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Here To Stay

A Force To Be Reckoned With

Once he was finally back home, Buck placed the new recruits under the command of David. There were far more of them now—twice as many as they had rifles for. David didn't let this deter him. He started them all with drills and general physical conditioning. The initial ten who survived the battle with the gnolls, were put in charge of training the others. The fact that they had survived an attack with the hyena humanoids was impressive, so he had each man sew a single chevron on the sleeve of his uniform to denote his elevated status. Then he distributed the new recruits among the veterans. This meant that each veteran had four new recruits that he was responsible for. 

Harry worked on marksmanship with the troops, and Ripper worked on hand-to-hand techniques. Over the long summer months, the gaggle of untrained rabble began to resemble an army. Doc added Joe Andrews to the medical unit, and Robert Finn took over as supply officer. The latter became a position that became vitally necessary once the unit grew above fifty men. That meant seventy horses between mounts and pack animals. It also meant tracking the distribution of powder and shot as well as rationing of other general consumables like food and drinking water.

By late August the newly reconstituted unit really resembled a functional unit. The best men were issued rifles, while those who couldn't quite cut it were issued short swords and put on runner duty.  They would ferry goods, haul wounded, prepare chow, and maintain the horses, while they continued their training until they were competent to fill any vacancy in the ranks as rifles became available.

Soon, they found themselves once again marching through the passage back into gnoll territory, and it had the veterans a jumble of nerves, and the new recruits were even worse—especially those who weren't good enough to be assigned a rifle. The veterans hammered home what happened to those who refused to fight—in hopes to put a little steel in their spines, but all were dreading encountering the beasts. 

With the wemics acting as scouts, the creatures pushed through the area just outside of the cave mouth. Their humanoid torsos and lion bodies made an intimidating army leading the group. They were excellent hunters and preferred to strike by ambush.

It was two days before the group ambushed their first gnoll hunting party. The eight gnolls didn't really stand much of a chance. Seven were dropped in the initial clash, with only one wounded gnoll managing to make a run for it. 

Leaving a blood trail, Charl and his half-brothers soon managed to bring it down and prevent it from alerting the others. Of course, all the gunfire echoing off the surrounding mountains wasn't subtle, and they all wondered what other creatures they were drawing in.

On the fifth night, the wemics sounded the alarm as a band of fifty gnolls made an attack. It was chaos and the gnolls were in close before the rifles could be brought to bear with any efficiency. David called out orders, while the ten veterans acted as personal anchor points for the new recruits to rally around. 

The fighting was intense, and more rifles were used as clubs than fired in the initial clash. Seven men and three horses went down under the onslaught.  However, as the soldiers rallied and began to fight back in an organized and disciplined manner, the tables turned. 

Thirty gnoll carcasses were counted and piled up into a great heap of bodies that were left to bake in the summer sun and serve as a warning to any who might stumble upon them. Men were assigned to burial detail for their human comrades who had fallen, while the fallen horses fed the wemics. By midday they were marching again. 

David swept the area of the village they had destroyed a few months ago. No one had moved into the area, but it was obvious that scavengers had picked over any potential loot that had been left behind. David set camp in the ashes of the old village. All the bodies had gone to bleached bones, and it was a flat open space with access to water.  David dug in and secured the camp. Then he sent out wemic scouts to locate the enemy.

When reports came back of an even larger village approximately one day's march from this village, David went into full out operation planning mode.  He really wished that he had Ripper or Rattle to help him plan. They were the professionals after all. Even so, he did the best he could, and two days later, was openly marching on the new village.

Of course, the enemy knew they were coming. Their own scouts had been keeping watch on the army for nearly the full two days that David took to plan the attack. The gnoll forces met them halfway between the two villages. David refused to be intimidated by their hideous greenish-gray skin and their furry hide.

David was surprised by the numbers that the gnolls fielded. Unlike before where they were fighting one mid-sized village, this time it was a much larger village with time to call in reinforcements from neighboring areas.

The gnoll shaman was fortunately taken out by David long before any summoning of Ettin could begin. Unfortunately, the gnolls numbered northward of five hundred. When the conflict started, mass fire dropped a third of their number in the first ten minutes as the army charged toward the humans. However, as the gnolls closed in, it was obvious that their numbers were still too great to win an up-close fight. 

Charl led his wemics on a flanking attack of the coming gnolls, but they were just too few to stem the tide. A recruit named Marl came to the rescue. Marl couldn't seem to aim a rifle to save his life, even if he were under modest pressure. Give him all the time in the world and no demanding expectations and he could easily qualify. Add pressure and his marksmanship tests were the worst in the unit. 

David had assigned him to care for the horses. So it was that he was well behind the front lines of combat when he saw the mess bearing down on his fellow soldiers. Inspired to use what he had available to protect his fellow troops, Marl drove the small herd of horses—stampede-style—into the eastern flank of the gnoll army.

As a whole, his charge did very little real damage to the extremely tall gnoll warriors. However, what it did do was stall their charge. Seizing upon this momentary reprieve, the riflemen opened fire again as soon as their horses were clear of the line of fire.  The renewed hammering of every loaded rifle in one hit broke the gnoll's will to fight. They soon retreated. David estimated around a hundred gnolls that managed to evade the pursuing wemics.

Three more human soldiers joined their fallen friends from the earlier part of the week, but as butcher bills go, when you're outnumbered as badly as the humans were, it could only be seen as a victory.  It didn’t feel like one though and David called a retreat to the fortified camp to lick their wounds.

◆◆◆

Homestead Falls

While David was playing whack a gnoll on the other side of the mountains, Buck was back in the newly named Homestead Falls, the little village being built around the university. 

Leaving the Magi to their own devices, Buck focused on the village. New homes and businesses were popping up at an incredible rate. Not only were more dwarves showing up each day, drawn by the plentiful work of building the university, but more humans were drifting in as well from each of the three kingdoms of the Alliance.

The southern most kingdom of Molium hadn't even been visited by any of the Americans yet, but word had gotten around of a mythical area where any man willing to work could find well-paying jobs.  This drew in dreamers by the score, hoping to build a better future.

The boom-town atmosphere pervaded the entire town. Still mostly segregated by the three humanoid races—dwarves, humans, and gnomes—no portion of the town appeared to be hurting for cash. Even the tent city where new arrivals stayed until they could negotiate for a plot of ground to build on was well maintained. 

Buck learned that John had appointed three city officials—one for each of the three racial groups. It was these officials who portioned out land for building and maintained order as the new settlers arrived. 

Buck decided that John needed something extra for tackling a problem and solving it before it landed in his lap. He tracked John down and called out to him, "Hey, got a sec?"

John smiled, "Always, Boss, what's up?"

Buck grinned, "You're doing a hell of a job here. I only asked you to keep the Magi from killing each other or getting in the way of building the university, but now I find out that you've fixed the village issue as well!"

John shrugged, "Until the university is done, I have to live here too. Things were getting a bit out of hand, so I found three men who were respected by their race and set them to sorting out the problems.  They already had the respect of their own people, so it just took a little nudge from me making it official that they had our backing, and people fell right into line."

John let out a long sigh, "It's kind of sad actually.  These people are so used to having a king that they need to clear everything through, so they ask before they do anything. When I gave the three the official stamp of authority to be able to answer those questions, it all went smoother than you might expect. Honestly, a lot of our authority with these new people comes from controlling the land they use to settle and the raw materials to build with. 

The dwarves started to quarry out the stone in blocks as they hollowed out the halls and rooms in the mountain. It is this stone that the new arrivals use to build their homes. Eventually, we'll need to do something about the amount of forestry work being done for beams and roof tresses and what not, but so far, we have plenty of materials. When they aren't working for one of the construction companies here, they are often building their own houses. They are quite ingenious and industrious people really."

Buck shook his head. His mind was still reeling at how speedy and efficient it was all happening.  He looked at John approvingly and slapped him on the back, "You deserve a bonus. What would make you happy?"

John smiled at him, "Ah, you've already done more than I could have asked. The potions from Avil have given Mary and me a whole new lease on life. You made Julie feel important and distracted her from the horror of getting washed up in this strange world with us. What more could I want?"

Buck thought about it for a long moment, "Wouldn’t a real house for you and Mary be nice? I mean, I know that you like the truck stop because it has flush toilets and electricity, but don't you think she would like a new stone house with a bit of privacy? Flush toilets and hot showers we can do easily enough.  Get one of those new wood stoves from Vizzle and his family for each room and one for a water heater. We could make a house very comfortable for you.  Money hasn't really started to roll in yet from Joe down at the exchange, but it is coming. I could easily see that some of it was funneled into setting you and Mary up right."

John smiled, "I think Mary would like that. It won't be too much longer and everything we have that runs on electricity will start to break down. Planned obsolescence might make business sense in a world that is pumping out electronic gear as fast as they can go bad, but in our situation... well, I figure we have another five years before most of the electricity that Bud can produce will be going to waste."

Buck nodded, "I've had that same fear. We're already a third of the way through the ammunition that we have for modern guns. All too soon, it'll be muzzleloaders for all of us. To say nothing of the gas running out, the diesel is already down to just a couple thousand gallons. Much of that would have already been ruined if Bud hadn't had the foresight to keep fuel stabilizers on hand."

John nodded and sighed softly, "Well, from what I hear, the steam engine project is coming along well enough. They've managed to get the twenty-horsepower engine built; they're just having a devil of a time getting the boiler sized right. None of the tanks that came along with us are the right size.  Some are too big and others too small."

Buck scratched his head and then rubbed the back of his neck wearily, "Have they started to Goldilocks one out of the scrap sheet metal?"

John shook his head, "I don't know the specifics, but from what I've heard, the metal we have available is really too thin to handle the pressures needed. I mean the dwarven metal smiths could probably rig something up, but could they get the seals on the seams tight enough?"

Buck frowned, "Have they spoken with the Magi yet?"

John raised his eyebrows, "Somehow I doubt that they have. Do you think that would help?"

Buck threw up his arms in frustration, "It couldn't hurt to ask. I mean it will make us more dependent on the Magi to keep our technology running, and it will be more expensive. Magic isn't cheap," he said looking down at the Borrow Languages ring on his finger.

John shook his head, "No, it isn't cheap, but maybe they could just help with the welds or something... that might not be so bad?"

Buck nodded, "Do me a favor and look into when you talk to them next? I'll get with the steam engine team and see if I can understand exactly where their hold up is."

John nodded, "Will do. Oh, by the way, I just heard that they are talking about replacing the wooden palisade with a real stone curtain wall. I think it is a funding problem."

Buck let out a long sigh, "Well, all of the money that came in from this quarter's payment from Jafer is already spoken for by the university construction team. If we want real fortifications around this place, we're going to need to get some money from another source." 

He thought for a long moment, "If David can thin out our gnoll problem a little, maybe we can try some trades with the Kingdom of Ni. I just got the report that the team working on the jeweler's jig has managed to get the first one working. That means we can do some of our own gem cutting now, and Ni is a good source for some raw stones."

John nodded, "Any word from David?"

Buck shook his head, "Not yet. I think Julie would have sent word over the radio if they were back. I hope I didn't just send another under-strength army into the grinder."

John nodded, "Odd looking at it from that perspective isn't it? I mean, you wouldn't think twice about going yourself, but to send other men is always a different situation."

Buck huffed his agreement, "I sometimes wish it was easier, but then I remember what it was like back home. Wealthy old men who were never in danger themselves nor often even had family in harm’s way always decided who to send—who lives and who dies. I don't ever want us in that situation." 

John could only nod. The visit spoiled; Buck headed back to the inn. Tomorrow he would go back inside the canyon and see if he could figure out how to deal with the need to arrange a new trade mission.


Frontier Life

Gnoll Counterattack

David had his men back at the camp and dug in for a fight. Joe looked to him and said, "You sure this isn't going to turn into the Alamo? There's an awful lot of those gnolls still out there."

David frowned, "Yeah, I know. It feels a bit like a Doritos commercial around here. You know, eat all you want, we'll make more?"

Joe snorted a laugh with very little amusement in it.  "To think, I used to like Doritos."

David gave a sickly laugh, "Yeah, me too, but somehow this is just getting to be a bit much. We might end up having to pull back."

Joe frowned, "You don't think that will land you in hot water with Buck?"

David shook his head, "No. All that shit last time was because they just broke and ran. It got a lot of good men killed for no good reason. If we pull out, we'll retreat in good order this time. I keep hoping that the gnolls will simply attack without going for reinforcements. With our fortifications, we should be able to whittle away at them until we can eventually go on the offensive. What worries me is that they seek reinforcements from neighboring villages before attacking. If they can pull that off, we'll be low on ammunition before we can whittle them down enough."

Joe frowned, "Look, I'm no great general or anything, but why risk it? If we pull back now, we save the men and we can get back to it with full ammo pouches."

David squinted at the horizon, "Love to, but as I thought, they aren't giving us the time. They're trying to rush us." 

Then he turned and called in a louder voice, "We've got company! Let's give 'em a warm welcome!  Invite them to lay down and be a bunch of good little gnolls!"

There was nervous laughter from the assembled men. David scanned the positions again. He had all rifles loaded and on the line and had men behind the lines to load weapons and haul out any wounded. He didn't like having them in a fixed position like this, but the cover of their earthworks outweighed maneuverability, at least for the moment. He turned his attention back to the approaching gnolls. 

They didn't seem to have a shaman with them, and that was at least a little good news. Unfortunately, they seemed to have called in their reserves. His best estimate left the attacking forces at nearly two hundred. It was a lot better than the first clash, but his men were tired, and it would be a close thing with their dwindling ammunition supplies. He was just about to order the men to fire himself, wondering why his veterans were delaying, but then he heard the order go out. 

Bullets slammed into the front ranks of gnolls, and they went down like wheat before the scythe.  David didn't know whether to admire their courage or curse the stupidity of their officers. These gnolls had no way of knowing that his men were running low on ammo, but they kept on coming anyway.  Frustration led to inspiration, and he started to watch for any gnoll giving out orders, or any gnoll with fancier armor or dress. 

As he found them the higher crack of the modern rifle would sound against the backdrop of the heavier boom of the black powder rifles, and the gnoll who stood out would fall. Another would rise in its place, and then suddenly crack. He too would fall with a bullet in the sniper's triangle. 

Joe handed David a newly loaded rifle after it clicked on an empty chamber. Then he was back at it: search the ranks, find a new target distinguishing itself, and crack, then repeat.

The gnolls made it up to the ramparts before the first wave broke. Once past the halfway mark when crossing the no man's land between the gnoll's main force and the human camp, the gnolls lost all caution and simply charged at the ramparts. They seemed to sense that running away would give them the same risk of being shot as simply continuing the attack.  

Getting the second wave courage enough to make another charge over the piled bodies of their fellow tribesmen took some doing by the gnoll. It also tended to silhouette the leader trying to cajole them forward, which was often a fatal mistake as they drew David's attention.

When the battle stalled and no new advances came, David called for the wemics. "Charl, I need you to take two or three human volunteers and escort them around the enemy's lines. I'll have them take bows and we can use the same oil that we use to keep the rifles from rusting to soak some cloth to make fire arrows. Your job is not to engage the enemy. Your job is to shoot into the thatch roofs of the huts in the village. . .shoot as many flaming arrows as you can before they come out to engage you. Don't let them engage you. Retreat, and fire again if you need to. Once there is a nice thick cloud of smoke, head back to the cavern entrance at your best speed.  Don't get bogged down in a fight. Do you understand?"

Charl let out a low grumbling growl and shook his thick, black lion-like mane in protest, "It seems cowardly."

David frowned at him, "Just do it. When the enemy sees all their homes burning, they will turn to deal with that. We'll use that distraction to pull back. If we don't get resupplied, we won’t be able to finish this."

Charl growled but nodded, "I will get the village burning."

David grinned at him, "Knew I could count on you.  I'll get your human counter parts selected. Try to keep everyone alive. I don't want to have to explain what happened to you to your mother."

Charl chuffed in amusement. Then the massive wemic turned and leapt in the opposite direction, his claws leaving deep marks in the earth.

David assigned the human half of the attack and then sat back to watch them slip off into the brush west of camp. 

There was another halfhearted attack from the gnoll forces, but it ended early as David saw the thick rolling smoke begin to rise in the air behind them.  He grinned inwardly as he saw the panic that gripped the enemy lines. Two gnoll captains were trying to rally the soldiers who were more intent on protecting their home than another suicidal charge at humans with rifles hidden behind fortifications. 

Crack, crack!

