They charged an arm and a leg to set up each miner with the basics,
and even with luxury stuff. And don't get me started on the service economy in
the mining towns! They robbed the miners blind!” He shook his head.


“Bad?”
she asked.


He
wrinkled his nose. “Oh yeah, everything cost like crazy. Miners would pay for
drinks in the taverns and the barkeeps would spill the gold dust, and then
sweep it up later. But one of the biggest problems were the bandits.”


“Ah.
I hadn't thought of that,” she replied and then grimaced. She toyed with that
idea, she'd have to get on to mother about sending more sheriffs or even guards
if they started receiving reports of theft. Perhaps they should do so now? She
thought about it and shrugged.


“Yes,
with the potential for easy money comes the grifters and thieves. They'll swarm
to mining towns. They'll cheat people out of their hard earned money, or rob
them.”


“So
security's an issue,” Deidra sighed.


He
nodded. “And justice as well,” he grimaced. “I'd suggest the local lord set up
a sheriff and a roving judge with roving marshals in each area right off.”


“Ah.
Yes, I'll bring that to their attention later,” she frowned. He came behind her
and rubbed her shoulders. She dropped her head and sighed in contentment.


“Rough
day?” he asked softly.


“No,
the usual, I just hate the thought of my people preying on the innocent like
that.”


“Me
too,” he rumbled a sigh. “It's how the world works though.” He grimaced.
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Max
grimaced at the din as the door opened. “Please tell me they have ear
protection,” he half yelled.


“WHAT?”
the foreman yelled back.


Max
sighed. “Later,” he said waving. Belts were running everywhere. They ran from
pulleys attached to drive shafts running the length of the building. The
leather belts ran to pulleys behind each machine.


“Must
be a bitch to splice those if one gets broke,” he said. He shook his head. He
watched as a teenager used a pole to knock a spinning pulley off a gear on the
drive shaft. It came off and then slowly spun to a halt.


“Well,
least you don't have to shut the entire line down.” He nodded in approval. They
had really taken the concept of mechanization up from the simple water gears
they had been using before. This was one of the factories that didn't have
electric power or motors. It ran on water power, but like all the other factories
they would be shut down once the river froze.


One
man nearby was using a lathe to carve a table leg. Another woman beside him had
one almost complete. She was using a piece of what looked like sand paper to
sand it smooth. A young black girl further along was wiping stain on her
spinning piece. He was glad to see that they had not only adapted to the
techniques but also changed their clothing. No one wore loose fitting clothing
and all wore improvised goggles and leather aprons. The aprons were covered in
wood shavings though.


“Neat,”
Max said nodding. “Still need ear protection though. And better eye glasses. I
guess safety is an issue?” he asked turning to the foreman.


The
foreman grimaced and waved his hands, he couldn't hear. Max grimaced and waved
to the doors.


Outside
he sighed as the doors closed. “It's an infernal racket isn't it?” the foreman
asked, rubbing his ears then clearing his nose on a handkerchief.


“That
it is. Look, the docs sent me over to give you a hand on safety. From the looks
of things we're going to need to make some changes.”


“Ah?”
the foreman asked warily.


“Well,
this plan was only temporary, till we get the power grid up and sorted out. But
Doc's right, the noise is a problem, let alone safety. She said you sent her a
couple of people that were hurt?” Max asked. Sue had called him in after
getting a couple of people in all torn up. One was a kid and that had pissed
Sue off.


The
foreman grimaced. “The belt broke,” he replied looking angry. “There wasn't
anything to do.”


Max
nodded. He'd heard that happened. “Ah. Well, we can see if we can prevent it,
or if not shield against it.”


“Shield?”
the foreman looked surprised.


“Yeah,
we can cage the belt so if it breaks it'll be contained.” Max used his meaty
hands to show them wrapping around an object. “That way if it goes off...”


“It
won’t lash out,” the foreman finished face clearing. “But to get the wheels on
and off...”


“Right
well, we'll have to work out a compromise. But we can work on the ear
protection.”


“Eh?”
the foreman said, pulling cotton out of his ears. He blew his nose again.
“Sorry, didn't hear you.”


“Okay...”
Max said laughing. “Looks like you're smarter then you look.”


“Well
why'd ya think I wasn't?” the foreman waved to the doors. “A man can get deaf
real quick in there. All my people have cotton.”


“Okay,”
Max said holding his hands up. “Good. Good. One less thing to worry about then.
But we can do a safety seminar.”


“What
for?” the foreman asked. “It'll take time...”


Max
nodded. “Yeah but how long does it take to train someone from scratch to
replace someone injured or killed?” Max asked doggedly.


“Well...”
the foreman said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin.


Max
nodded again, this time with a tight lipped smile. “Right. A lot longer than it
takes for a couple of hours to get people to become more aware of their
surroundings and to take steps to keep themselves from getting hurt. Shields
too. That may keep hands and feet out of areas. That kid lost his arm you
know.”


The
foreman winced. “Okay, we'll try it your way.”


“Right,
I've got a syllabus here with me. We can start with simple things, like making
sure clothing and hair is not hanging to keep them from being caught.”


The
foreman grimaced. “Ah. Yes, we've had a few injured that way. Good point,” the
foreman nodded, starting to warm to the idea. “I have them wearing gaijin style
clothing now, no laces or other things.”


“Right,
common sense. Now...”


  <==={}------------>


Perry
looked at the wagon train of coal coming in and shook his head at the soot
covered men and women around it. “Isn't there anything else they can use? That
shit's bad for you.” He shook his head and sighed.


“Do
you want to go play with the basilisks to get a load of lumber out?”
Ryans asked.


Perry
frowned. “Ah...”


Ryans
snorted. “Thought not. And there are a lot of people.” He waved to the crowd.
Men and women were either unloading or standing in line to get a bucket load or
arguing over the price. “And a long, long winter. During the spring and summer
the coal mines supply the blacksmiths and foundries. Then they switch in the
late summer to supply the people. There's never enough though since they can't
dig in the winter.” He grimaced. “We can't get the natural gas up this year and
even if we did it wouldn't make a dent right now either. Don't get me started
on that lamp oil they use. Wanda's still pitching fits over it and her lab.”


“Ah.
So what do the poor sods in the country burn?”


“Exactly,”
Ryans replied smiling.


“Huh?”
Perry said turning in confusion.


“Sod.
They burn dried peat sod. Or dried dung. Or bundles of compressed grasses and
leaves. Or that lamp oil stuff, um Phoenix oil. Whatever they can get their
hands on, even bales of cotton or dried soiled hay. Since they run to an open
floor plan with only a few window in a tiny building, it seems to work.”


“Or
not, but I get the picture,” Perry sighed, running a hand through his hair. He
was going to need a trim soon.


“Yeah
it's a problem. One we've yet to solve. Natural gas and electric will help, but
it'll be years before they make a difference,” Ryans sighed. Every time he
thought they were making progress it only took looking at the little guy to see
it wasn't fast enough. Some things were filtering down to them but the rich
were getting the first pickings since they were funding everything or had the
money to buy it. A few of the lords and merchants were getting wise; they were
buying up surplus and then selling it at a markup. He didn't care about the
luxury items but it annoyed him when they started buying up futures in caulk
and coal. That the serfs could use or needed.


“Yeah.
Well, I'd put in a call for more irons in the fire too.”


“Such
as?” Ryans asked curious.


“Such
as, oh, insulation. Better building materials. Better buildings for that
matter. Most are hovels. And don't get me started on hygiene,” Perry said in
disgust. Getting the soldiers sorted out on hygiene had been a chore. Getting
the barracks insulated now that winter was approaching was a pain. At least
they had a lot of soldiers with some construction skills to help out.


“If
you want to go out in ten feet of snow to take a dump all the power to you,”
Ryans said smiling. “Drop your drawers in the nearest snow bank and you're
liable to freeze your ass off.”


Perry
wrinkled his nose. “Cute.”


“Yeah
it is. But it's true,” Ryans waved. “Bed pans and indoor plumbing obviously.
We're working on it. It takes time. Rome wasn't built in a day you know. We
can't change this society over night.” He was just glad they had two functional
bathrooms in the castle now. Even if they were in constant use. Max had a
potter switching to making porcelain sinks, toilets, and tubs but it wouldn't
make much of a difference for people now. A few but not many, He for one hated
sitting on the toilet seats they currently had. The first time he had he'd got
a splinter in a rather tender unmentionable place.


“Right.
Still sucks though,” Perry said shaking his head and walking off.


  <==={}------------>


Ryans
took in the grim faced cavalry saddling up in front of the stables a few hours
later. He turned to Perry. “Something I should know?”


“Raid
on a village in county Firth,” Perry said looking around.


“Ah.
Okay. And this is the reaction force? How'd we get the intel?” Ryans asked
watching a man adjust his girth strap.


“A
royal mail rider was going though the village on their delivery route and was
nearly killed. The girl was uninjured but her mount took a couple of cross bow
bolts to the rear. She got it to the next village and sent a bird back,” Perry
said. He waved to indicate the bird house.


Ryans
turned to look. A man was standing outside the coops, dressed in robes that
were liberally splashed with bird droppings. “Bird man of Alcatraz,” he
muttered watching the man use a finger to pet a pterosaur on his arm. The four
winged thing seemed to coo, bobbing its hooked bill back and forth and then
fluttering its wings. Its wicked clawed rear legs gripped the man's glove
tightly.


“They
aren't very bright, but they can carry short messages to their roosting
places,” Perry explained. “We overlooked them because they can't carry much and
can get taken out by wyverns and other predators pretty easily. Less
than half ever make it to their intended destination.”


“Ah.
Yeah, there's that,” Ryans nodded. He for one had overlooked them because they
could be intercepted. “I take it the raiders are still out there? In Firth?”


“No,
I sent Lewis out to scout ahead; she picked up their trail and radioed back.
We're going to cut them off at the pass,” Perry smiled pulling himself up onto
a mount. The beast snorted, blowing snot on the cobble stones then grunted
irritably.


“See
you in a week. Ha!” Perry said turning the beast and riding to the entrance.


“Good
luck!” Ryans called waving.


  <==={}------------>


Ginger
sighed as she watched the people below. She was leaning on the parapet,
enjoying the afternoon breeze. “Bored Sergeant Lewis?” A familiar contralto
voice said behind her. She looked over her shoulder to see princess Diedra
smiling at her.


“Not
really, well, a little.” She grimaced. “Lieutenant Perry has me on leave for
the next two days since I did all that flying time finding the raiders. The
problem is I don't know what to do with myself. It's not like I can go out and
rent a movie or go to a concert. I'd go shopping but I'm not into the stuff
your people are into.” She grimaced. “Sorry, I didn't mean anything by that.”
She shrugged. She wished she could have been in on that but she'd been forced
to watch as Perry took the raiders down. He was on his way to the nearest lord
with them now.


The
princess nodded, coming over to stand next to her. “Concert?” she asked,
feeling the breeze on her face. She smiled, eyes closed.


“Anyone
tell you that you look like Britney Spears?” Ginger asked looking at her
profile.


“I've
heard that before,” the princess smiled. “Is she royalty?”


“No,
but she's treated like it. She's an entertainer.” Ginger shrugged. “Singer,
actress, dancer.”


“One
of those?” Deidra asked sounding offended. She remembered a video Paterson had
showed her once before. “I thought she was a royal from your country!” she
said. Ginger chuckled.


“No,
we, that is, most of us are from a democracy. The United States, we don't have
royalty, though we've got our share of celebrities who are treated as such.
Some because they're in politics, some because they're rich and famous, some
because they're great business men, and some just because.” She shrugged.


“And
this woman is one of those?” Deidra sniffed.


“You
could say that. She's a hotty. Like you,” Ginger smiled.


“Ah,”
Deidra blushed a little looking away. One of the guards chuckled softly. She
gave him a mock reproving look then went back to looking at the people below.


“You
said you'd go shopping... For what?” she asked after a moment.


“Oh
this and that. Window shopping is fun. I like to do that from time to time.
Keeping up with the latest fashions isn't really my thing. I like to go to the
shooting range so sometimes I hit the gun shops to see their latest weapons
too.” She shrugged.


“Ah,”
the Princess nodded. She too enjoyed testing the latest weapons.


“Then
there's flying. I've got a glider back home. Wicked little thing. It's actually
my family's. Dad and Uncle Rich don't do much flying these days though so I'm
the one that uses it the most.” She shrugged.


“Glider?”
The princess asked.


“It's
a... well it's a long winged craft that can soar like a bird... or whatever
that is.” She waved to indicate the flock of pterosaurs on the nearby roof.


“Ah,
the Pestakani,” Deidra nodded.


“Yeah...okay,
whatever they are,” Ginger grimaced. “I also like to veg, you know, sit around
a fire with a good romance book, soft music, and paint my toe nails...” She
blushed suddenly.


Deidra
laughed. “I've done that with Sue, Charlie, and Wanda. I'll have to remember to
invite you next time.” She smiled.


“Hey
that'd be fun,” Ginger grinned.


“So
tell me more about this woman you mentioned, this Spears...”


Ginger's
face fell into a frown then she got an idea. The smile grew. “Well, if you've
got a moment, I could show you a couple of her music video's I've got...” She
pulled out her tablet and keyed through the files.


“Sure,”
the princess said smiling and leaning closer. Ginger played 'I'm not a girl,
not yet a woman', making Deidra smile. She didn't fully understand everything
the young woman said, but the meaning was clear. And her outfits! She tapped it
when it showed her on an outcrop of rock. “Pause it.”


Ginger
hit the pause key and looked up. “What's up?” she asked confused.


“Well...
I was just wondering if we could get the royal tailors to make something like
that. It would be very fetching to wear out of court,” Deidra said, just
imagining how many of the old goats she could scandalize with this. Many of the
lords were heading back to their homes to stay the winter. A few though were
planning to remain, trusting in the Queen's hospitality. It was vexing of
course but they needed their support.


“Yeah,
I'd say it would. Comfortable too.” Ginger glanced at some of the women below.
“You'd be setting a style and turning heads. Get a lot of tongues wagging all
over town,” she grinned, eyes twinkling with mischief.


“That's
my whole point exactly,” Deidra grinned back. “Though it's one head that I'd
like to... how do you say? Turn?”


Ginger
chuckled. “Okay, I'm in. Let me get my laptop... I'll check the printer; if no
one's around we can print a couple of screen grabs for the tailors...”


  <==={}------------>


“Having
fun dear?” Ryans asked watching Deidra work out in the courtyard the next
morning. She saluted her opponent then stood her wooden sword down and came
over. She pulled the wire mask up and shook her hair, then grimaced and pulled
the pony tail out. She was wearing white leather padding as armor to protect
herself. It covered her vitals and she had pads on her joints.


He
smiled and handed her a canteen. She took a sip then nodded. “Cold. I like it.”


He
chuckled. “I thought you would.” She took another sip.


“How
goes things?” Deidra asked, wiping at her mouth and then using a handkerchief
he handed her to wipe at her sweaty brow. He was amused to see she had a sweat
band on.


“Those
that wanted out are out; we've pared the royal army down to those who want to
stay in. We've got most of the army outfitted now; the infantry soldiers are
all armed with rifles. We're using the bolt action 1903 Springfield for now
since production is a problem. We've sent the older weapons with trainers to
the other passes and strategic locations. It'll be interesting to see the
raiders faces when they get a whiff of cordite and gunpowder.”


“Not
to mention grapeshot,” Deidra said nodding.


“Yeah
that too, we're getting questions about more of our Terran clothing, including
denim. One of the royal tailors was asking about it this morning,” he said
giving her a look.


She
gave a start and then covered it. “He was?”


“Yeah,
it seems you don't have cotton like Terra does, so he wanted to know if that
stuff off the Albia fuzz tree would work in its place,” he answered. “Gotta be
a weird looking tree.” He shook his head.


“They
are. They grow... high.” She waved to indicate the parapet above them. He
turned to look then whistled softly.


“That
high huh?”


She
nodded. “The farms that grow them can only get to the lower parts of the tree
to harvest the fuzz. The uppers either are taken by creatures for nesting
material or fly off in the wind.” She shrugged. “A few farmers have... she
pointed to a scaffold. “But it's only around large old trees. They can't build
them around each and every tree in the orchard.”


“Yeah,
that would be a lot of work for a couple of harvests,” Ryans grimaced. “Rakes?”


“Yes.
They use poles and rakes,” she smiled. “You figured that out? That quickly?”


“It
was logical. Extend the reach of the picker,” Ryans replied nodding as he
hugged her to his side. She smiled. Together they turned to watch Zara's
sparring match.


He
rumbled a soft chuckle as Zara tripped backwards and fell on her butt. Deidra
smiled but elbowed him. He ooffed politely.


“So
this denim...” she asked before he could get frisky. She knew she would need to
distract him or his hands would wander.


“It's
used to make jeans. It's a very hardy material. It lasts a long time, wears
well, is very comfortable, and can be treated to keep from burning or being
damaged in some ways.” Ryans explained.


“I
gathered that. Wanda told me a little when we talked about something called...
nylon I think she called it? We went off track,” she grimaced.


“Yeah,
I can gather. She can get a little scattered because of all the projects on her
mind. I'll see if I can get the formula off to what's his name later today.
Hopefully he can use some of it.”


“Thank
you,” she murmured.


“What
for?” he asked looking down at her.


“Oh,
nothing,” she said airily, with a slight smile to her lips. He frowned puzzled
but she didn't respond, just continued to watch the match.


  <==={}------------>


A
few days later the marines working on the hummer whistled. One whistled, and
then another looked up, gaped, and then wolf whistled in admiration. Soon the
others were looking and yipping or whistling.


“Hubba
hubba! Sexy lady!” Scooter said looking at the vision.


“What
the hell’s going on out here?” Max said irritable came out of the garage and
wiping grease off his hands. “What are you monkeys whistling about now?” He
looked over to the girl; jaw dropped then shook his head and turned on the men.
“You damn fool idjets! That's the princess!”


He
shook his head as she passed, turning slightly to smile at them. “Mornin'
princess,” he said politely. Her smile turned into a grin as she looked over
her shoulder then strutted on her way. Two guards followed in her wake. Both
men looked amused and a little dazed.


“Now
get back to work you jarheads. What's the matter with you? making eyes at the
boss' girl! Honestly!” Max waved to the men. Sheepishly they obeyed, but not
without lingering looks the way the princess went.


  <==={}------------>


Ginger
grinned as Deidra passed her. “Work it girl, work it!” she said watching Deidra
strut. Deidra looked over her shoulder and gave the pilot a saucy wink. “Go get
'em girl.”


  <==={}------------>


“Well
golly!” Perry said turning to see the princess approach. Ryans was watching the
men drilling and didn't turn at first. Perry closed his open mouth then poked
Ryans and cleared his throat. He nodded his chin to him but Ryans was
thoroughly distracted.


“What?”
Ryans demanded turning. Perry jerked his head to the princess. He caught sight
of her out of the corner of his eye and turned. His jaw opened as he took in
the sight of her.


“Now
that's a sight you don't see every day,” Perry murmured. It was true. The
princess had obviously seen a Britney video. He couldn't recall which one off
the top of his head, but she was drop dead gorgeous. She was dressed in jeans,
but the pant legs were split open into bell bottoms. The splits were filled
with silk lace cloth dyed a green to match her top.


The
green top was cut daringly low for a woman of this culture, and trimmed with
matching lace. Her belly was completely exposed. Her hair flowed behind her as
the wind started to blow. “Well?” she asked smiling. “What do you think?” she
asked, hands on her hips. She even had understated Terran makeup on.


Perry
glanced at Ryans and then elbowed him again. “Stunning, literally,” he said
jerking his thumb to Ryans. She gave a soft throaty laugh as Ryans recovered
and closed his open mouth. She caught the coveted gleam in his eye as he came
forward and swept her into his arms. Her smile of approval was dazzling.


“You’re
just full of surprises aren't you?” he asked smiling down at her.


She
wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down to her lips. “You better
believe it,” she murmured to him as they kissed.


  <==={}------------>


“So,
I take it that's why the royal tailor was asking about denim?” he teased as
they lay in bed later that night. She smiled in the dark, tracing circles on
his chest with her fingertips and nails.


“A
girl does have to have some secrets,” she chuckled. “Besides, now that we've
got the formula and the diagonal pattern worked out we can employ the textile
mills and tailors in town. Soon everyone will want their own. It'll be fun
seeing the old biddies pitching fits over new fashion. Wait until you see what
I'm wearing tomorrow,” she said with a Cheshire grin in the darkness.


He
thought about it. Most of the factories would be shutting down and winterizing
soon. They had about two and a half more months, about twenty more weeks of
production time and not a whole lot to set things up in. Most likely only a
handful of people would get the new outfits before winter. Not that they'd wear
them in ten feet of snow! “And you just had to be first,” he chuckled softly
then yelped as she pinched his nipple. “Hey!” he said trying to retaliate. She
giggled and fought him off for a moment. When he caught her wrists she kissed
his neck, and then nipped it.


“You
are a naughty little minx tonight!” he said as her eyes gleamed a wicked
challenge at him in the dark. She grinned then snapped her teeth at him.
“Little wild cat huh?” he teased as he pinned her arms to her sides then behind
her. She froze for a moment as wild terror flashed through her. She could see
her attacker and she thrashed for a moment, back in that awful time. Until that
is he caught both of her wrists with one hand then used the other to tickle
her. The flashback of fear evaporated as suddenly as it began.


Sudden
feelings of terror ebbed as the merciless fingers dug into her ribs. She squirmed
and giggled, then laughed. She flopped around, ending up on his chest. When she
pinned his hand under her he tried to pull it out then bent and licked her
exposed breast. She squirmed and then purred as he nipped it and then suckled.


“Now
that's more like it,” he murmured.


  <==={}------------>


“What's
wrong?” he asked softly, feeling the tears on his shoulder. It had been a wild
but exciting love making session. One for the record books. She was awfully
quiet now that it was over though and he felt something hovering over her like
a cloud.


“Nothing
just hold me,” she sobbed softly. He sighed, holding her. Eventually her
breathing eased into a regular rhythm of rest. He felt a pang of remorse as he
realized he must have done something wrong. It took him a few moments to go
over the nights events and figure it out. He tried to relax as well but a
sudden burning guilt kept him awake for a long time.


“Had
a flashback?” he asked from the window. She looked at him, mind waking slowly.
She nodded. “The rape?” he asked softly, shoulders hunched. She sat up, brought
her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around the silk coverings. “Bad?”
he asked. Her eyes sparkled before she looked down. She nodded. Tears dripped down
onto the silk sheets.


“I'm
sorry love,” he murmured as she cried again. He sighed. “My hard as nails
princess,” he said. He came over and gently rubbed her shoulders. She felt the
bed move as he climbed in beside and behind her then felt his hands massaging
her hunched shoulders.


She
turned with a wordless cry and hugged him fiercely. He stroked her face, moving
her bangs gently aside as she looked up to him. He kissed her forehead. “I
screwed up. I'm sorry. I pushed the envelope and blew it,” he said, with dark
self loathing in his voice. She saw his own sorrow and burrowed deeper into his
arms.


“Next
time it's your turn to save me. How about that?” he asked. She gave a watery
chuckle at that. “Honest, you’re the one with sword fighting skills,” he teased.
She chuckled a little at that.


“I
love you Deidra, and you know I'd never do anything to hurt you like that,” he
said. Fresh sobs broke over her. She dug in with a will; crying then the sobs
began to ebb.


“I
love you too,” she murmured into his shoulder. He chuckled.


“What
was that? I didn't hear it. Sounded kinda muffled,” he teased. She looked up.


“You
heard me,” she said as his chest rumbled again. He smiled down to her, stroking
her cheek again.


“Yeah,
I did,” he murmured softly. She heard a rumble of a different sort and then
giggled. “Seems like someone else is putting in a demand for attention.” He
chuckled.


“Breakfast?”
she asked smiling and dashing tears.


“I
thought you'd never ask. I've got to keep up my strength while I'm around you.
Heaven knows I'll need it,” he chuckled. She smiled a wan smile then
patted his leg. “Come on dear, we've got some feeding to do,” he cajoled and
smiled. “Something told me tonight is going to come faster than ever.” She
threw her head back and laughed at that.


  <==={}------------>


Later
that morning he caught sight of her as the maid helped her with her hair. She
was wearing a classic sun dress... classic for western wear on good old Earth.
It looked like she'd been in a lot of the archives. The ladies had been playing
with gaijin fashion in the summer but had kept it prudish. This was a lot more
daring, something he hadn't expected. It was a bit cool to be wearing it
though; he could see certain parts of her sticking up a little under the tight
bodice.


“I
see what you mean about new outfits,” he murmured behind her as the maid left.
He kissed the nape of her neck, hands on her shoulders. She preened, smiling at
his touch.


“I
thought you'd like it,” she smiled up at him then held up a graceful hand. He
took it and helped her to her feet. She turned, twirling the hem of the dress.
“See? It even has matching shoes.” She pointed a shoe covered toe. It was
white, a form of pump he supposed, and most men weren't experts on women's
footwear after all.


“Nice.
I noticed the buckles and stuff.” His hands wandered to one. She dimpled,
batting the naughty hand away with a gurgle.


“Down
boy. Save it for later. You'll need it,” she growled. She leered over her
shoulder as she walked off. She saw his appreciative look and strutted, wiggling
an eyebrow. “Coming?” she asked huskily. He nodded dumbly. “Well? Come on!” she
waved impatiently. He chuckled and followed, enjoying the view.


  <==={}------------>


“That's
an... interesting outfit you’re wearing this morning daughter,” the Queen said
eying the dress. “Quite... fetching my dear.” she said almost choking it out.
Zara hid a giggle with her napkin. She was already planning to steal it the
moment it was off.


“Well
I think it's just lovely! I can't wait to steal... I mean borrow it,” Zara said
with a smirk. Deidra gave her a mock glower. Zara stuck her tongue out at her.


“Girls,
girls! Honestly. How many times have I told you to act as ladies of good
breeding and stature!” Nana said from behind them both.


“Sorry
Nana,” the girls replied, shoulders hunched but obviously not repentant at all.
They grinned conspiratorially to each other as the weak eyed old woman came
around to see them.


“Why
good heavens! What is this? Child what on this... what is that?” Nana pointed
to the sun dress. Deidra smiled.


“Why
this? It's a gaijin sun dress Nana, I had it copied from the files. It's
something worn on Earth in the summer,” she replied getting a bite of her eggs
and chewing. She tried to hide her smile. They'd made them earlier in the
summer but this was the first time the old woman had seen her wearing the
dress.


“She's
right,” Ryans said as Nana's glower turned on him full force. He shrugged.
“It's actually quite beautiful even though it's not summer anymore,” he said.
“She's even got matching...” Deidra turned a glower on him. He gave a discrete
cough. “Never mind,” he said weakly.


“Yeah.
I'd shut up too before that foot went all the way down your throat,” Sue said
sweetly from the other side of the table. He gave her a glower then rolled his
eyes as the diminutive nanny turned her glare back on Deidra.


“It's
quite comfortable Nana; it's made with our silk. I've got two more being made
in different colors and necklines, and several other outfits,” Deidra said. She
smiled to her mother the Queen then to the nanny. “After all, we of the royal
house do need to set an example. Set new trends and not just follow them. Isn't
that what you've always said to us?”


The
Queen gave her daughter a long look then smiled a small smile. She gave Nana a
look then a minute shrug. “She does have a point.”


“Hoisted
on your own petard,” Sue said smiling as she took a bite. Ryans chuckled, then
instantly sobered as the nanny glower turned to him once more.


“This
is your fault; you’re the one who's leading this sweet child astray! Well, I
won't have it!” she snarled. Her voice rose in volume.


“That
is quite enough of that,” the Queen said quietly but firmly. The nanny turned
to her, closed her mouth then bowed.


“My
apologies mum. I seem to be overwrought with emotion this morning.”


“Indeed.
Why don't you take the morning off Nana? That's a good woman.” The Queen gave a
gracious nod as the nanny bowed and withdrew.


“She
does have a point though ladies. Don't make too much haste bringing about
change or it'll be your own undoing,” the Queen cautioned. She grimaced as she
took a sip of juice. “Change is good; it brings new life, and increases our
chances of survival on this world.” She turned an eye to the gaijin and then
back to the girls. “But there are those who would cling to the past, who will
fight tooth and nail to keep it. Tread carefully where they're concerned.”


“Walk
in the center of the path, not to the sides,” Zara said nodding.


Her
mother nodded. “Exactly. We must be ever vigilant to both sides for those
waiting for an opening... we must appear open and honest, but have the means to
fight off attackers... or retreat when necessary.”


“Yeah...
good luck with that,” Ryans rose, gulping his drink. “Sorry ladies, I've got to
go, Perry just called.” He walked off as the others stared.


Sue
shrugged as she put her fork down. “I should be going as well. I've got a to
work on the clinic we're opening tomorrow. Will you be there for the opening
your majesty?” she asked, turning to the Queen.


The
Queen shook her head. “Duties require me elsewhere unfortunately,” she sighed.
She nodded to Zara. “I believe Zara is to attend though.”


Zara
smiled politely and nodded, taking a bite of a fruit. Juices dribbled and she
caught them with a napkin. “I'll be there. If Nana doesn't take her ire for sis
here out on me,” she said giving Deidra a look.


“Somehow
you'll survive. You always do,” Deidra said with a smile. She nodded as Sue
rose. “I'll try to put in an appearance too if that's okay. If I've got the
time,” she said wryly.


“Gee
thanks,” Zara said with a snort.


“Just
doing our duty to the people,” Deidra smiled mock sweetly at her sister.


Sue
hastily retreated before hearing the next barb fly.
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Serena
sighed in pure jealousy over Deidra's latest salvo. On the one hand she was
intently jealous over the outfits. They were beautiful and quite daring. On the
other hand though, she smiled slightly. The princess was giving her plenty of
things to scandalize the older lords and ladies with. She listened to them
gossip and shook her head. Truth be told she and quite of a few of the younger
ladies would love to be wearing something like that. Most of the anger over the
princess' antics weren't out of being scandalized, so much as jealousy over not
thinking of it first. At least with the fashion obsessed crowd.