The air rang with two shots from the modern rifles in half a minute, and then there was no one restraining the gnolls as they pulled out at a dead run toward their homes. No longer were their crest-like manes standing on end in anger. Instead, their once-intimidating manes were slicked back onto their skin as they retreated to save their homes.

Several of the newer recruits left the protection of their fortifications to attempt to give chase. David reigned them back in, yelling, "No, let them go. We're low on powder and shot. We need to take this time to retreat in good order and resupply. We might be able to kill them all before we run out, or we might not. If they do get reinforcements from neighboring settlements, we're cooked. Now, get to the horses and form up. We're pulling out in five minutes."

◆◆◆

One Bite at a Time

Max ran out to find Buck, gasping excitedly, "Army is back. They got chewed up pretty good."

Buck looked at the boy. He looked worried. He wasn't used to delivering bad news. Buck tried to reassure him, "Don't look so down. I'm sure David is doing what needs to be done."

Max shrugged, "I heard him tell Julie that they just ran out of bullets."

Buck frowned. Either they were worse shots than Harry had led him to believe, or there were a lot more gnolls than he had thought. 

Buck replied, "Well, I suppose I better head to the office then. We'll need to figure out something.  We've tried to crack this nut twice now, and twice it has held against us."

Max just nodded and ran off again. Buck pulled himself together. It just didn't seem possible that they would keep losing like this. He wasn't too worried about the armies being followed back home, as the cavern was narrow and easily defended, or in worst case, he could always collapse the tunnels, but if they wanted to open trade routes through that area, the gnolls needed to be defeated. A typical trade caravan going through that area would just be a supply convoy for the gnolls at this rate.

The need for additional funds was weighing heavily on him. They had plenty of technology that they could eventually monetize through their existing trading partners, but all of it needed time for development. Time that they didn't really have if they were planning to buy food this fall to see them through the winter. Even with the better seed that they had come through the event with them, their own fields just wouldn't be enough. Not if their numbers kept growing the way that they had. 

They couldn't use the king's money either, as it was all earmarked for the construction of the university.  He was already playing a little fast and loose by commandeering all the stone quarried from the mountain for his duchy's private use, but at least he could explain that away by claiming shipping costs prevented him from marketing it in Avex to offset the building costs. That at least wasn't a lie. Not that they couldn't improve the road and make it happen, but until they did, he might as well get Homestead Falls built up as much as possible.

Julie was all smiles to see him when he made it to the office. She squealed, "Good morning Buck! David said he would be here in about half an hour. Bear went out to pick him up."

Buck smiled at the girl, but his heart just wasn't in it.  Another loss on that side of the mountain had him concerned.

He asked in a quiet voice, "Any word on how bad the losses were this time?"

Julie looked sad, "David said that they lost ten men.  Most of them were the newest recruits." 

She hesitated for a long moment, then asked in a small voice, "Do you think we should just block off that tunnel?"

Buck let out a long-frustrated sigh and answered, "No. We can't really afford to do that. It isn't just about getting the gemstones from Ni because they are pretty. The money we make from trading them further west is what will buy enough grain to see us through this coming winter. Until we can get our industrial base up and running, we must have some source of quick cash. Selling the inventory of the truck stop is not a long or even a medium-term answer."

Julie nodded silently. Then she let out a little whimper that sounded almost like a sob, "I just hate to think of those men dying like that."

Buck smiled sadly at her, "I do too. Don't be too sad though. That is what soldiers do. They stand between the people they love and the bad people who would hurt them. Sometimes, it means that good soldiers die. You are a soldier's best friend though; do you know that?"

Julie wrinkled her brow, "What do you mean?"

Buck smiled broadly at her confusion, "Well, you are like our 911 operator. When they need supplies, you get them on their way. When they need more people, as soon as they call you, more people show up to help them. You're the hero coming to the rescue."

The girl flushed, "All I do is work the radio."

Buck nodded, "Exactly. Your pretty voice is what they hear telling them not to worry, that help is on its way. That means a lot to someone who really needs that help." 

Julie looked down and said nothing else. Buck took a few steps away to let her think about it and found a spot to wait for David's report.

When David showed up, he looked as if he had been through the wringer. Buck shook his hand and waited as the commander gathered his thoughts. Finally, he said, "There was no cowardice this time."

Buck started to assure him that he wasn't thinking about cowardice, but David was already continuing.  "There were just way more of them than we ever expected. Over seven hundred in the first real clash.  We kept knocking them down, but there was always fresh ones to replace the fallen ones. When we ran low on ammo, I pulled us out."

Buck nodded, "You did the right thing. How the hell are there so many of the bastards? I didn't think the area would support that many. Not with their seeming indifference to agriculture."

David shrugged, "I think that they might eat their own dead. And hunting in the area isn't bad.  Maybe they just don't need to eat as much as humans?"

Buck grunted, unconvinced and asked, "Are the new troops working out well?"

David nodded, "Couldn't have asked for better, considering. We'll have to keep recruiting. Ten dead and six wounded enough to be out of the fight for weeks. How soon do you want us back out there?"

Buck shook his head, "Black powder production isn't as fast as I would like. You'll have a few weeks to adjust before we're ready to go out again. I suppose we do this the same way you eat an elephant." 

David looked at him funny, and Buck shrugged again, "You know, one bite at a time." 

David made a little 'ah' gesture and Buck continued.  "While the boys might have most of the time off, I might need a dozen or so volunteers. I think we're going to need to run another trade mission to Ni wouldn't hurt to give them a chance to pull a little guard duty. The more missions that we can give them experience with, the better."

David nodded, "I'll get with Rattle and see if he can do a little work with them."

Buck nodded, "Good man. Now, go. Grab a shower and some hot chow. You look like you could use it."


Growing Pains

Chain of Command




Buck wanted to lead the trading mission to Ni himself. Bud had argued against it. The old man was adapting faster than he expected to life in the here and now and recognized the danger of having their only man with a title of nobility leading dangerous missions. 

Buck tried to argue, but Bud was adamant, "You jumped into this position and assumed the role and along with it comes responsibilities. My life's work has gone into this damn truck stop, and it has been thrown into this crazy upside-down world where if you die they will send some crazy local to be the new Duke. Then everything I've worked my whole life for can be pissed away by some dandy who has no idea how any of this stuff works. No, you owe it to all of us to maintain stability. If we can't fight off a few dog people on the other side of the mountain, there is no way that we can pick a fight with organized armies who control the bulk of our food supply."

He chaffed at the thought of not leading this group, but the old veteran was making a lot of sense.  "Fine! I should make you go. After all, you've got real military service and business sense, but honestly, I need you here too much. You manage the civilian side too well. Between you and John, I've been able to run all over hell and get us set up."

Bud nodded, "Yeah, and you probably will still need to when it comes to dealing with Avex at least.  Maybe Venti and Molium as well, but Ni is way out beyond our supply lines and much of it is in territory held by non-human monsters. Until we can get the gnolls and the wemics to a manageable level. . ."

He shook his head as if he were exhausted just thinking about it and added, "Look, either by conquering them or by working out some sort of reasonable treaty, we will eventually open up that side of the mountains to trade as well. Until then, we just can't afford to risk you in what amounts to a war zone."

Making a last attempt, Buck said, "I am an officer in the armed forces of the United States. War zones are just part of the gig."

Bud shook his head, "You were an Air Force officer for the United States of America, but those days are long gone. Now, as things stand, you are the Duke of America in the Kingdom of Avex. You are the sole 'nobleman' among us, and that means you're the only one that Jafer and his ilk will take seriously.  Would the President of the United States be allowed to act as a frontline soldier? Even if he had been one before taking the oath of office?"

Buck felt the comparison silly, but he had to admit that Bud's fears were not unfounded. Finally, he caved, "I get what you're saying." 

He shook his head, "You're not putting me in a box and wrapping it in bubble wrap. However, since I can see your point, we'll send someone else. Maybe Rattle?"

Bud nodded his head, "Good. You need to be thinking about line of succession and getting more American noblemen so that all of us aren't hanging on the thread of your life." 

Then he rubbed the back of his neck wearily, "Rattle is a bit young and brash to handle trade. We should talk to Julie and look at the list of people. I mean, there are people we've had doing dishes and plowing fields who probably have a host of skills we can use. There are fifty of us in total, aren’t there?  If someone hasn't put themselves forward, we've just let that talent linger in the background. I don't think we can continue to do that." 

Buck nodded and pointed toward the door. "Let's go talk to Julie and see who we might have overlooked."

◆◆◆

Trader Brian




Brian Shultz had been a regional sales representative for Mog Inc. He had been selling ag equipment and irrigation systems to distributors across West Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico when he was transported to the here and now. He was a solid backyard mechanic, who had quickly been drafted to help the diesel techs form a functioning micro industrial base.  It wasn't how he wanted to spend his life, but it was something he was good at. Besides, it wasn't like anyone was selling ag products in the here and now, so he felt he didn’t have much of a choice. 

He also was in no hurry to go live in some dump without flush toilets, which was how he thought of everything outside of their little canyon. Primitive life just didn't appeal to him. So, when Buck approached him with the crazy idea that he head up the negotiations team out into the wilds, he tried to get out of it. 

"Hey, I appreciate your confidence in me, but I'm not the guy you're looking for. I didn’t even hit my sales numbers for the month. In fact, if we hadn't ended up here, I might have been fired. I'm an okay salesman, but I really like working with my hands."

Buck smiled at him, "Look, I'd rather go myself, but it has been pointed out to me that my new job requires me to work more with Avex and the Alliance than be out of communication on the far side of the mountains. I need someone who understands negotiation. If this job gets botched, we run short of coin. No money, no food this winter. I need you."

Brian looked grim; he kept thinking that he was too old to be living rough in a tent. That would have been fine when he was in his late teens or even mid-twenties, but he was thirty-two years old and had gotten used to sleeping every night in a bed. Even if that bed was in a back storage room at a truck stop on the far side of nowhere, it was much better than on the dirt floor of a tent.

Thinking of his aching back he said, "I would like to help you. Really I would, but I just don't see how I'm the right man for the job?"

Buck frowned, "Can you shoot?"

Brian nodded. 

"Can you negotiate with people? I mean, that was your job before all of this, wasn't it."

Brian grimly nodded again.  

"Sorry, that makes you exactly who I need. Look, no one is asking you to do this for free. You'll, of course, get a commission on the trade just like Gud does."

At the word commission Brian perked up a bit. Then he asked, "Why not send Gud?"

Buck let out a long sigh, "Because he knows how to drive the wagons, and we need him on the other side moving food and supplies. Unless you know how to drive a team of horses?"

Brian let out a long sigh, "No, never really had cause to learn."

Buck nodded, "See. So, I can't have you take over his role and send him. Look, you do this job for a little while, make a bit of coin, and maybe work on training a replacement."

Brian frowned, "I like money the same as the next guy, but what use is it to me here? I mean, I can't exactly buy myself a new corvette, speed boat, or even a better computer."

Buck snorted, "Money is useful anywhere you go.  Let's be honest, you don't want to live with the other mechanics forever. With a little extra money, you could hire the dwarves to build you a nice home.  Once the university project is over, there will be plenty of them looking for work. You could maybe even find a wife and settle down."

Brian snorted, "The only single women here are half my age. Pretty enough, but we've got nothing in common."

Buck shrugged, "There’s a whole world of women out there."

Brian laughed, but it had no humor in it, "Yeah, women who don't speak English, and those who have never heard of a bath or modern grooming?"

Buck laughed, but his laugh had plenty of humor in it. "It isn't that bad. Yeah, it is true that hygiene standards here and now aren't quite the same, but it really isn't that bad. Most of the buildings in Homestead Falls are being built with indoor plumbing. Convincing a local girl to take a hot bath every day won't be nearly as difficult as you think since it doesn't require hauling and heating water by hand." 

Buck shook his head, "Look, we need this. The fact that it will pay a little better in the short run than what you're doing now is only a bonus. If you want to go back to work with the mechanics and engineers after a few months, then no problem as long as you train someone to effectively replace you."

Brian let out a long sigh, "Fine, you have your man.  I want one of the young guys to be my trainee though."

Buck smirked, "I can arrange that. You get the same basic deal as Gud. He's become fairly wealthy from the deal, at least by local standards. Trust me, this isn't the disaster that you fear it is."

◆◆◆

Preparing an Expedition




Rattle had been approached to lead up the security contingent for the expedition to Ni. He had worked with David and was able to secure a dozen veterans.  What he wasn't sure of was the civilian head of the caravan. He had seen Brian around, of course. Their group was small enough that you couldn't 'not know' someone, but he had never really had much time to talk to the man. He also didn't seem happy about having to go on the trip.

Fortunately, his young assistant Arthur Winslow was much more enthusiastic. Unfortunately, though, the kid was clueless. He didn't seem like a bad kid to Rattle, just way too immature to be let out unsupervised. As Rattle couldn't see Brian being much help in the supervision department, he figured that the job was going to fall on him.

Getting everyone lined up for the job was like herding cats. Debbie was going along to help manage the animals this time. He would have preferred Tara as he had worked with her in the past, but beggars can't be choosers, and this team was certainly beginning to feel like a beggar’s brigade of misfits and outcasts. No sooner had this thought crossed his mind than he stamped it out. There was no benefit to thinking like that. None of these people were bad people, they just hadn't been in the first-round draft picks when they had gone out before. They just lacked experience. There was a reason that they weren't the first ones picked, but most of those folks now had other jobs, so, here he was, and he was just going to need to make the best of it.

When the gaggle of twenty was finally selected, he called them together to review the plan. He explained, "Okay people, listen up! We'll be out, away from our supplies for up to three weeks. Hunting in the area is good, so food shouldn't be much of a problem. Water, on the other hand, can be a bit tricky. No matter how thirsty you think you are, do not drink from water sources that haven't been cleared. Boil all water. If you are offered tea or wine from the locals, that is probably okay to drink, but if it hasn't been boiled or has a significant alcohol content, don't drink it." 

He caught each of their gaze for a brief instant and then continued, "It is going to be a long hike, or I suppose ride, as we do have enough horses, but either way, it is going to be hard enough without you having the runs because you decided to drink contaminated water." 

He scanned the group and said, "I see most of you are wearing good walking shoes. That is good, but it would be better if you had sturdy leather boots. If you don't have them now, investigate buying a pair when we get to Savo. While we're doing our trading, I will try to get some vouchers for local shops and hand them out to each of you. Don't buy anything heavy or bulky. Always remember that we're going to have to pack it all again on horseback. Any questions?"

Debbie raised her hand, "I've got a question. Why am I only being given a .22 rifle instead of a real gun like the rest of you have?"

Rattle shook his head, "Ammo conservation. Look, none of us have exactly what we would like to have going into this. What we do have is what should be adequate for our needs. When Brenda figures out how to get us fresh new rifle barrels, we can all have a new muzzleloader with all the shot and powder we can carry, but until then, we just need to make do with what we have. Any other serious questions?" 

Debbie was still frowning, but no one said anything. He worried what the group was going to encounter, but he also knew that they had no choice but to move forward. 


Quest for Coin Begins

Into the Wilds

Rattle was far from happy with the constitution of his convoy as they spent half the day moving horses and pack horses through the tunnel. David's handpicked ten men were fine, but the gaggle of civilians that composed the other half of the expedition set his teeth on edge. They were loud and not overly careful how they moved. He worried that if there were any gnolls out there in the trees watching them, they would be able to hear this procession a mile off. 

Rattle and Brian had the only two borrow languages rings on the mission, so other English speakers like Debbie, Ray, and Art always had to work through one of them as translators. It wasn’t that the locals weren't building up a reasonable working knowledge of a few dozen helpful English phrases, but most had only been working with the new Americans for a few months. A general lack of discipline on the part of the civilians, compounded by the language barrier, meant this was not likely to go off with military precision. Instead, it was more like leading a pack of grade schoolers on a class field trip through monster infested wilderness.

Even so, they met with no overt sign of the enemy.  Rattle's scouts reported seeing campsites that likely belonged to hunting parties, but even those seemed to be days old and of no worry. At their current pace, slower than molasses in winter, their first campsite wasn't more than a couple of miles from the cavern entrance. 

Rattle slipped up to Brian, "I don't think we want to push on much farther today. The night falls quickly here in the foothills."

Brian nodded, "You'll get no argument from me about taking a break. If I never see another horse in my life it will be too soon."

Rattle chuckled, "They take a bit of getting used to, but it is better than being out here on foot. We’ll cold camp tonight. If there are any gnolls out there, I don't want big campfires advertising our position."

Brian's eyes widened and he spluttered a protest, "What? No fires? How are we supposed to cook?  What about wild animals?"

Rattle suppressed a groan. He couldn't believe that the man could possibly be this clueless, but the more he thought about it, he realized that the man's idea of roughing it was at most likely tent camping in a state park.

Rattle stressed again, "No fires. I mean it. Eat the ready-made food that you've brought with you and eat it cold. As to wild animals, the creatures in these hills won't be scared off by your little fires. They see them as beacons, and worse yet, as dinner bells.  No fires, which goes for any flashlights you might have, and keep the chatter down. These things see better in the dark, hear better than we do, and can smell our trail hours after we've passed through a spot. They prefer to do night attacks." 

He let out a little sigh and muttered under his breath, "What I wouldn't give for a reliable pair of NODs."

Brian looks at him funny, "NODs?"

Rattle shook his head, "Night vision goggles.  Doesn't matter, we don't have them. Might as well wish for an AC-130 on call."

Brian made a small face. He couldn’t completely understand what these army types meant when they spoke. He considered using the borrow languages ring on the soldier and asking him to repeat himself, but instead he gave up and moved off to talk to the others. He had bad news to tell them and knew he was going to get more than a little pushback.

Rattle's troops, on the other hand, fell right into place. Three on watch and seven sleeping at a time was a common enough order that they didn't really need much in the way of explanation. Cold camp orders were common sense to them as well.  They had to face hordes of gnolls on the war path and weren’t in a hurry to deal with them tonight.

Debbie slid up to Rattle while he was grabbing chow.  She looked at the cold dry biscuits and dried out jerky and smirked.

"Dinner of champions?" she asked with an amused lilt to her voice.

Rattle grunted, then in a low tone of voice pitched just above a whisper said, "More or less. Better get used to it now. We aren't likely to be able to stop for hot chow for a few days. At least not as slow as this group travels." 

He shrugged, "Better than some of the boxed nasties we got in the field back home. At least the biscuits are soft and fresh."

Debbie frowned, "Why have us bring stuff that needs to be cooked if we can't have fires?"

Rattle looked over to her and quirked an eyebrow, "We might take a day to cook up cold rations for the week. Of course, with any luck, we will hit the area secured by Ni in a few days and then you can cook.  As I said, we're moving awfully slow right now though. Oh, and keep your voice down, unless you want unexpected guests in the night, if you know what I mean?"

Debbie shivered, "You really expecting trouble tonight?"

Rattle shrugged, "Tonight more than any other night? No, but out here you're part of the food chain, so only a fool doesn't expect there to be problems."

Debbie looked at him in disbelief as if she thought he might be trying to scare her, but when she saw the completely bland look on his face, she revised her opinion. She barely managed to stop herself from asking if she could sleep beside him tonight. Instead, she said, "I'll keep my rifle nearby."

Rattle nodded, "Do that, but remember your pea shooter isn't going to drop them with a single shot, so don't give away your position by firing, unless your life is threatened."

As she moved away Rattle again wondered what Buck was thinking of sending civilians out on this run.  He drank a bit of water to wash down the salty jerky, and then headed to his bed roll. He wasn't included in the watch tonight, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be waking up a couple of times to keep his sentry’s alert.

◆◆◆

Vigilance




Debbie was having a difficult time falling asleep on the hard rock-strewn ground.  Even tired as she was from the day's travels, she couldn't get comfortable, and startled at every rustle of wind in the trees.  She had seen the dead gnoll that David's team had brought back for them to study, and it gave her the willies. It was a nine-foot-tall humanoid dog, the stuff nightmares were made of and knowing that they were out there in the night kept creeping through her thoughts. So, when she finally did drift off, she found herself in a fitful sleep filled with dreams of being chased through the woods in the dark.

When the boom of the sentries’ rifle sounded, she was awake in an instant and her heart was pounding in her chest. She scrabbled for her little rifle with hands shaking so badly that she wasn't sure she could use them to shoot straight. 

When the second boom sounded, she saw the muzzle flash of the second rifle, and it lit up the night robbing her of any night vision she might have possessed. Then she heard the higher crack, crack, crack of a modern rifle as it split through the night's quiet. She had to bite her tongue to keep from screaming out in panic.

As soon as it had started, it was over. She heard Rattle’s deep voice calling out to the other sentries who fired, demanding a report. She couldn't understand the words, but while the voice was firm and clear, it was also remarkably calm. It helped to ease her racing heart as well. When she was sure that she could keep her shaking knees under her, she rose to move off toward the sound of that voice.  "Rattle?" she hated the quavering sound of her own voice.

The deep, and oddly reassuring voice answered her.  "Stay where you are and stay down. It was just a hunting party, and none of them seem to have gotten away. Go back to sleep if you can. We don't have long until morning, and tomorrow is another long day."

Debbie laid back down. Her whole body shook as the adrenaline began to work its way out of her system. She was used to dangerous animals. Texas had snakes and wolves. Even feral pigs could be dangerous enough at times, but she had never had intelligent, planning, plotting enemies who wanted her dead. That was a whole new level of crazy.

Dawn felt like it was a long time coming. There would be no more sleep tonight for her. Though she did marvel as she heard gentle snoring coming from the direction of Rattle's bed roll.

◆◆◆

What Have We Done?

Being awake before dawn because you were unable to get back to sleep after a fire fight happening twenty feet from you three hours before was a new experience for a lot of the civilian members of the Ni Expedition. And gnoll bodies piled like cord wood a few dozen feet away from where you were trying to sleep suddenly appearing out of the gloom as the sky brightens, had a way of focusing the mind. 

Brian, along with many of the others in the expedition were more than ready to turn around and head back to the cavern and the safety of his little room at the truck stop. He was turning to make the trek when he heard Rattle's voice. 

"Look, folks. I know you're not used to gunfire waking you up in the middle of the night. I know that many of you are scared. I'm here to tell you, it doesn't get any easier. So, suck it up and start packing up. You can eat your breakfast on horseback. We don't want to be sitting here when the buddies of those fellow come looking for them when they don’t show up at sunup." He pointed to the pile of dead gnolls to make his point. 

Brian's voice cracked, "You're right. I'm going back home right now. This is just crazy!"

Rattle's smile held no humor in it and snarled, "Suit yourself, but I'm taking all the guys with guns the other direction. Maybe you can make it back before they find you, and maybe you'll meet their buddies on the way back. I'm sure you can find a lot of effective ways to explain to them that you had nothing to do with that pile over there."

Brian felt his brain about to melt. Then Debbie frowned at him, "Grow up. We're all scared, but Rattle is right. You can stand there debating, but I'm packing up the horses and going with the guys with the guns."

His brain didn't work for a moment. She couldn't be serious. Only the crazy macho types wanted to keep going when monsters were trying to kill them, right?  However, when she suited actions to words, he found himself rather numbly going along. He certainly didn't want to be alone when the next batch of monsters came calling.

The pace Rattle set that morning was punishing.  The man wasn't at all interested in slowing down either. Brian was sore all over. Between sleeping on the cold ground with the bugs and rocks and long days on horseback fighting saddle sores, he was miserable and saw no end in sight.

◆◆◆

Endurance




Rattle still wasn't happy with the pace, but he had to admit it was better than yesterday. These people weren't in condition to do long treks, even on horseback. He could see them visibly flagging.  Each day they would trudge on until they looked a lot like the lines of war refugees that he had seen on the news and historic war movies. He really didn't like to push them to this point, but the longer they were out there, the more they risked a large confrontation with enemy forces, which meant using up more critical ammunition.

The second night, everyone simply dropped off their horses and bedded down where they fell. If it hadn't been for Debbie and her insistence on taking care of the horses, most of them would have been on foot by the morning. Rattle found himself beginning to respect the girl. There was more to her than the cute little fluff ball that she presented. In truth, she was far more helpful in managing the civilians than Brian was, and he was the one who had been given that role. 

Art was also more useful than Rattle had given him credit for. He wasn’t particularly good at anything, but he didn't complain about the situation. At least not more than any other young soldier would. 

With no special training or skills, he was adapting to living out in the wilds much better than even some of the locals along on this trip. Perhaps it was the resilience of his youth, but Rattle hoped it was a bit more depth of character. Only time would tell, but he decided to give the kid a bit more responsibility and see how he managed it.

Days were long and grinding, and nights were cold and terror filled. One day they camped among an easily defended ring of boulders and Rattle allowed them to build fires and have a hot meal. It was still difficult for them. It really wasn't much of a choice though. If they hadn't stopped there to cook up more food and rest the men and horses, they would have had to do it in another day or two, and perhaps not in as ideal of a place. 

The first night camped within the walls of the boulders was quiet, but the second night was a lot more difficult. Twenty-six gnolls were visible in the early morning light, all piled up at the foot of the little natural fortress where they made their camp.  Rattle was most happy by the fact that he hadn't needed to use the limited supply of modern ammo, and twenty-five of the twenty-six gnolls had been taken down by David's veterans. The only other one had been attempting to flee when he caught one of the fallen gnoll's spears in his back. 

Rattle had them all back in the saddle early the next day, and they were pressing on. He allowed limited hunting once they made it into the grasslands.  Packing the meat without building a fire to cook any right way was not a popular decision, but he knew that by all accounts they should be nearing Savo.  Luckily, on the second day after the hunt, they could see the distant walls of the village. Rattle knew that they wouldn't make it that day but allowed fires and roasted meat that evening for dinner. 

The night passed without any intrusion by the local wemic prides, and with one final early start, the gates of the village were soon in sight. The guards were not easy to deal with this time around, but without their wemic allies, at least all were admitted inside of the walls and were able to find lodgings at the local inn. Baths and real beds were appreciated that afternoon and evening in a way that few of the Americans in the party had ever appreciated them before.


River Trade

Savo




Debbie was only too happy to no longer be traveling. Without the aid of a ring of Borrow Languages, she was unable to communicate with the locals, but still managed to convey her wishes well enough to get the bath filled and order a meal of stew to be brought up to her room. It felt like a waste to hide in the room the whole time, but the trip through the wilderness had been rough enough that she just didn't have any desire to do anything more than sleep. 

It was dark when she was awakened by a knock at the door. Groggily she pulled herself out of bed to open it. Standing on the other side was Rattle who apologetically said, "Hey, sorry if I woke you, but no one had seen you today and I wanted to make sure you were alright?"

Debbie smiled through the fog that still claimed most of her wits and explained, "Sorry to cause concern, but it just felt so good to be clean and not moving that I couldn't bring myself to go anywhere."

Rattle chuckled, "Can't say that I don't understand that. Have you had dinner yet?"

Debbie shook her head, "No. I probably should have though. How is the trading coming?"

Rattle let out a long sigh, "Not as well as Brian wants from what I can gather. He's talking about hiring a boat to take us downstream where he hopes to get better prices. I'll let you get ready and if you like, we can talk about it over some dinner."

Debbie gave him a playful look, "Why sir, are you asking me out on a date?"

Rattle flushed and grinned, "Well, that is an idea, isn't it?"

Now it was Debbie's turn to flush slightly. She shrugged, "I was mostly teasing, but I can't say that I would mind. Give me a minute to pull myself together, and I'll meet you downstairs."

Rattle felt a stupid grin cross his face and then said confidently, "It's a date!"

Debbie closed the door and finished pulling on her clothes. She wished that she had a mirror to at least see what she looked like as she combed out her hair.  Having gone to bed right after the bath, she was certain that she looked like a wreck.

She had never really considered Rattle romantically before now, but he was kind of cute in a boy-next-door kind of way, and the way he handled himself on their trek through hell... well, it said a lot about his ability to handle crazy situations. 

Debbie was self-aware enough to know that keeping his cool while enduring crazy would be a good thing if he was going to spend much time with her. She didn't want to be crazy, but sometimes crazy just seemed to follow her around, though it was less now since she wasn't around her family anymore.

With no way to lock the room behind her, Debbie had to carry anything of value with her, so she shouldered her pack and trudged down the stairs.  She saw the confused look on Rattle's face as she hit the bottom step and wondered if she had needed that mirror for more than just her hair. She felt a little relief when he asked, "What's with the pack? You planning on going somewhere more than dinner?"

Debbie smiled, "No, but the rooms don't have locks on them."

Rattle snorted, "No, but the hallway has two of our guards posted at all times. Didn't you notice them?"

Debbie shook her head, "I saw two of them out in the hallway, but I didn't realize you had stationed them there. I thought they were just talking in the hallway outside of their rooms. I couldn't understand what they were saying. I really need to learn the local language, but staying at the truck stop, there hasn't been much in the way of opportunity or need."

Rattle nodded and took her pack from her shoulder, "I'll carry it. You can take it back up after we eat, or if I see one of the guys heading up, we can have them take it. I also need to learn the language better.  The borrow languages ring has been a bit of a crutch for me. I try not to rely on it when giving orders to the men, but there is just so much that can be misunderstood that I use it more than I ought to."

They sat down at a table in the common room and had barely ordered their food when Brian and Art stormed into the room and took seats next to them at the table. Rattle started to object, but Debbie caught his eye and with a rueful smirk shook her head, stopping the objection half formed. She mouthed silently to him, 'You owe me later' and just winked.

Obviously frustrated Brian looked over at Rattle and spewed, "These people think their stuff is made of gold! How can they possibly expect to open trade when they have such unrealistic ideas of the value of their own goods?"

Debbie sighed, "Um, Brian, have you ever thought that they have to make all of their stuff by hand?  Every gemstone mined by hand, every ounce of incense refined by hand, every stitch of clothing made by hand.”

She let this sink in and then asked, “Are you certain you aren't letting our previous world of mass production color your views of the value of trade goods? I mean most of the shit we are trading is garbage and trinkets where we come from. It is only rarity that gives it such value here. Maybe you're recognizing the value of our items due to rarity and not valuing their items enough because of scarcity and the cost to replace inventory."

Brian blinked twice and then looked as if he had been struck between the eyes. Then he admitted, "I knew that on an intellectual level, of course, but I hadn't been letting it factor into my pricing decisions nearly enough." 

He let out a long sigh, "I told Buck I was the wrong man for this job."

Rattle snorted in amusement, "You are not getting out of it that easy. What's your plan to fix things?"

Brian sank down into his chair, "I suppose I could just go and accept their offers, but we will lose credibility if we do that." 

He sat for a moment thinking, "I think the only answer is to hire a boat to take us to a larger city.  Their selection and prices are apt to be much better."

Rattle eyed him dubiously, "Enough better to cover the cost of shipping all of us and the goods?  Leaving our horses here and paying the stable costs?"

Brian winced, "In the long run yes. In the short run it will be closer to breaking even I think."

Rattle nodded, "When do I need my men ready to leave?"

Brian shrugged, "Depends on when we can find boat space, but probably tomorrow. I must run and talk to the boatmen. Art, you just stay here and eat. There is no reason you should miss meals because I'm failing to learn the local markets."

Debbie and Rattle looked at one another in unison, realizing that their date night would have to be put on hold.

◆◆◆

Rollin’ on the River

Stabling the horses and hiring enough boats to fit everyone and their supplies took up much of the morning, but Brian was much happier to be riding the little boats than riding horseback. Their small fleet of three river barges was floating down the river as the sun climbed high in the sky. The river men were skilled at their craft and while the current was slow in this portion of the river, it was steady.

Brian heard two of the guards mumbling about hunting and looked up to see vast herds of what looked to him like yaks or maybe African style buffalo lining the eastern bank of the river. Brian turned to the men and said, "Not on this trip." 

He smiled gently at their frowns and explained, "We don't want to take the time needed to dress and butcher the animals and we're lacking in the salt we would need to preserve the meat and the hides.  Though, I agree with you, hunting them from boats that could pull back to the middle of the river to avoid clashes with the local wemic prides does sound like a good idea." The two guards frowned in reluctant agreement. 

The rest of the day went well. The boats passed two more small trading settlements like Savo as the day wore on. Brian was surprised when he noticed Rattle’s barge seemed to be a bustle of activity. Upon closer inspection, he saw them towing hard on what looked at this distance like an invisible line. When the fish broke the surface of the water Brian couldn't help but grin. He turned to the guards who had wanted to hunt earlier and said, "If you figure out what they are using to fish with when we stop this evening, it might be a fun way to pass the time.  And it doesn't require stopping the boats." Both men said nothing but only looked speculative.

As dusk closed in around them, Brian was happy to see a small settlement appearing close to a bend in the river. He asked the boatman, "Are we putting in there for the evening?"

The boatman nodded his approval and said, "Not a good idea to be on the river in the dark. We can get hot food and dry beds if we stop there." 

Brian didn't need to be told twice. While rooms at the inn cut into their limited coin supply, no one really wanted to go back to the cold camps and sleep on the ground.