Most
of the lords had taken a recess in the constitutional discussion to check that
their homes were preparing for the winter properly. Many were now returning to
get some time to talk and form alliances before the convention reconvened. She,
like her husband, was using this time to their best advantage, building up a
network of alliances and strengthening them while subtly undermining the Queen.


She
chuckled softly as lady Pettigrew drew herself up in riotous wrath. Yes, Serena
thought as the fat fool started to harangue the princess' dress, this was going
well. Well indeed.
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Deidra
smiled at herself in the looking glass. Max had mentioned they could make full
length ones someday. She hoped it was soon. She touched up her hair, looking
this way and that then got up.


She
brushed errant threads from her lap and then stretched. She was wearing another
new outfit, one that was as much a Terran invention as it was one from the
Kingdom. Or at least something the stuck in the muds could better accept. She
tweaked her breast line a little and then ran her hands along her slim waist.


“Hey
that's my job,” Ryans' voice murmured in her ear. She smiled as she felt his
hands on her sides then on her hips. “I see you're keeping the royal tailors
busy again. Nice. A bit of Faith Hill, and a bit of Kingdom all rolled into
one.”


She
turned, smiling. “Is that where Ginger got the idea from?” she asked, hands
going around his waist.


“Maybe.
Looks good on you though,” he smiled. Her long sleeve black blouse was made of
Kingdom silk. The sleeves had deep scoops trimmed in ruffled white silk. Of
course she was wearing her bell bottom denim jeans.


“The
garment district is doing brisk business now that we have a couple of power
loom factories up and a couple of sewing machines up,” she said smiling.


“Ah?”
he asked, smiling.


“Denim
of course,” she explained. He nodded. “The silk has proven extremely delicate
and hard to handle.”


“Heard
about that. Max said the loom was over powered and made quite a snarl,” Ryans
replied with a nod.


Deidra
frowned. Yes, she'd hoped the silk would be adaptable to the looms and
stitching machines but not everything worked out so well in the first try.
“Yes. The silk is strong but it stretches before it breaks.” She shook her
head. “Mother had me try to make a silk scarf once. I bollocked it.”


“bollocked
huh?” he asked, seeing her blush. He chuckled softly as she poked him. Her eyes
glittered and her hands began a savage attack on his ribs.


“Hey
that's not fair!” he said, squirming and trying to get away. He chuckled, then
laughed as she pushed, then whooped when he fell on his ass.


She
laughed, slapping her knee. He shook his head, giving her an aggrieved look as
he rubbed his wounded pride. “Geesh! You play rough!”


She
giggled as she straddled his lap then rested her arms on his shoulders. “Poor
poor baby,” she mockingly teased, kissing his nose. “Want me to kiss it and
make it better?” she said, eyes alight as she still teased him.


“Oh
you little...” His hands retaliated, digging into her armpits. She laughed,
throwing her head back and trying to break out of his arms. He pulled her back
to him and then locked lips.


“Where
do you think you’re going?” he asked as they came up for air.


“Nowhere
it seems,” she said, feeling his hands lock behind her.


“Damn
right,” he smiled, kissing her again.
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The
farming minister paced back and forth. He was dressed in a rich red robe. A
golden sash served as a belt to rein in his enormous girth. He shook his meaty
fist at Ryans as he came in the door. “You! You sir have ruined us! Ruined!” he
howled.


Ryans
stopped, taken aback. “It's a little early in the morning for recriminations
sir. Perhaps you could explain?” he asked. The Queen gave him a look as she sat
down. Duke Pyror looked amused.


“The
fields, the surpluses!” the fat man said raising his hands. “I can't store what
we have. What's left will rot! I knew this was bad. The first harvest was too
much, but squeezing five??” he shouted. The Queen was seated nearby. Her lips
pursed in a thin frown of annoyance.


“Calm
yourself Siegfried,” the Duke said shaking his head. “I'm sure it's not as bad
as you're making it out to be.”


“It's
worse. Worse I tell you. I...” The man sat heavily after a moment then ran his
hands through his hair. “With the surplus there's a glut of food on the market
driving the price down. Far down. It's barely worth the travel costs now to get
it to market!”


“So
they'll have to go to different markets since local ones are saturated. Again,
what's the problem?” Ryans asked.


“Other
markets?” the minister asked blinking.


“Of
course. You have a surplus of seed for next year of course, and plenty of food
for everyone and emergency supplies... Not to mention making up for Duke
Emroy's poor harvest due to the occupation. But, the border lords didn't get
the full benefit of our technology, so they had a normal harvest. So some of
the food can be transported there. But the bulk can affect your balance of
trade... like for instance with Duluth.” Ryans smiled as the Duke suddenly sat
up straight.


“Indeed,
the crown has sent them convoys of food to aide in their hunger, why shouldn't
we sell our produce as well?” the Queen murmured, eyes gleaming. “They
still had an awful harvest and it'll take time to get the new tools to them and
of course for the training to sink in. I'd say there are coppers there, ready and
waiting to be spent,” she nodded, suddenly relaxing.


“I'd
never thought of that,” the minister said looking stunned. “I shall talk with
the minister of trade soon. Today if possible,” he nodded firmly.


“Right,
you've got to get the goods out before the weather changes and the food spoils.
I'd suggest trying to convert the raw goods to something that can be preserved
quickly. That way it can go further,” Ryans suggested. “I know Max was working
on canning. You can ask him about that. Or Mary, the biologist.”


“Can
your vehicles aide in this?” the minister asked.


Ryans
shook his head. “No, unfortunately we've got them tied to the mines. But I
believe the regular convoy people that were doing that duty could be employed,”
Ryans replied with a small smile.


The
minister instantly nodded. “Indeed they could. Yes, yes indeed they could!”


“I've
been getting some protests from that quarter,” the Duke rumbled. “Wise. It
employs them while allowing us to sell our goods abroad. Ingenious,” he smiled
at Ryans.


Ryans
shrugged. “No, just simple economics. Supply and demand. With more food your
people will be safe from a famine. And with the excess they can pay their
taxes, and even make improvements for their farms.”


“Indeed,”
the Duke nodded. “What exactly did you have in mind?” he asked, eying the
gaijin.


“Oh,
I think some may like to buy some of the new plows and tools. Some may also
wish to improve their homes and farms as well. Or buy new seed and stock for
next year.” He shrugged. “Others may start larger families or expand their
farms.”


“Wise,”
the Queen nodded. “And this will make the money flow and as you said earlier,
stimulate the economy?”


Ryans
nodded to her. “Yes your majesty. By spending their coppers on new goods and
tools they employ others. For instance if they wish to replace their clothing
or bedding then they employ the farmers who raise the crop, the men who
transport it to the mills, and the textile mills to make the fabric.”


“And
in turn the mills buy more raw materials and new machinery,” the Queen
observed, looking thoughtful.


“Why
new machinery?” The Duke asked, looking from one to the other.


“To
keep up with demand. And to keep up with their competitors. If one mill can
produce ten times as much as another then the others are at a disadvantage and
will wish to catch up,” Ryans explained.


“Ah,”
the Duke nodded. “Where will they get the money to invest?”


“From
banks and loans from people like oh, say you my lord,” Ryans bowed slightly to
the Duke. The old Duke blinked at him and then looked thoughtful. “For a
suitable interest on your part of course.”


“Of
course,” the Duke nodded, rubbing his chin. His eyes gleamed. It was a tricky
scheme but if it worked he only had to put up some seed money.


“And
all this helps the economy? How does it help the crown?” the farm minister
asked.


“Why
taxes of course. And jobs,” Ryans replied. “Each of the mills is taxed, as are
the wages of the workers. The workers make an honest wage, keeping them off the
beggar lines and out of the back alleys, while also allowing them to contribute
to the economy themselves. After all, they need food and clothing for
themselves and their families too!”


The
minister's eyes lit at that. “Indeed. I... Your majesty if you'll excuse me.”
He bowed as the Queen nodded. The fat man got up and rushed out as fast as his
bulk permitted.


“I
think we put a bug in his ear. Or at least an idea,” Ryans chuckled when the
minister had departed. “Since this interview is over, do you want to jump to
the review of the treaty?” he asked. The Queen and Duke exchanged looks then
shrugged. The Queen nodded.


“All
right, we're deadlocked on only a few minor pointed now, but I was hoping your
grace could apply his wisdom on how to unsnarl them and get things flowing once
more... On the subject of mutual defense...”
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Dinner
was going well. He felt pretty good, having kept from strangling some of the
more obnoxious lordlings. When a man came in holding his hat in his hands a few
snickered.


“Are
you the entertainment?” one of the lordlings asked amused.


“Nah,
he's the oddest dressed jester I've ever seen,” one heckler said.


“Not
likely. He's a trade captain. Septimus,” another answered. He nodded to the
captain. The captain nodded back.


The
man's hands rung the hat back and forth. He looked around then locked onto
Perry and Ryans. He was dressed in a rough woolen sweater and dark gray robes.
A broad black leather belt wrapped around his waist. It was a little large for
his thin wiry frame, part of it hung out past the buckle.


“Don't
look now but we've got company,” Perry said softly. Ryans looked up and nodded
politely to the captain.


“Is
there something you need?” he asked, ignoring the murmur of conversation around
them.


The
thin man cleared his throat, then went back to tugging his brim.


“Well?
Come on man, we don't have all night!” a knight sitting a few seats away said
testily.


“Technically
we do. I don't have anything to do the rest of the evening,” Perry said,
looking around. “Let's start with a name maybe?”


“Ah,
Septimus my lord. Captain of the Audacious,” the man said.


“Okay,
Septimus, how can we assist you?” Ryans asked, smiling. He waved to a nearby
empty chair. The captain looked at it for a moment then shook his head.


“Ah
sir, I... Since the ships are in dock for the winter we've had a real rough
time with the barnacles and parasites. I've got to replace two of the ships in
the fleet.”


“Uh
huh...”


“And
I was getting word of wondrous things you... you have brought.”


“Well,
it's a bit early for steam power, let alone diesel captain,” Perry said, giving
Ryans an exasperated look.


“I'm
afraid he's right. We would like to refit the fleet but the budget won’t allow
it.”


The
man looked torn. “Refit the fleet my lord?”


Ryans
nodded. “With new technologies, engines that don't require a sail.”


“Ah,”
the captain blinked. “If you say so. But the barnacles, do you have a way to
get rid of them?”


“Seems
like good old fashioned work and a sharp blade is in order,” a heckler called
from nearby. Deidra glared.


“I'd
say copper,” Ryans said, rubbing his chin.


“Copper?”
the Gunny asked, then nodded and snapped his fingers. “Crap, I forgot. It's
used in marine paint and on hulls!” he said and shook his head sitting back in
his chair.


“Well,
since you’re a marine and not a squid I think we can forgive you. This once
mind you,” Perry smirked.


“Copper
my lord?” the captain asked, ignoring the gaijin byplay.


“Sure.
Copper. Old ships used it back in the day. They clad, that means plate over by
the way... they clad the keel and bottom of the ship,” Ryans explained. He
looked around and picked up a copper bowl. He held it up. “See the copper
oxidizes in air turning it this green patina. This forms an antibacterial
layer. The barnacles and beasties hate it.”


“Ah,”
the captain said, now rubbing his own chin. “I dare say that may work. We
already have cast iron plates for the bottoms to stop the leviathans from
breaching the hulls...”


“Leviathans?”
Perry asked, looking a little surprised. “Really?”


“Oh
aye my lord. Great beasts that like to chew through the hull. Copper is weak
though.”


“So?
You only need a small thin layer. You could tack it on in overlapping layers.
Beat it as thin as you can,” Ryans explained, using his hands to explain
overlapping shingles.


“It's
got to go on a clean hull though. Otherwise you’re just wasting your time.
What's on the hull will eat right through,” the Gunny explained. They looked
over to him. “Gunnery sergeant remember? Besides, I did some deep sea fishing
from time to time.”


The
captain nodded to him. “Well ah, Gunny you're welcome to crew for me at any
time.”


“Thanks
but I'm heading home soon,” the Gunny said, taking a gulp of ale.


“I'll
see if we can give you a leg up on some other minor things captain,” Ryans said
getting up. He gave Deidra's shoulders a caress. She pulled him down for a
brief peck. “I'll see you later,” he murmured to her.


“You'd
better,” she murmured back, smiling.


“This
way captain.”
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He
was making his way back to his room when he felt a hand grab him in the dark.
He spun, starting to fight back but was pulled in quickly.


He
felt steel fingers on his arm and another on his lips. He let out an explosive
breath as he recognized Deidra's wickedly gleaming eyes in the dark shadowy
recess.


“Thought
I was a mugger? In the castle?” she joked, lips curving upward in a smile. He
grunted as she released her lock on his arm and worked her hands up to his
chest. Slowly her fingers began to gather fabric.


“Stranger
things have been known to happen. And in far stranger places,” he said, getting
his mental balance back, or at least trying to. What she was doing didn't help
that or his adrenalin levels.


“Speaking
of which,” she smiled again, pulling him down for a kiss.


He
tried to chuckle but she smothered it out. They heard footsteps and she pulled
him deeper into the shadows. She felt his hands wandering from her hips to
parts lower and further inward. She gently but firmly elbowed him in the ribs.
He oofed obligingly but didn't stop.


A
pair of guards moved past their hidey hole, oblivious. When she was sure they
were gone she grabbed his naughty hands. “Will you stop?” she hissed, eyes
glittering up at him. He trapped her hands with his and leaned down, kissing
her lips, then moving to kiss her exposed neck and collar.


“What
this?” he asked softly. One hand broke free and wandered south of her waist
line. She groaned softly. He turned her just enough to kiss her sounds away. A
hand cupped her breast. She wrapped an arm around his waist then cupped her
hand to her other breast.


“You’re
impossible,” she said, panting when he let her up for air. He grinned and
nipped her ear. She turned, snapping her teeth at his ear but missing.


“You
started it,” he pointed out.


“Well,
we're going to have trouble getting back to your room unnoticed,” she murmured,
hearing another guard coming.


“Why?
I thought we were having fun... right... here.” He timed it so she had to
strangle her gasp as his fingers exposed her breast then quickly tweaked her
nipple. He locked his lips to hers as the guard passed.


She
closed her eyes for a moment, feeling his kisses move down her neck and to her
shoulder again. They moved lower and lower and she gasped again, wrapping her
hands in his hair as his lips found her exposed nipple.


“What
is it with men and nipples?” she murmured as he licked and kissed. She hissed
as he nipped her.


“Some...
oh hell, later,” he murmured as her own hands began to work naughty magic on
him.


“Yes.
Much, much later,” she murmured, cupping him and finally capturing his ear. She
nipped the lobe then breathed in it for a moment.


“Much,
much later,” he grinned softly in agreement. It was the last coherent thing
either said for some time.
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Serena
came into their suite and nodded to her husband as looked up from the seat by
the fire. “How was your evening my dear?” he asked, setting the sheaf of papers
aside as he stood.


She
smiled, brushing the shawl off and then dropping it onto the back of her
matching chair. “Well, though I don't think well enough,” she said.


“Oh?”
he asked.


“I
don't think we can block this vote my dear,” Serena said, shaking her head as
he took her hand and seated her. She smiled.


“Ah?”
he asked.


“No.
The momentum is too much in their favor now. The new things the gaijin are
introducing far outweigh their outlandish ideas and scandalous
dress,” she said mockingly. There was just a hint of sourness in it as well.


“I
hadn't expected it to work actually,” Rojer admitted.


“You
hadn't?” Serena asked as he seated himself. “Then what was all that I did?”


“Call
it laying the groundwork,” he said amused. He had tried to throw every
roadblock into the works he could, to slow the treaty down. His attempt at
calling a recess so the lords could visit their lands had backfired. They had
gone but none had delayed their return. Indeed all had rushed back after only a
few days at home, too eager to see what the gaijin had come up with next and
too much aware that if they were not there to see to the politics they could be
put in a tenacious position. Each wanted his voice heard and wanted the biggest
piece of pie for themselves.


“So
what now?” Serena asked in exasperation, sitting back and propping her feet up
on the dogzard in front of the fire. He snorted softly as she toed her shoes
off.


“Well,
I had hoped her majesty would come to me to get my support. I in turn would
garner concessions out of her. Unfortunately that is not to be. The blasted
gaijin have thrown that particular plan into the sewer,” he said in
disgust. “All this talk of investments and such. Apparently a few who invested
early are already reaping rewards and they've started bragging about it to the
others. Now all are eager to get the treaty over with to get their share.”


“Ah,”
Serena said thoughtfully. “How are we to benefit from that?” she asked.


He
smiled. “I've got plans from some and I've decided to buy into a carpet
investment. Also factories in the duchy next year of course.”


“Oh
of course,” she said, envisioning rich rugs and wall hangings in their home.
“That means we can redecorate,” she said with a rich smile.


He
chuckled. “Indeed.”


“Where
is Yorick?” Serena asked, looking over her shoulder.


“Oh,
out and about on business,” the Duke said, smiling. She looked at him, one
eyebrow raised. He shrugged. She cocked her head in inquiry but he refused to
rise to the bait.


“Indeed,”
she finally murmured, resting her hand on her face. “So what now my dear
Dominus?”


“Now,
we plan on what else to do. If this vote goes as I expect, I think we must
shelve most of the plans and work on something else.”


“Long
term?” she asked. He nodded.


“It
just means we wait, build our support and reap the benefits of all their hard
work,” he said. She grinned.


“And
of course you're no longer stalling so you should get some credit for moving
things along,” she said pointedly. He chuckled.


“Something
like that my dear,” he said. She snorted softly.
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Zara
smiled a little the next morning over breakfast. Deidra smiled, feeling a
little mussed still, but sated. Zara seemed to be bubbling in delight however,
she tapped at her shoulder. Deidra frowned and touched her own, then looked.
She could just make out a bruise. She turned a glower on her lover.


“What?”
he asked amused. She glared. Zara giggled, pointing to his neck. He sighed,
reaching up to touch his neck. “Let me guess, you marked your property again?”
he asked.


Deidra
couldn't hold the glare. She sighed as he wrapped his arms around her and
kissed her. “You’re impossible you know that?” she demanded.


“So
are you dear. But I wouldn't have you any other way,” he murmured in her ear.
They turned to see Septimus talking excitedly with Nate as they came into the
hall.


“Good
morning gentlemen,” Ryans said smiling. Nate didn't look up; he waved them
away, too engrossed in their discussion.


“I
do hope we, I mean you, can help improve the ships. I'd so like some xocoatl
again,” Zara said wistfully. “It's bitter but when warmed it's quite good on a
cold winter morning.”


“Huh?”
Ryans asked, blinking.


“It's
a brownish drink the Maya, Nasca, and Inca drink,” the Queen answered. “Quite
invigorating too.” She nodded to her daughters as she sat down.


“The
Olmec do as well. Don't forget them,” Deidra said, buttering a slice of bread.


“Um...
yeah they do, or did. Wait, how do you know...?” Ryans said, turning from his
lover to the Queen in his confusion.


Zara
smiled. “Because we trade with them silly. If and when we can get a ship to
their lands,” she grimaced. “That's why I was so hoping the new tech could be
applied to the ships. This year’s shipment didn't make it. We're not sure why.”
She frowned. “Most likely a bad storm,” she shivered. “It's a pity, we like the
Xocoatl during the long cold winter.”


“Ah.
Okay...” He shook his head, bemused. “I'll have to look into that some other
time. Chocolate trade is... interesting,” he smiled. “Do they have latex?” he
asked, suddenly suspicious. Wanda had artificial latex going but it was hard to
make.


“Um?”
the Queen asked, spoon raised.


“Ah,
it's a whitish liquid. It dries into a rubbery substance,” Ryans explained.


“Ah
yes, I think he means the gum,” the captain said, nodding and leaning forward
to see them. “Yes we trade for it with them. It's used in a few things.”


“Okay.
So they must have carried cacao and rubber tree seeds when they came over. I
wonder about coffee. Interesting.”


“Indeed,”
the Queen nodded.


“We're
definitely going to have to broaden trade then,” Ryans said firmly. He nodded
to the captain. “Latex is used in a great many things. Tires for instance. Wire
insulation is another important application.”


“Ah,”
Zara blinked. “Wait...” Her face cleared and she brightened. “So that's what
Max was talking about! I see now! You're right; it'll make it so much easier
than the stuff we're using now! It gets all gummy and sticky when it's warm out
or the wires get too hot!” She rose from her bench.


“Sit
down daughter. Eat your breakfast,” her mother said, touching the bowl. “It can
wait.”


Zara
sighed and sat down with a huff. “It has waited this long I suppose,” she
sighed again, then picked up the spoon. Ryans smiled as she began to eat the
porridge.
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The
final treaty signing was attended by all the Dominas and Dominuses of Duluth
and the Imperium. It was a warm Indian summer week, blessed by natives and
Terrans alike. They knew that the warm spell wouldn't last for long though.
Each Dominus was dressed in his finest robes and took his or her turn signing
the treaties and getting their photos taken by the gaijin. The Terrans made
certain they each got a copy of their own as well as a photo of their signing
it to take back home to show their people. More than one lord loved the photos,
admiring them and loving the idea of being able to show their children and
their descendants. Many posed with their wives and families for additional
photos. For a fee of course.


Ryans
of course had another thing in mind when he'd had the photo ops set up. No lord
could deny that they had signed the treaty now.


When
the treaty was finished the main copy was placed under a sheet of glass and
hung on the wall by the tablets. Sydney took additional photos, startling some
with the bright flashes. A few of the newcomers were intrigued by the digital
camera. Other cameras were set up to video record the event from different
angles.


“We're
documenting this for future generations. This way they can see their
forefathers in this historic time,” Ginger explained diplomatically. She shook
her head and waved off an offer to buy the camera by a lord.


“Sorry,
it's not for sale. We're going to eventually make some though, so you'll
eventually be able to have one of your own. And now that we've got paper and
ink in production, you can have a copy of the photos,” she smiled. “Or more than
one if it suits you.”


“Well,
this is also something you should be interested in,” Ryans smiled waving to the
courtyards and balconies. “Folks we've got a small show outside for you.”


The
crowd made way outside or to the balconies and courtyard. Deidra found him in
the crowd, smiling she wrapped her arm around his. When the crowd was sorted
out and comfortable Ryans touched his throat mike. “Show time,” he murmured.
Deidra looked up to him, and then held his hand. He smiled just as speakers
began to play the 1812 overture.


In
the clear night sky fireworks began to blossom. A few of the people were
frightened at first, but awe overcame their fear as they realize it wasn't a
threat. They oohed and ahed as the music crescendoed, then blinked furiously as
the finale turned the night sky as bright as day.


“Quite
a performance,” Deidra murmured. She hugged herself to his side. He chuckled.


He
touched and caressed her hair. “Oh, I think we can top it,” he smiled, looking
down at her as she hid a giggle. “In fact I know we can.”


“Well,
it'll be fun to try,” she cooed, then stood on her tip toes to kiss him.
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There
was quite a celebration the next day. He looked around smiling. “Harvest
festival or for the constitution?” he asked. They had timed the treaty signing
to the autumn harvest festival carefully.


Deidra
smiled, hooking her arm through his. “A bit of both. Despite the war we've had
the largest harvest the Imperium has ever recorded. I think that's worth
celebrating,” she said and smiled, nodding politely to the crowd.


Jugglers
of all sorts were making their way down the street. “Are we in a parade?” he
asked, noting the giant war beasts dressed gaily in cloth coverings.


“Yes,”
she smiled as she reached a royal carriage. She pushed him into the carriage as
the footman opened the door. He sighed and climbed in.


“This
is mother's newest carriage. I believe one of the engineering students rigged
leaf springs for it. Also the fabric roof. Or so Zara said,” Deidra smiled as
Zara climbed in with them. She smiled and kissed her sister's cheek. “Nice to
see you sister.” Deidra chuckled. Zara was wearing one of her new outfits and
looked good in it. It was a formal dress but with a gaijin cut and style to the
red and purple silk cloth.


“Nice
day,” Ryans smiled. He tried to take the parade in stride. He watched as a
minstrel passed, strumming a guitar shaped like a ukulele. Another was juggling
sticks with one in each hand. He could balance them on the tips before flipping
them up into the air.


“Interesting,”
he murmured politely, nodding to people who were looking and waving. He nodded
as gymnasts performed leaps along the carriage. The driver clucked and flicked
the reins and they were off.


“And
you weren't going to tell me about this because?” he asked, turning to the
girls.


They
shared a knowing conspiratorial look. “Because you would have found all manner
of excuses to stay out of it,” Deidra answered. His eyes flashed. Her smile
turned to a biting smile, inviting him to argue. He grimaced but held his
tongue.


Zara
looked from one to the other for the moment. “Perhaps I chose the wrong
carriage,” she said. He snorted and looked away. “The classes are doing well,
I'm not looking forward to missing out on everything here since I've got to go
to Duluth next year,” she said. She grimaced a little at that. That had been
one of the stipulations of the new government, that a royal member had to tour
Duluth every year. Rojer's hand, Deidra thought with a pang. It was his way of
getting a member of the royal house out, away from the court and into danger.


“You'll
be back before you know it dear,” Deidra patted her sister's knee.


“Yes,
well, it’s still a heathen country,” Zara sniffed. “I don't like missing my
classes either.” Ryans eyed her. She'd really gotten into the classes. From
what Charlie had told her Zara was picking up on what she'd missed as much as
possible. Some of the other students were ahead of her, but not by much.


“Well,
you get to change that dear,” Deidra smiled, reaching up to adjust her tiara.
She had borrowed a gaijin idea from Ginger and added combs to the tiara to help
it stay in place. The combs took some getting used to though. “Just think about
all the things you'll get to do to help them sort themselves out.” She flicked
a glance to Ryans who was waving politely to the crowd. “Your classes will
still be there when you return.”


“Actually,
she's going to be taking some books with her so she can keep up with them.
Well, some of them anyway. Those we've printed books for,” Ryans answered.


“You
mean you've printed books for me?” Zara asked surprised.


“Not
just you actually, Sydney worked with the local archivists association and
they've set up a printing press. Two actually, one for day to day things and
another for books. Now that they have the typeset sorted out and the presses,
their only bottleneck is the paper... which we'll get sorted out eventually,”
he explained. He smiled and waved to the crowd again.


Zara
wrinkled her nose but kept smiling and waving politely to the crowd. “I thought
your printing machines...”


He
shook his head and looked over his shoulder to her briefly. “Printers like we
have aren't designed to make signatures. That's the part of a book. They print
a single page. The printing press is a bit better for now, it'll let the
archivists have a clean medium to express what they're saying... and it'll give
the people who are trying to read the books an easier more sensible way to read
them.”


“And
it'll make printing faster,” Zara said smiling.


“Exactly,”
he nodded and waved.


Zara
did the same from her window. Deidra leaned over to wave as well. Ryans
couldn't help but appreciate the view and the smell. She had a nice sweet perfume
on, not cloying, just a light touch. She glanced at him as she leaned back in
her seat. A lurking smile promised more later. He felt his lingering resentment
began to ebb.


“Here
my lady,” a footman said. He was outside and on top of the carriage. He opened
the top panel. The back opened up to expose them all. Ryans looked around and
smiled.


“Nice.
Another Max innovation I bet,” he said. He looked at the canvas' folding
armatures. “Unless this is something you've had?” He turned to Zara who shook
her head. She too was intrigued with the folding design.


“Later
you two,” Deidra murmured, exasperated. She waved to the cheering crowd.


Ryans
noted a pair of hands moving behind the crowd at waist level. “I hope the
sheriff and his bailiffs are on top of that,” he said.


“On
what?” Zara asked.


“Classic
case of distraction,” he said pulling out his phone and making a call. “Perry
can you get with the sheriff and let him know there are pickpocket teams
working the crowd?” he said.


“That's
sorta hard to do since I'm riding behind you,” Perry answered dryly. Ryans
looked over his shoulder to see the hummer coming up behind him. Some of the
other vehicles were there behind it. “Great.”


Zara
gasped a little. He looked over to see an altercation. A bailiff was hauling
off a young man while another went around handing back purses. “Ah, never mind,
looks like he's got it under control,” he smiled and hung up.


“The
sheriff knew?” Deidra asked smiling.


“Apparently.
Either that or someone tipped him off. It's a common trick thieves use. It's
used in magic shows as well. Get the attention of the crowd looking elsewhere
and while they're entertained, clean them out.” He noted a dark look on the
face of a juggler who was watching the pickpockets being arrested one by one.
He went back to juggling after a moment.


“It's
a carny trick too. I wouldn't be surprised if the thieves had an arrangement
with the entertainers or at least follow them around,” he said. He tried not to
glare at the juggler as they passed.


“I
see,” Deidra said trying hard not to look grim. She waved again then bent over
and pulled out three bags. She handed one each to her companions. “I almost
forgot.”


Ryans
opened his as he caught the sight of Zara and Deidra flinging hand full’s of
glittering objects into the crowd. “Candy?” he asked.


“And
penz,” Deidra said, looking at him then tossing another handful. He nodded and
did the same. The crowd lunged forward, snapping up the gifts.


“Just
how long is this parade?” he asked.


“To
the fairgrounds,” Zara answered, looking at him then back to the crowd.


“To
the fairgrounds?” he asked surprised. He felt a sinking sensation. They had
used the fairgrounds for training during the war effort. The general had used
it at least; the gaijin had used the boot camp lands.


“Yes,
we've got the harvest fair of course silly,” Zara answered. Deidra puckered her
lips then smiled a little.


“And
just when were you going to tell me?” he demanded.


“Later
dear,” Deidra said. “Now shut up, behave, smile, and wave,” she ordered. She
tossed another handful out his side. He rumbled a sigh as Zara giggled. As
Deidra went back to her seat she paused and murmured in his ear. “I'll make it
up to you later. If you've got the energy.” She gave him a kiss then a lurking
smile promising more and then went back to working the crowd.
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“Did
you do it?” Rojer asked, looking around. Yorick shook his head. “Why not?” the
Duke asked, scowling slightly.


“Your
patsy cannot get close to them Dominus. And the mark is not tasting the various
treats here for some reason, though they seem tempted,” Yorick said quietly to
his Dominus.


Rojer
grunted in irritation. This had been something he and Yorick had planned for
over the past several mens. He'd known the fair was coming and it was the
perfect cover for assassination. With luck things would fall nicely his way for
once. Alas it was not to be apparently.


“The
patsy must be used soon Dominus,” Yorick warned. Rojer grunted again. He nodded
slowly. They had taken special care in setting this up. Care because they might
not have another chance like this for some time to come. It had taken a great
deal of effort to find and maneuver the right fall guy into position. Now the
execution remained, he thought with a small inward feral smile.


“If
not here then elsewhere, see to it,” Rojer ordered and then left to rejoin his
family. His wife was busy following the Queen. That left him with his daughter
and young son. “Come on Uther, let us go visit the paddocks,” he said smiling
to Albert and Lieandra. “Let the two lovers have some privacy,” he teased.


“Oh
father,” Lieandra protested softly, blushing furiously. Albert chuckled,
tucking her against his side and gracefully enticing her away with a hand.
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They
made their way through the crowds at the fair. Deidra got a sticky treat for
her and Zara, then when she was finished she made a show of licking her sticky
fingers suggestively to Ryans. He smiled a little, fighting certain rising
urges with difficulty. Her lurking smile and suggestive looks wasn't helping
that.


They
cheered at the exhibitions of skill and then watched as Perry took a few
lottery winners on rides with the vehicles. “The money from the lottery is
supposed to go to the local orphanage and the schools,” Zara murmured to them.
Ryans nodded.


“We
don't need it,” he smiled as a family got into a LAV and Scooter rolled his
eyes as he passed them by. The gaijin had their own food in the form of MRE's
but also careful investing and stockpiling of printed parts and paper had
allowed them all a nice nest egg. Wanda had investments in a lot of industries
across the capital. She didn't know it yet but she she was easily a
multimillionaire. He wasn't sure he wanted her to know, he was fairly certain
she wouldn't slack off and quit but she might demand a vacation.


The
crowd oohed as Ginger did a pass with the airplane. She did a few barrel roles
and loop the loops before buzzing the crowd. After a couple more stunts
including flying upside down she settled down and then landed in the center
field. She taxied to a special parking space set up for her. Many spectators
rushed to see it up close but soldiers moved to block them off until roping was
set up around the plane. Ginger got out and talked to the crowd, waving to her
fans and groupies.


She,
like a lot of the gaijin, now had a following. Ginger was a celebrity, but she
spent a lot of time explaining flight and how they were planning on planes to
move things and people, as well as planes to spray crops and target animals.


Balloons
on the edge of the field were going up, then being pulled down by winches and
lines. The people on them were having a ball until one decided to pee on the
crowd below. He was promptly arrested when the balloon landed.


“It's
just missing carny rides,” Perry commented looking around. He smiled at the
group of people being tossed into the air on blankets by the crowd. Zara gave
him a look. “Ferris wheel, roller coaster, that sort of thing,” he explained.


She
frowned and then nodded. “I think Max was talking about it. I think he said
something about maybe something for next spring or next harvest festival.
Either that or the train,” she said and then shrugged.


Perry
laughed, shaking his head in amusement. “He would.” He shook his head walking
off.


Ryans
passed on the jousting and tourney, Zara did as well. They paused to watch a
single race. Zara cheered for Baggins, the branack from the royal
stables.


“Go
Baggins!” she whooped, watching and cheering as the small long legged creature
and its tiny rider out ran its competitors.


“I'm
glad he's wearing a helmet. It'd suck to take a fall going at that speed,”
Ryans commented.


“Mother
insisted on it when she lost a jockey when she was my age,” Deidra replied as
an aside. She was throwing her hands in the air and cheering as Baggins crossed
the finish line. “I like the new ones Scooter created though, the padding
inside is much more comfortable,” she said. She patted him on the arm then
kissed his cheek. “I'll be back,” she said. He glanced as she got up and left
then shrugged and turned back to the next race.
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Deidra
went alone to the sword fighting ring. She met a servant there and smiled as he
raised a blanket so she could put her armor on in relative privacy. She
surprised many when she entered the ring in her armor. She only had her torso
armor on over her dress. She did a short exhibition match, easily winning
against her opponent. Perry caught the match and called Ryans.


“She
did what?” Ryans demanded, sticking his finger in his other ear to cut down on
the din of the crowd around him.


“Calm
down, she's fine. Ripped her dress and her mother is fuming but she's grinning
like an idiot. The crowd loved it,” Perry said.


Ryans
felt his heartbeat rise in panic and then he closed his eyes, forcing himself
to think about the words. “Did she...”


“She
won. And no, before you ask, her opponent is fine. I'm not sure if he threw the
fight or not. If he's smart he didn't. Pissing her off would be the last thing
anyone would want,” Perry observed.


“He
could have, thinking that losing would have pissed her off even more,” Ryans
mused. He shook himself. It didn't matter now, he thought.


“Maybe,
but I think he didn't,” Perry shrugged. The Queen waved to the crowd as they
turned to leave. Ryans approached and waved. They put their phones away.


“You
okay?” he asked Deidra as she came up to Perry.


“Of
course,” she smiled, still flushed with adrenalin. He sighed and shook his
head.


“The
least thing you could have done was warn me,” he said, trying to keep his tone
light.


“We've
been over this,” her smile turned into a glare.


“Not
just that. This,” he said. He waved to the ring. She grimaced.


“If
you think I put myself in danger you can save it. I already had that lecture,”
she looked at her mother, now angry with both of them. “I don't need
protecting,” she growled.


“Hell
with that, I would have liked to have watched,” Ryans replied. She turned back
surprised. “What you don't think I didn't know you can handle a sword? Hell
I've seen you practice princess, you can handle it.”


Her
face cracked into a smile of delight. She pulled his head down for a thorough
kiss, then gave him another smile of approval as she slowly let go. Some of
their audience was laughing and whistling. He returned the smile.
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As
night began to fall he dodged a crowd watching a man on stilts. He paused as
the man used a torch to spit flame. The crowd cheered. “Interesting,” he said
nodding.


“Indeed.
I always wanted to try. Mother had a fit when I told her,” Deidra snickered,
hugging herself to him. He smiled. “So where were you?” she asked.


“Max
needed a break from the machinery exhibit,” he said. He waved toward the tent.
She looked over to it then subtly guided them in that direction.


“What's
there?” she asked.


“Well,
since we're going there, I might as well show you,” he smiled. The gaijin had
known about the autumn harvest festival and had planned for it of course; he
just hadn't planned on the blasted parade. The Queen and her retinue were ahead
of them. She was moving slowly so they easily caught up.


“So
these are some of the machines you've built?” the Queen asked, clearly
intrigued. Max nodded. Zara was positively bouncing in her excitement.


“Yes
your majesty, we’ve been steadily making progress,” he said, voice rough with
fatigue and from speaking all day. He smiled and gave her a slight bow. He
pointed and turned the point into a wave of his hand. “This is a rough booth so
please bear with me.” He walked them through the aisles with his students,
showing them various inventions. The Queen murmured at the toilet exhibit, and
was quite intrigued by the motors.


“Such
wonders,” she said watching her youngest daughter smile. Zara had been given
the last lecture on electricity. Her mother was quite proud of her daughter
even though she didn't understand any of what she had said. Only that it
worked.


“The
steam engines will make a good impact on things next year. Once we've got them
sorted out and we've got rail lines down,” Max said smiling. “I wanted to go
with an electric arc furnace for it, but we're having trouble making long
lasting heater coils... and don't get me started on the batteries,” he said
shaking his head.


Ryans
and the Queen gave him a look. “Oh we'll get it folks, it's just a matter of
time, sweat, and a lot of chemical burns,” he grimaced, holding up a bandaged
hand. Ryans nodded.


“The
electric is smart. I take it you don't want too go too far too fast by building
electric engines?” Ryans asked.


Max
rolled his eyes. “Give me a break. The stators are a pain in small scale,” Max
said, jerking a scarred thumb to the ceiling fans overhead. Ryans chuckled as
others looked up at the ceiling fan. Several people pointed to it and murmured.
“I'd like to go directly to electric, but we'd have to build some sort of power
source with it... and that opens up an entire can of worms we don't want yet.
So far we've got about a dozen hand built ones and that's it till we figure out
a better way of making the things.”


Ryans
held up his hand. “I know, I know.” He chuckled as Deidra touched a clear glass
ball with a spark generator inside. She was fascinated by the fat blue sparks
inside. They arced to each of her fingers. After a moment the crowd tittered as
her hair began to rise.


Zara
giggled. “What?” Deidra asked. Zara covered her mouth.


Her
mother did as well. “It seems your hair has a mind of its own daughter,” she
said smiling. Deidra reached up with her free hand and felt her hair standing
on end. She grimaced and tried to comb it down.


“Step
away from the sphere and the static electricity will stop your hair from
rising,” Ryans said smiling himself. She did, backing away slowly. The crowd
chuckled as she angrily brushed at her hair.


“I
like it. It's a good look for you,” he teased. He obligingly oofed as she
elbowed him. Her mother chuckled softly at that.


“I'd
say the best is here,” Max pointed to a final booth. “Zara?” he asked. “You
have the honor since it's your project.”


Zara
grinned nervously and then waved. “Ladies and gentlemen what we have here is a
simple ham radio.” She pointed to the wooden box on the table then to the
diagrams and glass covered display model. She picked the microphone up.


“Hello?”
she said, touching the mike.


“Come
in. Who is this?” a voice answered. The crowd reared back in shocked surprise.


“This
is princess Zara. Over,” Zara answered, smiling.


“Oh,
right. Pardon princess. Roger,” the voice replied. Zara nodded.


“What
you’re seeing here is an electronic device, this,” she held up the microphone.
“This takes my voice and turns it into signals for this wire.” She pointed to
the antenna running up the tent pole. “To send through the air.”


“It
goes to another box antenna somewhere else then goes down to the box, and then
the signal is turned back into my voice and it comes out here.” She pointed to
the speaker.


“Ingenious,”
a lad murmured in awe.


“It's
so simple,” a woman murmured, clearly awed. Ryans recognized her as Serena,
Duchess of Rojer. He looked around. The Duke was nowhere to be found however.


“Hardly.
It's easy to use yeah, but a pain to make,” Ryans said shaking his head. Deidra
looked up at him. “Don't get me started on how to make capacitors, inductors,
or resistors, let alone diodes and transistors. We'll be here till the snow
falls if I tried.”


Deidra
chuckled at that. She edged over to a water heater. “Now this I like.” she said
running her hand under the water. “So warm,” Deidra smiled. He nodded.


“Remind
me to draw you a bath later dear,” he smiled. She smiled back.


  <==={}------------>


Yorick
looked at the man. He was so eager to please, the fool. He didn't know he was a
dead man no matter what he did. He'd join his wife and children in the
afterlife soon enough.


The
lord Duke had ordered their deaths right after Decrius had been recruited. Now
he nodded to the man and passed him the small vial. “Don't screw it up,” he
growled.


“I
won’t,” Decrius said, gulping.


“I
mean it. Do not displease our master,” Yorick said and then moved on, bumping
the man's shoulder with his own. Decrius turned to look at him and then
clutched at the vial in his hands. Slowly his fingers loosened so he could look
at it. He looked at the bluish fluid, staring at it, knowing that more than one
life depended on what happened next. After a moment of decision he nodded and
then clutched at it once more.
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Sue
blinked at a strange man as he passed. He was dressed as a royal chef but he
wasn't familiar. She shrugged it off, most likely a new hire she thought as she
turned and nodded politely to the approaching Queen and her guards. “Good
morning your majesty,” she said, bowing her head.


“And
good morning to you, Doctor Carter,” the Queen said with a slight smile of
welcome on her lips.


“Nice
day isn't it?” Sue said smiling.


“I
had thought so as well,” the Queen said, smiling more fully. “A day full of
promise, of so much potential,” she said, smile turning ever so slightly into a
gleam.


“All
because you added what? Ten thousand new subjects to your realm? Twenty?”


“Indeed,”
the Queen's eyes gleamed in mischief. “And yesterday's event's went so well,”
she said. “Despite my daughter's attempt to send me to an early grave,” she
said mock darkly.


“That's
children for you, I swear they do it on purpose,” Sue teased as the Queen
indicated they continue walking.


“I
had always thought so when I mortified my own mother and father,” the Queen
admitted with a small chuckle. Sue grinned as the Queen tucked her arm in hers.


“Well,
I wanted to let you know the immunization project just started to get off the
ground. I'm hoping we'll get some more support from the House of Lords but they
aren't in session. Now that most of them have gone home...” she shook her head.


“It'll
keep for now my dear,” the Queen said.


“Maybe,”
Sue said, not entirely convinced.


“Have
you found a suitable husband yet?” her Majesty asked. Sue blinked at her. “Or
more than one?” the Queen asked with a knowing smirk. Sue's eyes narrowed at
her and then she chuckled.


“No,
not that I haven't had some interesting proposals recently,” she said wryly,
thinking of that oaf of a knight who'd come into her office and demanded she
marry him then and there. She shook her head. “I'm still thinking things over.”


“Ah,”
the Queen nodded sagely. “Tis the right time to have a child dear,” she said.


“Well...”
Sue shrugged. “It depends on the child actually. If you're talking about
natural conception, well, I'm still thinking about that and I haven't found a
partner yet. If you are asking about an implant, well, I'm not ready to be a
single parent with my current workload,” she said.


“Implant?”
the Queen asked, slowing her pace. Naturally Sue's pace matched hers.


“Um,
embryo implant?” Sue asked. “We, ah, brought along a bunch,” she said.


“Embryo?”
the Queen asked.


“A
fetus. A seed of a child ready to be implanted,” Sue explained as the Queen
abruptly halted. “Into a host mother. We also brought seeds of animals and
plants. Though I don't know why we brought the animals when their hosts
remained behind,” she said shaking her head.


“How
many?” the Queen asked.


“Oh
hum?” Sue asked and then shrugged. “Twenty five thousand give or take.” Her
majesty blinked in shock. Her mouth dropped. Sue was looking away and turned to
catch the look of startled attention. “Sorry,” Sue said. “It's not really a big
deal. Earth has over eight billion people. I think Eugene was shooting a little
high with that number but I checked. It takes two or even three implants to get
some embryo's to take. So you'd get about half that.”


“And...”
the Queen blinked in consternation. “What was he planning on doing with all
these unborn children? Why didn't someone tell me earlier?” she demanded.


“We
weren't sure who to trust,” Sue said with a sheepish shrug.


“But
you're trusting me now,” the Queen said.


“No
time like the present,” Sue replied, smiling. “Shall we?” she asked cocking her
head to the door to the hall. The Queen nodded.


  <==={}------------>


Over
the past several months Ryans had taught the royal cooks how to create several
more Terran dishes. Omelets, especially cheese omelets were a hit. He used thin
wire bent and welded to a piece of pipe to form a whisk, then bent thin plates
of metal for the spatula. His simple tools had already been copied by pita
makers and other chefs all over the capital. Wanda had teased him about the
missed opportunity of patenting his invention but he had just shrugged off the
ribbing.


He
made a fast friendship with Cassius, the head chef. They improved the sugar
recipes; Cassius added his native knowledge of edibles to the mix. Some things
were a hit, others not so much. Now that the festival was winding down and many
of the distant lords were leaving they had more time to experiment and explore.


The
girls were amused and impressed and complimented both efforts. Later that
afternoon as they were sitting in the hall, waiting for a late lunch, they
heard pots falling and then a commotion in the kitchen. A man dressed as a cook
burst out but tripped on a rug and fell. A cook came out running and brained
the man with a pot, then called urgently for the guard. Getting up, Ryans came
over.


“What's
this about?” he asked as the guard came and bound the man, kneeling on the
small of the unconscious man's back.


“Dominus,
he was poisoning the food,” Cassius snarled wiping sauce from his shirt front
with a rag. “It's in the sauce so be careful.”


Ryans
nodded pursing his lips. The Queen came over but Ryans blocked her with an arm
from getting too close. Cassius bowed hastily to her. “Your majesty please
excuse this disturbance. This dog...” He kicked the groaning man on the ground.
“Wished to poison my food.”


The
Queen's eyes glittered savagely. She turned on the helpless man. The guard
rolled him over. He looked up at the Queen, eyes confused, but as they focused
they widened in fright.


“Who?”
she asked, toe of her silken shoe on his arm. “Who, wretched dog, sent you to
poison me and mine?” she hissed. The man gibbered and then recovered.


“Perhaps
a week with the royal tortures will loosen your tongue?” the Queen asked,
sculpted eyebrow raised. The man began to sweat.


“Come
to think of it, I've been meaning to give them a new toy to play with,” Ryans
said smiling to her. She eyed him. He tapped the blue tooth. “Max can you send
over a live car battery and a set of jumpers? Seems we've got a poisoner who
needs a little convincing to talk.”


He
crouched down to the man. “I don't think you'll like the jumpers. See we attach
one lead to you, either your toes or a finger,” he said softly. “The other end
has these nasty sharp teeth,” He smiled as he made a pinching shape with
his hand. “We touch that one to oh, say your balls.” He flashed his hand open.
“POP!” he smiled. “Your balls sizzle and explode inside you. Another touch and
your manhood will sear, and then fall off after a few days.”


Max
came in hefting a battery with a set of cables coiled over a shoulder. “Where
do you want them?” he asked looking around in confusion.


“Over
here Max,” Ryans said getting up. “We've got a fresh customer here, hope he
lasts longer than the last one,” Ryans said with a cold smile down at his prey.
The man gibbered again as Max eyed him then set the battery down and hooked up
one end of the jumpers.


“See?
What did I tell you?” Ryans smiled, flexing the alligator clips so the man
could see the teeth. “Course we could go the other way, clip one of these to
your... manhood, what little there is of it, and then touch other parts of your
body... it leaves quite nasty burns.” He brought the ends together. They
sparked and popped. He did it a second time then stopped. The man was staring
at the jumper clips in terror. He toed the man until he blinked and voided
himself.


“Or...”


The
man gulped, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. He was pale in his terror,
shaking like a leaf. “Or?”


“Or
you could take the second option. Tell her majesty what she wants to know,
provide as much evidence as you can, and she'll spare your life. It won’t be a long
easy life, I understand the mines can be a dangerous place, but that's better
than going through all this... unpleasantness right?”


The
man seemed to wilt for a moment and then nod. “Who are you?” Ryans asked.


“Decrius
sir,” the man nodded.


“All
right Decrius, who sent you and why?” Ryans asked.


“Daa
ddddDuke Rojer,” the man stuttered out then looked away. “His steward Yorick
gave me the poison not on an hour ago.”


“Did
he pay you?” the Queen asked. Ryans glanced at her. She was looking a little
pale. Deidra was behind her, holding her hand. Deidra looked furious.


The
man gibbered and shook his head. “No your majesty. If I did this he would let
my family live.” He turned an imploring look to the Queen. “I don't care about
my life. Please spare my wife and children. They did nothing. It was I who
couldn't pay the taxes.”


“We'll
see what we can do,” Ryans nodded turning to the Queen. She looked furious but
torn.


“So
he ordered you...blackmailed you to kill the Queen?” Ryans indicated the Queen
as he gave Max the jumpers back.


“No,
you Dominus,” Decrius said. He looked to Ryans. “The gaijin leader. He ordered
me to put Chokeberry juice in your meal.”


“Choke...”
Deidra hissed. “That's monstrous,” she hissed. She shook her head. Ryans
glanced at her. “It's without smell and with little taste. But it swells the
tongue and throat of the person who eats or drinks the juice and they die a
horrible agonizing death.”


“Nasty.”
He shook his head. “My thanks Cassius for sparing me that,” he said, nodding to
the cook.


The
head chef bobbed a bow.


“Our
thanks as well good sir. Your loyalty shall be suitably rewarded,” the Queen
said imperiously, and then nodded. The chef bowed to her, head down, cheeks
blushing.


“Dear
me, your uncle has stepped too far,” she sighed giving Deidra a look.


“Unfortunately
we can't touch him though,” Deidra said and sighed as well.


Max
looked startled and then frowned.


“The
uncorroborated statement of a co-conspirator Max,” Ryans said looking over his
shoulder. The engineer frowned, darkened, then he nodded slowly.


“I
think however, we can remedy that. If you think you can handle it,” Max said,
eying the would be assassin.


“Video?”
Ryans asked catching on quickly.


“My
sentiments exactly,” Max said smiling. “Let him try to wiggle out of that.”
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Sydney
set the assassin up with a microphone and had the meeting place set up with
cameras. The assassin met with the Duke, who was dressed in his usual robes.
His steward was there. The assassin was nervous, looking around. He told the
Duke that the juice was ineffective. The Duke scowled. He looked to the steward
who shrugged. “My lord there's no telling what magical medicines the gaijin
have,” Yorick said. The Duke scowled and then nodded.


“Since
the baron was such a fool to fail, we cannot make a move directly,” he growled.
He'd expected the juice to work; after all it had worked so well before. Either
this fool had failed to put it in the right pot or he hadn't at all and was
lying now.  He wiggled his fingers to the steward. “Pay the man.” He
turned his back. The steward came forward with a pouch in one hand, but the
other hidden.


“My
lord, I didn't do this for money, I did this for my family!” the assassin gibbered,
stepping back. “You promised to spare them!”


“Oh,
them,” the steward shrugged showing the dagger he had before concealed. “They
died quickly.”


“Crap.
It's going south, plan B!” Perry called over the net. “Move in!”


“Murderer!”
the assassin screamed in pained anguish. He lunged for the Duke but the
steward’s dagger cut him off. It plunged into his stomach and up under his
ribcage. His eyes bulged, outstretched arms frozen and then he fell. His body
slumped onto the steward's arm.


“Have
that dumped in the cistern pits where none will bother with it,” the Duke said
over his shoulder.


“I
think not,” a guard said arriving.


 “This
is none of your concern sirrah. Be gone,” the Duke said waving while trying to
look as commanding and dangerous as he could. When the guard didn't move he
scowled again and pulled a bag of coins. He jingled it then tossed it at the
man’s feet. “There, now go,” he waved. The guard stood his ground.


“Sirrah
you test my patience,” the Duke growled.


“On
the contrary, you have tested mine,” Ryans said coming up behind the guard.
“And the Queen's but she'll talk to you about that later,” he said and smiled
darkly. His eyes fell upon the fallen assassin and turned cold.


“Nasty,
sorry about that Decrius, I wish we could have come sooner,” he sighed as he
turned on the Duke. “You see we caught your assassin. He confessed.”


“The
confession of a toad against a Duke?” the Duke laughed.


Ryans
smiled. “Not quite,” the Queen said, coming up on the other side with Perry and
a six pack of guards. Her royal majesty eyed the Duke. Rojer was now sweating
despite the cool air. Everything had gone wrong, horribly wrong in an instant.
“I too saw the entire thing. I dare say you've overstretched your bounds
brother in law,” she said. She gave the Duke a long look.


“A
lord may not be punished for anything less than high treason,” the steward said
eying the Queen.


She
turned a withering glance on him. “No sirrah, but you can.” He blinked
then paled. “And as for the Duke,” she said coldly. She turned on him. Rojer
tried hard not to tremble; he knew this would be bad. At best she could exile
him, she needed him though! If she killed him it would echo through the lands!
He thought. “I henceforth strip you of your titles, lands, and privileges. You
shall henceforth be jailed in a remote tower of our choosing until life leaves
your body,” she said, lifting her chin as her eyes flashed.


The
Duke paled. “You can’t do that,” he said, jowls dancing as his Adam’s apple
bobbed up and down.


“She
just did,” Perry said smiling coldly to the former Dominus. “A little light for
my tastes but effective,” he said. He smiled darkly.


“Unless
of course you want to challenge it with a duel?” Ryans asked. The Duke blinked
then looked to Ryan's hand. He was holding a Glock.


“N-n-no,”
he stuttered. He shook his head looking away. No.


“Thought
not,” Ryans said smiling grimly. He looked at the guard checking Decrius. He
shook his head, and then dropped a cloth over the man's face. “Pity.”
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The
Queen held court the next evening. She appointed the royal chef and food taster
Cassius as a yeoman, with ten acres of land in the duchy of Rojer. Rojer was
brought forth in chains and a simple white smock and belt. The other lords were
stunned; some were outraged as the herald read out the list of charges.


Duke
Troy objected immediately. Ryans nodded to a guard. “Here's the evidence you
seek,” Ryans said. He tapped a control as the guards dampened the lights. The
crowd murmured then gasped as a projection came on. They all turned to face it.


“Simple
projector. We snagged one from an office board room before crossing. The screen
is a white cloth,” Sydney murmured as he pressed play.


They
watched and listened to Decrius's confession, then the encounter on the parapet
and his murder... and the confrontation between the Queen and the Duke. Finally
they listened to Yorick's confession.


“As
you've seen, so shall it be. Rojer, former Duke of new Wellingham thee are
struck of your titles and lands. Your eldest child shall inherit them upon
reaching her majority,” the Queen said, every ounce a proud but stern monarch.


The
crowd murmured at that. For some it was too much, others it was too little.
Ryans shook his head; people just couldn't find a common ground sometimes.


“Since
your eldest daughters are married to other lords and you have only one son but
a babe, thy third youngest daughter shall inherit unless she abdicates to her
younger brother on his tenth birthday,” She smiled at the teenager. “Your
mother Serena shall be your regent with Duke Troy until you reach your majority
to choose.”


The
mother frowned and then bowed. Serena was pale, shocked to the core by the
events. Now was not the time to protest or say anything, she knew how much risk
was here now for her and their children. Rojer had failed utterly and she
didn't even look at him. “Unless of course you choose to follow your husband in
exile,” her majesty added. Rojer glared.


Serena
frowned and then shook her head, still mute. “My place is with our children,”
she murmured.


“Then
Rojer, you shall be exiled to a hermitage the crown has selected. Only the
crown shall know it's location for your protection,” she said. She nodded to
the guards holding the man. “Get thee hence and never enter my sight once more
or thee shall loose thine head.”


The
former Duke stiffened and then walked stiffly out of the court. The steward,
also chained took his place.


“Thy
part in this is clear. But for the record...” She bowed slightly to Ryans. “Do
make it clear for those here to understand.”


Silently
the steward stared, and then a guard elbowed him. “Um ah... I... my lord Rojer
set a series of tasks for me...”


The
story poured out. Many gasped at the plot to kill the gaijin, the blatant plan
to kill the Queen and steal the throne as a future move also received gasps of
shock and dismay. His stealing things from the warehouse and the attempt on
Wanda and her attempted kidnapping also got a gasp.


When
the steward finally finished with the Duke planning to be the King and kill his
own wife so he could marry Deidra or Zara the Duke's wife and family began to
sob. Serena's shoulders shook, completely undone.


“He
got off easy,” Perry murmured in the silence that ensued.


“What
do you expect? He's a lord. They can't kill him unless he's actually done those
things. Just plotting them isn't enough,” Sue murmured to him. He looked down
to her.


“Didn't
know you knew that,” he murmured.


“Comes
with the territory. Besides,” she nodded her chin to the other lords. “If they
killed one of their own for plotting they'd all end up dead. Politics makes for
strange bedfellows. If the Queen pushes too hard it could backfire later.”


Perry
nodded then turned to look at the Queen. She was pale but firm. Her lips pursed
tightly. “For your... witness to these statements I shall leave you with your
life sirrah. For having a hand in these events, and for killing Decrius in cold
blood, you shall be whipped and then sentenced to a lifetime in the mines.”


The
steward paled, and then his eyes rolled back and he fainted into the arms of
his guards. The Queen snorted. “Get this rabble out of my presence,” she sighed
then tapped the gavel at her side.


“Court
is adjourned. I am excessively wearied by such troubling events,” she shook her
head getting up. The assembly hastily stood straighter as the Queen sailed off,
head high, followed by her guards and ladies.
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Ryans
and Deidra shared some pillow talk time after a light love making session that
night. Neither one of them had their heart in it after the events of the past
two days.


“Will
Rojer's eldest daughter really take the peerage?” he asked stroking her side.


Deidra
shook her head. “Lilith is married to earl Pennington. Faith is married to a
Dominus as well. As is Gwen and Bethany. Lieandra is the only one not married
yet, but she's betrothed to Dominus Candleberry’s eldest grandson Albert.”


“Odd,
they all married lords. No knights or lower peerages?” Ryans asked.


“No.
Nothing odd about it, Uncle Rojer placed them where they're at to better
fulfill his own ambitions. Though Lieandra may pass up the peerage, she's
actually in love with Sir Albert.”


“Well,
will wonders never cease,” Ryans chuckled softly. “I take it he's next in line
for the earldom?” She nodded.


“His
father died of the pox,” she grimaced. “I can't wait until Sue works her
wonders to stop things like that from happening,” she sighed.


He
nodded. “Yeah. So Lieandra is going to pass up a duchy to become the wife of an
earl. Interesting.”


“Countess.
Lilly really loves Albert though,” she smiled wistfully then coughed a little.


“Lilly?”
he asked.


“Lieandra,”
Deidra answered.


“Oh.”


“Young
Uther Rojer may indeed take the peerage. Pity,” Deidra sighed. “If he survives
to reach his majority. If he holds a grudge it could be a problem.”


“That
could be a problem true. But let's not borrow trouble. If he knows exactly what
happened and we present the evidence to him if someone tries to convince him of
his father's innocence then we might be able to head that problem off.
Education is the enemy of ignorance and bigotry.”


She
blinked at him then shook her head. “Still it would've been nice to have had
some more female lords.”


He
chuckled softly. “Maybe you'll get a female or two in other positions. Eventually.
If not by hook or by crook then you can always elevate someone of outstanding
worth when it's your time on the throne,” he said suggestively. He smiled at
her expression. “Then of course there are the crown ministers and judges....
With proper education nothing should bar them from holding those positions.”
Her eyes glittered a little at that.


They
began a play fight, which dissolved into a pillow and tickle fight. She laughed
as the pillows exploded and feathers fell in a blizzard. She coughed again when
a pillow hit her. He felt a momentary concern, feeling like he had hit her too
hard then she swatted him with her own pillow and the fight was back on. He
chuckled, then caught her and tickled her until she kissed him. Momentarily
taken off guard, he moved with the kiss until her eyes and smile grew wicked
and her hands curled into claws to attack his now unprotected sides. He
bellowed a laugh and twisted, but she hung on. He went upright but she sat
astride him and pushed him back down with her weight and muscles trained in
martial arts and war. He hit his head on the headboard and she was instantly
contrite, kissing and cooing at him. He groaned a little to milk the situation
then wrapped his arms around her and pinned her to his chest to kiss her soundly.