The following days went along much like the first, at least until the third day on the river. The boatmen all seemed a little on edge, and when Brian asked about it, the boatman said, "This stretch of river is dangerous. Deeper here and the river serpents can get aggressive this time of year."

Brian felt his heart sink and when he spoke again his voice held more quaver in it than he liked. He asked, “River serpents? How big are we talking?"

The boatman broke out into mischievous gap-toothed grin, "Oh, some are big enough to swallow a man whole." After getting the reaction from Brian that he had hoped for, he shrugged easily and explained, "Most are only dangerous if they are in a mating frenzy. That's when a man can be knocked from the boat and into the water. If that happens, he won't last long. Not if he attracts their attention by trying to swim. Of course, if he doesn't flail around and swim, then he just drowns. So don't get knocked out of the boat." The man said the last in a flat humorless tone that sent Brian's stomach rolling.

While the river serpents did eventually make an appearance that day, it was Debbie who ran them off. Pulling up her little rifle, she began to plink rounds off into their dense skulls. The little .22 rifle wasn't enough to finish them off, but it did put the smell of their own blood in the water, and soon the wounded found themselves fighting for their lives/ The boats filled with tasty people were quicky forgotten in favor of what they saw as an easy meal.

As the city loomed large off in the distance, Brian's mind turned back to the truck stop. If the bullets ever ran out before they could defend themselves, the great masses of people in cities like this would descend on them, much as any of the monsters would. Oh, they might not eat them, but they would kill them for what they had. That wasn't really a question. 

Seeing the locals as more than ignorant children for the first time, Brian now understood why this mission needed to succeed, and he got his game face on.  He wasn't a warrior like Buck or Rattle, but he could negotiate one hell of a deal, and he knew that warriors were weaponless without the funds to support and arm them. It was time for him to do his part for the survival of their little stranded band in order for their little sliver of civilization to survive in a mostly barbaric world.


Alivar of Ni

Culture Shock




From the river docks, Brian and company made their way to Market Street in the city of Alivar. As the name implied, Market Street hosted large warehouses, travelers’ inns, and of course the open-air market. 

As one of the most traveled city street, traffic was a real issue. While there weren't many carts or wagons, the roadway was still jammed up with pedestrian traffic. To assist in unloading and carrying the goods that had been on the pack horses, Brian hired local porters to carry the bundles, and so had nearly everyone else. 

Men wearing little other than ragged loincloths and iron collars about their necks filled the streets carrying large bundles either on their backs or balanced on their heads. Other than these nearly universal human beasts of burden, the streets were filled with men wearing a wide range of exotic clothing—everything from light and nearly gauzy flowing robes to colorful silks and intricately beaded buckskins. This city flashed all the signs of being an important trade hub for a wide region—even more so than the larger Avex from the descriptions given by Buck. 

At Rattle's urging, they were all quiet as they made their way to the inn. The first inn that Brian checked with was a real dump, at least on the inside, and he decided it was worth moving to the next in hopes of avoiding lice, fleas, and bedbugs. 

The second and third inns were an improvement on the first, but that improvement was slight. By the fourth inn, Brian was nearly ready to give up and just take the next available spot. However, as luck would have it, the fourth time was the charm, and this inn was clean, dry, and affordable.

Their new residence reminded Brian of the little roadside motels that were common in small towns across America that catered to tourists on family road trips. The rooms were a bit more expensive, but in Brian's mind, not having to rid themselves of vermin afterward would make the extra coin worth it.

With the rooms rented and loaded with their trade goods and packed four deep in each room except for the one that Debbie had to herself, Rattle gave the nod to Brian and said, "Pass it along: no one is to shoot their mouth off here. This place throws up a bunch of red flags. Things the guys in the deployed units who said to watch out for if you wanted to avoid a shit storm."

This made Brian's eyebrows rise. He hadn't noticed anything especially off key, other than the fact that they seemed to be in the Dark Ages and slavery seemed to be the norm. He asked Brian, "What do you mean? Can you give me some examples? I'm going to have to deal with these people and if I can avoid falling on my face, it will be better for all of us."

Rattle nodded, "Several things really. For starters, you saw the collars around our porter's necks. Free men don't wear those, so if you run afoul of the law here, you're likely to end up joining them." 

Brian nodded; he had noticed the very same thing.  Rattle continued, "You also might have noticed a wide array of clothing styles? That means that the city has a lot of foreigners. That’s not in and of itself a bad thing, but it means multiple cultures, so multiple chances to give offense unintentionally." 

That did give Brian pause, and he grunted encouragingly for Rattle to continue, who added, "Did anyone else notice that we didn't pass more than one or two women on the whole way here?  None of those being all that well dressed. When was the last time you were at a shopping center and saw more men than women? It means that either the streets are particularly dangerous for women, or that they are kept in seclusion by their families or perhaps both. It could be religious or cultural reasons, or it could be simple security precautions, or both. They are not mutually exclusive by any measure. Either way, Debbie goes everywhere armed and probably with at least one guard."

Brian blew out a long breath, "I hadn't really thought of that. You saw a lot that I missed."

Rattle shrugged, "Situational awareness is important." 

He smirked a little, "Do you want to tell Debbie about the restrictions on her movements or should I?"

Brian laughed lightly and replied in a tone full of sarcasm, "Oh, that falls firmly in your lap as head of security."

Rattle snorted, "Thanks. You shouldn't go out without guard either. I assume that you and Art are going to get straight to work?" 

When Brian nodded, Rattle pointed out two of the riflemen on loan from David's company and said, "Take those two with you. With only one shot a piece, they aren't as much protection as I would like you to have, but they'll make enough noise that the rest of us can come running. Be careful out there."

Brian felt his pulse race, "Thank you. I'll have my rifle as well, and so will Art, but I'll take all of the backup you give me."

It wasn't long before Brian had made up a sample case of their goods and gave it to Art to carry.  Then he collected the two guards, and they were out the door and back in the street within an hour.  He was tired from the trip, but they still had enough time in the day that he could visit the official in charge of the markets and find out what was needed to open a stall. 

Finding the official wasn't difficult. They had to ask directions twice, but before long they found a large stone building that was obviously official. Brian couldn't say what it was exactly that gave it away, but the whole place just screamed DMV to him.   The overworked clerks behind the ornate desks with the mildly annoyed expression of indifference just solidified his earlier impression. 

Approaching the first open desk, Brian smiled and nodded greetings to the clerk, "Hello good sir.  We're new in town and have come to conduct business. I wonder if you might direct me to the place to rent market space?"

The pinch-faced clerk frowned, "First time? Do you have a license from the merchant's guild?"

Brian felt his heart sink, "I was not aware that one was required. We're not of this kingdom and are unfamiliar with its customs."

The pinch-faced clerk looked him up and down and scowled, "Obviously you are not from our kingdom.  Nothing can be done until you've complied with your obligations to the merchant's guild."

Brian sighed inwardly. This could be a mess and it was likely all set up to bleed foreign traders dry.  He asked, "Would you mind telling me what those obligations might be?"

The pinch-faced clerk let out a dramatic sigh and scratched his chin, "Do I look like a pettifogger to you?"

Brian frowned at the unfamiliar word, but the Borrow Languages ring translated the context well enough, and he learned that a “pettifogger” was a lawyer.  That didn't bode well. If lawyers needed to be involved just to open a temporary stall in the marketplace, this was going to turn unprofitable quickly. Brian asked anyway, "Any ideas where I may find such a fellow?"

The clerk rolled his eyes, "Solicitor’s Row, two streets over."

Frustrated, Brian left the little clerk behind him and headed over to find Solicitor’s Row. He looked at Art and said, "This is such a mess. I can't believe that they have this much trade if they make it this difficult to engage in it."

They found Solicitor’s Row right where they were told it would be. There were large stone palaces lined up and down the street, and small stalls packed in among them with only one or two men in them.  Immediately Brian understood the game that was being played. Large and established firms, and upstarts packed in and around them trying to make a name for themselves. Brian selected an open stall with a confident young man sitting in the entry way. 

"Good afternoon, Sir. We are new to your kingdom, and unfamiliar with your customs. We've been told that we need a license from the merchant's guild, but I suspect that this is far more complicated than that. Who would you recommend helping guide us through the process of getting set up to legally offer our trade goods for sale?" Brian asked this in as polite and professional manner as he could manage.

The young man smiled at him, "Well, my good sir, you're in a bit of luck. Merchant matters are a bit of a specialty of mine. My father is a merchant, and in good standing with the guild. I handle all his concerns as well, and I will be more than happy to assist you. . .for reasonable compensation, of course."

Brian suppressed the snort, "Of course. How do you define reasonable?"

The young man shrugged, "It really all depends on what I need to do to smooth your path. Come on in out of the sun, perhaps you can tell me what it is that you trade?"

◆◆◆

Unfair




Debbie was tired, but there was an entire city out there just waiting to be explored. So, she spoke to several others on the trading side of the expedition and arranged a trip to survey what was available to trade for in this city. She was halfway to the door, when Rattle stopped her and asked, "Where do you think you're going?"

She didn't really like his tone, but answered him anyway, "I’m going to check out the market."

Rattle shook his head, "Probably not a good idea. I think we should wait until Brian is back."

Debbie rolled her eyes, "I wasn't asking you to go along."

Rattle took a deep breath, "There are security concerns. This is a new place, and we know very little about it."

Debbie sighed, "Look, it is just a city. It isn't like we're in the middle of the wilderness anymore. I'll be fine."

Rattle responded in a flat voice with more persuasion, "You are not going out there without a guard escort."

Debbie rolled her eyes, "What is it with men always trying to pull this macho bullshit? I'm an adult, and you're not my dad. We're going. You can send along some guards if you want to."

Rattle growled; his patience was at an end. "No, you are not. I am fortunately not your father, but I will put you over my knee and tie you to the bed in your room if you try to go around me on this. I have two guards out with Brian and Art right now. If I send four with you, that leaves those here guarding our trade goods understaffed. Or do you think that the men who give up sleep every night so that you might sleep safely aren't worthy of being kept safe? Because that is what you are doing when you force me to spread them too thin?"

Debbie sulked, "The market will be closed soon."

Rattle softened, took a deep breath, and slowly released it. Then he said, "Ok how about we go out in an hour. That will only leave the guard here shorthanded for a couple of hours until Brian gets back. In the meantime, clean your rifle. You'll want to take it with you."

Debbie looked at him like he had lost his mind, "Why carry it in the city? It's heavy and bulky. It will just get in my way. I'll carry the pistol. That should be enough."

Rattle closed his eyes and counted to ten before saying, "You will abide by my security decisions, or you will be confined to quarters until we leave the city."

Debbie pouted and stormed off to her room. Who did this neanderthal think he was. She was a grown woman and didn't need some overbearing muscle freak to tell her what to do. She sat on the bed, and fumed for nearly five minutes before she calmed down enough for her to begin giving him the benefit of the doubt. He was only trying to keep everyone safe, she reasoned. It still didn't give him the right to order her around, but however misguided he might be, his intentions were at least in the right place.  Grudgingly, she pulled out her little .22 and unloaded it, before settling in to clean it.

She was only done with the task a few minutes, when there was a knock on her door. When she opened it, Rattle was standing there with that impassive look on his face. He asked, "Do you still want to go see the market?"

She felt her irritation rising, "Of course. Can we go now?" The sarcasm with which she delivered the last line caused his eyes to flash with anger, but his face showed none of it.

The market itself was nearly Magical. There were oddities laid out in stalls all along the Market Square, as well as permanent stores lining the entire square so that it resembled the downtown of every little town she had seen. Only here, the stores were bustling with traffic and not the vacant shells that so many small-town business districts had become.

Chaos erupted when one of the guards used the butt of his rifle to knock a skinny, filthy street urchin to the ground. Debbie was appalled. The boy crumbled to the ground and was bleeding from his head. She ran to the boy to see if she could help him. When she rolled the boy over, she saw that he was at most twelve years old. 

She turned on the soldier, her eyes ablaze with fury. Before she could do more than shout at him, Rattle cut her off and got between them. She screamed at him, "Did you see what he did to that poor little boy?"

Rattle infuriated her further when he said, "He caught the kid trying to steal from us."

Spitting out a reply she said, "That's no reason to hit him with a rifle butt. The boy probably has a concussion!"

Rattle, who had been looking around cautiously the whole time, hissed out through gritted teeth, "If we had simply held him for what passes here for police, they would probably hang the boy, or maybe just cut off his hand. This way when he crawls away, he will have learned a valuable lesson about who not to steal from. He'll have a headache, but he'll live."

Debbie bit back her next retort and slumped as the truth of his words settled in on her. "Fine, but I think we should take him back to the inn to make sure he is alright."

Rattle rolled his own eyes at that suggestion, then hesitated as if an idea just came to him. He answered, "Fine, you can bring him back with us on one condition. We go back right now, and you're responsible for him." 

Debbie quickly agreed and one of the men picked the boy up with a grimace at the smell, tossed him over his shoulder, and made his way back to the inn.

On the way back, they passed the one place in the market that even Rattle could have done without seeing. It was an open-air slave auction where men, women, and children paraded naked upon the block and displayed themselves for auction. Debbie was so appalled and glad that she had brought her rifle, but before she could get it unslung, Rattle had her around the waist with one arm and the barrel of the rifle in his other. 

He hissed into her ear, "Oh, yeah, let’s just do sword point conversions of the infidels and make them change their evil ways." 

He snorted, "Don't make me carry you back like you are that little boy. There are reasons that this is happening, and as bad as you and I might think that it is, there are worse ways of dealing with this problem."

Tears running down her cheeks she practically wailed, "How can you allow such a thing?"

Rattle growled, "In this era, when an area is conquered, there are no POW camps. Captured soldiers are either taken as slaves or killed outright.  If it weren't for the money to be made selling them, they would simply be killed and left in a pile. The women and children, without a man to protect them and provide for them, would likely starve to death or be prey for the few men who managed to get away.  I don't like this either, but if they wouldn't fetch a price here in town, they would have simply been left to starve after the army took anything of value in loot. So, forget what you think you know about the world. This place runs on completely different rules.  Now, are you going to come along with me peacefully, or am I going to knock your pretty little ass out and carry you?"

She wanted to kick him, but deep down she knew he was probably right. She just wanted to cry. She went slack in his arms and all the fight went right out of her. She allowed herself to be led the rest of the way back to the inn, but she was completely emotionally drained, wondering how she could survive this new world.


Necessity Rules

Murky Waters




The man led them into the shade of his rather humble looking office, if once could call it an office.  The man sat to one side of a rather battered looking desk and motioned for them to take the chairs opposite of him. 

Then he said, "I am Imambo Cavari of Cavari Trading House, Cavaris."

He ended his introduction with a pause afterward as if expecting the name to mean something to them.  Unfortunately for him, Brian didn't know if he was name dropping a small repair shop down the street or the equivalent of the Rothschilds banking conglomerate. So, he simply nodded, "Brian Shultz, head of the trading embassy from the Duchy of America in the Kingdom of Avex."

Imambo's eyebrows rose fractionally. Brian assumed that he had heard of Avex but it was clear that he had not. Imambo continued on and explained, "Well now, what you need in licensing is directly related to what you're trying to import. So, what is it you have with you on this trip?"

Brian waved to Art, who brought over the sample case. He fought down a smirk as Imambo's eyes went wide with surprise as rare, clearly unique luxury after luxury appeared from the little sample case.  "Ah, I see. Very fine craftsmanship, but what do they do?" asked Imambo with real curiosity.

Brian smiled at him, "It isn't just about the craftsmanship. Some of these items are unique, and most of them have a very limited number that have been produced, or likely ever will be produced. For example," and he picked up a Bic lighter and flicked it to show the flame, "this, is made from special materials that can no longer be made. There is no Magic involved; anyone can use it." 

He let the flame go out and handed it to the lawyer.  "Have you ever seen this material before? Anything even like it?" 

Brian's smile widened as the man tried and failed to light it. Brian showed him the trick around the childproof device, and on his next try Imambo had a flame appearing.

"Fascinating. No Magic at all you say?" he asked in wonder.

Brian shook his head, "Not in that device." 

Then he pulled out a music box that had been kept in stock at the truck stop to provide last minute gifts for any man who was always too busy to go shopping. 

"Then there is this..." he gave the device a quick wind up and opened it. The tune of music box dancer came out of the box and Imambo jumped in surprise.

Collecting himself, Imambo shook his head. "This is all amazing, but to get the necessary license to sell only a few luxuries like this. . . It will not be a small expense.”