The
next morning they cuddled, spooned together. When she didn't wake easily he
caressed her face. He felt heat near her forehead. He checked with his hand,
and then felt a pang of worry. She was running a fever. He got up and
immediately called Doc.
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Deidra
and Zara were both escorted to the medical ward, very ill. Sue diagnosed
influenza after examining each of them. “Damn it, I was afraid of this,” Sue
said shaking her head. “Influenza. Temperature of a hundred and two, headache,
chills, muscle pain, coughing, fatigue... damn!”


“Cross
contamination or local bug?” Charlie asked, seriously worried.


Sue
scowled, face bleak. “Either or both. I'm not sure. We don't have the
facilities to check and be sure, so I'm going to eliminate the threat the best
way we can. Roll up your sleeve Ryans,” she ordered. He blinked at her.


“Sleeve,”
she snarled. She pulled out a blood draw kit. “You’re first.”


He
grunted then sat down and rolled up his sleeve. “Antibodies Doc?” he asked.


“Well
since we got the latest vaccines before we left, hopefully it'll help. If
her immune system doesn't attack them instead of the damn virus,” she said. She
sighed and looked over to a waiting nurse. “Flu protocols are in effect.
Quarantine. Use antiseptics, gloves, and masks. Tell Dejani that I want those
with the virus isolated and the staff attending to them isolated as well to
prevent cross contamination. Get with stores and make sure they've got what
they need sorted out and a place to work.” She looked over to another group of
nurses staring.


“Move
it people. We've got an epidemic to head off,” she said firmly, eyes flashing.
The nurses scattered. “The good news, such as it is...” she swabbed his arm,
“is that Wanda made antimicrobial wipes and we got started on an immunization
project a week ago,” she said quietly to him as she set the blood draw up.


“And
the bad news?” he asked.


“That
we just started a week ago. I knew something was going to hit since the weather
changed and it's cold and flu season. I wasn't sure which way it would jump
though. Also we've only got so many needles to use,” she grimaced. “We've been
boiling and using the sterilization chamber to recycle them till Max figures
out how to make more, but there are only so many to go around. After a while
though they're going to be painful to use. At least we don't have to worry
about other things,” she said.


He
nodded. “Yeah, glad we got the plastics sorted out,” he said. Which was true.
They now could make raw plastic for the 3D printers. A lot of plastic medical
gear was around them, but needles were stainless steel. He watched as she
attached the tube and then looked away as she released the tourniquet and his
blood began to flow through the tube and into the catch bag.


“Yup.
And those fabricators help a bit,” she sighed. “We're going to have to set up
quarantines. The old, the very young, and the sick are the highest risk
groups.”


“Yeah,
I know,” he muttered. He pulled out his tablet and typed with his free hand. He
started a list and sent e-mails detailing the situation to all the gaijin. His
eyes scanned the next document he brought up. He scowled, not happy about what
he was seeing.


“We're
going to need to inoculate them and anyone exposed as quickly as possible.
Starting with the medical staff,” he said. She looked down at what was on the
tablet.


“Notes?”
she asked.


“Of
course,” he smiled. “How do you think I know so much about different things? I
check the database.”


Sue
snorted. “Cheater.”


“Works
doesn't it?” he asked.


“Okay,
well, Domina Farnsworth has just started on a path to becoming an immunologist.
I helped her isolate the smallpox virus yesterday actually.”


“Well,
that's good news,” Ryans replied with a nod. She looked for Charlie. Charlie
had already taken off with the blood sample.


“It's
easy when you know what you’re looking for.” Sue grimaced. “We cultured it and
she's testing a weakened version to see if it'll work as a vaccine.”


“Ah.
I do hope you've got safety protocol in mind?” he asked.


“Do
you take me for an idiot?” Sue snarled. He shook his head.


“Yeah,
we're doing everything by the book, or as close as we can with what we've got
to work with,” she sighed. “We've got to take some chances. We need a vaccine
for a lot of stuff if we're going to start making a difference here.”


He
grunted, worry was written all over his face though.


“Yeah
I know, we've done that, but not enough. Not in my book anyway,” she growled.
She pulled her own tablet out and frowned.


“How
many?” he asked, now worried.


“Too
damn many already. We're getting reports in from the hospital and clinics in
the capital even as we speak. And it's getting worse every minute. I've got
to...” A nurse bumped a tray to the ground. He jerked, startled. Sue pushed him
down. “Easy.” She glared at the nurse.


The
nurse mumbled an apology as she bent and picked the gear up. She tossed it into
the soiled bin. She bent over at the waist, giving Ryans a perfect waist shot.
He sighed, leaning back, closing his eyes.


“Headache
already?” Sue asked looking down at him. She felt his forehead to check for a
temperature but he seemed fine.


“No,
just trying to stay out of trouble,” he replied, eyes still closed. She snorted
glancing at the clumsy nurse. “Fat chance of that.”


“I
can try can't I?” he mock demanded, rubbing his brow and covering his eyes. He
peeked when the nurse was gone.


Sue
snorted. “Yeah well, you do that. I've got work to do. Back in a bit.”


“Vampire,”
he mock growled.
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Doc,
Charlie, Wanda, and Lady Farnsworth worked on a vaccine from antibodies from
the Terrans. Charlie explained that the Terrans most likely introduced this
version of the virus, and were vulnerable to the viruses the natives had in
their bodies. They raced for a cure while isolating the sick in strict
quarantine.


Working
on a hunch Sue checked in on the wounded soldiers. The epidemic was hammering
the military hospital and barracks. Some of the smarter people were wearing
masks and improvised gloves. Infection protocols were filtering through to the
various caretakers. Heralds went from door to door telling people what to do to
treat the ill and providing medicine to ease the fever.


Sue
found that some of the military people had had a weak run with the virus; some
had none at all while others had the full effect. She borrowed Corgi to check
the records. Sure enough those that had a gaijin blood transfusion were getting
a weaker version or no illness. They had to be immune. She borrowed them to
make more vaccine.


Several
older and younger people with compromised immune systems died as the epidemic
spread. Deidra and Zara managed to pull through the first two nights but were
gravely ill.


Reluctantly
Ryans stayed away from Deidra and the clinic. He wanted to be there, wanted to
be by her side but he had to help organize the relief effort. He was torn but
he knew she'd want him to help her people. He checked in on her though, having
Sue set up a tablet and webcam so he could check in on her. Deidra and Zara
slept. The Queen came to visit each of them daily.


The
isolated old retainers began to fall ill, with their compromised immune systems
they began to wrack with terrible coughs and nausea. Fevers overheated the ill
and some passed away in their sleep, bodies just too overwhelmed to cope. Sue
tried to take the deaths in her stride.


The
newly made aspirin, rest, liberal doses of citrus, the native fever reducing
herb, and vaccines were the order of the day. Fortunately aspirin was already
in production and being propagated throughout the realm. Senji and Xena camped
out in the royal communications room for days answering frantic semaphore
questions. Sue put together a FAQ and a treatment method for them to broadcast.
Royal messengers were sent out. Sue made sure each was vaccinated before they
left to try to contain the spread of the virus.
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A
week into the epidemic and they were starting to get things under control. Once
treatment methods were released and the most vulnerable or those with the most
contact with others were vaccinated the thing started to run its course. There
were no antivirals to kill the virus; it had to run its course. The Queen's
daily visits to her daughters and the wards, despite Sue's advice to stay away,
had unintended consequences.


She
hid her illness for a time, accidentally infecting her servants. When she
realized the danger she was posing to her people she isolated herself and her
servants in her tower. Sue heard about it and went to help. The Queen was
feverish and delirious but firm and her servants followed her orders. A sick
servant stumbled and accidentally knocked over a lamp, which lit a dust dry
tapestry ablaze. In moments the entire tower was an inferno. Deidra and Zara
sat up in bed and cried out when they saw the night blaze from their window.
Deidra was getting better; she managed to pull her blankets off to get to the
window before Zara. She stared in mute horror at the blaze.


The
natives used a bucket brigade as well as hand pumps built by Max. They could
see arms hanging out the arrow slits, people screamed, begging and pleading for
help. Smoke poured from the tower.


With
only arrow slits on the lower three stories the trapped people who had yet to
succumb to the intense heat and smoke were forced to upper floors to get to
windows for air. Many were sick and just couldn't make it up the stairs. Some
fell back, blocking the way for others. Gently but firmly the Queen urged them
on, ever higher, coughing. No one could get close to the tower, apparently the
people inside were tossing out anything flammable. Of course that left the
floors and roofs and stuff too big to get out the window. “They're doomed!” a
female spectator cried horrified. Her hands were on her face, cringing in
horror.


“The
hell they are!” Ryans bellowed. He turned to the crowd. “Get tarps, bed sheets,
blankets, anything that we can use and get them here now!” he ordered. People
who were not helping with the water turned and rushed off. Answorth came up
first with a tarp.


“All
right folks, you lot come over here,” he ordered. He pointed to a group of men
and women nearby. “Grab a side. Remember that game you did where you tossed
people in the air with a blanket? Well we're going to reverse it.”


Grimly
the group got organized and had the tarps set up. They called up to the people
hanging out the of the tower windows. People hanging out the windows coughed,
looking terrified at the ground and people below. One man climbed out on a
ledge, edging away from the window and clinging to the stone behind his back
with his fingers. They yelled for him to jump but he just kept shaking his head
no. A woman toppled out of a window. The team below managed to catch her.


“She's
not breathing. Doc!” Ryans called. They rolled the girl off the sheet and then
held it up for another catch.


They
tried to use tarps to catch people jumping from windows with mixed results. A
few were injured, breaking arms or legs in the landing. One man landed head
first and snapped his neck and was killed. The Queen remained behind to the last,
succumbing to the smoke.


When
no more people came out of the windows Ryans looked up anxiously. He wasn't
sure if the Queen had made it or not, she might have come out another window.
“Clear this,” he said, waving to the jumble of debris. “Before it spreads,” he
ordered. Grimly men and women of every rank and station got to work on the
piles, pitching the smoldering debris into the moat or stomping on it.


Grimly
Sergio arrived with fire gear and an ax. He batted down the remains of the door
and went in, tossing things out of his way. Max arrived with the engineering
hummer. He jumped out with Scooter and went to the back. Scooter opened the
cabinet built into the side of the truck and pulled out a hose and ran off with
it over one shoulder. Max pulled out a pump and set it on the ground then found
another hose and added it. “Hurry up with that water!” he snarled over his
shoulder.


Scooter
came back empty handed and grabbed another length of hose. “Last one!” Max
warned him. Scooter just kept going. He linked the hose to the one he'd dropped
into the moat and run to the midpoint and then ran the second hose the hundred
yards to the pump. Frantically they locked the hose on and turned the pump on.


Anxiously
Ryans turned to the hose, watching it slowly inflate with water. He hoped the
thing would do some good. He turned back to the fire in time to see Max turn
the nozzle and a spray of water came out. People cheered. “Keep the buckets
going!” Max ordered, getting the hose as close to the flaming tower as he could.
Debris was raining down around him. Some of it was still on fire. Sergio was
tossing anything flammable out the windows.


Deidra
came out, mouth open, hands to her chest anxious as the rest of them at the
sight of the tower and trapped people inside. Most of those that could jump had
done so. She went through them, coughing and asking about her mother. They were
soot stained and scorched. Many were on the ground crying or barely breathing
as others tended to them.


“Boss,”
Sergio called over the radio when the smoke turned color and the flames died
down. “I've got bad news,” he said. His voice was muffled by the face mask he
was wearing. Ryans paused, hand going to his earpiece.


“How
many?” Ryans asked, not sure he wanted to know. He looked over to Max. The
machinist had gotten the pump as close to the wall as possible. Scooter had
slapped a helmet on the machinist's head. Waters and Paris were near, using the
soldiers as crowd control now that the scene was getting under control.


“A
lot. That's not what I'm calling about. Or the only thing,” Sergio said. He
cleared his throat. “Tell Zara and Deidra I'm sorry. I couldn't make it in
time,” he said quietly. Ryans closed his eyes in pain, clenching his fist. He
turned to Deidra and opened his eyes.


She
had just patted a man servant on the shoulder and felt someone looking at her.
She turned to see Ryans there. One glance at the look of pain on his face was
enough. He took his hat off and wiped at his brow and then shook his head
coming to her.


She
stood there, shocked and in pain, pain like she'd never known. The rape, her
father, now... her face clouded as anguish ran through her. Blindly her left
hand found Zara. Zara looked up and turned. She saw her sister's face and then
saw Ryans. She immediately wailed, tearing up and then sobbing.


Stricken
with grief Zara broke down in the courtyard at the news, heartbroken over
losing both parents in less than a year. Ryans had her put on a litter and
carried back to the infirmary. “I'm sorry love, so so sorry,” he said, holding
Deidra. She held him fiercely, tears dripping onto his shoulder.
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Ryans
watched as she stared into the fire. Her eyes were lost. He felt a warmth of
impotent rage at the situation then sat on the feelings firmly. He didn't cause
this sorrow; life could take unexpected turns at unexpected times. Gently he
stroked her hair as she shivered. The death toll was grim, hundreds had died of
the epidemic, and a dozen had died in the fire. He wasn't sure which bothered
her more. The loss of her people or the personal loss.


He
kicked himself. He should have watched the Queen, been closer to her, kept an
eye on her. But no, he'd been wrapped up in getting more fruit juices and herbs
out. Getting blankets out to those who needed it and getting more vaccines out.
Tracking down pockets of people and helping the sheriff find and bury the dead.


He
should have known she'd visit the girls even though they were sick. She was a
mother, that's what a good mother did; she took care of her kids first. He
should have checked on her since Deidra and Zara... he bit his lip, fists
clenching in pain and self loathing.


She
turned, falling into his arms and cried softly. He felt a pang, the anger
welling again. How could he deal with this? There wasn't any magical cure he
could do, nothing he could say. He sighed softly, stroking her hair and just
holding her as she clutched at him.


Deidra
clutched at him as she wept. She felt shame, she was a princess of the realm
and she was reduced to this. She shouldn't feel so weak. So helpless. Mother
would be so... that thought cut off with a fresh sense of loss. The sobs cut
off as she coughed. He rubbed her back.


Guilt
and anger tore at them both as he gently rocked her. Eventually her breathing
slowed into a steady rhythm of sleep. He sighed, feeling his own body urging
him to sleep.


He
looked over to Zara's cot and frowned. She had her back to them, clutching at
her own pillow. In less than a year they had lost their entire family. Their
younger brother, both parents, and their treasonous uncle. Their entire world
had crumbled and shattered around them. Their civilization was at a crossroads
too, and they were just two terrified teenagers caught up in the works with men
and women just aching to replace them.


What
the hell was he going to do? he thought to himself as he laid there. He knew he
couldn't leave them like this. Not now. Anger rose once more, tearing at him.
He felt it and tried to set it aside. Damn it, it wasn't fair! He had his own
plans, his own dreams. Hell, he didn't want to be stuck in this rat hole
the rest of his life. He felt and thought, biting his lip and clenching the
sheets with his free hand. He felt a fresh pang of remorse and looked down to
her reddish golden hair then over to Zara. He knew he couldn't blame them; it
wasn't their fault at all that any of this mess happened.


No
he couldn't leave them. He wouldn't. He couldn't just throw them to the wolves
of this world. He looked down to his girlfriend and stroked her hair once more.
He loved Deidra too much. There he admitted it, he thought, feeling his lips
pucker in a wry smile in the dark. He did love her. And he... hell they
would have to work it out. Somehow. He sighed softly and then turned slightly,
trying to relieve the ache and pins in needles in his pinned arm. She hung on
and he sighed, getting as comfortable as he could as sleep claimed him.


  <==={}------------>


Doc,
Domina Farnsworth, and Charlie isolated the virus and then tapped the blood of
the Terrans and those that had been infected and survived. Wanda and Charlie
extracted antibodies and injected them into people not affected or the least
affected. The antibodies would do little to combat the infection so Charlie and
Domina Farnsworth locked themselves away in the lab to further refine the
vaccine.


Sue
nursed the princesses through the last stages of influenza. Ryans finally came
to grips with staying with the girls as the crisis began to ebb. He didn't say
anything to the others; Perry was as subdued as he was. But the lieutenant gave
him a knowing look, a look that said he knew what Ryans was thinking about. He
patted the civilian leader on the arm and then went back to work.


With
the Queen dead and the princesses still recuperating Ryans stepped up fully to
take command. A few of the lords still in residence objected but they were
still too weak from the outbreak and he ignored them.


Deidra
insisted that he needed to help her people rather than stay at her bedside
while she recovered. Doc joked that if he was around they'd get worn out
playing and she'd never recover. He growled at her and then left. “Thought he'd
never get the hint, making calf eyes at a sick woman. Sheesh!!” she chuckled
with the girls. Zara looked a little torn when the giggles turned to coughs.
“Don't worry about him, Ryans is quite the organizer. He's probably got a plan
in mind and was sitting on it because he didn't want to leave,” Sue said. She
shook her head.


“The
people come first,” Deidra murmured.


“The
needs of the many outweigh needs of the few,” Sue nodded. “Star Trek. Also
something from triage. But remember that you still need time for yourselves or
you're not going to be of any use to anyone,” she smiled tenderly at her
friend. “Which means you've got to rest. Paper reports only. Bed rest and lots
and lots of fluids,” she ordered. She pointed to the bed. Deidra smiled.


“But
since you're here, and the two of you are bored, we can route some reports to
you, and you can keep in touch with Ryans via the net.” She held up a laptop.
“This is Ben's. I'll show you how to access the movie files and the captioning
AI Sydney's been working on. It should be interesting. You can use it to entertain
yourselves and the others,” she said, indicating the other sick people around
them. She smiled as she handed the laptop over. Deidra nodded.


Zara
climbed out of bed then tottered over and laid next to her sister. Deidra
turned the laptop on and watched it boot up. “Such marvels,” she murmured, long
fingers stroking the plastic bezel around the LCD screen.


 Ryans
ran all over the Imperium in the hummer or was flown about by Lewis in the
airplane. He handled the logistics of the vaccinations and treatment while
popping in to the various castles to give advice on various things to help the
people. He made notes and sent messages back to the capital. Slowly Deidra,
Zara, and the others recovered over the next week.


By
the time the princesses were back on their feet Ryans was about done in from
travel fatigue. Lewis' little airplane had been a godsend, allowing him to pop
in to the various nearby lords in under two hours to talk, shocking them into
almost instant compliance. He'd carried the vaccine with him as well as printed
directions on treatment.


Sue
really should have been the one to have done this but she'd refused to leave
the castle. He'd thought about sicking the task on Domina Farnsworth but she'd
finally come down with the virus. She'd vaccinated herself so she had only a
weak version, Charlie had reported.


Deidra
firmly took over the plans for her mother's funeral. Since she was a reigning
monarch the House of Lords would have to attend. Fortunately the weather was
holding so she planned to have Lewis fly in the nearby lords to attend the
funeral.


  <==={}------------>


Doc
sicked Sydney and the teaching staff to go through the royal library records.
Sydney was amazed by the books; he set up his crew with a pair of laptops and
scanned all the scrolls and books related to medicine with a portable scanner.
Luck was still with them, the snows were light, and holding off. It was cold
outside, hovering around thirty degrees Fahrenheit during the day but dropping
into below zero temperatures at night.


 It
turned out the natives had carefully cultured Earth knowledge wherever
possible, but many people didn't know how to do more advanced items in the
early times. Sydney also found records of plagues, including the Black Death.
(Bubonic and neumonic plagues) The illnesses had managed to cross over and
wiped out a series of towns when they were infected by a parasite. The parasite
bit into the humans when it woke from its hibernation in spring...
Automatically infecting them, or so a healer at the time thought. Sydney was
fairly certain that this healer was a genius of his time.


Sydney
and Doc pulled together a census, they estimated that about twenty percent of
the population was infirm or sick due to illness, disease, famine,
malnutrition, or genetic malady. Grimly Sue came to a personal decision and
then got to work on planning how to correct the list of problems.


“Literacy
and hygiene are the real issues here, less than one in twenty know how to read.
The lords and their staff do, well those that handle records,” Sydney shook his
head in disgust. “Burgesses, bailiffs, wardens, and local village leaders and
elders do, but their levels vary. It's not like they can go to the local
library and check a book out to read. Don't get me started on hygiene,” he shuddered.
Some of the primitive ideas the natives had tried over the years were just
wrong on so many levels.


“Yeah,
so public education is going to have to be widespread,” Doc replied, nodding as
she frowned. She'd struck out here, she'd hoped for a native herb or something
to aid in the recovery. Tau had been wise to offer up that fever reducer, pity
he'd died in the second wave, tending to the ill. Half of her healers were
dropping now, even masks were no help. She frowned in frustration and then
brought herself back to the task at hand. “Education like medicine and science
are going to have to be state sponsored. We're going to have our hands full
setting that up next year. Just getting the teachers alone will be a mess.”


“Yeah,
good luck on that,” Sydney said sniffing. “I've been trying but it's a pain.
Teaching the classes I have is bad enough,” He shuddered. His eyes turned
haunted. Two of his youngest students wouldn't be returning when classes
resumed.


  <==={}------------>


Duke
Pryor looked up as Ryans entered the room. A nervous looking hunting party
looked him over. A few of the soldiers looked grim.


“Something
up?” Ryans asked taking a seat. He was still concerned about the girls. Like a
lot of people they had overextended themselves in their recovery and had come
perilously close to coming down with pneumonia.  Sue had her hands full
with that, trying to stomp it out. She'd even asked him to declare a holiday
week to get people to stay at home and recover. Unfortunately he couldn't do
that, one; he didn't have the authority, and two; people needed to eat and care
for themselves and their families still. It was a nice idea, but the bills and
day to day chores didn't end when you went on vacation, just the source of
income.


Pryor
gave him a choppy nod. “Grim news. A pair of basilisks have come down
into the fields. They are hunting the herds and villagers of county Firth.”


“Crap,”
Ryans grimaced. “How bad is it?” he asked turning to the map in the room. Firth
didn't seem to be getting any breaks, first the raiders in the late summer and
now this.


The
Duke shook his head. “Bad enough. Twenty dead. The beasts kill; eat only a
little then move out into the fields to attack again.”


“And
the fields make natural cover. Like a lion in the grass,” Nate said coming into
the room. They looked over to him. “Beaters?” he asked. He'd wondered why he'd
been called in for this meeting. Now he knew.


“No,”
the count of Firth said snarling. His lip curled. “Such noise makers would be
attacked on sight, young man.”


“Ah.
Okay, that's out. Trap then,” Nate suggested. He nodded.


“The
problem is if we lay a snare it could get ripped out. Or catch the wrong
animal,” the Duke said patiently.


“A
cable could work, but that's not the trap I had in mind,” Nate said.


“I'll
call Edsfield. We'll need directions to the farm,” Ryans said rising.


“You're
going?” the Duke asked in surprise.


“Of
course,” Ryans said nodding as he glanced at the Duke and then to the count.
Firth was doubled over in a silent coughing fit. “I'd delegate it, I'm not too
keen on going toe to toe with one of these nightmares again, but I promised
Deidra I'd look after her people.” The Duke nodded.


  <==={}------------>


Six
eyes stared out through the long grass. These hunting grounds were much more
fertile than the forests. The two legged prey were soft and weak, easy to
ambush. They didn't have a lot of meat on them but they had been plentiful. She
had staked out the watering hole, knowing they would come eventually. She'd
buried several kills nearby, ready to dig up and feed on when the weather
changed.


She
rumbled softly, flaring her tentacle mane as the wind picked up. She lifted her
muzzle and sniffed at the air. It shifted and she picked up the delicate scent
of fear and shit.


Locking
in to the scent she turned, then slowly moved through the bush. Her mate should
be at her side but it was off bringing a portion of their latest kill to the
kits back at the edge of the forest.


Normally
she would wait for her mate before making a kill, but this prey hardly fought
back. They would eat well before the long cold time came. She crawled to the
edge of the grass and then stopped. A screen of grass hid her shape.


In
the middle of the beaten down circle was a terrified sow. She tugged at
something holding her rear leg to the ground. The thing squealed as the winds
shifted, picking up the unmistakable scent of the predator.


The
basilisk chuffed a little and then began to stalk forward into the
field. The sow's tiny black eyes locked onto it and it squealed once more,
tearing at its back leg and then lunging away. It tripped and fell just as she
lunged.


A
deep thunderous sound belched from the sky. She felt a hammer blow impact her
side. Staggering, bleeding she turned, trying to run. A second shot slammed her
head to the ground.


Woozy
she got up, staggered and fell, then raised her head. She bellowed a screech of
defiance and rage. A third shot tore through her exposed throat, ripping the
scream out of her. Her head fell to the grass. Her empty eyes darkened as the
light faded and her lifeblood poured out onto the near frozen ground around
her.


  <==={}------------>


“God
that was a bitch,” Ryans muttered, watching through a pair of binoculars. “I didn't
think a fifty cal round would be shrugged off.”


“It
wasn't. It was hurt, I just put it out of its misery,” Edsfield said, looking
up from his scope.


“No
the second shot I mean. Bounced right off the skull,” Ryans said. He turned to
look behind him. The count was there, he'd insisted despite being sick. The
blind was a bit crowded with the four of them here but it was at least warm.


“Yeah,
well, I was aiming for an eye socket. She twitched at the last minute. The
skull's sloped and has a pretty dense pad, I bet she had one hell of a headache
though,” Edsfield replied.


“Yeah,
I'll say. Okay, one down,” Ryans said as he came out of the blind and looked
around. The other hunters were further back, they looked more nervous now than
ever. “That's a good thing right?”


A
soldier nodded. “Yes my lord. But also dangerous, once one is down the other
sometimes comes to avenge its mate.”


“Ah.
And we're a bit exposed,” Ryans grunted. He checked the trap again. The sow was
still tearing away, lunging and falling back. Her rear leg was a torn and
bloody mess. “Well, we can either stay here or go down and reset...”


A
loud brassy screech from the north, north east cut him off. “Or not. Something
tells me to stay the hell away for now.”


“Yeah,
my sentiments exactly, we're losing daylight though,” Edsfield murmured.


“Switch
to night vision. We'll fort up in the Stryker though. You can shoot from under
or on top,” Ryans ordered, waving to Perry and the team waiting near the big
vehicle.


“Right,”
Edsfield nodded. “Think it'll come to see its mate?”


“Maybe.
At least it's a chance.”


“Right.
And we're too far away to associate with its death,” Edsfield said.


“That
too. And the wind is going from east to west. We're downwind of it so it can't
smell us,” Ryans said, watching the winter wheat dance in the wind. He shook
his head. Apparently the farmers had tried to get one last crop in but when the
influenza had struck they'd been unable to harvest. Now the wheat was wasted,
the seeds scattered to the wind. He was surprised the plants were still here
since there was a nightly frost. Apparently the alien wheat was hardier than
its terrestrial equivalent. He'd have to have Mary take a look at it.


“Let's
send this other one to hell and then go back to the castle,” Ryans growled as
they struck the blind and packed the gear. Edsfield was already on top of the
Stryker, looking down range.
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Two
frustration filled days later Ryans returned to the capital. The mate of the
damn basilisk had turned cagy, forcing them to play a waiting game for
it to show up. Finally Paris had radioed in a suggestion and they'd tried it.
They'd found a stash of recently buried bodies. Instead of recovering them
they'd placed a camera near and an IED. When the bastard had come for the food
they triggered the IED. Unfortunately he'd only been wounded not killed.
Edsfield and Newman had tracked it down by its blood trail at dawn and killed
it.


Count
Firth had been happy about that, his wife had not been happy about his being
out while sick though. She seemed bitter about the gaijin as well, Ryans had
puzzled over it until a soldier had quietly told him that the countess was
mourning the death of a child. Apparently she blamed Sue and the gaijin.


He
sighed, cutting off his woolgathering and rubbing his temples. He'd just gotten
in and all he wanted to do was unpack and kick back for an hour before the next
crisis loomed. Now this, he thought blackly. “Coronation?” Ryans asked watching
Deidra and Zara talking with their ladies. All the women were dressed up in
royal costumes. “Something told me I wasn't informed for a reason?” he asked
amused. “I'm glad to see you up and about though,” he said to Deidra. They
hadn't had a chance to get together since he'd gotten back. Come to think of
it, they hadn't shared a bed since she'd gotten sick. He took Deidra in his
arms and felt her rest her head against his chest. She'd had a second run in
with the virus, mainly because she'd overextended herself in her recovery. She
was now looking and sounding much better though. Three weeks, three weeks since
she'd gotten sick, three weeks that had changed her world forever. Her world
and now his, he still hadn't admitted it to her or to the others yet.


While
he'd been in Firth, Lewis had flown in all the local lords. She told him she'd
burned through half the fuel reserves and some of the lords would need to go
back by vehicle or other means. That might be a problem since they were due for
a good blizzard any day now.


“You've
been busy,” she said one hand gripping the back of his belt. She looked up to
him. “It has to be done,” she said simply. Which was true, and also true of her
mother's funeral he thought. Her mother's body had been burned the night before
with the assembly watching. He smiled as they kissed.


“I'm
sorry I missed the funeral,” he murmured. She nodded looking away.


“You
were taking care of my people. Our people,” she said. Still he rubbed her back.
She squeezed him tighter.


“Yeah,
and you know how much I hate formal occasions,” he murmured. Her eyes twinkled
at that. “I think I can stick around long enough, if you don't mind,” he teased
and then smiled, one hand caressing her hair.


“You'd
better,” she growled darkly, full lips pouting. His chest rumbled with a soft
chuckle. She had on two shades of lip gloss blended, also some interesting
makeup.


“I
like the new look. I take it you cornered Sue or Charlie and got some makeup
from them?” he asked, taking in the almost modern look the women had.


“We
of the court are always up on the latest styles of fashion,” Zara said with
dignity. He gave her a look then chuckled as she rested her hands in her lap,
lifted her chin and struck a pose of quiet dignity.


“Well
put. You both look a lot better with some color,” he said. Deidra punched him
in the shoulder. He rubbed it as she looked away, finishing her makeup. “Oh
that really hurt,” he stage whispered to Zara.