He paused and then continued, “However, if my father or uncle were to purchase it from you to sell, that could still be very lucrative for you, and you wouldn't need all the licensing for that. Is this something you would be interested in doing?"

Brian rolled his eyes, "Ah, okay, I see the scam now."  Imambo looked at him sharply.

Brian shook his head and let out a long sigh.  "Merchant's guild or whoever convinces your king to put a bunch of restrictive trade laws in place. Sure, it means that they have to pay the taxes and fees too, but they're already established and can handle the burden, but no little upstart can afford to come in and rock the boat. Maybe they can knock one of the big boys off his perch. It’s not a new approach, but an exceptionally annoying one." 

Imambo said, "I wouldn't say that! It is just how business is done here in the Kingdom of Ni."

Brian snorted, "Of course you wouldn't say that.  The game doesn't work as well when everyone understands exactly how it is played. Fine, let’s see what your uncle has to offer me for my goods. If it is good enough, then I guess there is no reason to get all of the expensive licenses and what not."

Imambo gave him a small smirk, but it was gone in the next instant when he said, "I'll need to send for him. For this, he will come right away." 

Then he rang a bell, and a small boy in his early teens showed up from outside the rickety little office. Imambo rambled off instructions to the boy and he quickly ran off.

Imambo nodded to Brian, "The wait will not be long.  Are you certain that you wouldn't like something to drink while we wait?"

Brian shook his head and then motioned for Art to finish setting out the display items. Not more than a half an hour later a very richly dressed older man entered the shop and said in a booming voice, "Imambo, what is the meaning of this? You know that the market closes any minute now, and you're making me miss the last of the trading!"

That was when the man noticed Brian sitting at the desk eyeing him with casual interest. "Bavan Cavari," he said sticking his hand out to shake Brian's hand. 

Brian returned the greeting and eventually, once Bavan was up to date with the situation, the true negotiations began. 

The first offer was comically low considering the look of pure avarice on Bavan's face when he saw what was being offered. 

Brian turned to look at Imambo and said, "Well, either we need to start talking about license fees, or I need to find another trading house to work with." 

He shook his head, "No, actually, I should just get an auction up and running between the trading houses.  It will take a little longer, but I bet I can push the prices up at least five-fold."

Bavan smiled broadly, "No reason to do that. My initial offer was just to. . .test the waters. What do you have in mind?"

Brian asked for the moon, with a side order of stars.  Then the haggling began, with Brian always able to push Bavan a little more in his direction by threatening to bring in other trading houses. The last push was needed when it became obvious that the Cavari Trading House was tapped out of funds on hand. 

Yet Brian threatened to bring in another trading house to split the investment, but the Cavari representative wanted an exclusive monopoly position, at least on this early shipment. The eventual solution included four additional quarterly payments shipped to Savo; to compensate for this inconvenience, Brian was able to squeeze out an extra ten percent.

It was well past sundown as they made their way through the darkened streets to the inn. Brian was flying high on the deal that was made, and almost didn't see the ambush set for him by a gang of local toughs. Fortunately, the two guards that Rattle had insisted on weren't asleep at the post and two loud booms rocked the calm of the night and left two thugs bleeding out in the street. The others all fled as if the devil himself was chasing them, as they were under the impression that they had just sprung their ambush on a group of powerful Magi. 

Brian had to restrain Art, who was all for chasing them down guns blazing. He insisted that he stop and said, "No, the excitement is over. Let’s put some distance between us and the bodies. I'd rather not hang around to answer uncomfortable questions."

◆◆◆

Not Rattled




Debbie was a complete wreck. She was angry at the state of the world and ready to howl in impotent frustration at not being able to fix what she saw as horrible treatment of people. Rattle didn't disagree with her, at least not that the situation sucked, only in the ineffective ways that she wanted to do something.

In many ways her ranting reminded him of the knee jerk reactions the media back home always induced when posting a sensationalized emotional story without full context. With limited resources, the people of the here and now, had rationalized only two options for a conquered people: slavery or genocide. 

Soft hearted and often soft-headed people from the comfort of the incredible abundance of the twenty-first century might like to point fingers at their ancestors as evil for their less palatable choices, but in full context, it wasn’t hard to see that most people simply made the best choice they could make in undesirable circumstances. 

Now he had Debbie ready to lead a frontal attack on a slave market with no idea what to do after, assuming that she could even be successful. He looked up to make sure she was alright as the complaining slowed down a bit. She was pacing in front of him, chest heaving, arms flailing, and Rattle was fairly certain that the only thing she hadn't accused him of yet was bestiality. He could tell that she was running out of steam though. He figured he would just let her continue ranting until she completely collapsed. She would sleep well tonight, and with any luck, she would be ready for rational conversation by morning.

Some of the guys in his unit that had been overseas talked about this. Horrible situations, that you had to just sit and let happen—either because it was against orders to do something about it, or because you didn't have the fire power to do anything. He had explained that the best way to talk someone down from their position of outrage and righteous anger was to ask them: So, what then?

What then? takes them out of the anger phase and into the long-term solutions phase, and that is where most things break down. It isn't about comparing the current situation to the ideal situation, but it focuses on any real practical alternative given the overall limitations. He had tried that with Debbie, but it was no use. She was just emotional and distraught. Rational thought wouldn't be possible until she was past that. He looked up again to see that she was finally wearing down. She had dropped into a chair in his room and slumped down. 

"Feeling better?" he asked in a neutral tone.

"No!" she pouted. "You weren't even listening to me were you?"

Rattle shrugged, "You weren't saying anything that I didn't understand or had a problem with on a moral level. Women tend to need to get those kinds of things out of their system. Until they have, attempts at reason are best left for later."

She scowled at him and spat out under her breath, "Sexist pig!"

Rattle snorted a laugh, "Reality is what it is.  Choosing a derogatory label to put on someone who hits you with facts that you don't like is childish.  Granted, most of the people we left back home were just as childish, but I never really let myself get dragged into it." 

She was still scowling ferociously at him, and he bit back another laugh, knowing it wouldn't help at the moment. 

"My grandfather explained it to me when I was very young. He said, 'Boy, you can ignore reality all you want, but you can't ever really ignore the consequences of ignoring reality.' Men tend to learn this early on, at least if they're ever going to have the chance to grow into actual men and not merely boys grown tall."

He winked at her and then decided not to push it as her eyes blazed at him. There was no need to see if she could find a second wind and start the shouting all over again.

Then he added, “The point is, a lot of people live in la la land, which is sold to them by a bunch of ivory tower, egg-head academics working off their own pet theories. When they run into the harsh reality of life, their theories fail to protect them. That makes them angry. It’s easier to focus that anger at whatever isn't fitting in with their theory than it is to question assumptions and make substantive changes in the world view to accommodate reality." 

He waved it all away, "You were upset by what you saw. I understand; it was disturbing. You needed to get it off your chest, and I was a good target. I get that too. Now that you're calmer, or maybe just too worn out to continue to be outraged, how about you get some sleep, and we'll see what, if anything, can be done to fix the problem in the morning?"

Looking defeated, Debbie shook her head in frustration, "Just the way it is doesn't seem like a good defense to me."

Rattle sighed, "Me either, but doing the wrong thing just to be doing something, especially if it doesn't fix the problem or ends up making it worse, isn't the answer either. Life is complex and has a series of complex problems. These problems usually only have solutions that come in flavors of bad and worse. Wishing them different, doesn't make them different."

Debbie slumped, "Well, we got rid of slavery in America."

Rattle nodded, "Yeah, we did. At least sort of."

Debbie swiveled at him, "What do you mean? You always say the most outlandish things that no one in their right mind could possibly agree with, but you say them like they are complete facts. It is infuriating!"

Rattle shrugged casually again, thinking that he had just provoked her second wind after all. Then he explained, "Chattel slavery is dead in America mostly because it is economically unfeasible. Once the machinery gets too complex, forcing someone to work on it becomes counterproductive because he can easily sabotage that expensive piece of machinery. Paying him to work on it works much better, but you sort of lose a lot of control that way.  If you can get him into debt though. . .that’s when he becomes a slave. If he doesn't do the work, he becomes homeless or he starves or worse he watches his wife and children become homeless and starve. He still may not want to work for you or slave away much of his life at the tasks you've set for him, but he'll do it. Give him just enough to take care of his family, and he'll work himself into an early grave.  Dangle the carrot of being able to one day provide a better life for his children, and that same man will kill himself reaching for that carrot. There’s nothing wrong with that as long as it isn't the illusion of a carrot, but we can talk about that some other time."

Debbie shook her head, "See, you did it again there.  Dangled a carrot in front of me and then just pulled it away. No evidence, just insinuation, and then pull it away before we can see what kind of carrot it is."

Rattle smiled at her, "I’m not pulling it away from you, but you're exhausted. Go check on the little thief, he's probably awake by now, and then get some rest. We've got plenty of time in the morning to hash through anything you like."

Debbie stared at him sitting there completely unruffled by her tirade. The voice in the back of her head quoted the little quip that he had said offhandedly on their trip down here. He had said, 'If they ain't shooting real bullets at me, it ain't that serious.' She couldn't imagine that was anyone's standard for something being serious, but Rattle seemed to live it. 

Without another word, she turned for the door and walked out. She did want to check on the little boy, and there would be time to argue in the morning.


Enough for One Trip

Enough is Enough




The night’s watchman’s name was Ray, and he was ready to pull his hair out. As soon as the little thief woke up, he was trying to get away. The little bastard likely had a concussion from the looks of him, but would he stay his ass in bed where he belonged? No! That would make far too much sense.  Instead, he was up trying to climb out of a second story window as soon as Ray's back was turned. 

Ray growled to himself as he suppressed the urge to let him get halfway out the window again, only this time to give him a shove. If he didn't think Denise might decide to pull out all the stops investigating the young idiot's demise, he might just do it.

He took a deep breath and blew it out. That wasn't fair to either of them, and he knew it. The kid was just scared and wanted to make a clean getaway, and Debbie was just a good girl who had gotten her priorities all mixed up in this place. Ray could understand why, the whole city gave off a faintly dangerous vibe. 

The whole slavery thing set his teeth on edge. It wasn’t enough that he didn't have a brief fantasy of picking out a couple of young lovelies to take back home with him. He figured Buck and the others wouldn't let him keep them anyway. Still, like any seventeen-year-old boy, the dream had been all too alluring. When it moved from dream to the reality of what it means to the person you own... then the shine came off the apple just a little. 

Secretly, he was glad that the others were here to keep him honest. He wasn't completely confident that without peer pressure he wouldn't do something his parents would be ashamed of.

When Debbie came, she showered the boy with attention but it seemed to really spook the kid, so she left and went off to bed. Ray thought that maybe things would get back to normal, but things were never that simple. As soon as Debbie was out of his hair, Rattle returned and was questioning the boy. And it didn’t sound like Rattle was in the best mood. 

Ray had to give credit to the kid: he had balls. Anyone who didn't want to curl up in a ball and cry when Rattle was mad at him was one brave mother fucker in his mind. This kid wouldn’t give in and say anything.

When Brian finally made it back, Rattle was called away from interrogating the kid, and Ray was able to breathe a bit easier. On his way out the door Rattle looked Ray right in the eye and said, "Tie him up tight. You say he's already tried to run once, and we can't let him get away now. Not when he knows where we're staying. If Brian has been successful, then too many people will know that we've just gotten paid, and we don’t want that little shit's buddies knowing where we sleep."

Ray never would have even thought about that.  Now he had one more thing to worry about.  Enough was enough, and he was ready to go home now. And when he meant “home,” he meant back to his parent's ranch, not the shithole truck stop he’d been forced to make his home. But he would even take the truck stop at this point. He was tired of having to worry that someone would slit his throat just for his stuff.

◆◆◆

We Need To Wrap This Up




Rattle met a smiling Brian and breathed a little sigh of relief. He hadn't liked letting the man go out with only two guards, but from the look on the weasel's face, things seem to have worked out. Rattle knew that he was being too hard on the man, for all the fake smile and easy folksy way of speaking put his teeth on edge, he knew that Brian was just doing his part, so he tried not to let his own perception taint their interactions. 

Brian ordered what passed for beer in these parts, and Rattle motioned him over to a corner table in the common room. With two men standing over them and making sure no one got too close to overhear, he pressed the man on what he had managed to find out so far. Surprise filled him when Brian's first words were, "We've managed to do it.  I've got more money out of this junk than I thought it would bring."

Rattle blinked twice, "What do you mean?"

Brian relayed all the difficulties involved in trying to set up a trade route. He shook his head, "I'm telling you; these people know bureaucracy on the level of DC or the Chinese. Lawfare doesn't even begin to cover it. However, nepotism is rife, so when the lawyer we went to had ties to the Cavari Trading House, he got us in touch with them to trade the goods." 

Brian gave a twisted little laugh, "They tried to rip me off, but I could see the greed in their eyes at the thought of cornering the market on our goods. So, when I got the chance, I took them for all they were worth. Brother, I'm telling you that they are worth a pretty penny around here. I don't know if item for item we made more than selling to the King of Avex, but overall, we've made considerably more on this one."

Rattle filed that away in his thoughts as being too-good-to-be-true. He frowned. When something was too good to be true it was because it usually was bait. If this was the bait, where was the hook?

Then it came to him. They weren’t going to let them leave town with their pay. As the horrific idea came to him he asked, "Uh, when and how do we get our pay?"

Brian waved away his concerns and replied, "We're setting up delivery and exchange of goods tomorrow. Why, are we in a hurry?"

Rattle frowned, "Look, I can't prove it, but something doesn't sit right with me. How much are we really talking about? I mean as in weight."

Brian shrugged, "I agreed to accept well over half in raw uncut gems and then some is in incense called sandalwood. So, in actual coins, I’d say that there will be a hundred and fifty to two hundred pounds?"

Rattle did a little math in his own head, "So, we’ll need four boats to take us all upriver with our cargo?"

Brian waggled his head from side to side thoughtfully, "Maybe three, but four to be safe, sure."

Rattle nodded, "Okay, here is what we're going to do. We make the trade at the docks. Tell them you have to unload from where we stashed the stuff upriver. We are all there at the docks to greet them.  That way we have plenty of rifles to enforce our end of the contract. We load up our take and we hit the river. We need to wrap up our stay as soon as we get paid, or I've got a bad feeling that they won’t allow us to leave. It’s easier to arrest us, than it is to pay us."

Brian was frowning now, "I don't think it works like that here. I mean you may be right that something isn't right, but if the government just arrested anyone bringing in trade, it wouldn't last long before trade was cut off. Well, you can see that’s far from it—trade here is very important. So, I don't think it is the government that we have to worry about.  Organized crime on the other hand... If the trading house tipped off the mob on an 'easy' score for a cut of the action, that could be a lot more believable.  It's more discrete and keeps those at the top with a fig leaf of deniability." 

Brian looked at Rattle dubiously, "You, my friend, are bad for me. You make my mind run to really dark places."

Rattle snorted, "That is what I'm here for. Plan beforehand so it doesn't go wrong, and if it still ends up pear shaped anyway, put lots of hate and discontent down range until it is no longer pear shaped."

Brian nodded and said, "I still don't think you're right on this. I believe they are trading on the level, but we'll get our pay at the docks tomorrow. You just have the boats ready to go back upstream right away."

◆◆◆

Never Can Be Easy




Rattle had everyone up before dawn. They were down at the docks as the sun was first staining orange the eastern horizon. Brian, Art, and four riflemen headed off just as early, but Rattle knew that he probably wouldn't be able to meet with the trading houses until the sun was well up. 

He left the little thief under the watchful eye of the innkeeper. He told the innkeeper what happened and said, "Get a good day's work out of him if you can. Then kick him out in the evening. We'll be well away from here by then and there won't be much mischief that he can get into that way." For a day's free labor, the innkeeper was only too happy to help.

Reserving the boats went smoother than Rattle had thought, as did the trade of goods for payment.  Brian was looking rather smug about it all as they finally pushed off from the docks a little before mid-morning. Rattle thought he was counting his chickens before they hatched, but he didn't say anything.

They weren't beyond the sight of the city walls more than half an hour before Rattle spotted what he feared. Chasing them were four boats, only these were loaded with men and they each had about twelve or thirteen men with five men rowing on each side. 

They were coming up fast. Rattle swore under his breath and turned to his boatman and asked, "Is there any excuse for those assholes that doesn't amount to river pirate?"

The boatman looked very nervous as he shook his head. He grumbled, "Afraid not. If this wasn't prime territory for river serpents, I would already be swimming toward the shore."