“Good,
you deserved it,” Deidra said pursing her lips. He growled. She smiled
playfully at him. He sighed and looked over to Zara as she got up. He looked
back down to Deidra as she turned, wrapping her arm with his.


He
pulled her hand up and kissed her hand. “All right your majesty, let's get this
over with, we've got time to make up for,” he said with just the right hint in
his voice for her to get his intent. He smiled a wicked smile at her just to be
sure. She blushed, dimpling.


  <==={}------------>


Deidra
went through the coronation, vexed a little over the lack of flowers and the
attendance of only the local Imperium lords. The great hall was decorated in
festive colors, lights shone on the wall tablets and constitution. Trumpets
brayed notes as they made their way down the rich red carpet at a stately pace.
They stopped at the front row; Ryans kissed her then stepped to the side and
his waiting seat next to the waiting Dukes. He nodded to each as she smiled and
nodded to each as well. Serena wasn't there, but Duke Pryor, Troy, and Emory
were. The elderly Emory looked exhausted but determined to see this through. He
smiled with pride as he viewed his new Queen.


Ryans
turned before sitting and took her hand in his. He brought it to his lips and
kissed it. She smiled back and then turned to the royal court.


She
gave a regal nod, receiving the same in return from the Dukes. The nervous
looking chamberlain stood next to a boy holding a purple pillow topped by the
crown of the realm. Deidra seemed to straighten her shoulders and then turned.


Ryans
smiled as she bowed to be crowned. Zara came forward and took Deidra's tiara
off and then stood off to the side, holding her sister's old tiara on a purple
pillow. The chamberlain carefully put the crown on her head. Ryans and a few of
the audience blinked as flashes went off. He turned as did Duke Pryor to see
Sydney taking pictures. Ryans snorted at the look of annoyance on the old
Duke's face.


The
Duke of course changed his expression as the historian turned on him and the
audience. He struck a pose, serious and stately that had Ryans trying not to
laugh as Sydney took the image and then changed angles to get another shot.


When
Sydney was finished a herald stepped forward and trumpeted. They turned to him
as the trumpet's rich notes died and he snapped to attention with it at his
side. He was dressed in the royal house colors, with a gold dragon on his red
tunic. Quickly the audience rose to their collective feet. “May I have the
honor to present Queen Deidra, Imperator of the Ianua and Duluth Imperium! Long
Live the QUEEN!” He said with a bass voice.


“Long
Live the QUEEN!” the audience echoed, saluting the new monarch with their fists
over their hearts and then kneeling as one.  


 Deidra
smiled regally, knowing this was all part of the script but reveling in it. She
had one last act to perform, one she wasn't sure would go over well but was
determined to go through with. They had waited too long already. She indicated
for the lord chamberlain to get up. The herald rose with the chamberlain and
quietly the assembly did as well.


She
smiled, nodding to her subjects but ignoring the scepter the chamberlain
offered her.


Ryans'
eyebrow rose as Deidra went off script. He was further amused when she hooked
his arm with hers and marched him slowly down the path from the great hall to
the chapel. He looked around then down at her. “No fair,” he stage whispered in
her ear. He noted her lips curled in a smile.


“All's
fair in love and war,” she whispered huskily back.


“You
know I don't like to be forced,” he said.


“Who's
forcing you?” she asked, smiling sweetly. Her grip tightened as her eyes
twinkled. She took in his semi-serious expression and sighed slightly. “I'll
make it up to you, I promise.”


“I'll
get you for this,” he growled softly.


“You'd
better,” she replied, eyes twinkling as her smile spread into a devilish grin.


“How
are you going to make it up to me?” he asked, genuinely curious as the assembly
turned to follow the guidance of the footmen as they fell in behind them.


“I'll,
um, I'll think about it,” she said smiling a little. “I think I'll have to
spend all my life trying,” she said.


“Yeah,”
he sighed. “You and me both,” he murmured.


Inside
the chapel Perry chuckled softly to Doc. “Talk about a shotgun wedding,” he
whispered as they took their places. Sue giggled. Ryans stammered in front of
them, totally off guard. His shock and confusion made Deidra smile a little
before he repeated his vows.


“Now
he's really stuck with it,” Sue sighed, eyes misty. She smiled. “They do make a
cute couple though,” she giggled a little. Wanda sighed in content. Perry
rolled his eyes. Wanda caught that and stepped on his toes, making Doc giggle
again, smothering it with a hand over her mouth.


“Three
stooges,” Max grumbled from behind them. “Women and weddings. Next thing the
waterworks will start up. I'm bailing if that happens.”


“You
keep out of this,” Doc said brandishing a fist. She looked startled then nodded
politely to the woman on Max's arm. “Who's your friend?” she asked, clearly
surprised. The young woman was a looker, built with broad hips and a buxom look
but she had strong hands and a delicate face and complexion.


“This
is Cecily. She's... um,” he blushed, looking at her, totally at a loss.


“We're
engaged,” Cecily said smiling up at the big mechanic. “Aren't we?” she asked
with syrupy sweet firmness.


Doc
chuckled. “Well, good for you! About time someone convinced this big lug to put
his tools away and settle down.” She smiled in approval as Max looked poleaxed.
“Guess wedding bells are ringing all over the place,” she grinned, giving Perry
a look.


“Keep
me out of it. I've got a career and a mission to complete.” Perry chuckled,
hands up in defense.


  <==={}------------>


The
royal couple made their way to the suite, giggling and running through the cold
air across the courtyard to the tower. He insisted on sweeping her off her feet
to cross the threshold, but her struggles once the door was closed behind him
and her kissing him made them fall in bed in a tangle of arms and legs. She
laughed, and then shrieked a laugh as he tickled her. “Oh you!” They play
fought, he managed to pin her once but she writhed out of his grip.


He
tried to keep it light, but he did have a bit of a plan, something to get a little
revenge for what she'd just put him through. When he pinned her the second time
he quickly kissed her belly button then blew a nice juicy raspberry on it.


He
let go and tried to dodge as she shrieked a laugh and started to pound his back
and shoulders. He clutched his arms over his head, trying to fend her off,
laughing. “I'll get you for that!” she laughed then hooked a leg around him and
knocked him to the floor.


He
ooffed, and she dropped down on top of him before he could recover. “I think
you just did,” he gasped. She kissed him then locked eyes with him. She was
smiling at him, full of love, mischief, and approval. He reached up and pulled
her down to him.


Later
that night he felt something creeping up his leg. His awareness flickered from
the depths of sleep. When it reached his rear he sighed. “What again?” he asked
opening his eyes. He saw her in the dim light. One arm was around him, the
other under her pillow.


“What?”
she sleepily asked opening her own eyes.


“Wait
if you’re not doing it...” He turned to look over the bed covers. A small hand
sized red, yellow, and purple, lizard was there. It reared up and hissed.


He
stared at it. It had the usual six limbs, but instead of a lizard's tail it had
a fat thorax like a wasp. Deidra gasped then her hand flashed out.


The
beast flew across the room and bounced off a chair. She flicked her attention
to her hand. “Guard!” she screamed. “GUARD!”


“What?
What the hell is that?” Ryans said sitting up frantically. The creature
recovered and scuttled under the chair. It moved toward them and then paused as
it caught sight of the dying fire in the fireplace. It paused, flicking its
head back and forth. Its tongue flashed out, tasting the air. The head bobbed
back and forth as it raised a set of legs tentatively toward the fire, then
back to them. It had six beady eyes, black eyes and sharp teeth that had him
suddenly scared.


“What
the hell is that thing?” Ryans said as Deidra got up and gathered the cover.
She tossed it down onto the beast then gathered up the ends into a bag.


“Gotcha!”
she said looking up. The bag was writhing in her hands. “GUARD!” She screamed a
third time.


Ryans
grabbed his com and touched it. “This is Ryans, situation in my quarters.
Alert. Doc stand by!” He turned and looked at his slippers as a startled voice
answered... Another of the critters was there, but it darted under the bed.


“Damn,
Deidra there is another under the bed!” he said snatching his feet up.


She
turned alarmed and then back to the door when they heard footfalls.


“What
the hell is it? Poisonous I take it?” he asked.


The
door slammed open as the guard captain came in, sword drawn. He looked around.
Others piled in behind him, one seemed reluctant.


“Yes
your majesty?”


“Took
you long enough,” Ryans growled. “We've got a problem. Some lizard things.”


Deidra
held up the impromptu bag, looking a little disheveled and very pissed as the
thing in it moved. “There is another under the bed,” she said flicking a look
to the bed.


Maximus
waved the others away. He took a torch from a wall sconce and lit it in the
fire. “Build the fire up,” he ordered. One of the guards knelt to add wood.


Just
as he did something came flying out from under the bed toward him. The guard
captain smiled and like a pro golfer swung the torch down, slamming into the
creature. It flew back, up over the bed and into an alcove. Another soldier
raced forward and stomped on the flaming thing. After a moment he looked up and
nodded.


“Is
that all?” the captain asked. Ryans grimaced.


“Yeah,
just a pest problem,” Ryans said.


“No
I mean are there more?” the captain asked looking around. “You and you,
search.” He turned to the Queen but her eyes were on a guard looking away. The
captain came over to her. “Your majesty are you well?” he asked.


“I
will be. Here. Hold this,” she said, handing him the bag and reaching around
him to take his sword. He let it go. She spun and the tip touched the guard's
chin.


“You.
You are under arrest for treason sirrah,” she snarled. The man's eyes widened
and he gulped.


“Your
majesty...” the captain said, uncertain about what was going on.


“Save
it. She's right,” Ryans said sitting up but keeping in the bed. “She called
three times and he didn't respond.”


“He
didn't, this is true,” Maximus turned to the suspect. He glared. “Janon, what
have you say to these charges?”


“I
ah... fell asleep?” the man said, as marines came in. They looked around.
Edsfield reached out and grabbed the man's sword.


“Once,
twice... but thrice?” the Queen asked at full snarl.


“Do
we ah, know it was him that put the beasts in here?” a guard asked.


“Easy
enough to check,” Maximus said nodding to one of them. “Erin search him. Look
for a bag.”


The
man tried to step back but Edsfield pinned his arms from behind. Erin took a
brief moment to do a pat down, and then came up with a worn leather pouch. He
held it up.


It
was the guard captain's turn to snarl as he took it and looked inside. He
sniffed and then closed the bag. “Yes it was him. I can tell, they left their
droppings within,” he said. He turned on the man.


“How
many,” Ryans asked, getting up when the guard finished checking under the bed.
He used a pole to stab at the dark recesses then nodded. Ryans nodded back. He
pushed his wife's sword away gently.


“I
asked you a question,” he said coldly, locking eyes with the man. The suspect
growled but said nothing. A guard punched him hard in the solar plexus. He
gasped, but held up as he was by Edsfield he couldn't double over, as much as
his diaphragm wanted to. He gasped, and then spat.


“How.
Many. More,” Ryans asked. He took the bag from the captain. “How many?” He
shook the bag as Edsfield grabbed the hair on the back of the man's head and
pulled it up and back hard.


“No
more,” the guard rasped.


“Who
put you up to this sirrah. The lizards are rare and banned,” Deidra said
pulling a robe over her shoulders.


The
man licked his lips gasping. Spittle dribbled from his mouth. “I... do not wish
to say.”


She
glared at him. “Your life is forfeit you know. You can answer me now, or spend
a week with the torturers.”


The
man's eyes were wide. He shook his head back and forth.


“Or
we can just use Hammurabi justice and let your lizard friend convince you,”
Ryans said smiling. It wasn't a nice smile as the suspect noted, darting a
terrified glance at him.


“No,
no, you can't, you won’t,” he said, voice rising as he started to whimper.


“Oh
I will,” Ryans smiled as he held up the bag. “What do you think, just stick it
over his head?” he asked turning to the captain.


The
captain gulped darting a glance to Deidra. “Ah.”


“Well...”
Deidra said looking thoughtful. She tapped her long finger against her chin.


Scooter
and Erin were busy helping Edsfield with the now hysterical prisoner. They
pinned him to the ground as Edsfield used a zip tie on his wrists, locking them
together behind his back. The man was shouting and crying.


“Tis
a fate worse than death my liege,” Erin said getting up once the prisoner was
secured. “Please tell me you won’t. The torturers are much preferable to
that... thing.” He indicated the bag.


“Please,
a clean death, a clean death!” the man sobbed looking around.


“That
bad huh?” Ryans asked, looking at the bag.


“A
living death, one bite and you cannot move or speak but can still hear and see.
They crawl into your mouth...”


“Or
other orifice,” another guard interjected darkly. Deidra darted him a dark
look. “Sorry your majesty.”


“Or
elsewhere and then lay their eggs. Once the eggs hatch they eat you from the
inside. The parent stays with them through the winter.”


“Oh
gross,” Edsfield said shaking his head. “Right out of a horror movie. Alien or
something.”


“Exactly,”
Ryans said nodding. “It hesitated though.”


“They
are attracted to heat Dominus. Most likely the fire confused it,” Maximus
explained.


“Ah.
So he slipped them under the door after the fire died down?” Ryans asked,
turning to Janon.


Maximus
nodded. “Most likely. They are usually near the winter sleeps now.”


Ryans
frowned. “Oh. So that's what you meant by rare?”


“That
bloody merchant!” Deidra snarled turning on the prisoner. “He put you up to
this sirrah?”


The
prisoner gibbered shaking his head.


“He
is new my lady. I...” The captain sighed.


“He
was my brother!” the man snarled looking up. “My brother! You punished him for
those leaves!”


“Oh.
Revenge,” Deidra nodded. Now she understood, his brother was the one who had
imported the leaves into the barracks. He had supplied the drug that had killed
that young man and he'd been caught and punished for it. She stood back and
waved her hand. “Take him away.”


“Something
tells me I'm not going to get any sleep tonight,” Ryans said shaking his head.
He turned to his wife who was shaking a little. “And from the looks of things
you aren't either huh?” he asked.  She shook her head as he gathered her
into his arms.


The
others quietly left. He sighed as they closed the door. “Okay, let's go down to
the kitchen and get some food and let the captain do a thorough search huh?”


“You...”
She looked up to him.


“What,
you think I believed him and there's only the two?” he asked. They both darted
a look around. She nodded and gulped, hand clutched to her dagger.


“Yes,
wise.”


He
chuckled as he opened the door. “After you.”


  <==={}------------>


“You
don't have to move in here if you don't want to... or if you’re not ready you
know,” he murmured to her as they stood outside the door to the royal suite.
She shook her head then reached for the handle.


Like
most of the wooden bits in the tower the door had been rebuilt... or in this
case replaced. From the look of it Max had upgraded it.


“Hang
on, there's tradition to be observed you know,” he said as he swung her up into
his arms.


“What
are you doing?” she squeaked in surprise looking up to him.


“Complaining?”
he asked smiling down at her.


“Um...”
He kissed her. She sighed, eyes closed. “No.” she said, lips curving up into a
smile as she nuzzled against him.


“Thought
not,” he rumbled and awkwardly opened the door with a finger and a foot.


“There,
have to carry the newlywed lady over the threshold,” he said. He carried her
into the room and then swung her about. She clung to his neck tightly,
squealing a little in surprise. “Nice. I could get used to this,” he murmured.
The room was a fairly empty space; most of the walls were still a little sooty
from the fire. It had a lot of potential he had to admit. The floors and doors
were new, gleaming raw wood ready for paint or stain. Hopefully Max had taken a
look at the structure and made sure it was still sound. He wasn't sure but he'd
definitely have a word. He looked around and then down to her. “And this,” he
said. He smiled. She blushed a little and giggled.


“Me
to,” she said then wiggled and squirmed. Obviously she wanted down.


“Okay,
okay,” he said. He set her down upon her feet and looked away as she brushed
the wrinkles out of her dress.


“You’re
really going to stay here?” he asked.


“We,”
she said, then looked up. “We're going to stay here.” She caught his hand with
hers. He sighed, knowing that look and tone. There was no use arguing with her,
it'd just be a waste of blood pressure. She gave him a reproving glance. He
rolled his eyes.


“Well,
if that's the case we're definitely making some upgrades. No offense dear, but
I'm not freezing my can off come winter time,” he said firmly. He
pointed to the windows. They were large, once covered in lead lined colored
glass. Now they were smoke charred gaping holes.


“We'll
have to do something about them, weatherize them or something. Double pane at
least.” He explained.


She
nodded. “Yes, mother always complained about the terrible drafts.” She shivered
a little. He gave her a look but she nodded.


“It
looks like Max and his motley crew have put in provisions for upgrades though.”
He looked up to the ceiling above, pursing his lips in thought. Some of the
beams were charred but others looked good. “Well, with the rafters in each
floor we've got space to run plumbing and electrical lines so that's not a
problem. The walls will be a nuisance though. We're definitely going to need
insulation,” he said. He shivered a little and then turned back to her.


“What's
in here?” he asked looking in an open room. “Bedroom? All right...” He turned
to the opposite room and pointed.


“Mother's
drawing room,” Deidra said. She pointed to two other doors. “That one leads to
mother's... I mean my dressing room, that one to yours,” she explained. He
grunted.


“Your
mother was an artist?” he asked coming over to the drawing room entryway. She'd
said drawing but the translator had translated it as art. He was sure it wasn't
an art room.


Deidra
shook her head. “No, it's a room for her to sit in and receive guests.” She
pointed to a rocking chair in the corner. It was one of the few pieces to
survive the fire. The other was a scorched spinning wheel. “Mother said she
rocked us to sleep in that when we were babies,” she murmured. She picked up a
thimble and hugged it to her chest for a moment. He hugged her to his side.


“Family
heirloom, so it stays. Think it'll get some use?” he teased running a hand
through her hair.


“It'd
better,” she growled, eyes glittering as she clutched at him, pulling at his
belt and shirt. He chuckled.


“Ah,
what about your hobbies?” he asked. “I know you can't practice sword fighting
up here, but do you have any um... quieter ones?” he asked suggestively. She
chuckled.


“I
was never into needlepoint or knitting like mother and most of the other
Domina. Making dresses...” She set the thimble down on the chair. She looked
down at her new dress then shrugged. “I like the design, but the sheer drudgery
is taxing.”


“Yeah.
So that eliminates those, what about drawing? Painting? Sculpting? Reading? Or
other things?” he asked.


She
blinked at him then shrugged. “I do like to read,” she said softly looking
down.


“So
do I,” he said equally softly as he rubbed her neck and shoulders. “Now that
we've got books, we can do that. So we'll need a nice place for you to curl up
by the fire place. Comfortable so you can read your steamy romance novels,” he
teased, not sure she'd understand that barb. She blinked and then gave him
another glower. He ignored it and turned back to the main room.


“Floors
will have to be done, stained. Carpet in the bedroom of course. Electricity
to,” he said.  She nodded mutely. “We'll need to pick a stain, since the
room does get some good lighting what do you think a light gold stain?”


Deidra
came in and crouched, pulling her hem up and running her hand over the wood.
“So smooth,” she murmured.


“Belt
sander,” Ryans answered. He was sure of it now.


“What
did you mean by light?” she asked looking up.


“Light
as opposed to dark. A light stain, something close to what the color of the
wood is now. Or a clear, which would preserve its current color but protect
it.”


She
nodded. “Clear is better. Dark would be...” She stood up and hugged herself.
The late fall weather had broken the long heat streak and temperatures were not
getting out of the sixties now and dropping into the thirties at night. “I
don't like dark. It makes me feel sad.”


He
smiled as he hugged her. “Right, light or clear it is,” he said, not sure where
they would get it. He looked around. “Definitely need insulation in the floor
and ceilings. We can't insulate the walls, at least not much now... we could
add an inner wall I suppose, but that would limit the space inside and use a
lot of wood. We'll have to wait on foam core insulation I guess,” he sighed.
She nodded.


“What's
this?” he asked pointing to a crack in the wall.


She
smirked, pushing it shut. “Secret passage. I'll show you later. The stairs were
wood; they may not have been remade.”


“Ah,”
he nodded. “Watch that first step it’s a doozy in other words. Long fall down,”
he said dryly. He chuckled as she elbowed him.


“Okay,
what's this room?” he pointed to another room.


“The
bath,” she said.


“Ah,”
he nodded. “Well, royalty does have its privileges.” He let her go to go over
and look. He opened the door and looked inside. It was a spacious room with a
small window and a large cast iron tub. He nodded. “Definitely in need of an
upgrade.” He smiled at her.


“The...
shower I think you called it?” she asked amused. She came over and rested her
arms around him. “We can move the tub, or replace it.” The old tub had been
cracked in the fire when it had fallen through the floor.


“That
and other fine indoor plumbing items. Like a toilet. Definitely one of those.
I'd say... over there right?” he asked. He looked down at her as he pointed.


She
nodded. “I did like the one in the camper.”


“Right.
I miss it sometimes too actually,” he chuckled. He spotted a stained ceramic
pedestal in a corner near the small open window. “I think that is or was a wash
basin sink right? The pedestal?” She nodded. “Okay well, once we get some
running water we can have a fully functional sink. Hot and cold water. For the
shower and tub too... though I'd like to see a hot tub if we can swing it,” he
said and then smiled wickedly. She blinked.


“Baths
aren't hot enough?”


He
laughed. “I'll have to show you later dear,” he said and then smiled once more
as she kissed him.
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“How's
kindergarten going?” Perry asked looking at Ryans. Ryans shrugged. They were
standing in the corner watching the class settle in. Things were getting back
to normal now that the epidemic had run its course and the new Queen was
settling into her role. Some of the lords had returned to their homes but a few
were reluctant. The students were sitting at rough wooden desks, with simple
stools. They didn't look all that comfortable. Some of the kids squirmed. Now
that winter had officially started with a thicker dusting of snow from the
night before that stayed all day the kids had nothing better to do. So, the
parents had reluctantly allowed them to attend school.


“To
be expected. Slow. But we're getting somewhere. Unfortunately some of the
parents think of this as free daycare, and some are scared we're going to
abduct their kids and experiment on them. The playground was a bit of a hit
though,” he grinned at that.


The
playground was a simple affair, swings, teeter totters, jungle gym, tether
ball, slide and a play field for the Kingdom's version of soccer. The kids and
even some of the adults had been enthralled by the whole idea. Some weren't so
happy however, and of course the kids couldn't really make use of it when there
was snow on the ground. “A few of the high and mighty are offended since this
is a mixed class. We've got backlash from the rich men tutors too.”


“Ah.
Yeah, have fun with that,” Perry chuckled. He nodded his chin to a few adults
in the room. They and a handful of teens were in the back of the class. “Interesting
age selection. Reminds me of a couple of redneck jokes I've heard in my day.”


Ryans
smiled. “At least they're trying. You've got to give them credit for that.”


“Thought
there was a special adult class for them though?” Perry asked. “Night school?”


Ryans
shrugged. “Yeah well, some have different schedules.”


“Or
some genius put the notice up on paper on the local billboards?”


Ryans
sighed, covering his eyes. “Don't remind me.” He shook his head. “We've got
town criers out telling people that the second class is tomorrow.”


“Heard
it was a big hit,” Perry said dryly.


“Yeah,
packed house. So packed we had to rent three taverns next door for the overflow
and we still had people in the streets. We've got our work cut out for us.
That's for sure,” Ryans sighed. Education was one of Sue's new priorities,
Education, health, and welfare. Her majesty had just appointed Sue as the
Imperium's first minister of medicine.


“Yeah.
At least they're willing and eager.”


“Some
of them anyway, but some idiots have started a whisper campaign so we've got
some resistance. It's going to take time for inertia to set in and take over,”
Ryans said testily.


“Yeah.
I ran into that when we set this up for the soldiers a month ago,” Perry nodded.


“A
month ago?”


“Yup.
Literacy is an important skill in combat. Knowing how to read a map or
directions in a battle...”


Ryans
held up a hand. “Gotcha. Good point. Can I borrow a couple of your trainers?”


Perry
shrugged. “Sure. As long as I can send in some recruiters to show the uniform
and get the pick of the litter,” Perry countered.


“Deal,”
Ryans nodded. “Wish other problems were this easy to work out.”


“Yeah,”
Perry chuckled. “Keeping politics out is the best way to success,” he waved.
“I'll send the trainers by tonight. Enjoy.” He waved as the class settled down.
The teacher glanced their way as Perry left.


“All
right class, we're going to start with the alphabet. These are the letters that
make up words and names. By the end of the class we're going to teach you the
letters of each of your names. Let’s start with you Setima … Your name starts
with an S...”


Ryans
nodded as the class buckled down to work.


 


“Another
project?” Cromwell, lord of Aborth looked down his regal nose at the royal
pair. “I hear you're replacing the royal tub? Isn't that an extravagance?” he
asked, with a slight sneer. Deidra was still digging into changes in the
Imperium, one of the reasons some of the lords had lingered.


One
thing the old Queen had accomplished before her death was changing the cabinet
and streamlining it. She'd found that a full five ministers had died, some
years ago and others had been taking their money without approval. Others were
doing the same job, adding layers of bureaucracy that had taken a week to sort
out. She'd finally settled into dividing them into covering the districts and
firing one old coot.


Deidra
had her hands full now, since her new reign meant the lords had a say in all
her appointments. Parliament had to vote to approve each minister and could
demand investigations if one overstepped his or her bounds. Unfortunately the
plague had killed a few of the ministers and the lords hadn't stuck around long
enough to approve their replacements.


Until
parliament reconvened the ministers would serve as interim ministers, using a
small quorum of the lords on site for provisional approval.


Some,
like the new interim minister of immigration, were turning out to be a pain in
the ass to the gaijin. She insisted on interviews with each of them and was chasing
some of them around, trying to get them to marry or breed.


The
Cromwells were local counts who owed their allegiance to the royal house since
they were nearby. They were apparently sticking around. Hopefully not all
winter, Ryans thought bleakly. It looked like both of them liked to pack on the
pounds.


“Feisty
isn't he?” Ryans murmured then looked up. “It's a bit more complex than that.
We're going to gut and upgrade the royal suite. Other rooms as well.”


“Ah.
And what will be done?” Lady Cromwell asked, picking up her wine glass to take
a sip.


“Oh
the usual, we're going to gut the bathroom, modernize it, as well as add new
windows, insulation, bed, and other things if we have time before winter really
sets in. It should be fun.”


“The
bath? I had heard of the indoor plumbing you mentioned,” another lord down the
table nodded. “And a... toilet I believe? But in the royal residence? How can
you deal with the smell?” he asked with a sniff.


Ryans
smiled slightly. “Terran toilets use a simple system to keep the methane,
that's the stuff that makes it stink by the way... anyway we've got a simple
set up to keep that down in the sewer. It's quite simple and ingenious
actually, an S curve in the sewer plumbing,” Ryans explained. He used his hands
to describe the two arches. “The curves trap water which blocks the gas from
coming back up the pipes to smell.”


“Ah,”
the lord looked amused. “What of the mess boy?”


“What
about him?” Ryans asked picking up his own wine glass.


“What
will you do with him then?” the lord asked.


“Well
as I understand it, his entire job is to haul water or waste up and down the
stairs. I'd say we can dispense with that job at least for the royal suite and
he will be employed in another area of the castle. We can always use people to
help keep the place clean and neat,” Ryans said and then shrugged.


“Or
he can apply for a transfer to the stable,” an anonymous voice quipped down
towards the end of the table.


“Or
that too,” Ryans agreed amiably, not ready to be baited.


“And
who will do this work?” Cromwell asked amused.


“Well,
I've done some renovating in the past, so I'll do some of it. I've got a couple
of carpenter friends who are eager to give it a shot. Why? Do you want to
help?” Ryans asked.


“You?”
the lord goggled, mouth open.


Ryans
smirked, “Of course. I like to get my hands dirty too. It's good practice. And
it feels great to have something done that you did with your own hands,” he
said and then smiled. “I actually prefer electronics, but I can do mechanical
or home renovations too.” He waved. “Since we don't have a licensed plumber
around, I guess I'm elected.” He smiled, spearing a mini sausage with an
elegant toothpick.


“You're
going to do this?” another middle aged lord asked aghast. From the look of him
and the red colors he wore he was a royal knight.


“Yup?
Didn't I just finish saying so? It's not that hard with the right tools and
parts actually. I'll leave the carpentry stuff up to a local carpenter. Though
I may lend a hand if needed,” he said and then shrugged. “I reiterate Dominus
Cromwell, do you want to help?”


The
lord blinked at him in surprise and confusion.


“Come
on, beer, power tools... mechanical puzzles...” Ryans suggested.


“I
believe I have other engagements,” the lord ground out looking away.


“To
bad, we do this sort of thing for fun on Terra... at least some of us do.
Usually it's with a car though. Group of guys get together to work on a
project, get beered up and have a party,” Ryans said and then shrugged. The men
around him looked surprised and then thoughtful.


“I'll
do it,” a hand rose from beside the lady Cromwell. A teenager leaned forward.
“That is if you'll have me your majesty.”


“Sure.
You're the lord's son?” Ryans asked. The young man nodded.


“I'm
Catius if you please,” the young man replied. Ryans estimated his age at about
twenty. A knight then, just out of being a squire from the look of his scraggly
beard and build.


“All
right, I'm working on the tear out tomorrow. You're more than welcome to pitch
in. I've got some old jeans you can wear if you don't have any work clothes.
That is if her majesty hasn't nicked them yet,” he said shooting a look at
Deidra. She smirked but shook her head silently. He shrugged. “Max is bringing
up another shipment of plumbing supplies today so we should have everything we
need.”


“Why
is it that we start here? In the castle with this plumbing?” someone asked.


“Well,
royalty and nobility does have its privileges. Or so I heard,” Ryans
deadpanned. That brought a general chuckle to the group.


“But
seriously, who's going to pay for it in town? A merchant maybe,” he shrugged.
“Truth is, we've got the money, the skills, the need, and the materials. Once
those who are learning this trade get the hang of it and we get enough
materials... then others will follow suit,” he smiled.


“I'd
borrow Gunny or the master sergeant but they're both out and about,” he said.
He turned to see a puzzled frown on the face of Dominus Cromwell. “They led the
military team to modernize the barracks. Lights, plumbing and even heating and
crude ceiling fans.”


“Ah,”
the lord nodded.


“The
plumbing is crude, it was a rush job after all. It leaks a little. Group
showers and bathroom stalls. We can do better,” Ryans smiled to Deidra. She'd
already started working on picking out tile and color combinations.