Rattle snorted, "Don't do that. We've got a little surprise for these fellas."

Then he turned toward Debbie and said, "I need the .22." 

Debbie looked at him strangely, "Why? I didn't think it had much stopping power?"

Rattle grinned, "Ammo conservation. We don't care if we kill them or not. We just want to keep them from following us."

She handed him the rifle and he yelled out over the water to the other boats. He sternly hollered, "Be ready to engage the enemy. Stop all the boats and hold the platform as steady as you can. Don't fire before I give you the word. Then just follow what I do. Any questions?" 

He could tell by the looks on their faces that most of them had plenty of questions, starting with 'have you lost your mind?' but no one said anything. 

Rattle lay in the boat bottom and stabilized his hand on the rail. He took his time lining up the shots, then everyone heard a quick pop, pop, pop. 

Five shots in less than thirty seconds. The lead boat began listing sideways in the current. Another half a minute or so, and the second boat in line ended up the same way and pursuit had been stymied, but not called off altogether. The back two boats were passing the two lead boats who were too busy dealing with light but multiple gunshot wounds. 

He handed the .22 back to Debbie and said, "Go ahead and reload just in case." 

While she scrambled to reload, he saw the rest of his men all carefully taking aim downriver, waiting for the order. Pulling up his own rifle, he sighted down the barrel using only the iron sights, waiting for the boats to get within seventy-five yards before opening fire again. 

This time he didn't aim for the men manning the oars, but instead he went for the individuals in the center of the boat. This group, he was fairly certain, was calling the shots. 

Crack, crack, crack. 

Shots rang out from his rifle, and he bellowed, "Open fire!"

Bullets struck out across the river as the deeper boom of the black powder rifles went next. Men in the pursing boats began to drop like flies, and the boats themselves skewed all over the river.  

Almost as soon as it began, Rattle called out "Cease Fire!" It was a ragged stop, but it was obvious that they wouldn't get those boats or crews back in the fight today.

Brian had the good sense to look sheepish, but Rattle was only glad that they got the job done. He was content knowing that they’d make landfall before the enemy could rearm their boats.


Life at Home

Progression




Boom! 

Buck felt the ground rumble and he dove for the deck. Everyone else was rushing around like mad.  Staggering to his feet, he saw a group of people all pointing off to the north of the truck stop. Running over, he saw a small dust cloud rising from the ground about three hundred yards away. Not seeing any obvious signs of what dropped such a bomb on them, Buck ran over to inspect the crater that must be at ground zero. 

Halfway there he encountered a group of six people jumping up and down and high fiving. He slowed to a jog, realizing that this wasn't accidental. As he got closer, and the jubilant crowd got a better look at the scowl on his face their smiles faded. 

"What the hell is going on here?" he yelled at the now hesitant-looking crowd.

Everyone's eyes went wide, as Doc stepped forward. Sheepishly he said, "We figured out nitroglycerine.  I mean, I had learned a bit about its production after the medical courses. My grandfather took it for his heart condition. We've been trying all week to cook up a batch that would work." 

His grin came back, "We just found it."

Buck took a deep breath and after a ten-count let it out. He growled, "Look, that's actually damn good news. Everyone from the dwarves and their mining projects to the military need a good high explosive." 

He twitched his head to the side feeling his neck stretch and pop. Then he said, "Don't you think you should have fuckin' warned someone what you were up to?" Everyone noticed that he all but yelled the question.

Avil, the alchemist they had brought back with them after their first successful trade mission to Avex, stepped forward looking more than a little shame faced, "Sorry. We didn't expect this try to work any better than the last six."

Doc shrugged, "Sorry, Boss. He's right. We've been mixing it up a dozen different ways, and this was the first one that worked right. Still, I should have let you know what we were up to." 

He tried to fight and mostly failed to keep the small grin from taking over his face, "Now that I think of it, I'll bet it caused quite the stir."

Buck let out a long sigh, "Ya think?”

Then he smiled and patted him on the back and said, “This is actually damn good news. How hard is it to mix up?"

Doc grinned broadly, "Not too bad at all. Given what we have available in the local area, we could probably scale up production quickly. I wouldn't want to get too crazy with it, as an accident could be catastrophic, as I'm sure you can imagine." 

He wiped sweat from his brow and added, "The hard part isn't making the stuff up, it is getting it where you need to use it without accidentally setting it off."

Buck frowned, "I know that they used to use a special kind of clay when making TNT, but for the life of me I can't remember exactly how it was done. It seems like I saw a movie where they soaked it in sawdust to make a type of homemade dynamite?"

Doc's eyes lit up, "Yeah, I saw it too! First rule is I can't talk about it, and the second rule is that I can't talk about it."

Buck laughed, "Ah yes, good ol' Fight Club. Test out the idea but carefully. I don't want to trust our explosives handling and production to Hollywood.  Anyone who has seen an action movie or a war movie knows how much they get completely wrong."

Doc snorted, "Point well taken. If I can get it working, what do you want us to do with it first?"

Buck frowned, "Well, we've got limited rifles at this point, so having some grenadiers would be a real help. That is assuming, of course, we can figure out how to do it without letting one fuck up take out half of our own men. I have bad visions of that show where they fed the pipe bombs to the giant sand worms, and one spit it back at them."

Doc shook his head, "Uh, I think I missed that one, but yeah, that would not be good."

Buck scratched at the beard that he still hadn't quite gotten used to wearing. Then he offered, "I wonder if it might be better to think of some way to use it as a charge for cannons instead. It’s more to haul, but less are exposed and probably harder to set off by accident."

Doc grinned, "A little field artillery would certainly shake up the gnolls that David has been fighting with."

Buck smirked, "It gives new meaning to bringing out the big guns, doesn't it?" 

He shook his head, "How about we start with testing the sawdust first? Better to know what it takes to set it off before we start handing them out to grunts."

Doc's eyes went wide again, "Uh, yeah. You've got another point there. Even with all the training we did, even simple frag grenades ended up getting one or two people a year. That was machined grenades with commercial grade explosives and fuses. At best, we'll probably have a pipe bomb, or maybe just a few sticks of dynamite to work with."

Buck nodded, "You know, while you're at it. You can see how difficult it is to mix into either a bit of clay or maybe some pine tar or resin?" 

Doc looked at him confused and Buck smirked, "You telling me that someone like Ripper wouldn't like to get his hands on a bit of Uncle Sam's serious putty?"

Hearing the grunt designation for C4 plastic explosive cleared up any of Doc's confusion right away. It did concern him however and he said, "Don't get your hopes up. That's some pretty heavy-duty chemistry so far as I know, and dangerous to play with if you can't get them mixed just right."

Buck grunted, "Fair enough. Do some tests but take no chances. The more we can use this, the better for us all, but I don't want to lose anyone because we pushed for things we weren't actually able to do."

◆◆◆

Cobbled Together




"Good morning Buck!" Julie's cheerful voice so early in the morning should have made him cringe, but it was Julie, and the kid just had a way of making him smile. He managed to wave at her without growling.  This was the first week without coffee. They had run out, and there was no way to get more. Lessa had managed to cobble together a tea blend that she thought would substitute for coffee, but Buck was certain that the girl had never had coffee. While he had to admit that it seemed to have more of a kick than coffee, it didn't have the smell of coffee that gave him almost as much of a pick-me-up as the caffeine itself. 

Julie let him settle in and review last night’s guard logs. It didn't take long; the mountains were doing a fairly good job of keeping out the dangerous creatures. As he moved onto the morning food supply report, she called out to him and said, "Grandpa is coming back this way today. He said on the radio that he wants to see you this morning. I put him on your schedule for zero nine hundred hours."

Buck grunted his acceptance of the information and emptied the watered-down tea in one last gulp. He sighed and asked, "Is Colfar going to be with him?"

Julie shook her head, "No, just grandpa. I think Colfar is busy with the professors this morning." 

She hesitated then said, "Speaking of busy, Suzie came by looking for you again this morning." He couldn’t help but notice the teasing tone in her sing-song voice. 

Buck groaned, "I thought she had finally let it go."

Julie giggled, "I don't think that is too likely. She wanted me to put her on your schedule for lunch again. I told her that I was pretty sure grandpa would be done with you by then."

Buck rolled his eyes, "You couldn't have just told her that I was busy?"

Julie shook her head, "That would be lying. You have a fairly quiet day today. You should go to lunch with her. It might make you less grouchy."

Buck gave her a mock stern glare, "I'm not grumpy!"

Julie snorted but smiled, "No, of course you aren't.  Avil told me how you growled at him the other day."

Buck rubbed the back of his neck, "They need to warn a man before they go blowing things up."

He grumbled and added, "Especially when it is day two without coffee." 

He let out a long sigh, "Can you discourage Suzie next time? I don't want to keep stringing her along, and I don't think we would work out in the long run.  Okay?"

Julie shook her head, "Nope, you need to tell her that. It’s not my job to break her heart."

Buck snorted. The girl's head was filled with the same sort of romantic garbage as Suzie's was, and neither of them were going to see sense about this.  He couldn't deny that he enjoyed time spent with Suzie, but she was the typical American girl, and he had already decided that he would find a wife overseas. 

He wanted a traditional wife, not an American girl who had her brains rotted with Hallmark and feminism. He didn't want to be an asshole about it.  Women could choose to believe whatever delusions that they wanted to, but he didn't have to join them in it. 

Buck tossed his reports aside, "I'll meet with her today, but from now on, my schedule isn't open to her. If you schedule something with her that isn't completely work related, I won't meet with her.  Understood?"

Julie sighed, "Fine. I don't know why you're fighting it. Suzie is very pretty."

Buck started to explain himself but stopped. Julie was just a child and would have no way to understand these things. Plus, John would be downstairs soon and he should get down there to meet with him. If he was traveling back this way, something was probably going sideways in Homestead Falls.

Moments later, John waved to him as he slid out of the passenger side of the truck. He turned back to the driver and said something. Then the truck pulled out and he headed back to the dam. Buck waved him over to where he was sitting on the bumper of his U-Haul and pointed to the empty chair a few feet away. 

By way of greeting he said, "We can talk here if it isn't something that needs to be kept private."

John smirked at him, "Hiding out here today?"

Buck growled, "Trying to keep out of the clutches of your little matchmaker. She's got it into her head that Suzie is the one for me, and so she keeps letting her on my schedule. I had to tell her that after today, I would refuse any meeting that wasn't work related." 

He let out a long sigh, "She's a great kid and does so much for us since she took on that job, but there will be no more stacking my calendar with social events."

John chuckled softly, "Do I need to have a talk with her about it?"

Buck shook his head, "No, I think I got through to her this time. Having no coffee isn't helping my outlook on things I'm afraid.”

“Enough of all of that. What brought you all the way over here this morning, John?"

John leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees. Then he said, "We got an honest to goodness trade convoy from Avex last night. I explained that we wouldn't be trading stock from the truck stop with them, as King Jafer wants to control the trade of such items in Avex. They seem to be happy with some of the new printed books that we've made up over the last few months and I also offered them some cut gemstones. It has improved the village's food stores significantly. We will need to push some coin out to the gem cutters and printer by the end of the month to compensate them.”

At this he paused and then asked, “Is there any news from Brian Shultz?"

Buck shook his head, "I’m not really expecting to for another week or so. I suppose a lot depends on how far they had to travel and how much they had to fight their way through. Money is tight, but we should have enough to pay our merchants for the trade goods we used to secure the food supply. I hate that everything seems so cobbled together."

John shrugged, "It's just growing pains. A bit of a cash flow crunch. Once Brian and the crew get back, that should all resolve itself fairly easily. Oh, news also came in from the Capital. It seems that they are likely to call Parliament into secession this fall. You really should plan to attend. You wouldn't want them conspiring behind our backs without anyone there to call them out on it."

Buck slumped down, "I hate dealing with those people. I get so much more accomplished when I am here working on things directly than when I am on the far side of the Kingdom." 

He held up his hand to stop John's protests, "I know it needs taking care of, I just hate doing it. I'll pull together a group to make the trek as soon as we have exact dates for everything. In the meantime, I still have a dozen things to do, and I guess I have a lunch date to deal with."

John laughed, "Don't worry. We'll hold down the fort while you're in Avex. As to your lunch date... well, I've seen the young lady in question, and I don't have much sympathy for you. Enjoy yourself. You deserve a bit of a break from time to time."


Breathing Room

Triumphant Return




Before long, Buck welcomed Brian and Rattle back with a broad smile. He said, "I hear things went well. I have to say, it is good to see you made it back with everyone whole and healthy."

Brian grinned, "Rattle did an excellent job of keeping the dangers at bay. I need to let you know something though, I didn't get all of the payment on this run."

Buck's eyes widened, "You got even more than what Bud is inventorying right now?"

Brian smirked, "Oh, you bet I did. The only problem is that they were making payments on the rest.  However, they also sent river pirates after us as we left."

Rattle shook his head, "We don't know for certain it was them."

Brian looked at him as if he were being simple, "Of course it was them. They thought they could get the goods and most of their money back." 

He shook his head, "I suppose I know now why they agreed to the higher price. I have the contracts.  They are all legal and binding, but I don't know how effective their courts are. If we want to get paid, we may have to march an army down there to make them take us seriously. I hope I am wrong, and they pay up without delay, but if we need to go collect on the debt, I suggest making a show of force of it.  The whole Kingdom of Ni is corrupt to the last dog catcher."

Rattle smirked, "I don't know if I would go quite that far, but it is a shady place. It’s big enough that it’s used to bullying the other tribes in their area. From what I could find out, they essentially control the river traffic, so they are used to getting their own way."

Buck let out a long sigh, "I really don't need this. I want to establish trade routes to connect both sides of the mountain, but I don't know if it is worth a war, especially if the city is as big as you say."

Rattle shrugged, "We couldn't conquer the city. We just don't have the resources. Even if we could manage to take it, we couldn't hold it. Its population alone would be enough to throw us back out if they rioted. That being said, we could easily make life very uncomfortable for them. We could make it damn expensive to be on our bad side. The same river that gives them their advantage over others in the region, is also their greatest weakness. Snipers on the banks of the river could make continued shipping untenable. The only reason that they've not already been cut off is that the wemics who control the banks think arrows are cowardly. If they ever developed Gar's obsession with the bow, Ni would have been starved out long ago."

Buck's eyebrows rose in thought. Then he offered, "I might have to work on getting Gar some wemic troops sooner than I had thought. A small pride of them all using bows to patrol the riverbanks, could well alter our ability to negotiate with the Kingdom of Ni, should they get greedy that is."

Rattle grinned, "Oh, yeah, that would do the trick nicely."

Buck nodded, "Maybe a small steamboat as well would be convincing. A paddlewheel patrol vessel with a deck large enough to muster a team of musketeers on it. . . Yeah, we'll try to play nice with Ni first. I don't want to struggle with them and the gnoll threat, but if they force my hand, I will. In ten years, they will be paying us a toll to use the river."

◆◆◆

More Immigration

Buck went to find Gar. He was making a trip back into Homestead Falls, and having a wemic as his shadow made the kind of impression that he was after.

For his part, Gar was excited to show off. The attention he got wasn't the same as what he got from a pride of wemics, but he admitted the fear and respect he was shown still went a long way to feeding his primal needs. Nor was it displeasing when the gaggle of young ladies gathered round to pet and groom his mane. He wasn't interested in any of them beyond the comfort that they brought. Their species were just too distant to make anything more than friendships possible, but social grooming was bid in the wemic prides, and without any females of his own to care for him, the combing of his fur by the human girls was still comforting.

John met them on the other side of the cut. The old man was smiling broadly and said, "Buck, nice to see you getting away from it all for a little bit."

Buck snorted, "It’s hardly getting away from it all when I have to come here to a different set of problems." 

He grinned at John, "Of course, if the problem gets too sticky here, I can just dump them back into your lap."

John laughed and greeted Gar with a comforting pet on his left shoulder. They couldn't communicate without the Borrow Languages ring. Even though John had become nearly fluent in the local dialects that the humans and dwarves who moved to Homestead Falls used to conduct business, trying to talk to a wemic in their language was nearly impossible for a human without some form of Magical aid.

That didn't mean that he and the big furball hadn't worked out their own form of language. Gar practically purred in appreciation after getting petted, but then he motioned to his mouth with one massive paw. John shook his head, "Of course we're going to get you something to eat. What kind of host would I be if I didn't feed the biggest carnivore in the room?"

Buck chuckled, "I came out because the latest reports you sent show that we're getting a steady stream of human settlers. Any idea of where they are coming from?"