“Someone
should be first, and it's our duty to do so,” Deidra murmured nodding as she
placed a hand on his arm.


“You
just like the idea of the heating system.” He smiled then turned to the others.
“It's like the hot water. We're running copper pipe against the wall. I'd
rather do it in the floor but we just don't have the tech for it.” He shrugged.
“Anyway it'll go to an electric, tankless water heater that will heat the water
for it and the hot water for the bath.”


“Which
means the room will be nice and warm even in the deepest blizzard,” Deidra
smiled. A few of the lords looked thoughtful at that.


“Sure,”
Ryans smiled. “Max has been working on a centralized boiler system but this
works better. This way all we have to run is electric lines, cold water, and
sewer. No steam lines.”


“Yeah
well, it'll be a pain to fix,” Max grumbled.


“Bitch,
bitch,” Ryans replied smiling.


“And
make,” Max replied. Cecily looked thoughtful. She toyed with her spoon, unsure
about being in such rarified surroundings.


“You'll
get one too Cecily,” Ryans said with a knowing grin.


“Definitely,”
Max grunted. The young woman suddenly smiled.


Ryans
raised a finger and opened his mouth but paused. “Well, it'll employ a lot of
people to make enough for everyone.”


“There's
that.”


“Yup,”
Ryans turned to the old lord. “So, we were talking about the mill system
earlier this morning Dominus Cromwell, I believe you had some thoughts you
wanted to convey on the subject?”


  <==={}------------>


During
the summer and early fall Buckland had led the trainers of the new and growing
air force. Sue had managed to repair some of his damage but he was confined to
a wheelchair while the new scar tissue healed. They used hot air balloons at
first, and then silk covered gliders.


He
had made it clear, he was going home. He did say he'd think about coming back
after Ginger Lewis took the first Imperium built wooden bi-plane up though. Now
in the depth of winter he was still thinking it over once again as he watched
them working on the first monoplane. It was a copy of the A-22, but still
lacked an engine. Max had hoped to get to it before the winter hit but now it
would have to wait.


  <==={}------------>


Nate
grinned as Ryans came into the room. “What's up boss? Or should I call you your
majesty?”


Ryans
shook his head, crossing his arms and leaning against a post. “Not much, just
checking in. How are things going?”


“Fair
to middlin'. We've barely scratched the surface on the fauna in this area, let
alone the entire planet.” Nate shook his head. “Don't get me started on the
paleontology.” He waved at a fossil on a desk.


Ryans
nodded looking it over then stepping back. He stepped back too far and hit a
cage. Something hissed and he jumped back. “What the hell!”


Out
of the dark the lizard came forth. It stood up on its rear most limbs, front
four grasping the cage fence. “Nate why the hell is that thing alive?” Ryans
asked tightly as the lizard cocked its head back and forth at him.


“Ah.
Charlie and Doc insisted. They think the venom will make for some sort of
trank.”


“Not
on your life,” Ryans said shaking his head. His hands went down to his side and
grasped at nothing for a moment. “Not in a million years.”


“Yeah,
I told them that. It's got some potent neurotoxin though, it's enough to
immobilize the victim but not suppress its breathing or heart,” Nate said.


“Yeah.
And you've... ah milked it?” Ryans asked, eyebrows beetled.


Nate
nodded. “Yes. My that was a challenge. Nearly stopped my heart a few times.”


“I
thought you said it couldn't do that?” Ryans asked.


“You
know what I mean,” Nate growled, glowering. “From what Charlie told me the
other day it didn't work though. Too strong even when they cut it.”


“So?
I'll say it again, why is it still alive?” Ryans asked, turning to the
biologist.


Nate
squirmed a little under the unblinking gaze then shrugged. “Well, we were
working on an antidote but that didn't work either. So Charlie shelved it for
now. I don't want to kill it in case she needs more.”


“Right.
Well, there's a law somewhere on the books that said it's a death sentence
to keep one of these as a pet you know.” He turned back to the lizard. It was
flicking its tongue out at him. It raised its rear thorax and shook it for a
moment then settled down.


“Ah...”


“Ask
the last guy who had them. He was put to death yesterday,” Ryans said.


“Oh
ah...” Nate gulped. “I... didn't... ah, know.”


“Don't
let Deidra or Zara know you've got that. Get with Charlie. Find out if she
wants another sample. Either way I want it dead by sunset,” Ryans said firmly.
He turned back to Nate. “And don't let it bite you.”


“Yeah,
I'll ah, do that,” Nate said nodding as Ryans stormed out.


 


Ryans
smiled as he and Deidra enter the kitchen. “So, got something in mind for lunch
before I go?” he teased. She blushed but then stopped when she heard the
buzzing sound.


“What's
that?” she asked.


“Sounds
like a blender,” Ryans answered going through the passage connecting the great
hall to the kitchen. When he entered he smiled. Zara turned and smiled. She and
the castle students were sitting on a counter watching Sydney and Casius make
smoothies. Or at least trying to.


“Having
fun?” Ryans asked. Deidra came up behind him. The staff turned and smiled. Zara
took a sip from her straw.


“Yup,”
she giggled a little. “These are great sister, you should try it!”


“And
just what is it?” Deidra asked, wrinkling her nose. Chopped fruit was scattered
around the blender.


“Smoothy
I bet. Or a slushy,” Ryans replied craning his neck to see around her.


“Smoothy.
It's too damn cold out for slushies,” Sydney answered. He pulsed the blender's
chop button a few times and then when the mix was pureed he poured it into a
pair of cups. “Try it your majesty, it'll put hair on your chest,” he said and
smiled.


“It'd
better not,” Ryans growled. Zara smothered a giggle as her sister pretended to
examine the concoction carefully.


“It's
safe your majesty,” Casius replied, straightening. “You have my word of honor
on it,” he said. Ryans snorted.


Deidra
took a sip from the straw. Her eyes popped in surprise. She coughed and looked
at the cup. “So many flavors!”


“We've
got about four fruits in that one. We had to cut back on a couple, the one I
thought was the equivalent of watermelon is just way too strong,” Gregory said
from behind them. They turned to see the gaijin cook.


“Thought
you were supposed to wait on me?” he said giving Sydney a dirty look.


“Oops,”
Sydney said. He spread his hands apart.


“My
fault Gregory,” Zara said waving her hand. “Still good though,” she smiled. She
had quite a few young faces around her.


“Yes
and it would have been better, or at least better for you with these,” he
hefted some carrots in his hands. The kids wrinkled their noses.


“Trust
me, you won’t taste it. At least not all of it,” Ryans replied. “Besides,
carrots have even more sugar than beets and almost as much as pure sugar.”


Gregory
gave him a look. Ryans shrugged. “Grams pulled the same trick on me when I
refused to eat my veggies,” the nutritionist snorted.


“All
right you lot, since you've spoiled your lunch, you might as well go clean the
hall and get out of Casius' hair... what little he's got left of it,” Gregory
smiled at the cook. “I'll lend him and the staff a hand cleaning up here and
we'll get your lunch going,” he said firmly. The kids scampered out down the
corridor to the great hall.


“If
you'll wait we can make you anything you want...” Casius said. Ryans held up a
hand.


“No,
I've got to run so I just stopped for a quick bite. I've got to meet Perry;
we've got a short mission nearby. Seems there's a wild titan among a farmer's
herd and he's not happy about it.”


“Dear
me,” Gregory said shaking his head. “Do be careful.”


“We'll
try,” Ryans said nodding.
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The
rampaging titan went through a field, slamming its massive head and tusks back
and forth sweeping all before it. The local village elder moaned at the sight
of the damage to the fields, barn, and the fences. A stone wall was
obliterated. The animal paused as it felt the pain of the stones striking one tusk.
It bellowed in sudden pain, throwing its head up in the air. Apparently the
cuts and bruises and the spear sticking out of one flank didn't feel like
anything compared to something touching that tusk.


“What
the hell?” Perry asked watching the thing from his hummer.


“We've
got to head it off, it's going right for the village!” their serf guide yelled
pointing frantically.


“Evacuate
then!” Perry bellowed. He stomped on the gas and revved the hummer up past the
beast then turned into a U turn swerve. A rooster tail of dust and gravel flew
behind him.


The
titan pulled up and stopped in front of the metal creature before it. “Come on
you big lummox, cool off and go walkies in some other direction,” Perry
murmured. He flipped the trucks gears to reverse but kept his foot on the
brake. His right hand touched the light control.


“It's
not moving,” the Gunny said watching the beast warily. “This pee shooter won’t
get through that hide to somewhere vital,” he said, indicating his MP-9.


“Yeah,”
Perry grunted. “Looks like the handler is out of it.” They could see a body
lying in the dust beyond the beast. He was obviously flattened. Beady rheumy
eyes stared at the thing. They could see its breath frosting in the air. It
snorted.


“Not
good, NOT GOOD!” the Gunny said suddenly. Perry's attention shifted as his
hands flashed out and hit the horn and lights. The titan reared back in shock,
snorted and blinked as the light and sounds pierced its rage. It threw its head
about, thrashing and trumpeting in confusion and rage.


“Great.
You got its attention,” the Gunny muttered, leaning out the window to try to
get a shot. “I dunno if shooting it in the eye will help or hurt.”


“Hurt.
A wounded animal is worse Gunny,” Perry said watching the beast toss its great
head back and forth and then stamp meaningfully. Its front legs dug into the
grass as it chuffed. He leaned on the horn then flicked the lights to high
beams as it moved tentatively forward. Its middle legs pawed at the ground as
its rear legs dug in. Its thin tail swished in agitation.


The
titan blinked, then closed its six eyes, dropped its head and charged.


“Crap.
Get in!” he said stomping on the gas to go back as fast as he could.


“Too
late!” the Gunny said as a tusk went down, slamming into the hood. The rear of
the truck bucked up as the front end went down; wheels spinning in the air,
then back down. Perry's head hit the steering wheel. He was dazed for a second.


“Move,
move!” the Gunny said trying to stomp on Perry's foot before the Lieutenant
could recover.


“Too
late,” Perry groaned. The Gunny turned to see the tusk slide along the ground
then up under the truck. With a groan the truck was airborne, they felt a jar
and then sickening twist and roll as it flipped and rolled down a low hill. It
ended up on its top, rocking back and forth.


“Crap,”
Perry snarled, recovering from the tuck and brace he'd instinctively fallen
into.


“Cut
it,” the Gunny snarled just as the titan slammed its tusks into the rear. The
truck spun for a moment, a full three sixty.


“Great,
we've been downgraded to chew toy,” the Gunny snarled as the titan continued to
slam the truck around.


They
heard some weapons fire and then the titan bellowed. “I think the cavalry
arrived,” Perry said woozy.


They
heard the beast roar and then move off. More weapons fire could be heard, the
chatter of a machine gun then an agonized scream. After a moment the titanic
moaning groan as the animal toppled. The truck seemed to jump as it fell
nearby.


“Well
that was fun. Nice Christmas ride in the countryside to see the relatives,” the
Gunny sighed.


“Oh
shut up,” Perry said chuckling and holding a hand to the cut on his forehead.
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Scooter
moaned at the sight of the hummer. He rigged lines and flipped the vehicle back
onto its wheels. They pulled spare tires from the other vehicles to get it out
of the rut and to the road.


The
old tires were shredded. Scooter pulled the ripped parts off the bead locks
then used a portable air gun to take the bead lock rims apart. A supply truck
arrived several days later and they put the truck back together, enough to tow
it back home to the capital.


“Well,
the good news is the local village has enough food to smoke for the winter,”
Ryans snorted, looking over his shoulder at the village elders directing the
harvesting process.


“Yeah,
but they lost an asset to do it,” Perry grimaced. They'd listened as the
village elder had moaned about the loss of the draft animal. Nothing had been
said about the dead or the destroyed buildings, fences, or the vehicle.
Apparently those could be replaced a lot easier than the damn titan. “Not that
I'm complaining. Those damn things are scary.”


“Just
be glad it wasn't a rhinotrike packing armor and weapons,” the Gunny
grunted.


“Yeah,
there's that,” the lieutenant sighed rubbing the bandage on his scalp. “There
is that,” he sighed again.
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Ryans
and Deidra smiled at one another as they walked along the road. They had a
growing crowd, both in guards and in fans.


“I
see the fans still adore you,” Ryans said smiling to her. She had her hand in
his. She turned to smile politely at the crowd and then waved. She tugged his
hand to move on. “This isn't another parade is it?” he asked kicking at the
snow. She grimaced and shook her head.


“Come
on, we've got to get to the city hall,” she urged. “Honestly, why we couldn't
ride in a carriage...” She was wearing a forest green fleece overcoat with a
bright blue and yellow spider silk scarf. He could just make out her simple
circlet crown in her blond locks.


He
chuckled. “You're looking more and more Terran every day you know that?” he
teased, referring to the design of her outfit. It was for winter of course,
thick and well designed, but clearly a modern gaijin design. A woman was behind
them sketching it on a slate. He smiled at her as he playfully swung their
connected arms back and forth. “I needed the exercise you said. We seem to not
be getting enough in other ways,” he said, leering as she peeked at him. She
ducked, blushing and dimpling and then punched his arm. He chuckled softly.
“Besides it's good for your people to see you. Although the security situation
isn't ideal,” he smiled a little toward a nearby guard who frowned, looking
left and right. Waters and Maximus had trained them well.


They
made it to the garage area just in time for a group of students to come out.
Scooter was with them, talking animatedly with a pair of students. He was
gesturing about something as he spoke. His charges, young and old watched,
fascinated.


“Is
that Zara?” Ryans asked amused. “Yup,” he said, answering his own question as
he took in the sight of the protective guards by the door. He had to smile at
that. “That explains where she's been getting off too...and in whose company no
less,” he said. He smiled.


“So
this is where you've been going off to sister?” Deidra demanded, hands on her
hips, lips pursed. Ryans gave her an amused look as she let his hand go.


Zara's
shoulders hunched and she turned. Ryans noticed she had her reddish honey hair
up in a ponytail for convenience, and had smudges of grease and grime on her
cheek and hands.


“Enjoying
a new trade?” Ryans asked. “I see you've got quite a fan club Scooter,” Ryans said
nodding to the mechanic. He smiled at the mechanic.


“You?
You dare come around here? I... you...” Scooter made throttling motions with
his hands. “I just got that baby dialed in perfectly after her dents from the
battle were hammered out then you had to play chicken with one of those titan
thingies?”


Ryans
chuckled. “Wasn't me remember? That was Perry and Paris so talk to them.
Believe me, we would have preferred not to. Shit happens Scooter; you of all
people know that. Besides, it gives you a chance to dig out your tools and show
off and play.” He grinned as Scooter snorted.


“Are
you really mad at them Scooter?” a boy asked looking upset.


“No
son, he's just yanking my chain,” Ryans said. The kid looked at him confused
then straightened, shoulders back. “It means he's giving me a hard time for
fun,” Ryans explained.


“I'll
have you know sirrah, I am Sir Siegfried, Lord of Appleworthy,” he said, eyes
flashing. “And you are?”


Scooter's
hand rested on the kids shoulder. “That's my boss kid so ease up. That is
Eugene Ryans. And his boss is his wife the Queen standing right there
next to him.”


The
boy's eyes widened in sudden startled appreciation before he bent his head
flushing and bowed. “I meant no disrespect my lieges.”


“Appleworthy?”
Ryans asked looking confused to Deidra. “I don't remember that on the map.”


“That's
because it's a part of Duluth... and now part of our Imperium. You seem young
and quite... vigorous for your rank and title Sir Siegfried,” she said
politely, nodding to the boy. She treated him as an adult and near equal Ryans
realized.


Siegfried
kept his eyes downcast but nodded. “I was but a squire when the, ah...”


“When
the campaign began?” Ryans asked politely, keeping it neutral.


Siegfried
nodded. “Yes my liege.”


“And
you were elevated in combat?” Deidra asked. Zara looked at her challengingly.
Deidra pulled a hanky out of a vest pocket and tossed it to her sister. Zara
looked at it questioningly until Deidra motioned to her face.


The
princess flushed and turned away wiping at the smudges.


“Ah...”
The boy turned to see Zara, then back. “Yes my lady,” he admitted. He nodded.


Deidra
nodded. “Very well. You're here to learn the new gaijin skills to better your
people?”


“Ah...”


“Just
say yes Dominus,” Ryans said amused. “And you can look up. You don't need to
study your shoes,” he said wryly. The boy looked up slowly. “That's better.
Now, I'm glad you’re taking the time to learn this. Do you enjoy mechanics?” he
asked. He revised the kid's age at around fourteen. He was short, and from the
voice he hadn't quite hit full puberty yet. He did have the beginning stages of
the usual acne though.


The
boy nodded. “It's so amazing to see the wheels turning, the parts...” He
motioned with his hands.


“Good.
Glad you've got a worthy apprentice then Scooter,” Ryans said nodding to the
burly mechanic. “Appleworthy... is it named because it has Terran apples?” he
asked. “Your land I mean.”


“Yes
my liege,” the boy smiled.


“Good
to know. I'll have to buy some. I've got a couple of family recipes for pies
and treats that have apples as the main ingredients,” Ryans said smiling. The
boy blinked at him then smiled tentatively. “Are you just learning vehicle
mechanics or general mechanics?” he asked the teenager.


“Ah...”


“Both.
We're going to work on the hydroelectric water wheels along the river later
today,” Scooter said. “You'll get a kick out of that guys and gals, think of the
alternator in the truck but very big and powered by the water wheel,” he
explained. He used his hands to show the size difference. “With of course a lot
more power and low in torque. It's got enough power to power this here garage
plus a couple of blocks of businesses and houses around here,” he said and then
grinned. “That is when the river's not froze over like now.”


“Are
you coming?” he asked them after a moment.


“Um
no,” Ryans gave his wife a look. She gave a firm shake of her head. He rolled
his eyes a little. “We've got a prior appointment or I'd gladly help,” he said
pointedly. He nodded to Zara. “I'm glad you're getting a look though princess,
it should help you later in life,” he smiled to her. She nodded and murmured
thanks.


“All
right you grimy lot, let’s get cleaned up a bit then go get some lunch, then
we've got a turbine to put together,” Scooter waved to the outdoor sinks
nearby. Ryans waved as he turned with Deidra and left.


“Interesting,”
he murmured.


“Is
she interested in the mechanical contraptions or the company?” Deidra asked
amused. Her lips puckered in a not quite smile.


“Probably
a bit of both,” he answered, glancing back to see her cleaning up. The boys
were glancing her way. She was one of only three girls in the group. He caught Deidra
peeking as well. “But probably a bit more of the company right now,” he
chuckled, catching Zara's smile and girlish giggle as a boy rubbed at her hand.
Good, he thought, the girl was settling in and seemed more... relaxed around
men. And to think she actually liked a kid from Duluth after what happened to
her? He thought with a mental shake of his head. He felt Deidra poke him. “Huh?
Oh sorry, woolgathering again,” he said smiling politely at his spouse. “Where
next?” he asked.
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They
looked out across the crowd. They were near the entrance to Market Street, one
of four markets in the capital. Obviously they weren't the only ones out
enjoying the freakishly warm spell. It was a balmy seventy, nice enough for
midday but in a couple of hours, when the suns went down it would cool fast.
“Why is it that you didn't fight my lord? My lady?” a voice in the crowd asked.
Ryans sighed.


“This
again? Can we get off this broken record?” he grumbled. Deidra touched his hand
with hers while her unseen foot stamped on his toe.


“Ow!
Oh ah...” He sighed. “Look part of it was sound military strategy, the second
part was orders.” He shrugged.


“Orders?”
Duke Pryor rumbled, coming through the parting crowd.


Deidra
sighed and then straightened, jutting her chin out. “Mother's. As ruling Queen
she ruled that we were too important to risk. She ordered us to remain out of
the battle.”


“It's
luck that Deidra is trained to obey. She's quite the warrior woman and I know
she was disappointed at not being in the thick of things until the end,” Ryans
teased. They both knew very well she had been in the thick of things.


“And
you? You were not her subject. You could have disobeyed,” Duke Pryor asked.
Apparently he wasn't quite ready to let this go just yet. “Were you not called
to battle?”


“Of
course. But the order made sense. And besides, I had another reason.
Strategic,” Ryans explained and then he shrugged. “I needed to be where I could
see the battle to help direct it. Perry, the general...” He nodded to the
general standing near, seemingly bartering for something. “And I had to be
where we could see as much as possible. It's nice to have a map and reports...
but well, the human experience is defined in what we see and experience
ourselves... we had to see it for ourselves.”


“In
other words you had to see it for yourself to believe it?” Pryor asked amused.


“Exactly,”
Ryans chuckled. “I've played war games since I was a child. I know about
disconnect in strategic and tactical applications and I wanted to minimize
that,” he shrugged. “It worked, we're here.” He waved to them all.


Duchess
Pryor nodded. “Indeed we are. Now as to more important matters, I believe we
were discussing the upcoming trade delegation with the grand Duke?”


“Actually,
no, we were shopping, but if you want to talk a bit as we go...” Ryans said
smiling politely. The Duke nodded, joining them.
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It
took a while, but finally the Duke had got his fill of discussing the grand
Duke's visit and then politely made his excuses and departed.  The royal
couple walked through the market hand in hand, smiling and nodding politely to
those who saw and bowed to them. They moved on quickly, pausing once in a while
to look at an interesting trinket. Today was a day to be treasured, a rare, brief
warm spell, the last gasp before winter, the cold hard winter. Apparently the
weather played tricks on them, Ryans wasn't certain if the gas giant had
anything to do with it, reflecting light onto the moon to warm it.


He
enjoyed the sights around them. The trees planted in rows along the walk and
around the perimeter of the park were quite beautiful, the leaves and needles
were startling shades of blues and purples along with the usual browns, reds,
and yellows. The leaves were falling with every gusty windstorm now. Apparently
the serfs collected them for kindling and fire starting material.


In
their discussion with the Duke Zara had somehow found her way to them. He was
amused by it, though Deidra seemed a little put out by the third wheel her
sister represented.


Ryans
paused near a pet stall, watching with amusement as Zara looked at each of them
and Deidra looked amused but more interested in the jewels next door. She
looked them over, eyes gleaming a little. He heard a giggle and turned to what
Zara was looking at.


The
cages hanging from the top door were wire and wood, with different alien
critters in them. A pair of them held cowering creatures. Zara was fascinated.


She
squeaked when she felt something tug at her skirt. looking down she saw a wide
eyed critter pawing at her. She petted it and then went back to looking up into
the cages above.


“What's
in there?” Ryans asked, and then froze as a tiny hand grasped the cage bar. It
had an opposable thumb he thought dumbly as the seller came over.


“Ympes
great Dominus,” the seller said, bowing. His jowls danced as his chin quivered
in anxiety.


Ryans
puzzled over that word for a moment. He looked it up with a fast search on his
phone. It came back as a Scandinavian word meaning young tree or imp. “It
translates to Imp,” he said looking up.


Zara's
fingers traced the imp’s tiny fingers on the bars. She turned to the seller
with a glare. “Father banned them. No one in the Kingdom is supposed to have
them as pets.”


The
seller squirmed. “Ah... I realize that my lady...But they were orphaned and I
couldn't just leave them...”


“Princess...”
a lady said quietly, coming over to her. Zara nodded politely to her. The
seller's eyes were wide. He went pale.


“Can
we get a better look at them?” Ryans asked.


Zara
frowned. “They live in the trees in the royal forests and much prefer heights.
A few in the hills live in dens.” She turned to glare at the hapless seller.


Sensing
a tiff and the lack of her husband's presence, Deidra stopped window shopping
and came over to see what was going on. Zara pointed to the cages wordlessly.
Deidra tried to look, standing on her tip toes but couldn't.


“Nate
I need you in the market,” Ryans said quietly, turning to the side for a little
semblance of privacy as he tapped the radio network.


“I've
got a lot of cataloging...” Nate said as he picked up. “We're leaving soon
and...”


“Nate,
arboreals. With thumbs,” Ryans replied, hiding his exasperation. He turned back
to see the seller had used a hook to get one of the cages down. A trio of hand sized
creatures peered out in terror from under a rag. Their eyes shone. One plucked
at the cloth. Another chittered. The third curled up into a ball, eyes and ears
closed. It shivered in misery.


Zara
felt the tug on her skirt and looked down once again. Her eyes widened as she
saw the hand. “And these two were orphaned I suppose?” she accused, touching
the bare hand.


“I...
ah...” The man's hand shook. Deidra caught the cage before it fell. The imps
chittered at her. One came to the bars and then caressed her hand. It plucked
at the ring on her finger. “They like shiny things my lady,” the dealer said.


“Magpies,”
a guard said with a sniff. “Trouble in a cage. Best get rid of them quick my
liege; if they get loose they'll cause no end of trouble.”


“You
know of them?” Ryans asked still ignoring Nate's incoherent sputters from the
radio net.


“Yes
my lord. Some call the ones that become nuisances’ gremlins. Women who cannot
bear children or who are spinsters have them. They call them mannequins or
changelings. Cute when they're young, but a terror as they get older. Smart
too,” he explained and then grimaced. “Some of the pickpockets have trained
them to steal... not that it was that hard. They all love shiny things,” he
said and then grimaced once more. “A few oldsters have trained them to fetch
and do things for them when their hands go bad but they usually turn on their
owners after a time.” He shook his head. “Trouble, pure and simple.”


“Can
they use tools?” Ryans asked, eyes intent. He looked at each of the creatures.
They were bipedal; their upper four arms were... he paused. “Are they wearing
diapers?” he asked looking to the shopkeeper.


The
man gulped. “Ah. Yes my lord. They tend to fling their... unpleasantness at
passers when disturbed.” He watched as one licked Deidra's finger. “Careful my
lady, they have sharp teeth.”


“I
should think so. This one is still a pup,” she said stroking it with a finger.
The animal cooed. It plucked at her ring on her finger then stroked it. It went
to the back of the cage and picked up a twig and then came back. Carefully it
tried to pry the ring off. Deidra giggled.


“Nate.
Nate,” Ryans sighed. “Earth to Doctor Billings...”


“I
really can't...”


“Tool
users Nate.”


“...”
The pause of stunned silence made him smile. “Did you just say...? I'll be
there, ah...”


“Third
row, fourth stall if you’re coming from the direction of the palace. Near the
center of the market.”


“Right.
I'm...” Ryans winced as he heard a crash and groan. “I'll...”


“Just
don't kill yourself getting here.” He smiled shaking his head as the signal
terminated with a click.


“You
know the law,” Deidra said icily as she turned her eyes to the shopkeeper. The
man gulped and fell to his knees. His head was on the ground.


“Please
your majesty, have mercy...”


Zara
was bent down, petting another of the creatures. This one had short brown and
white speckled fur. Like the arboreals it had long pointed ears and a long
tail. The one she was petting was larger, wearing a jeweled collar it tugged at
with its upper arms. The collar had a tiny lock and chain attaching it to the
back of a cage.


“I'd
say that you’re in deep pucky,” Ryans sighed, noting his wife in a temper. “I
take it imps are a protected species?” he asked. She nodded, eyes on him then
on the shopkeeper. He was surprised by that, surprised someone would think of
protecting species in this culture. Every day he learned something new.


“I
didn't know, I didn't know!” the shopkeeper gibbered.


“Won’t
wash, you already admitted you did,” Ryans sighed shaking his head. “I'd say
you lost your products...and you’re going to get punished.” He gave his wife a
look. Her lips pursed.


Nate
came up at a run, guards with him. Ryans shook his head. “Calmly Nate, don't
spook them,” he called motioning him to slow. Nate slowed down and nodded. The
market crowd was turning toward them, noting a scene. Ryans frowned. “Perhaps
we should wrap this up and get moving soon, we're making a scene and drawing a
crowd,” he said. A nearby guard looked over and nodded.
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Later
an ecstatic Nate presented his findings. “I saw some mention of them in the
library scrolls but the … Oh it was so conflicting and disjointed!” He threw
his hands up. “I thought it was an old wives tale and dismissed it for a while,
and then I ran across the Andreas decree from a few years ago... that made it
more real. Then this...” He waved. The imps were in a chamber without a window.
There was a wooden post within, tattered leather strips hung from rings on the
ceiling and bars.


“It's
called the Ymp room,” Nate explained to Ryans. He watched the imps
capering around the room. A few had gone to the deepest darkest recesses and
hidden there. Others were exploring their new surroundings... The groundlings
were rolling in the rags on the floor. A few were industriously digging at the
stone floor and not getting anywhere. Their cages were stacked near the door.
None now wore diapers or chains.


“Tool
users?” Ryans asked to be certain. They watched a winged imp bounce across the
hard stone floor to a wooden tree shape and then climb with greater agility up
it. One of the imps had a pebble and was using it on another rock, banging it
overhand with both hands. It paused to look up at them and then cheeped before
getting back to more serious business.


“Oh
yes. I'd say above chimps too!” Nate grinned. “I'm just getting a preliminary
look. I'd like to get scans of them of course. And more video.” He hefted his
camera. “For a being so small they're so intelligent!” He watched as one
plucked at his pant hem. “They're mammalian. But they're omnivores,” Nate said.
He shook his head.


“I
take it that's a problem?” Ryans asked.


Nate
scowled. “Well, they should have larger stomachs to process the raw food but
they don't.”


“They
were starving Nate,” Ryans sighed, watching Zara nurse one of the critters.
“Hungry little devils.” He watched as another tugged at her sleeve looking up
at her, while a third tried to climb into the sleeve and up her arm. She was
laughing. One of the little critters wiggled on its perch and then jumped. Its
middle arms spread and skin flaps opened. It glided down to land next to
another of the creatures. They head butted, crooning and thrumming and then
tussled, mock growling at each other in a play battle.


“Gliders?”
Nate asked, astonished.


Zara
looked up. “The tree dwellers are. The groundlings live in warrens,” she
explained. She picked up one of the babies and extended the middle arms. There
were no skin folds. The baby protested after a moment. She stroked it with her
finger tips, and cooed at it. It settled down with a chirrup and then purred as
she rubbed its shoulders.


“The
groundlings, have fur. The tree dwellers do as well, but lose it as they get
older until all they have is the ring on top,” she said. She petted one. It
tried to nip her but she flicked it with a finger and it toppled over. “I
thought of them as elves when I was young,” she said softly. She looked away.
“The tree dwellers don't like to be on the ground for long. They have longer,
thinner legs and arms so they can grip the trees.” She waved to the beady eyes
above. A raucous screech and then chitter answered her attention.


“Mother
made the most darling costumes with me for them. I had three. We dressed them
up all the time.” She looked a little tearful. Deidra patted her shoulder.


“I
thought they were a protected species?” Nate asked. Ryans gave him a look. He
frowned.


“They
are,” Zara nodded. “I... was interested in how they get them after one of mine
became ill and died. Mother and I went to the keepers.” She looked up, suddenly
tense and grim. The imps around her scattered. “They use fires or dano
lizards to get to them. The warrens are identified and some of the holes are
covered in nets. Then the hunt master sent a dano lizard down the main
hole and the clan was driven out into the nets. Those that are trapped in the
tunnels with no escape, the lizards eat.”


“What
about the fire?” Nate asked stroking an imp baby that had landed on his
shoulder. It burped and then pooped on him. He grimaced at the dribble of white
and then shook his head.


“The
forest imps are harder to get. They find a nest near the edge of the forest and
then cut down all the trees around it... then either climb up to get them... or
send up a lizard... or set fire to the tree. The imps panic and jump to
safety... but without a tree nearby they have to go to the ground and waiting
nets.”


“Ah,”
Nate nodded, face set. From his look he was as happy about the idea as the
princess was.


“That's
not the worst of it,” Deidra said grimacing. “I had some as well for a time.
Father took them away when they got loose and wreaked havoc for weeks,” she
grimaced. “The wild ones are separated. The young are sold; the older ones go
to breeders or are fed to the beasts.”


Ryans
nodded grimly. “It figures. Unfortunately a similar thing happens in Africa and
South America, so don't blame yourself.”


Deidra
looked up and nodded. “When they're young and helpless they're cute and cuddly.
When they get to a certain age they want to breed. They become aggressive and
mean.”


“Ah,”
Nate nodded, rubbing his chin. An imp baby saw him and climbed off his shoulder
to get onto his arm. He chuckled as the baby started to nestle on his arm,
looking out at the others, then with a yawn changed its mind and burrowed into
his shirt. “Right cute little devils,” he murmured, cupping the ball of fabric
to keep it from going too deep. He winced as claws touched his skin. “No mate,
I'm not a Sheila, nursing from me won't hey, there, no, no...” he tried to edge
the little tyke higher and away while looking like he was in obvious pain.
Ryans snickered.


“Yes.
Most of the wild ones are gone now. They're only in the border lands. Father
told me of the nests... they weave complex nests and tie branches together to
form a network of paths in the sky. Quite beautiful he said.”


“It
would be. And a remarkable feat of engineering for any creature,” Nate
acknowledged as he pulled the little Tyke out and then cupped it. It pouted at
him so he stroked it. “I'd love to see it.”


“So
would I,” Zara sighed. “But when I became upset I told father. He looked into
it and then banned the ownership and capture of imps. We'll have to return
these to the wild come spring... If we can find clans that will take
them.”


“What
happens if we can't?” Ryans asked. Nate grimaced.


“I'd
say they would be driven off or killed right?” he asked. Zara nodded looking
upset. A baby patted her leg.


“Or
we can see about putting them in the zoo for study,” Deidra suggested. The zoo
was a new concept for the natives, something Nate had suggested. A capital Zoo
and museum were under development now, with plans currently underway. Hopefully
by spring they could break ground... if they finally agreed on a proper
location for each. Right now both projects were still up in the air over that.
Zara looked hopeful. “We can set them up in the crown reserve when they get
older. I'm not sure how well they'll fare, but we can always leave food for
them if necessary.”


“Ah,
that's true,” Nate nodded looking thoughtful.


“And
of course you like the idea because you can play with them and study them some
more,” Ryans said crouching and feeding a pair tidbits. They took the crumbs
and licked them, then washed themselves once each was nibbled.


“I
would like to study the little beggars some more. For my paper,” Nate said,
looking solemn, then he smiled, unable to keep his enthusiasm in check. “And
yes, to enjoy their antics.” He chuckled as an imp jumped from its perch to
Ryan's shoulder and then scrambled down his back to try to burrow in the crack
of his pants. Deidra carefully extracted it, laughing the entire time with the
others as Ryans rubbed his aggrieved rear. The imps in the room froze, and then
chittered with them.


Nate's
eyes went wide. “I do say, yes indeed. They're in need of further study,” he
said firmly. He nodded. “Yes indeed,” he murmured thoughtfully.


Ryans
smiled slightly. It sounded like the biologist now had a lot to think about.
Between the first ever planetary zoo, the world beyond that had barely been
explored let alone scientifically cataloged... Conservationism, yes indeed Nate
sounded on the fence with a lot on his mind.


  <==={}------------>


“Interesting,”
Ryans said outside the room. They waited for Zara and Nate to join them.


“Why?”
Deidra asked, crossing her arms. Ryans made certain they didn't have any
stowaways before they started off.


“The
imps are indicative of a pre-sentient species your majesty,” Nate said looking
up as the guard closed the door. “Has anyone attempted to study them in their
native habitats?”


Deidra
frowned, glancing to Zara. “Our cousin Jasper did... or died trying I believe.”


“Ah.
My condolences on your loss,” Nate said nodding. “Did they...” He turned to the
room.


Zara
shook her head. “Oh no, from the descriptions it was a basilisk. Father
said the camp was shredded,” Zara said frowning. “Do the basilisks
eat...?” She glanced towards the door.


“I'd
say so, though they'd be no more than a snack for them.” Nate said nodding.
“And of course they've got to catch the little buggers. Frisky little devils,”
he chuckled. A guard chuckled as well. They turned to him.


“That
they are,” he bowed slightly to the royals.


The
Queen smiled. “You know of them Bubba?”


“Indeed
I do your majesty,” he rumbled. He bowed again. “Mother called them brownies or
wee ones. She took them in after a forest fire left them homeless near our home
one year. Father found them and brought them back. Thought he'd sell them at
the fair but when mother took a shine to them all he could do was sigh and
throw up his hands,” he shook his head, smiling wryly.


Ryans
chuckled at that. Deidra gave him a quelling look then nodded to the guard.
“And you grew up with them?” she asked sagely.


Bubba
nodded. “Aye. They're smart. Truly smart your majesty,” He bowed again. She
waved her hand slightly to dismiss the bowing and curtsying. “Mother nursed
them back to health. They saw us kids using the mezzanine bucket and did their
business in it after a few days. It made a right mess when they did it from the
rafters though,” he grimaced.


“They
were up in the loft?” Zara asked.


He
nodded again. “Oh aye. Took care of the pests and scared away the rats and
mice. When mother dumped the mezzanine in her garden pile they learned to go
out there and do it there when the weather was good. When they got bigger she'd
leave a bowl of porridge or milk to keep them out of the stores.”


“Ah,”
Zara nodded thoughtfully. She tapped her manicured finger against her chin in
thought.


“We
loved to play with them as kids. Right lot of fun. Got a whooping once cause I
fell out of the rafters one time. I spooked the pigs don't you know,” Bubba
said wryly. He shook his head and smiled slightly. Zara did too. “And then the
burgermeister came. He'd heard mother's garden was the best in the village. See
the brownies had been going out at night and weeding it and eating the bugs for
her.”


Nate
scowled. “Now you’re pulling my leg...”


Bubba
shrugged. “No, honest sir. Honest. They'd go out there and eat the weeds and
bugs... even kill rats or mice and leave them on the front stoop for mother the
next morn. Da got a big kick out of it. Called them mother's little
little helpers. They even cleaned up after the animals when we brought them
inside for the winter.” He smiled. “They helped groom the family branack,
picking nits and bugs out of its hide right good and proper.”


“So
the burgermeister came...” Zara said looking a little worried.


Bubba
nodded, eyes downcast. “Oh yes, ah... he came all fat jowls and fine dress...”
He paled and glanced to Deidra. “Your pardon my lady.”


She
chuckled softly. “None taken.”


“Right
so he'd heard about this woman's garden and came. He made pleased noises over
it until mother told him of the brownies in the loft,” Bubba said, hurrying to
the point. He shook his head.


“He
pounded his fist on the table till it shook the food off. I fell over scared
and me sibs cowered under the table. The big man looked up when he heard a
chitter to see the eyes gleaming at him.” He shook his head.


“I
told him that the brownies were no harm, right warm at night cuddled up to us,
and a help around the house and garden. He backhanded me as was his right and
then got up shaking his fist at them. I looked up from the floor to see him
open his mouth and young Scamper turned and lifted his tail...”


Deidra
chuckled. “Yeah, I can imagine what happened next.” Zara pointed to her eyes,
the guard shook his head. She pointed to her mouth and he nodded, then opened
his and pointed down it. She immediately giggled, bent over, hand over her
mouth. Deidra's eyes gleamed.


“I
take it he was none too pleased by their... contribution to the debate?” Nate
replied, chuckling.


“I'd
say not. Young Scamper lived up to his name to well,” Bubba grinned. “The man
left and never returned.”


“Too
right,” Zara said, fighting giggles. She shook her head and dried tears with
her hanky. Ryans smiled to Deidra.


“I
then appoint you both to care for our wayward waifs. Work together and make
sure we do not lose any,” Deidra said, suddenly looking regal. Ryans snorted as
he took in the pose she was presenting.


Zara
and Bubba bowed and then smiling walked off talking about imp care. Nate
followed, listening and taking notes.


  <==={}------------>


“That
was good. I'm glad she got a laugh in and that she's settling down. Keeping her
occupied and amused should help her through the grief,” Ryans said nodding.


“Aye
and she's got a lot to learn, come early spring she's off to Duluth to see the
country and deliver the first train of goods.”


“Yeah,
about that, I think we're going to need a herald to announce her...”


Deidra
frowned then nodded. “Tis her right though I am loath to let others know of her
presence. It could be dangerous.”


“Yeah,
ah. I was going to also suggest a couple of other things, a second set of
guards, and a pair of groups. One to go ahead of her and check the security out
and get the lie of the land... and people... and the second to act as a
reserve. Oh, say a couple groups of Silent Knights with the latest Imperium
weapons.”


“Wise.
I shall pass the orders on,” she said thoughtfully.


“I
thought you'd see it my way,” he murmured, arms around her... “Now since the
suns are going down, it's getting chilly.... how about us keeping
warm...”


Her
eyes lit with delight and her arms wrapped around him. “I thought you'd never
ask,” she murmured wickedly.


  <==={}------------>


“Knock,
Knock,” he said, tapping at the door the next afternoon. He'd promised to check
in since Deidra was busy.


“Hang
on... okay. Make it quick though,” Zara answered. He pushed his foot in first,
pushing away a baby. Another cocked its head at his shoe then attacked the shoe
laces. He managed to make it into the room and close the door without any
escape attempts.


“Busy?”
he asked, amused. Zara was seated on the floor Indian style. A book was in
front of her. Occasionally she would use her thumb to flick a treat into the
air. The gliders would swoop down and catch it mid air.


“No.
Well, not much. Just going over this introduction.” She sighed as she shut the
book before an over inquisitive charge could tear the pages.


“Kinda
hard to study in here,” he said watching a pair tussling. They were fully
engaged, with mock growling and fluffed fur. Zara reached over and stroked one
with a finger. The fight paused as they both looked up at her and crooned. She
smiled down at them. He noticed she smiled without her teeth, keeping it
simple. The imps did the same. They had expressive faces, he'd seen them smile,
pout, laugh, and look intensely curious or angry. She set a pair of treats down
in front of them and then watched them pick them up and nibble them vigorously.


“Hungry
little devils,” he smiled, arms crossed.


“They
can be at this age. The trick is not to overfeed them,” she said not looking
up.


“Why?
They turn into gremlins?” he teased. She looked up with a scowl.


“Sorry,”
he held up his hands, trying to indicate he didn't mean anything by it. “Old
movie reference actually,” he explained. She gave him a long look then shook it
off with a sniff.


“No
they can over eat and get lethargic or make themselves sick,” she said. She tossed
a treat up into the air. A glider tried to grab it, missed and ended up in a
roll on the floor. It jumped up and flicked its tail, then went into a serious
grooming session.


“You're
not fooling anyone mate,” Ryans snorted. The treat had fallen on his foot; his
erstwhile wrestling partner immediately abandoned his shoelace to attack the
treat.


He
looked up at the branches above to see the imps looking down at him cocking
their heads inquisitively. One looked ready to poop. He stepped to the side.
“Don't even think about it bub.” He growled as the little bastard seemed to
shift and try to follow him with its rear.


The
others looked at him, then chittered a high pitched chitter of anxiety. Zara
snickered. “Not a smart thing, to growl. They see it as a threat.” She pointed
to the groundlings, who had all abandoned the open areas to hide in the burrows
of rags. All sorts of eyes were peering out at him from under things.


“Sorry,”
he said shrugging. A moment later a droplet hit his forehead. He sighed. She laughed.


“Cute.
Really cute. Shampoo it's not,” he said, trying to keep his tone light. He
shook his head as he wiped at the mess with a handkerchief she handed him.


“What
are you reading?” he asked.


“I'm
catching up on my math... and looking up some primate material Nate
recommended,” she said. She hefted a three ring binder that had been under the
book. Its contents looked new.


“Cool.
He got you curious?” Ryans asked.


“Yes.
The whole tool using ability. I've got to read this just to keep up with what
he's saying,” she grimaced.


“Trust
me, I've been spoon fed most of that my entire life and I still have trouble
keeping up with him... let alone some of our other scientists,” Ryans replied
and then grimaced.


“How
many will be leaving?” she finally asked, looking down. She'd heard that the
gaijin were serious about going.


“I'm
not sure. It all depends on if they can of course. Max has got the plateau base
set up. It's crude, but it should work. Now that we've got windmills in
production he's got a dozen up along the coast. We should see another dozen in
the next month. Hopefully between them and the reactor it will be enough power
to trap the vortex.”


“Ah,”
she said. She nodded looking a little forlorn.


“I'm
not sure he'll go back,” he replied watching her. She looked up surprised.


“He
won’t?” she asked surprised and a little elated.


“No,
I think the challenge here's a major incentive. Then again the girl he's been
dating may have something to do with it too,” he replied dryly. She grinned
suddenly.


“Cecily.
I met her. She's... stubborn. Good for him. He needs a keeper. Someone to keep
after him because he forgets to take care of himself,” she said seriously.


Ryans
chuckled softly. “Yeah, I heard,” he said. Max had forgotten to eat a few
times, and sleep; sleep had been a luxury sometimes too. He shook his head,
rubbing his chin. “I'm not sure about Doc, she's on the fence. She's divided
between duty to her fellow man and going home to her family. The others are all
up in the air.”


“Ah.”
Zara nodded. “And the military?”


He
frowned. “Well, they have to go back. They have their orders,” he
explained. He grimaced as her face fell. “I think a few would like to come
back. We'll see. If we can iron out the vortex on both ends I wouldn't be too
surprised if some come back... and bring their families. I told those talking
about staying that they can send word to have their families join them.”


She
looked up at him and smiled, clearly delighted by the idea.


He
felt little claws climbing his pant leg. He looked down to see an imp looking
up at him. “And how are you this morning?” he asked, keeping his tone light and
soft. It cheeped. He tried to stroke it but it bit him. “Owww!” He shook his
finger but it held on then let go mid air.


Zara
hastily caught it. She glared at him. “Sorry,” he said sheepishly, looking at
his finger. She looked down and crooned at her young charge, stroking it with a
finely manicured fingernail. He shook his head as the little imp glared at him
then closed its eyes and purred.


“Show
off,” he said shaking his head. “So, do they get much bigger?” he asked, now
sounding a little worried.


“Oh
about four times bigger. But not for a long time. When they do their necks get
longer and they...” She flicked her fingers up to the poles above. “Lose most
of their fur... except the fur on their heads and tails. The ones on the ground
get bigger, fatter I suppose.” She looked over to the pile of rags. “They don't
like a lot of light actually. They're most active at night.”


“I'll
say. From the size of their eyes... Nocturnal. Those eyes are quite large. It
looks like two eye cells on each side fused together into one large eye. That
might be why they have that sort of cross iris. I bet they have great night
vision.”


She
paused looking up in thought then nodded. “It fits with what Nate was saying
earlier, since they live underground they need good night vision,” she finally
said. He nodded. One of the imps drank from a bowl on the floor. It paused to
burp then went back to drinking. Ryans had to snort at that.


“They've
got whiskers too,” she said pointing to one. “And very short tails.” They
watched one groom its short stubby tail, then move on to a leg. It seemed to
get frustrated because it couldn't hold it still, then got into a tussling
match with it. Zara chuckled as a second one came over, cocked its head one way
and then another, then attacked the first one's thrashing tail.


“Cute,”
Ryans smiled. “Well Deidra wants to see you for dinner tonight, and no your
friends can't come. She said something about you needing a bath too,” he said
wrinkling his nose. He smiled as she sniffed at herself then made a moue and
shrugged. She looked ready to object but he held up his hand.


“She
also said something about a couple of friends of yours are here for dinner.
Some of your classmates and a Duluth lord-ling...” Zara's eyes went wide then
she began to brush at her dress and comb her fingers through her hair.


“Oh
dear, why didn't she tell me earlier!” she said testily getting up. The
snoozing imp fell to the floor and then rolled into the rags. She turned.
“Sorry,” she said but it was oblivious, out cold like any youngling. She
brushed it to be sure and then rushed to pick up the books. “Let's go.”


He
chuckled as she rushed him out the door and then rushed past him up the
corridor to the stairs leading to her quarters.


“Was
that Zara?” Perry asked, amused, from behind him.


Ryans
turned, clearly amused. “Yeah, I reminded her she had company.”


“Ah.”
Perry snorted and nodded. “Got a minute?”


“Sure...
I was heading to get a bite, why don't you join me?”


“Phew!
No offense but what have you been into? You stink,” Perry said, waving a hand
in front of his face. Ryans sighed.
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“What's
going on?” Perry asked, looking at the people hanging decorations. It was
pretty dark out, and cold to boot. Even in the castle he could see his breath
most of the time now. Damn cold. Everyone was wearing heavy fur coats and
boots, stamping their feet and keeping their hands in mittens under their
armpits for warmth. It was still the local equivalent of mid-December. Two and
a half months of winter with god knows how many to go. Four or five if they
weren't lucky he thought bleakly.


“Winter
solstice festivals,” Sydney replied, coming up behind him. He was filming it
all.


“A
little early but um.... Okay...”


“The
origins of most winter festivals on Earth. Christmas for one,” Sydney said
absently. “Though it was different in medieval times.”


“How
so?” Perry asked, watching a giggling woman stand on a man's shoulders to hang
what looked like branches from a native fir tree. It looked weird; the fir
tree's needles were blue.


“Well,
from what I got from the database, they got pretty rowdy. Caroling and drunken
parties, quite a mess.”


“Oh.
Lovely,” Perry sighed. He knew that meant his men were going to need to be kept
on a tight leash. Most likely they would be called in to break up problems.


“Yeah,
don't plan on much sleep for the next eleven days.”


Perry
immediately scowled. “You're kidding me,” he growled, eyes locking onto the
historian's.


Sydney
shook his head. “Nope. There is another party lasting a local week, about ten
days, that's two local weeks after that too.”


“New
year?”


“Yup.
Eat, drink, and be merry. Not much else to do while it snows,” Sydney chuckled
silently as he filmed the woman as she jumped down into the waiting arms of a
loved one. There was some tom foolery; she batted at his wandering hands
blushing as they both laughed.


“Thanks
for the info Sydney,” Perry walked off shaking his head.


  <==={}------------>


Half
way through the winter solstice fair Max knelt before Cecily with a ring made
out of something or other he'd found and reworked and proposed to her. She'd
informed him they were getting married earlier in the year, now he was making
it official with a more traditional method. She'd tearfully said yes of course,
hugging him. Deidra had smiled softly at their antics and had even offered to
pay for the wedding. Cecily had been unsure about that offer but Max had
reluctantly agreed to it.


  <==={}------------>


Grand
Duke Medicini finally arrived to a fanfair of trumpets. Ryans watched from the
parapet. The independent Duke came in a caravan. Each sleigh wagon was pulled
by a pair of white shaggy ox beasts. Each beast had a jeweled harness. The Duke
made annual visits to the capital since he had been boyhood friends with
Andreas and Duke Emory. They'd told him about the death of the King but he'd
insisted on coming anyway. Ryans sighed. Deidra looked at him. He shrugged.


She
was wearing furs, a heavy fur coat, nice supple white leather gloves and a fur
hat that matched the coat and boots. He couldn't wait to get her out of it and
into something warmer though. Unfortunately he had to wait.


“First
state visit,” he said.


“Yup,”
she said, syrupy sweet. He glanced at her, amused by her flippant reply. She
snorted.


“Nervous?”
he asked. She shook her head.


“He's
a pissant little duchy less than a tenth our size on the other side of the
North Western mountains. He may impress dad and Duluth but he's just a fat
blowhard to me. Even if he still holds a warm place in my heart,” she answered.


“Ah,”
he said with a wary nod. She smiled at him.


“Come
on. Let's get him settled in and let's get out of this chill,” she said,
shivering. He snorted and tucked his hands into his pockets. She hooked her arm
through his and together they walked to the stairs.


  <==={}------------>


At
midnight on New Year’s Eve Cecily and Max were wed in a quiet ceremony in the
castle chapel. All the gaijin were there of course, along with the royal
family, Cecily's parents and all of Max's students. Sue, Wanda, a couple of the
engineering girls and Zara acted as bridesmaids. Scooter stood in as best man.
“See, now this is how a wedding is supposed to be performed,” Ryans said out of
the side of his mouth to Deidra. She'd dimpled and smacked him on the stomach.
He smirked at her until she blushed and turned away.


  <==={}------------>


Perry
smiled as he admired the new shiny locomotive. It was full sized, complete with
cow catcher. “Nice Max, Scooter, each of you and your crews have outdone
yourselves,” he said nodding to the men. He smiled leaning back as they
acknowledged the praise. They had, the damn thing was big and shiny since
they'd added a lot of chromium to the steel. The copper was already turning
green. He wondered if they were going to clear coat the thing to keep the
copper nice or were they just going to let it age? After a while it'd start to
look like the statue of liberty.


“Well,
wasn't like we had a whole hell of a lot to do all freakin' winter,” Max's
voice echoed from the cab. There was a clatter of metal on metal, then the
window opened.


That
was true Perry thought. They'd had a hell of a long boring winter. His men had
been a handful; he'd had to come down on gambling and drinking in the barracks
monthly. The Silent Knights had been busy though, he'd had Gunny Paris out
training them in winter ops off and on. To date they'd only lost a couple of
toes to frostbite.


Now
that it was spring things were looking up. It was an early spring; some of the
natives were worried about a last minute change in the weather but so far so
good. They had an extra month of spring to deal with. More mud, cold rain, and
muck.


Max
leaned out of the cab. Perry snorted. The beefy engineer was dressed as a rail
road engineer, complete with denim overalls and a cap. “Ayup, she's a beaut
isn't she?” he grinned. “I can't wait to get her going. We've got a rail line
going in between here and Bixby mine now that the snows cleared. Spent all
winter figuring out how to make rail and spikes. Stockpiled a crap load but
it's going out damn slow! I was hoping to get things rolling but it's going a
tad slow.” He shook his head in annoyance. “I forgot about the damn rail road
ties,” he finally grumbled.


“What
about them?” Perry asked in confusion.


“They're
made of trees remember?” Max asked testily, shaking his head. “We gotta have a
hell of a lot of them. Either that or plastic ones,” he growled. Max leaned
against the window. “I'm using iron spacers, plywood, even a rebar and cement
thing someone cooked up.”


Perry
nodded. “Whatever works.”


“Yeah
well, we found out the hard way that the native plywood doesn't,” Scooter said
dryly. “We need to work on the glue some more. Maybe a kiln or something,” he
grimaced.


“Whatever,”
Perry said shaking his head and smiling.


“We
can make do with that though.” Scooter pointed to the hand car on the test
track. Ryans was on it with Deidra. He was pushing up and down with her as the
crowd watched. A few pumps and the car, really just a wheel truck with a
plywood platform on top began to move slowly and then faster. Deidra was
smiling despite the work out.


“Nice.
Real get up and go. I'd hate to try it on a hill though. How are we set for
autos?” Perry asked.


“One
thing at a time!” Cecily said in exasperation, leaning out beside Max. She was dressed
just like Max but had some soot on her nose and right cheek. “I just finished
the valves on this monstrosity, give us a break!” She rubbed her belly. From
the scuttlebutt that was floating around she was pregnant. That was hard to
believe since they were all fixed. Unless the big machinist had gone to Doc to
get it reversed he mused. Possible, quite possible.


“Sure,
which vertebra?” Perry asked. Max grinned. He opened his mouth to reply but his
new wife elbowed him firmly and then dragged him away from the window. Perry
snorted. The two of them were living in the castle still but Max had a
townhouse under construction in the capital. Deidra and the House of Lords had
deeded the land over to him, no taxes on the land for his remaining life.


“You’re
in good spirits,” Ryans said coming over. He was a little sweaty. He ran his
hand through his hair and then used a purple towel with the royal crest on it
draped over his shoulders to wipe the sweat. It was still pretty chilly but a
lot better than it had been a month ago. He didn't want to get sick, Deidra
would kill him. That was if Sue didn't first.


“Sure.
We're making good progress. Spring has sprung, and we've got most of the
military turned around. No problems on the horizon now, so why not be chipper?”
Perry asked. What really had him in a good mood was the immanent capture of the
vortex. It was now stable and the machinery was charging. Now they needed the
right window to return home. Plus there was a bit of other good news.


“Good
point. Take things one day at a time,” Ryans smiled politely, turning to his
wife a short ways away. She was talking with some of the lords. A few of the
teens were on the hand car, giving it a try. Lord Appleworthy looked ready to
have a go with young Zara. Zara climbed on with his help and then started it
going. They'd better get their fun in now; the two of them were due to leave
for Duluth soon. The advanced parties of Silent Knights and diplomats had
already left yesterday.


“Well,
there's that, but then there's the news I got.”


“Oh?”


“Vortex
watch got a signal this morning,” Perry said with a grin.


“You’re
kidding!” Ryans said smiling. Deidra looked up at him and then turned back to
the lords with a slight frown. He felt a weight lift off his shoulders.
Something that had bothered him in the back of his mind was that the vortex
would somehow shift to another world. Silly since the MALPS had come back and
forth through it, but it was a nagging worry. One he could now apparently put
to rest.


Perry
shook his head. “Nope. We pinpointed the location of the vortex. It's coming
back, just like you said.”


“And
you got a signal through?”


Perry
nodded. “Yup. Which means our side is primed. We've got a couple of months
before we enter into the sun's highest sunspot cycle though.”


“How'd
you figure that?” Ryans asked wrinkling his nose. Sergio was their amateur
astronomer. He was working with the Da-Vinci’s lone son to build a better scope
since the elderly couple had died in the epidemic. The astronomer merchants
were out and about, already running caravans. Apparently they wanted to take
advantage of the cold and lack of snow before the thaw really took hold and the
grounds totally melted and the muck made roads impassable for a month.


“Sydney.
He got the inkling from compiling the records in the library.”


“I
was actually building an almanac. Or at least trying to do so. They don't have
barometric or temperature readings though so it's not accurate,” Sydney
explained, coming over.


The
two men turned to him. Sydney of course had a camera out, ready to document the
event for posterity. Hopefully it would go better than the garden locomotive.
There was one good thing, Scooter wasn't driving this time. “But you instituted
it now so we've got something to build on,” Perry replied.


“Weather
forecasting looks really important here. They're going to need it. Those summer
storms were hairy,” Sydney said. He shivered. “Don't even get me started on the
winter blizzards,” he said firmly. Both men nodded. The blizzards had been
nasty, like living in the arctic back home. It made one yearn to move south for
warmer pastures. Preferably beach front property.


“You
think it's bad here away from the coast, try it on the ocean,” Deidra said
shaking her head. “Father told us of a bad blow when he took his one and only
trip on the seas,” she replied wrinkling her nose She grimaced as she hugged
herself to Ryans. “He said half of the fleet was lost. The rest were
scattered.”


“Well,
since they were using square sails and boats with a light draft I can believe
it. Those things are death traps. Mediterranean designs, not something you can
use in deep water,” Sydney replied shaking his head. “It'd be interesting to
get some shots of the triremes though. Wait....If he took one trip how'd he get
back?” he asked.


She
shrugged. “He said it was the return trip.”


“Oh,”
Sydney shook his head. Ryans snorted.


“Well,
we've got a couple of months before they can get things sorted out with the
vortex Sydney. If you want a trip to the coast, I'll see if we can arrange
something,” Ryans said.


“I'd
like that,” the historian said and then nodded. He glanced at Perry.


The
lieutenant held his hands up. “Don't look at me. I'm going to be busy enough as
it is. We've had our winter vacation. Time to get back to work.”


“My
sentiments exactly,” Deidra said smiling.
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Perry
smiled at Ryans as Answorth and Coji came in. The teenagers had changed since
they had started out as pages assigned to Perry and Ryans a year ago. Now they
looked more like Terrans than natives.


Both
were dressed in denim jeans, complete with a hardy long sleeved shirt in the
red and gold of the royal house.


“Have
a seat fellas,” Ryans said pointing to the bench. The boys looked at each other
then sat. “As you know Perry and the military contingent are heading out soon.
That means we're at a crossroads.”


“Yes
my lord,” they both nodded. They glanced at each other. Neither was sure where
this was going.


“Coji,
you're um, eight? That's sixteen standard on Patria?” Perry asked.


The
young man looked a little confused and then nodded slowly. “In a month my lord
if my reckoning is right.”


“That's
about as close as Terran standard as you can get with a five day week and the
longer year,” Perry grimaced. “And you still want to be a knight? Or an
officer?” The young man paused, and then nodded again.


“Okay,
since we've got the time we've extended the boot camp to the full seventeen
weeks it was supposed to be too begin with. We've also set up the additional
training and a six month OCS training course for those who have leadership
potential. Right now it's doing double duty training officers as well as
noncoms,” he said and then grimaced thoughtfully. There were a hundred and one
million things left undone and they were about to leave. Somehow it didn't feel
right to go. Ryans nodded.