John blew out a long breath, "Everywhere. I mean, most are still fleeing the ghettos of Avex, but that is hardly the only place they are coming from. We're getting plenty of skilled craftsmen too. Most have heard about the number of dwarves and gnomes in the area, and it is the rare craftsman who wouldn't want to get his hands on dwarven parts to use in whatever project he is working on." 

He rubbed the back of his neck for a moment and then continued, "The only real problem is that we're starting to get a criminal element of sorts. It’s mostly just kids and young thugs, but as we grow, I worry. . ." His voice trailed off as he dreamed of a sketchy future.

Buck nodded, "You want me to send Ripper down here with a couple of boys to knock heads?"

John inhaled sharply and then shook his head, "No. Soldiers acting as police has always been a bad deal." 

He frowned and then said, "I might just need to see about funding for a sheriff. Would you want to appoint one, or would it be better to let people elect one?"

It was Buck's turn to wince, "Well, either way we are going to need to deal with someone who can keep the peace when dealing with dwarves, gnomes, and humans alike. I would prefer to have them vote for a position like sheriff, but the question is, would that fracture the town along tribal lines?"

John shrugged, "Dunno to be honest with you.  Would it be different if you appointed a dwarf or a human? It's too bad that those gnolls can't be reasoned with. A third party like that might work best." 

He hesitated for a moment, "Speaking of unreasonable creatures, we seem to have a small family of ogres who have moved into the area south of town. One of the local farmers had run-ins with the creature. We might have to send Ripper down to deal with that."

Buck smirked, "Wonder if that ogre wants the job of sheriff? Not too many drunks would want to argue with an ogre."

John laughed, "No, from what I gather, we don't want him in town. Still, gotta say, if it could have been made to work, it would make for a more peaceful night life around here."

Buck frowned, "What about someone from the school? I mean, we're probably going to need to do something long before we have a graduating class, and most of them are going to want more than a sheriff's pay, but a Magi commands the respect of just about anyone. Even ogres don't like fireballs flying at their ass."

John nodded, "I think that is kinda like voting in the ogre. Theoretically, it would be great if we could pull it off, but there’s no reason to think that it is feasible in the real world."

"Hmm," Buck nodded his begrudging agreement. 

"How soon do we need to have an answer on this?  I'd like to kick it around for a bit."

John shrugged, "No rush at the moment, but with the growth rates... we probably should get something in place before there is an incident that forces our hand."

Buck nodded, "Action is always better than reaction.  Still, give me a few days to think this through, and I'll have Julie send a runner with a message for you when I make up my mind."

John nodded, "Along those lines, I need a legal ruling from you in the meantime."

Buck's brow quirked up, "Legal ruling? Is it serious?"

John smiled, "May seems to think it’s a sign of the apocalypse, but I doubt it rises to nearly that level.  We've had a house of ill repute open in town. It’s not one of those tent brothels like before. This one is in a nice stone-built home on the edges of a good neighborhood.”

Buck was amused and attempted to check the place out but he let John continue, “To her credit, the madam running the place doesn't let things get out of hand and disturb the neighbors, but the increased traffic is still an issue and while the locals treat it as normal, the few Americans that we have in town are scandalized."

Buck snorted, "Tell them I said to get over it. Call the madam into your office and let her know that she exists on your suffrage. Maybe get with a healer or two from the university and see what can be done about stopping the spread of any STDs. It’s best if the girls don't become a disease vector, as I am sure that they will become quite popular."

John looked at him sideways, "So, you say regulate it as much as I can for safety's sake, but otherwise leave them alone."

Buck nodded and explained, "Try to make sure that the working girls aren't trapped there by anything other than circumstance, but yeah, leave them mostly alone. They aren't hurting anyone, and with the male to female ratio in this place, you can't deny that they aren’t providing a needed service."

John chuckled, "May would disagree with you."

Buck snorted, "Then have her come see me, and I'll happily set her straight. I like your wife, but happy workers and soldiers are far more important to our survival than the delicate sensibilities of a few American women who can't let it go and mind their own business."

John grinned, "Yeah, I'll be happy to let you explain things. Then I'm going to go far away until she cools back down enough to talk."

◆◆◆

Royal Announcement




Buck spent the next two days in Homestead Falls trying to get a handle on the massive growth of what had once been a tiny village but was quickly turning into a small town. Nearly the entire area that had been walled in by stone, which was removed from the mountain to create the University's halls and dorms, was now full of stone buildings. The small tent city where new immigrants had camped while waiting on land allocation permits, was covered in wooden structures, even though it was outside of the walls proper. He never expected that a world where travel was so rare would cause a city to grow so fast. Yet, it was undeniable. In the space of under a full year, the village had sprung up out of nothing to rival the size of Maycrav, a city that had been established for generations. 

John simply shrugged and said, "Boom towns happen. Unlike those founded around gold mines and the like, the University will probably keep this one going. When you made the trades that you did, you concentrated the wealth of an entire kingdom here. We spent that money again, almost as fast as it came in. That essentially was the same as striking gold here. The school and the factories that you've announced the construction of will keep it going. At least, I think it will keep going."

Buck frowned, "If it was that easy to do, why hasn't someone tried it before?"

John let out a low laugh, "Oh, it wasn't easy. Who can decide to concentrate the bulk of a kingdom's annual income in one small area? Then, of those who can figure that out, how many of them can start enough new industries in the area to keep the money flowing? We're sort of in a unique situation."

Buck thought about it for a long moment, "If I can get the trade routes running between the Alliance and Ni, it will be one more way to keep the money flowing. Won't it?"

John nodded, "Colfar was talking to Spider about it through some letters they've been exchanging.  Spider says that it has to do with the velocity of money. I guess it was a quirk of markets that was well-known back home. Well, it was well-known among the wealthy anyway. I'm sixty years old and I had never heard of it."

Buck nodded, "I see." 

He shook his head, "Well, it seems to be working for us. Maybe, I need to talk to Spider about it directly next time I see him."

John started to reply when a young messenger came running into the office. He was still gasping for air when he saw Buck sitting there. 

"Your Grace," he wheezed and managed to catch his breath a little, "a Royal Courier arrived just now. He has messages for you."

Buck groaned a bit inwardly; he was fairly certain he knew where this was going. Then he added, "That's fine. You can show him in."

The boy grinned, "He should be here any moment.  I ran ahead to let you know."

Buck smirked and tossed the boy a small silver coin.  "Thank you. Always better to be informed than to get blindsided. How did you beat him here?"

The boy's grin broadened, "I am a runner for the radio outpost up the slope. When the message came over the radio that he was at the front gate, I took off down slope. It’s faster than climbing uphill."

Buck laughed, "I bet. Now, go back to work. I need to get ready to receive our new guest."

As expected, the courier arrived minutes later bearing official looking scrolls announcing that Parliament would be called to assembly in three weeks’ time. Buck frowned as it wouldn't give him much time to pull together his entourage but pushed his annoyance aside. If they were all mounted, he should still be able to make the trip in just two days.


Answering the Call

Long Couple of Days




Buck assembled his team. Colfar was happy for the excuse to return home for a while, and it just wouldn't be a party without Harry along to ride shotgun. Gar would come for personal security and the intimidation factor, and Suzie wouldn't be left home if he tied her up. 

Gud decided to come along and use this trip to scope out more economic opportunities, and Tara decided to tag along to snoop on the other nobles. Last of all, Poppin was invited along—more to broaden his knowledge of the world than for any inherent value that Buck could see.

Tara had been putting her computer science education to good use by working on a way to use the piles of pre-paid cell phones that were available in the truck stop. The biggest limiting factor was keeping everything powered up. Bob solved the problem by building a small-scale generator, using a weed eater engine and a standard car alternator. 

Once the power issue had been solved, getting the cell phones to connect to each other via Wi-Fi wasn't difficult. Unfortunately, without a tower to work from, range was the biggest issue, but even so, the communications enabled by leveraging the few hundred smartphones that they had access to was a game changer.

Buck wanted to get to Avex as quickly as possible, so that they could gather as much intelligence about the other members of Parliament before he needed to contend with them. With D. C. as his only guide, Buck assumed that it was a hive of scum and villainy.  The only way to deal with them, without pulling a Guy Fawkes, would be to gather as much dirt as he could.

When D.C. asked Buck who Guy Fawkes was, Buck explained that he was a British soldier who plotted to blow up the palace at Westminster during Parliament in 1605. But the plot was discovered, and King James I ordered his arrest. He was tortured and finally revealed his accomplices, but just as he was to be executed, he jumped from the gallows and broke his neck. Buck also explained that modern-day British people celebrated the conspirator with fireworks.

Buck knew that powerful political figures made enemies, and enemies liked to talk. He gave Suzie the job of building profiles on each of the nobles with the hope of gathering details on any secrets that could be found, especially any plans or schemes that they might be involved in. By doing this, he hoped to tip the scales in his favor. Given how new and remote his tiny duchy was, going full info warrior on them was the only hope he had of holding his own.

Gud was happy on the first night as they stopped in the dwarven village. While not technically in his duchy, all the dwarves in the village had very strong ties to Homestead Falls and as such to the American Duchy. As such, four dwarven craftsmen attached themselves to the Duke's delegation. Informally attached, but the general understanding was that they were available for any project that he might need to send more wealth to Homestead Falls, and by extension to the many family members left back home.

It made them quite the eclectic sight on the road.  Not that Gar didn't do that all on his own. No one in the Alliance had a wemic warrior as his personal bodyguard.

They skirted the town of Maycrav. Buck didn't want Barron Riekvold to know of their movements and have his bandits lay an ambush.

It didn't work. The bandits were still lying in wait.  However, Gar sniffed them out well in advance of the group making it to the ambush site. With Gar and Harry running advance scouting missions, they were more than capable of ambushing the ambushers.  Harry killed six at range and herded the last four who fled, directly into Gar. There were no survivors. 

Buck made it to Avex just before sunset on the second day. Weary from the road, they went to Spider's townhouse. Spider's groom met them on the graveled path outside of the house. As Buck slid off his horse, his legs felt like jelly—sore jelly at that. 

He grimaced and turned to Harry who was even worse for wear having ridden farther with all the scouting. He complained, "We've got to figure out how to build a chopper." 

"These horses are killing me."

Harry laughed, "Yeah. Can you imagine the looks on the local's faces if we roped down from a UH-1?"

Buck smirked, "Be a hell of an entrance, wouldn't it?  Too bad that dream is about as far away from us as automatic weapons. If we had but known we were coming." 

He said the last with a long sigh.

Harry snorted, "If we knew what was going to happen, would you have been at the damn truck stop in the first place?"

Buck chuckled, "You've got a point there. But, we are here, and so we might as well make the most of it."

Spider greeted them at the door with the household serving staff. Shaking his hand he said, "Buck, good to see you made it. How was the trip?"

Buck and Harry both looked at each other and laughed, shaking their heads at the irony of the question. Buck shrugged, "I suppose it is about as good as it could be, considering the circumstances.  I was just complaining to Harry that we need a chopper for trips like this."

Spider grinned, "I don't think we'll be getting choppers anytime soon. I don't think a steam engine could power one, but maybe a train?"

Buck wrinkled his brow, "That is a lot of iron to mine, refine, and lay to make a train a reality."

Spider shrugged, "I've learned a few tricks to that since I've been in town. Magi can turn simple mud to iron. I've been drawing up plans for an ironworks that relies on the Magi instead of blast furnaces.  Might be a bit more expensive in the long run, but it’d be a higher quality product with only what we already know how to do. We wouldn't have to reinvent the whole process. Bessemer Steel was something I was looking into, but I don't know enough to do it right. Not without a lot of trial and error, anyway. That is when Grav," he pointed to his butler, "informed me about that little trick the Magi use. I promised him if we get it up and running, the first hundred shares of stock will be his as payment."

Grav bowed slightly, "Master Marks is too kind."

Buck shot an eyebrow up as he looked at Spider.  "Master Marks now, is it?"

Spider shrugged, "Gotta be more professional if I want them to take me seriously. I'd rather be on my bike on a long ride, but just like your choppers, those days are mostly behind me."

Buck nodded ruefully, "Yeah. Tell me about it."

As if on cue, Grav spoke up, "Sir, should I show His Grace to his room to freshen up?"

Spider smirked at Buck, "What do you say, Your Grace? Want a chance to clean up before we talk business?" 

Buck nodded his head and replied, "Thank you Grav.  Please, show me to my quarters."

* * *

Prep Time

Desc:

Social obligations were many and Buck found himself dragged off to parties held by the other noble families when he would rather have been meeting with the guild masters and artisans.  Fortunately, he had more to tempt them with after his conversation with Spider. The idea of a railroad would hammer home the need for massive projects spanning multiple duchies. It was also far enough in the future for him to have a couple of hype cycles for raising funds. 

To kick it all off, Buck let it slip that he wanted to add a steam engine to one of the ships. Of course, this caused a stir. Soon there are Maji specializing in weather control who are screaming bloody murder that his confounded machines could never work, and even if they did, that they would be inferior to a competent weather Magi on the payroll. 

Buck smirked because he knew letting such a rumor loose would shake things up significantly. The weather Magi would seek to protect their turf, while shipping magnates would want to break the weather Magi monopoly. The nobility would, of course, hedge their bets by taking up positions on both sides of the issue. 

In Buck's mind, that was the second biggest weakness of nobility. There was rarely any principled action, but instead always calculation. Even back in his old world, families would split. One son loyal to the king, the other to the usurper. No matter who won the war, eventually, the family would still be on the winning side. From what he could tell, this world worked no differently.

Called to the palace on his fifth day in town, Buck was surprised that the 'royal summons' was not from King Jafer as he had expected, but rather from Princess Vetta, King Jafar's eldest daughter. Upon arriving, Buck was shocked to find her there with only a half a dozen attendants. Buck bows lowered as he asked, "Your Highness, you summoned me?"

Princess Vetta's brow furrowed, "I did not summon you, Your Grace. It was merely a request that you attend to me. That girl of yours—the one you have working your appointments—should really be dismissed. She is incapable of getting a message correct."

It was Buck's turn to blink in confusion. Julie always handled his social calendar, and Julie wasn't here.  Then it dawned on him, Suzie had been working the social switchboard at Spider's place. Her messenger must have commented on it. Buck wasn't sure what the issue was between Vetta and Suzie; after all, they had not really said more than a dozen words to each other as far as he knew. Be that as it may, there was certainly no love lost between them on either side. 

"Um, does Her Highness mean Suzie McIntosh? She may have accepted your gracious invitation, but she doesn't run my social calendar. I currently handle my own schedule."

Vetta looked scandalized and asked, "You don't have a personal secretary? Oh, Your Grace must correct that. How can a duchy function without the proper staff? I will send you a candidate for the position myself. One worthy of your station, and then you'll not need to worry about that redheaded peasant girl mucking things up for you." She smiled so brightly as she said the latter that Buck suddenly felt like he was in the middle of some kind of silent cat fight. 

Buck fought the urge to sigh and added, "Your Highness is too gracious."

Vetta smiled at him, "I am. Generous too, for those who help me get what I want. My father has denied me the new gemstone that you sold him. The elaborately cut stones. How can I get you to sell such to me and only me?"

Buck smiled; this at least was something he could work with. Besides, having the princess on your side was never a bad thing. She heard all the juiciest gossip. 

Buck ended up spending four hours with her that afternoon. He explained how he couldn't import the cut stones into the Kingdom of Avex without first going through the king. But if she really wanted a faceted stone, he was conducting trade in them in both Molium and Venti should she wish to have one smuggled in. Then he began to ask more about the various nobles and their families. He learned a lot, especially that princesses really do have the best gossip.

◆◆◆

Spy Master




Poppin turned out to be the ideal information gatherer. Having the height of most human children, no one ever paid that much attention to him. He pretended not to know the common tongue of the Alliance, and so, people would talk in front of him as if he were invisible. Often, he was practically invisible. He could meld into the shadows like no one Buck or even Harry had ever seen before, and despite how outsized his feet were for his body, he could putter along on them nearly silently. Between eavesdropping and lurking in all the right spots, Poppin was quickly developing contacts at all social levels. 

Working with Gud, they learned exactly how far some of the trade guilds were willing to go to prevent the new American manufacturing processes from becoming the norm. Already the carpenters and wood cutter guilds were complaining bitterly about the sawmill and the jobs they lost to it.

Suddenly, laborers not affiliated with the guild were found to be making more money than skilled craftsmen. That wasn't a very strong argument for those investing their hopes in the guilds to protect them. If there was no fear of losing the good paying job with the guild, then there was no reason for people to jump through the guild's hoops. 