“Since
you've proven yourself kid, I'm going to give you an early shot at the
shortened boot program, with a straight shot to advanced and OCS if you can
hack it. Think you can?” Perry asked.


The
young man nodded. “Yes sir.” He gulped a little though. He had seen the courses
the trainers had put the men through. The physical part would be tough.


“All
right then. You're in,” Perry said simply. He nodded and then glanced to Ryans.


“Answorth,
your fifteen Terran standards so we can't exactly get you in right now. You
still have a bit of growing to do before you're ready. So, you've got a couple
of choices,” he said.


The
young man nodded but looked a little crestfallen. “Have you decided on what
career path you want?” Perry asked. “I mean military, engineering, or
whatever?”


The
young man paused, looked thoughtful for a moment then shook his head.


“All
right, since you aren't sure we're going to send you to college,” Ryans said.
Perry smiled. “One year of college with a general education. If anything
strikes your fancy you can talk to your counselor to take that career path.
Once the year is up you can decide to follow in Coji's footsteps or take a
different path. The choice will be up to you.”


“Thank
you Dominus,” Answorth nodded. “My father... I mean Duke Emroy expects me to
have squire and knight training. As well as training in management though.”


“Me
too,” Coji said, hand upraised.


“Well,
you've done a good job handling our schedules and keeping up with us despite
all we threw at you. I'll say you've got the mindset. As far as squire is
concerned... that and being a knight are in a state of... confusion I guess you
could say. At least for the moment, you know how things are changing,” Perry
explained. Both teens nodded. “Times change with new technology, and the roles
in society must adapt or be left at the wayside.”


Ryans
nodded. “There's a management course Answorth, and there are a few courses you
can take that go along with that, including history. Also, let’s see, law, and
a course on agriculture. Mary is handing that off to her TA before she leaves I
think.”


The
boys nodded. “We've both taken the law courses sir.”


Ryans
nodded in response. “Good, good to know. All right, Coji, once you’re out of OCS
you can take a couple of college courses, or you can take a couple before going
into OCS, we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Suits?” Ryans asked.


“You're
not staying lieutenant?” Coji asked, turning to Perry.


Perry
shook his head. Both boys’ faces fell in disappointment. “Sorry son, I've got
to go back. My orders are clear.” He sighed. This was one time he wasn't sure
he wanted his deployment to end. “To be honest I'm not looking forward to
going.” He shook his head as Ryans smiled at him.


“Not
looking forward to the endless debriefs, dog and pony shows, talk show circuits
and quarantine?” Ryans asked with a slight grin.


Perry
wrinkled his nose. “Oh hell no. Medical is going to be a...” Perry grimaced.


“Pain
in the posterior?” Ryans asked grinning outright now. He could just imagine
what everyone who returned was going to go through.


“That
and other places,” Perry sighed. “But yeah, we have to go. You know the nature
of duty and following orders,” he said returning his attention to the young
men.


Reluctantly
both men nodded. “I'm sorry to hear that,” Coji said quietly.


“It
won’t be for a while yet. We've still got a bit of work to do in the meantime.
You've got a day before you have to report to boot Coji; you better get your
stuff sorted out. Go on,” Perry said, waving. The young man snapped to
attention and gave him a salute. It was a Terran salute, almost perfect in its
execution.


Perry
nodded, and then returned the salute. “Dismissed,” he said, voice a little
rough with suppressed emotion. The young man turned smartly and walked out.


“Answorth,
you've got three days until the next semester at the college starts. I suggest
you go over the syllabus with your counselor and fill out all the necessary paperwork.
If you've got any problems talk to him or see Sydney or me,” Ryans ordered,
nodding to the young man.


“Yes
sire,” the young man nodded, bowed, and then and left.


“Think
they'll be okay?” Perry asked quietly.


“Yeah,
I'll be around to keep an eye on things,” Ryans answered equally softly.


“Good.”
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“You're
doing what??? You're going?!” the woman practically shrieked.
“This is unheard of! Preposterous! I won’t have it!” the new minister of
immigration shrieked. She threw her hands up in the air, totally out of it.


“Do
calm yourself,” Deidra replied with a slight sigh. She'd expected hysterics but
not so soon. “There's no need to shout in this room.” She waved to the meeting
room. She now regretted selecting and nominating Mira for the new position. She
was young and determined to do a proper job but she was extremely grating.
Unfortunately she couldn't take the nomination back since parliament had
recently reconvened and the House of Lords had voted to acknowledge her for the
ministry.


Things
were still shaking up with all the changes from the epidemic and her mother's
untimely passing. Most of her interim appointments had been approved readily.
The house was still debating the yearly budget; hopefully they'd have it sorted
soon. The spring repairs were underway and as expected the border lords had
screamed for help with their new lands. Zara had left a week ago but was firm
in stating that she planned to cut the trip short and return before the gaijin
left. Deidra had reluctantly nodded, knowing better than to disagree.


“Like
it or lump it lady, I've got my marching orders. We're going,” Perry said
stubbornly. “We've got a few kinks to work out, but once we do we'll go.” Which
was true Ryans thought. The crews were setting up the walk and Faraday outfits.
It would be interesting to see how well they worked with the people going
through the vortex on foot instead of in an insulated vehicle. If the native's
ancestors had survived without protection then they should be fine, he thought
to himself, putting his worry aside.


“Relax
Mira,” Deidra sighed. The thin woman was excitable. Unfortunately her
predecessor had died during the influenza outbreak. It was a pity; the old
nearly blind lord had been a rock.


“Relax
your majesty?” The woman said throwing her hands up in the air. “We've got
twelve people leaving, the first new people the Imperium have seen in nearly
five centuries! You have to stop them!”


“Why?”
Ryans asked. “I'm staying. So are a few others I think. And a few have hinted
about returning with their families.”


“Returning?”
the woman stopped pouting and blinked at him owlishly in wary confusion.


“Yes,
coming back. With their families,” he said pointedly. “And of course other
people will come too if they can. It will take some time; we can only use the
vortex once a year.”


“How
many?” the woman suddenly asked, eagerly intent.


Ryans
shrugged. “Anywhere from ten to forty, it all depends on variables I'm not
going to bother to discuss now.” He shrugged again. He really didn't know how many
could come, or if the vortex would work only one way a year or what. They'd
have to find out.


“Will
they be impotent like these?” she asked, turning to the Queen. She looked to
Deidra, giving Ryans a disdainful sniff.


“I
wouldn't say impotent,” Deidra said, pursing her lips as she fought a smile.
Perry looked amused.


“You
better not,” Ryans growled, giving the immigration minister a dirty look. “And
no we're not. We've taken medication to prevent pregnancy. When it wears off
we'll be fertile. Max has already had the procedure reversed. He's fathered a
child. Mine is chemical so I've got to wait a while for it to wear off.”


“Not
soon enough for me,” Deidra murmured huskily. They smiled at each other.


“Ah?”
the minister asked, breaking into their shared smiled. “Again, they should stay
then to produce a new generation with as many as possible!” she spread her
hands. “We lost so many in the unpleasantness last year! First the war and then
the epidemic and then the winter!”


Ryans
shook his head firmly. “Nope, not happening, I made a promise to them that
those who wish to leave can,” Ryans said, breaking his glance with Deidra. “All
part and parcel of the program lady. Better get with it and accept it.”


“No,
this is wrong!” she said. “I'll...”


“You'll
do nothing. You don't have the authority in this matter,” Ryans said smiling a
firm smile as they locked eyes and wills. “Besides, we've got other plans.”


“Well,
we shall see about this. Good day your majesties,” she frowned and stomped out.


“What
makes you want to bet she's heading to the House of Lords to try to put a stop
to this?” Ryans asked, turning to his spouse.


“If
she does she's sadly mistaken. You rammed that provision through with father
and the lords in that treaty,” Deidra answered. “Besides, I bet a few of the
lords are happy to see the others go.”


Perry
nodded. “I can't stay. I know a few of our people wouldn't mind, but the
majority want to go home to their families if possible. We're making it
possible.”


“Yeah
well, I can't exactly complain if they're eager to see our backsides I guess,”
Ryans frowned.


“It'll
be all right,” Deidra smiled and patted his hand. “We'll make happily ever
after work, one day at a time.”


He
chuckled at that then turned to the steward. “Okay, who's next?”
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The
debate raged in the house for several days. Bills were drafted, only to die in
committee. Threats of kidnapping the gaijin were floated and ultimately
rejected.


Ryans
knocked the debate of letting the gaijin go by pointing out a clause in the
gaijin treaty. He then stunned the House of Lords when he announced Doctor
Carter and her medics were getting ready to implant the first gaijin seeds they
had brought along. He explained the embryos to a stunned crowd and when he was
done the house broke up into thunderous cheers.


“That
should take care of that,” he said, dusting his hands and smiling slightly to
Deidra. She snorted.
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As
time drew near to return they talked about what they would do. Some were eager
to return, eager to see what they had missed. Others weren't sure. “Hey at
least politics isn't so damn permanent there as it is here! Yeah they bitch,
piss, and moan and its gridlock but I don't have to worry about someone killing
me!” Newman said shaking his head. “Sorry Ryans,” he said, glancing at Ryans.
Ryans held up a hand briefly to signal he took no offense.


Doctor
Carter stood. “I'm staying,” she told the group and then sat down. Charlie and
Wanda looked stunned like a few of the others. Ryans snorted softly, glancing
at Perry. Both had pretty much worked out that Sue would stay. Charlie and Max
the machinist also announced that they were remaining. The others were
surprised by Charlie but not by Max. “Max, yeah we kind of figured you and
well, you're married now, you've gone local but Charlie?” Corporal Patterson
said, turning in shock to the biochemist.


“Someone's
got to keep the ball rolling,” Charlie said, and turned to Ryans. “Besides, I
like it here. Getting better every day.”


“Doc?”
Ginger asked uncertainly, looking at Sue.


Doc
told them that here she was not just a country doctor, she was the
country doctor, and saving lives was what she wanted to do, not just make money
and live comfortably. “What the hell am I going to do to compete with this? I
go home then spend the rest of my life doing plastic surgery? Wiping some rich
snots ass and treating hangovers? Or working for an HMO? A TV celebrity Doc?
No, here I can make a difference. A real difference for a lot of people,” she
said. She shook her head.


Charlie
nodded. “She's right, which is why I want to stay. I know I can help,” she said
firmly. She looked over to the machinist.


He
grinned, hand sheepishly tugging on the brim of his grease stained ball cap.
“Well, here's the deal, I got me a girl now, and well...” He shrugged
helplessly. “I kinda like building stuff here. It's neat seeing them all wide
eyed over stuff we take for granted, or stuff we dug out of the history books.”


 Ryans
chuckled. “What about you?” Doc asked.


He
froze. “I don't know yet. I said I'd cross that bridge when we came to
it.”  He squirmed under her intent gaze and the sudden icy silence.


“Well,
hell, it's coming up pretty damn fast! Best make up your mind before someone
makes it up for you!” the machinist drawled, making them all laugh. “I got me a
turbine to finish, see you later,” he said, getting off the stool and walking
off.


“I'm
staying too. I mean, if it's okay,” Mary said blushing.


Perry's
eyebrows nearly went to the sky in surprise. “Mary? Don't you need to go back?
Win the noble prize in botany or something?” Perry asked surprised.


The
quiet botanist shook her head blushing. “I can do a lot here, learn a lot too.
I can help feed millions, end famine on this world. Besides, if we can, we may
go back and forth right?”


She
looked appealingly to Ryans who reluctantly nodded. “That's the game plan
anyway. It's all dependent on the solar activity of both suns, all three suns I
mean,” he said.


The
biologist held up his hand. “IF you’re staying I am too. I'll send my work and
papers through though,” he said. He smiled. “I'd rather explore a new biosphere
and see new animals than sit behind a desk writing papers.”


Sydney
snorted. “You're all nuts. ME, I'm going,” he tapped his chest meaningfully.
“I've been caffeine deprived long enough!” he said waving a disgusted hand.
Several chuckled at that.


“Starbucks!”
Ryans snorted. “Don't get too excited. IF this thing pans out then you might
see them coming through to set up chains here someday.”


Doc
winced theatrically. “Just what we don't need. Strip malls and crap.
That starts happening I'm heading to the Sticks.” They chuckled at that. “You
go get your Pulitzer. Make sure you only use my good side,” she smiled to the
historian. The others chuckled at that once more. Sydney looked offended and
then shrugged.


Wanda
grimaced. “Give me six months to a year to bask in the glory and close out my
stuff then I'll toddle back here,” she said. “I want to pick up a few things
and see what we've missed. Maybe get my family to come too.”


“They're
welcome. You're all welcome, with your families. I'm sending a note to Perry to
tell my people to foot the bill if you do,” Ryans said.


Doc
grinned at Wanda. “Knew you'd want to stay. Bring me back a latte while you’re
at it.”


Wanda
snorted. “Latte machine you mean. I just figure I'd get sick of the lime light
after a bit... But that doesn't mean I don't want my fifteen minutes of fame
first,” she admitted and then grinned. Ryans chuckled.
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“What
are you going to do? The girls need you now more than ever,” Doc murmured to
him as the group split up.


He
sighed. “Yeah. I know,” he said softly and then grimaced. “I'm just not a
medieval type. I'm a cutting edge kind of guy,” he said plaintively. He waved.
“I want to explore, to set up infrastructure, to go into space. Not dig in the
dirt, deal with manufactured crises, and people who can't or won’t get along.”


Doc
cocked an eyebrow up at him. “And what makes you think you can't do all that
and more here?” she asked. She waved her hands. “An entire planet to explore!”
She pointed out the window to the factories. “Infrastructure galore to set up.
And if we play our cards right, who knows? We just might see a space program in
our life time. Stranger things have happened.”


She
snorted after a thoughtful pause. “We're living proof,” she said with a
sardonic grin. He chuckled at that. “And it doesn't mean we're trapped here.
This works out we can go back and forth. Or if things don't work out with
Deidra over the long haul, you can always go back. Bridge isn't burnt, at least
not that one. At least not yet.”


He
nodded as he caught sight of her golden locks in the courtyard. She was wearing
a yellow dress, her crown in her silky hair. He smiled, dazzled by the vision
of loveliness all over again. Doc caught his look. “Hell, we all talk about our
prince charming or rescuing a princess and living happily ever after. Here's
your chance bucko! Don’t blow it!” she urged him with a shove in the right
direction. He snorted as they walked out into the sunlight.
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He
stood out the next morning, watching the two suns rise. He felt Deidra's hands
behind him and he turned, lips puckering in a slight smile as she ducked under
his arm so it rested on her shoulders. She hugged herself to his side, silky
soft and together they watched the suns rise. His eyes drifted to the castle
and the people below, already moving about on their business. He smiled,
feeling her warmth. He'd finally made up his mind.
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Perry
led the team back a week later. Months ago they had set up a series of wind
turbines along the coast. Electrical lines from the turbines and from the
reactor ran to the giant electromagnets at the lode stone cliffs. They could
see the effects of the singularity as it rippled the air and water. Space and
time were bending around it.


When
the last electromagnets came on they hoped and prayed fervently it would work.
Max and Sydney cranked up the juice to the maximum. Finally the vortex moved
into an orbit and then oscillated slower and slower before stabilizing between
the electromagnets. The others came on, caging the beast.


Perry
sent the recovered MALP through just to be sure. They made contact with Terra
so he sent a loaded MALP with their samples through. They left all the gear and
their spare clothes behind. Charlie, Max the machinist, the biologist Nate, Sue
the Doc, Mary the botanist and Ryans remained behind, watching from far back.
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“We've
got about five minutes before the copper wire melts folks, so best make your
good byes while you can or you're here for the duration,” Max cautioned. The
others nodded.


Wanda
frowned. “How come?”


“'Cause
the Earth's got that fancy smancy superconductor stuff that can take the load.
We've got copper. Now git a move on filly!” Max ordered waving. She snorted and
walked off toward the royal family.


 Wanda
told them she would visit as she hugged Deidra. Her lead lined suit crinkled as
she moved. She asked for permission to emigrate. Deidra told her of course.
“All of you,” she tearfully told them. She had Perry and the other military men
kneel. She knighted each in a brief ceremony. She informed them that any that
returned would be granted a title and lands.


Several
of the spectators were amazed by that. Lisa, Waters, and Ginger all expressed
interest. They were all up on their contracts. Waters was near retirement. Lisa
was really interested; here she would be starting a media company. “If that's
okay,” she said after looking at Deidra who smiled and nodded. Zara hugged her,
dashing tears. They both cried briefly. The men rolled their eyes but subsided
in the griping when the women who were watching gave them dirty looks.
Sheepishly they shrugged to each other.


Fred
the geologist asked to come back, he'd like to explore more. “Cartography isn't
my thing, maybe we could bring one back?” he asked looking to the royal couple.
Ryans nodded.


“And
a dentist,” Doc said with a smile. Ryans gave her a look. “Just a suggestion?”
she teased. He rubbed his jaw.


He
snorted. “You'll find a list of candidate positions on file. Run it by Britney
and the government people for the follow up if you’re interested.”


“Not
too late to get cold feet?” Perry teased.


“Don't
start,” Ryans deadpanned.


“You're
just staying to get out of the endless debriefs and media circus, admit it,”
Perry grinned. Ryans chuckled.


“No,
just the medical scans, quarantine, blood samples, exams, and such,” Ryans
replied. Perry's face fell.


“That's
evil,” Perry growled and then winced. Waters had a sour look, as did most of
the other returning people.


Doc
nodded. “I knew I had a good reason to stay,” she murmured smiling.


“They
do say doctors make the worst patients,” Ryans teased. She poked him.


“Don't
be a stranger,” Wanda tearfully said, hugging each of them. “I'll be back
soon.” She grinned to Ryans. “Eugene behave,” she admonished him with a finger.


“Eugene?”
Perry drawled, clearly amused, turning on Ryans with a teasing grin.


“Don't
start,” Ryans mock growled rolling his eyes. Perry chuckled. Ryans hid a sigh.
He was really going to miss the lieutenant, miss him and the others a lot. But
one thing he'd learned coming here, life was about change. Here they had change
a plenty now.


“Once
we're sure things are stable on both ends, I suppose we'll be back and forth,”
Ryans said gruffly, hugging the Lieutenant and thumping his back.


Perry
chuckled. “You do that. I may too,” Perry said voice husky before he grinned.
“But first I've got a lot of back pay to spend.”


Ryans
laughed with the others at that. Some of the military personnel in earshot
cheered. “Get outta here then. Have fun,” he chuckled and made shooing motions.
“Stay safe all of you,” he said. The Gunny, Master Sergeant and both
Lieutenants turned about face as they prepared to leave and saluted. Ryans came
to attention and returned the salute. They did a perfect turnabout and then
climbed onto their LAV's. “Damn I'm going to miss them,” Ryans sighed watching
the vehicles disappear into the vortex. “All right, shut it down,” he ordered.
Max nodded and flipped the off switch. They could hear the thrums turn to
whines as the equipment wound down. The vortex sparkled and then shifted back
out to sea.


“Happily
ever after?” Deidra asked, arm around his hip. He kissed her hair.


“Where
did you get that from, Doc?” he asked as they walked away. Doc and the others
were already ahead of them, making their ways to the waiting Stryker’s.


“Yes,”
she said looking up to him, eyes sparkling. He kissed her nose, making her
smile.


“I
don't know about happy endings, but this isn't one of them,” he said and then
waved. “This is just a new beginning.” Her lips curved into a smile as she
pulled his head down for a lingering kiss.


“My
sentiments exactly,” she murmured.


 


The End
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This
is one of those books where you go huh? Right? No, just kidding. It is a little
weird though, I have to admit. I started writing it as a short story exercise a
while back. Back in oh, 2007. I sat on it since I was working on other more
important projects at the time. But another scene came along, and then another
and I tied them together.


It
was supposed to be a short, just a one off to get out of my system, a writing
exercise to stretch a bit. A learning exercise, whatever you want to call it.
But one thing led to another and a short time later I had a rough draft. I had
started to experiment with alternative viewpoints around that time and decided
this book needed more than one primary view. But to do that I'd have to do a
rewrite, something I'm not altogether fond of for obvious reasons. I tucked a
few things in here and there... and then... I sat on it. LOL I threw it onto a
back burner and forgot about it.


Part
of the reason was because I was a little embarrassed by the adult scenes in the
book. There are a few, and I apologize if I got a little too graphic for your
tastes. Sorry, that's just how the scene played out.


I
had already submitted my first 3 books to Baen and was knee deep working on
others you see. One, a Terminator Salvation book I submitted to Titan
Publishing but never heard back from them. Shrug, that's how things are in the
business sometimes.


I
sat on this book for so long for another reason, I broke down and put my books
out on B&N and started getting back feedback. I was vexed with myself over
my horrible editing. I took another fresher look after talking things over with
Mechmaster and started to see one mistake after another in this book. The
dialog for instance was just one long run on sentence. That's annoying and a
problem.


Sooo...
I sat on it, shoved it to a back burner again and worked on other things. I can
write a book five times faster than I can edit it.


But
it didn't go away completely. In between other books I dusted out cover art
ideas and the critters and worked on them. One thing led to another and last
year I finished the cover art for this book.


Recently
(summer 2012) I finished book 4 of the Wandering Engineer and decided to take a
quick stab at cleaning this manuscript up. One thing led to another and I was
knee deep, and then neck deep in a rewrite with no end in sight. A quick one
week projected deadline came and passed several times over. But finally I
started to make progress and I'm glad to say here I am at the end of it.


 


September
5, 2013 Side Note: It has been suggested that this book should be split into
two parts, with the climax of the first book being the battle, and the return as
the other climax. I'm not into that. First, because we see the prep for war,
but rarely the aftermath. It's like murder, premeditation leads up to the
murder, sometimes chorographed and carefully thought out, but rarely does a
killer think of what to do afterward. (Thank you CSI) 


I
wanted to show that, and that the political intrigue and issues didn't dry up
overnight into a happily ever after. Indeed, this may not be the only adventure
for Eugene Ryans and his crew. I may write a messy sequel sometimes. Who knows,
anything is possible. :)


 


For
those of you wondering more or if you want to see the critters I sculpted check
out my blog:


 


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/


 


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/2012/08/princess-rescue-inc.html
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Here are just a few references I
used in the writing of this book. All errors are of course mine.


 


My blog:


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/2012/08/princess-rescue-inc.html


 


General things:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brownie_(folklore)


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imp


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Castle


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feudalism


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serf


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extracorporeal_shock_wave_lithotripsy


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Life_debt


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organ_Cave


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Active_noise_control


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chancellor_of_the_Exchequer


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitution_of_the_United_Kingdom


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Influenza


 


 


Roman, Celtic, Viking, and Latin
things:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Latin_mottos


http://browse.dict.cc/english-latin/land.html


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Equites


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cohort_(military_unit)


http://www.daz3d.com/shop/viking-pack-for-michael/


 


 


Military things:


http://www.military-info.com/freebies/murphy.htm


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M1903_Springfield


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Gettysburg


 


 


 


Engineering things:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chromium


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tungsten


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_turbine


http://www.discoverlivesteam.com/magazine/21/21.html


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aeroprakt_A-22
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The following is a RAW excerpt
from Jethro 2, First to Fight. 


-WARNING SPOILERS!!!-


 


"Sir
we've got a situation, the freighter Lieandra just jumped in system screaming
her head off about pirates," the communications rating said looking up.


Captain
Mayweather blinked from her Captain's chair. "The Lieandra?" she
asked. She remembered the ship, she'd had contact with them once or twice on
the Carib queen. They made a circuit run, Centennial, Antigua, the empty b459c
red dwarf chain, Protodon, Kathy's World, then south to the B452c system, and
then on to Agnosta, and then Pyrax. Sometimes they mixed it up by heading to
Triang but not often. It was one of the better freighters out there plying the
space lanes. She was a medium sized freighter with three or four thousand
people on her. "What jump point?" she demanded sitting up straight.


“Briev
ma'am."


"Did
they say if they were followed?"


"No
ma'am. They were in Protodon when the pirates came. They immediately ran for
the jump point. The pirates were on a short course for the point leading to
Antigua and they just made it clear and to the jump point to Kathy's world
ahead of them."


"Lucky,”
she said. She didn't sound like she believed it though. She looked at her XO.


Shelby
grimaced. It could be a trap, her mind had tripped over that after a moment.
She was pretty sure the Captain was suspicious of that very thing. But
something rang true.


"I'll
say. They jumped to B452c but went north to Briev with a pirate hard on their
heels. They made their way out from the Briev jump thinking they'd be followed
but the pirates apparently didn't follow. Only a frigate emerged and it went to
the planet instead of trying to run them down. They had just enough fuel to
double back and head here."


"Crap,"
a tech said softly.


Mayweather
thought hard. A frigate had short legs. Lieandra had pretty good legs, she had
heard they could do up to three jumps without a refuel. Apparently they'd
picked up some legs somewhere to have made it all this way. Most likely
Lieandra had run the frigate to exhaustion and she'd given up the chase to
refuel at the planet. "Size of the main force?" she demanded.


The
tech looked down at his tablet. "CIC designated the first force as Alpha.
At least four ships CIC designated frigates, a destroyer sized ship, a possible
second tin can, one or two corvettes, a tanker, at least a half a dozen
freighters, and a dozen other unidentified ships. Lieandra was too far away to
see them clearly. That and they said there were some asteroids in the way."


"Crap.
How could they outrun pirates?" she asked dubiously. Did the pirates
really send just one frigate to run them down? If so why? “Any self respecting
pirate could overhaul a lumbering freighter.” Their recent experience as convoy
escorts had made that point painfully clear.


“Unless
they weren't interested in catching them in the first place ma'am,” Commander
Logan said quietly. Mayweather glanced her way and then nodded.


The
tech waited for the Captain to return her attention to him before continuing.
"Ma'am there is more. Admiral Irons sent Lieandra out. Apparently he had
repaired and upgraded her Ma'am. She had a full drive and major system
rebuild."


"He
was aboard?" Mayweather asked, sitting up straight, Her hands clutched at
the arm rests. Her eyes cut to Shelby. The XO was looking eager as well.
Expectant faces turned to the tech who shook her head. 


Disappointment
cut through the compartment as quickly as the eager thoughts had. "No
ma'am, he had planned to leave Antigua on a rebuilt yacht some time ago.
Dispatch 1701E he renamed it Phoenix. He... Ma'am apparently he and the crew of
the Kiev 221 managed to salvage a ghost station. A full factory city. Antigua
prime!"


"Seriously?"
Shelby asked, eyes wide. "Anvil was just a pre-processing node for one but..."


The
tech nodded, face serious as he continued to digest the report. One hand was
still on his ear, a clear signal that he was still getting information.
"Yes ma'am he did it. They did it I mean. He sent Kiev 221 and Lieandra
out to let people know. Lieandra was supposed to let us know. Kiev 221 headed
south to B450a and Centennial."


Shelby's
eyes were wide. "So, if the pirates jump to Antigua..."


"They'll
have a cake walk. The system is mostly undefended," the tech replied
grimly.


"Not
if Irons has anything to do with it."


"He
was not in system. He left for Centennial ma'am."


"Shit."


"There
are defenses on the planet but they aren't well maintained. They also only
cover a quarter of the planet. If they stand out far enough..." Shelby said,
pulling up a sketch report from the mainframe. They had little intel on
Antigua, most of it provided by Mayweather herself.


"They
can rock bomb them. Yeah. And the station is completely undefended," the
Captain replied grimly. She was now looking at the report the communication's
rating had just sent her. The rating had highlighted that little tidbit of
intel.


"Yes
ma'am, apparently so. It had been on the outer edge of the system, out beyond
the heliopause apparently. Kiev 221 literally stumbled across it while
transitioning out of hyper. Now it's in an Lagrange point in the inner system
and lit up but defenseless. I'm getting something about that, something about
that's why the admiral left the system, the people refused to defend the
station."


“Lotus
eaters,” the tac officer said.


Mayweather
shot her a look and then nodded. "We'll have to do it," Mayweather
said as faces turned to her XO.


Shelby
blinked. She knew the way it was going to go down but she also knew she had to
play her role anyway. "Ma'am our orders..." she started to say
cautiously.


Captain
Mayweather held up a restraining hand. "There isn't time. A month one way?
Two months?” She shook her head. They all knew the information lag was a
killer. “By the time we get word..."


"It'll
be too late. but still..." Commander Logan said doggedly, feeling her own
emotions twist. On one hand she wanted to kick pirate ass. But she they also
had a duty to the people on Agnosta. Not to mention to Pyrax. Firefly was the
biggest fully operational warship in the sector. It was the only ship over one
hundred megatons that was fully functional. Even Fuentes had some rough edges.


"I
think we can do it,” Mayweather said tugging her jacket down firmly and
straightening her shoulders. “Firefly, prepare for movement. Get me Hecate, She
is stuck as rearguard. Tell Lieandra we want everything they've got and then to
refuel and then head to Pyrax at their best speed to report. Refuel on our tab.
Dispatches to follow."


"Aye
aye ma'am." He frowned, one hand on his ear. “Ma'am the admiral has
dispatches and cargo aboard the ship for us.”


Mayweather's
sculpted eyebrow rose in polite inquiry. “Us personally or the navy in
general?”


“The
military ma'am,” he said, face working. “They have a general inventory. Most of
it is like what we received on Destiny.”


She
nodded. “Good. Send it along to Pyrax then. They can sort it out there. I'll
take a copy of the dispatches though. Firefly can puzzle over them while we're
in transit. Right Firefly?”


“A
pleasure,” the AI responded.


“Aye
aye ma'am,” the rating replied as she looked at him.


"Get
with the ground side. Let them know the plan and that I intend to move out in
six to eight hours. I want this ship fully refueled and stuffed to the deck
heads so get on that. We'll be a long way from home so remember that. Barrels
of spare fuel, parts, missiles, stuff them in every nook and cranny you can
find. Then call down to the planet. Get the Major to send up his best, I think
we'll need them. Recon and Raiders. Noobs need not apply."


 


The
rest you'll have to wait to see when Jethro 2 comes out. Hopefully before 2014!
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