Guild Masters at the top of their game and living well off the system, didn’t like things that upset the system. Buck was just glad that they hadn't learned what the workers in the new steam engine plant were making now. It would likely have caused a riot.

All of this was added to Buck's growing list of wants, needs, and secret files of the prominent people of Avex. With the new industries coming online soon, he knew that he would need all of it to navigate the political waters soon to flood him and his duchy. 

He realized that the king would grow to fear the power he would have long before he was actually powerful enough to credibly resist an attack by the current establishment. He desperately needed some way to tie their interests to his in a way that would keep a sizable number of them from working against him. Mostly he was counting on the new stock market to handle it, but he knew that alone wouldn't be enough. 

The coming Parliament would be a good test of the waters. It was way too early for most to realize the scale of change that would be coming to their world.  He decided that he would use this time to learn who he could befriend, who he could bribe, who he could blackmail, and who he just had to defeat.


Parliament

November Fifth Moments




Eventually, ready or not, Parliament was called into order. Buck found himself frustrated from the very start. Day one was all pomp and posturing. In many cases it was worse than commander's call on a Friday. When it finally came to an end, nothing had been accomplished except allowing several old family Dukes the privilege of strutting around and parading their superiority. 

Day two wasn't much better, but at least a few things were accomplished. There was still way too much preening and strutting, but this time it served the purpose of electing various officers to hold positions for the duration that Parliament was in session. 

Buck avoided being elected to any position that gave him responsibilities beyond casting his votes. He stood out enough, being the only one in the chambers wearing a modern military uniform. His Air Force dress blues stuck out like a sore thumb amid his peers, causing the old family Dukes to sneer at him in derision. The newer and lesser nobles, on the other hand, seemed intrigued. 

Someone lower in seniority recognized opportunity.  Buck's appearance had the potential to break up several long-standing stalemates. Factions in Parliament were petty and vain, but they had been locked in place for a generation.  Dukes tended to remain in the faction that their father belonged to, and as such, real shifts in power were extremely rare. Throw in an unknown quantity like Buck, and suddenly the less powerful of the nobles saw a potential wedge between the established factions. As such, these Barrons and Counts were all courting his attention. 

One such nobleman was the second generation, Count Valens of Ullingale. Buck looked down at his phone and consulted the file his people had managed to put together on Valens. It wasn't much, but it seemed the Count was only the second of his line. His father had been raised up from a rather lowly knight to the rank of Count as reward for a military victory. The Count also seemed to be politically active, holding a coalition of enough lesser nobles in a voting block to equate to the votes of two Dukes. 

In this crazy jumbled mess of things that passed for a government here in Avex, Counts and Barrons were usually creatures of the Duke to whom they had sworn fealty, a term he learned meant “loyalty.”  Valens, however, seemed to be an independent Count with allegiance directly to the crown and not through a feudal overlord. 

So, when Valens approached him, Buck wasn't sure exactly how he felt about the man. The Count asked, "Your Grace, may I have a word with you?"

Buck nodded, then arched an eyebrow, "Certainly.  What can I do for you?"

Valens stiffened, and then one of his toadies whispered something in his ear and he relaxed.  Then he continued, "Your Grace, I am very happy to see you here. I don't know if you are aware of the current situation, but you present a unique opportunity for all of Avex."

Buck felt slimy about the meeting, much like he was dealing with a used car salesman. Still, Valens was right about the power he now had. It was enough to upset the apple cart. The problem with hereditary political positions is that change can only really come once in a generation and often not even then.  It does provide for consistency in government, which would be great if the government was effective, but often this isn’t the case.

Buck smirked at Valens and said, "Let me guess, you want to help me to maximize this unique opportunity?"

Valens smiled broadly, "Of course. Before you ask, I am going to get something out of this arrangement as well. So, we both will benefit from this partnership."

Buck shook his head, "Back home this kind of thing, if it could be proven, would get a person run out of town." 

Buck shook his head and then said, "Who am I kidding? It’s the way of the world, isn't it? I'm not up for sale to the highest bidder. Convince me that what you have in mind will actually help the people of the Kingdom, and I'm your man."

Valens looked at him strangely, "You mean the best for your duchy, don't you?"

Buck shook his head, "Too much of that kind of thinking will lead to misery. If it is good for the people then I'm in. Otherwise, I'd as soon withhold my vote than cast it for something that will weaken us."

Valens looked shocked. "With all due respect, you are one strange nobleman, Your Grace."

Buck shrugged, "The world has changed. Most of these people don't understand exactly how much it has changed. Maybe you should throw your vote in with me instead. Together we could help the whole kingdom weather the storm that is brewing."

Valens cocked his head to one side and considered Buck carefully, "Storm? What storm are you talking about?"

Buck nodded, "We're just gearing up. If one steam powered sawmill has disrupted enough to have Duke Arnez and Duke Geofana ready to undermine each other in public, think about what it will do to them when there are steam engines available to every industry you can think of." 

Buck gave him a moment to contemplate as he scratched his beard and stretched his back. Then he added, "We've barely begun to industrialize yet. In large part it’s because we don't really understand Magic and how it will affect things, but the first class of Magi have reported to the university. We will soon be able to learn what can be done, and then. . .well, then the whole world changes."

Valens grunted mildly in thought. Then he asked, "So, what do you propose?"

Buck grinned at him, "We don't sell out for money.  At least not directly." He shrugged and added, "We'll make it up and then some on the back end. We just need to strip the guilds of their special exemptions and keep tariffs low."

Valens looked confused, "Okay, guilds I understand.  They've been getting uppity for years, but why should tariffs be a concern? The higher that they are, the less we all have to pay from our own coffers."

Buck sighed, "Where I come from, people are willing to pay about eighteen percent of their annual income to taxation without too many problems. If governments raise taxes, then people simply find other ways to evade that tax. We were a lot more prosperous as a people than this kingdom, so maybe here they wouldn't be able to stand quite that much of a take." 

He thought about it for a long moment while Valens looked equally confused trying to process what he had been told.

Buck nodded, "Yes, just based upon the cost of living to get optimal results, taxation shouldn't really be over about seven to nine percent..."

He trailed off thinking about that for a moment and then said, "You know Valens, the biggest reason for low tariffs? We're going to be the production engine of the world for the next century. If we raise tariffs on others, we can expect them to do the same to us.  Over the next two decades we are going to be able to produce goods so inexpensively that in order to keep the people supplied with gainful employment, we are going to need to export what we make.  Other nations will see it as a threat to their internal stability. When their craftsmen can't make an item less expensively than people can buy one in Avex and then pay to have it shipped to their kingdom, those craftsmen will raise seven kinds of hell about it."

Valens looked stunned, "In the name of all the demons in the underworld, why would you do that?  It will mean war!"

Buck shook his head, "No, it will all eventually level out as other nations start to adopt similar means of production. Yes, there might be a war or two early on as those who are locked into their current mindset react poorly to the changing conditions of the world, but we'll also be able to make weapons faster, and supply our troops with more supplies, much more efficiently and at lower overall cost than any who are still trying to use the old methods of supplying an economy. It is simple logistics."

Valens looked shaken, "Lodg— what?"

Buck let out a light chuckle, "Logistics is the study of moving resources to where they are needed in the timeliest, most cost effective, and most efficient manner. It was my former job in my nation's military." 

Buck shook his head, "Let's just say that I have seen with my own eyes what it takes to supply an army the size and scope of which you cannot even imagine. This will work. I'm very glad we had this conversation. You should be too because the others aren't even close to thinking along these lines yet, but they will need to be thinking this way before long."

Valens took a deep breath and replied, "You sound insane. No offense, Your Grace. I mean no disrespect, but it all sounds a bit mad. I will say, if you can make this make sense to me, it sounds like the greatest spell ever created."

Buck grinned, "No offense taken. From your perspective, it really would sound mad, but as requested, I can show you how it works. . .at least demonstrate it well enough for you to take the rest on faith."

Day two ended with Buck thoroughly disgusted by the corruption of Avex's Parliament. But he was thoroughly motivated to make irrelevant most of the pettiest parts of it. Valens would be the lever he used to accomplish most of it. He knew if he slipped a couple of factories down to the County for him, Valens would weld his future to that of the American Duchy for the rest of his life. 

Despite several very dark moments, there would be no need to pull a Guy Fawkes in Avex. The economic and accompanying political changes would blow things up quite nicely all on their own.

◆◆◆

Horse Trading

Over the next week as the Parliament got down to real business, Buck spent time educating Valens.  The man wasn't slow but just unfamiliar with the topic. Poppin and Suzie continued to compile a detailed dossier on each of the prominent citizens in Avex. As the files grew, the plan started to become quite clear to Buck.

For his part, Valens proved quite skilled at horse trading votes, playing the two largest and deadlocked factions off one another. Buck whispered to him that eventually Duke Geofana and Duke Arnez would join forces against them, but not before they had eroded all support that the two had.  Valens snorted, "I would pay to see that, but those two will never work together."

Buck simple smirked, "They both benefit from the world as it is. The pressure will come from the changes in the future. It will force them into a very uneasy alliance. It might take a decade or more, but we will see it one day. Mark my words."

For the current session of Parliament, the voting block Valens controlled only managed to gain small concessions toward Buck's vision for the future, but on a ton of petty and irrelevant issues, the votes were sold to the highest bidder. The largest payout was to the Duchy of America. They were contracted to take all prisoners, house them at their expense, and force them to do hard labor. 

At first glance, the trade seemed unreasonable. What could America possibly do with so many prisoners? Given America's low population and remote location, being sent to prison in America would strike fear into those threatened with it. No one wanted to leave the comfort of their city.

Buck had a plan for what to do with the prisoners once he had them. He decided he would simply offer a way out for any who were imprisoned unjustly. Those who were sentenced to prison for legitimate reasons, would be offered a way out, but it would entail a decade of service helping David's men clean up the gnolls. He would then free them down in Ni, where they would quickly run afoul of the Ni patrols if they hadn't learned to be civilized yet. 

Buck had been forced to offer Valens a trench lighter factory constructed in his County in exchange for help with the prison deal. Buck knew that it wouldn't be too much income, as they wouldn't be able to have monopoly on production, but it would still be enough to set Valens and his people up quite nicely.  He even worked the deal through the new Stock Exchange, so the startup costs were essentially paid for by outside investments. 

The lighter came into broad use during World War I, and so was simple to produce and easy to refill with nearly any flammable liquid including the common lamp oil used by most of the Alliance. However, giving up flint and steel in exchange for a lighter that was essentially the forerunner of the famous Zippo, would be a no brainer for most families and would thus bring income pouring into County Ullingale.  Buck had little doubt that the Count would soon be one of the wealthiest men who didn't have the title of Duke.


Avex

Back at the Palace




Princess Vetta had been in a waspish mood all week.  Her ladies in waiting were all tiptoeing around her, trying without success to avoid her sharp tongue.  Vetta fretted in frustration, "Where are my jewels?"

The poor chambermaid had been in Vetta's apartments only to return some of the Princess's laundry to the small adjacent room that Vetta called a closet. Wincing inwardly because the Princess was looking directly at her, she said, "Which jewels are Your Highness seeking?"

Vetta blinked as if coming to herself, "What? Oh, I wasn't asking you. You're just a chambermaid. How would you know about my jewels?"

The girl seeing her chance, curtsied low, and then made a dash for the door to the hall. She swore right then and there that she would find any excuse necessary to never be in the same room as the Princess again. It wasn't like some households where the master of the house would dismiss a servant over his daughter's peevishness. The King had long ago instructed the palace steward in the best way to handle such things, but it did usually mean being reassigned to one of the hunting lodges for many months.

The ladies in waiting were not nearly as lucky as the poor serving girl. They had nowhere to retreat to when Her Highness got herself worked up enough to get on her High Horse. Lady Emil asked, with her voice kept carefully neutral, "Are you missing some jewels, Your Highness?"

Vetta waved away her question, "I am just impatient for the jewelry from that jumped up peasant, Duke Rogers. The man is simply vexing! Am I not a member of the Royal Family? When I ask that puffed up merchant to bring me one of his gems, I expect him to fetch it for me, not give me the name of a smuggler and then ignore me! Completely intolerable. He hasn't even been back to the palace since our meeting." At this tirade she collapsed on here gold stool and pouted.

Lady Emil wanted to remind her that Royal Family or not, she was actively trying to circumvent her father's orders in acquiring the jewelry, but she didn't think that would go over well. Certainly not with the woman in her current mood. 

Instead, she said, "His Grace is probably attending to his duties in Parliament. Your father has been most insistent that they approve his new tax plan in a timely manner."

Vetta frowned at her lady in waiting and nearly snapped out another scathing remark to her, but she caught herself. She knew why she was frustrated.  She expected the new Duke to try and curry favor with her, but he had instead all but ignored her.  She had made overtures of friendship toward him, unworthy as he may be, and he had not followed it up with even one request for an audience with her!  She didn't want to examine too closely why she was in such a hurry to see him again. She told herself that she needed the jewel to wear on Midsummer's Day, but deep down, she knew she just wanted to see him again.

Duke Robert was unlike any man she had ever met.  He was courteous in his outlandish world, but he wore submission so gently that one could easily believe that the self-aggrandizing little serf was actually a nobleman from birth. As soon as anyone got a sampling of his manners, they would know him for the low born oaf that he was. 

The little voice in the back of her mind cocked his head to the side and asked, Then why are you so focused on him? He's a soldier for his people, the ones in your father's service have a long and colorful reputation don't they? Why would he be any different, and most importantly, why are you fixated on it?

Vetta muttered to herself, "I'm not fixated on it."

Lady Emil leaned forward having only barely heard her, "Beg your pardon, Your Highness, but I didn't catch that?"

Vetta realized what she had done only after Lady Emil was already intent upon her, asking her to repeat what she had said to herself like a crazy person. She ripped back control of her wandering thoughts and with an iron grip shoved that taunting little voice way—way down into the darkest parts of her mind.

Then turning to Lady Emil she said, "I said that I find it stuffy in here. We should retire to the garden." 

As they all stood to leave, she found herself once again contemplating Duke Rogers and his horrible taste in fashion. She shook her head and decided that if he didn't come to attend upon her once more before he left, she would make him wish that he had the next time he was in Avex. She was not a woman to be toyed with and then ignored. Such things just weren't done!

Lady Emil watched her flounce toward the door, catch herself, and stroll in a controlled manner after that. She shot a look at the other ladies who had all risen to follow their Princess. Curiosity and intrigue showed in each set of eyes. This was most unlike Princess Vetta, and the one who learned exactly what was bothering her, would have the juiciest piece of gossip yet. If they dared to spread it that is. The staff may be protected from the Princess's wrath by her father's intervention, but the ladies in waiting were a completely different matter.

◆◆◆

Manners at the Mannor

Buck didn't make it back to Spider's townhouse until late. The scheming and planning had only intensified as the session of Parliament dragged interminably on. How this many supposed rulers could be away from their responsibilities at home for this long was beyond him. More importantly, how their peasants hadn't learned that they could get along just fine without them was equally confusing. 

In his former life, Buck was a man who devoutly believed that government wasn't a solution and was more of a problem, yet ironically he found himself the ruler of an entire duchy. This was more ironic than Buck could take. He had chaffed under the dog and pony show that was the peace time military officer's lot in life more often than not, and now, the levels of ostentation considered the expected norm for his fellow noblemen made him long for the old days of simple military parades.

He found himself in just such a situation that evening. Having missed his chance at dinner, he made his way down to the kitchen. It took him a bit to find it, tucked away as it was in the servant's portion of the house. Candlelight was not the best option to use when one was searching for an unfamiliar kitchen in the middle of the night, while trying not to wake everyone. 

Spider's head cook, Mrs. Ketcher, came into the kitchen red-faced, angry, and ready to put heads on the chopping block until she saw that it was Buck going through her cabinets. The look of anger turned immediately to one of stammering panic. 

"Your Grace! I didn't realize it was you. Please forgive me. What can I help you with?"

Buck smiled at her gently, "Forgive me. I hadn't wanted to wake anyone, but I got busy and missed dinner tonight. I wanted to find a small snack before bed."

The scandalized look on the middle-aged woman's face didn't go away, "Your Grace, you have only to ring the servants’ bell, and someone will be there to get you whatever you need. Oh, please don't tell me that some lazy nit didn't come when you rang the bell?"

Buck snorted a short laugh, "I'm not going to ring a bell in the middle of the night and interrupt the sleep of hard-working folks because I want a snack.  I've got two good hands, and it wouldn't be the first time I made myself a sandwich." 

He looked around a bit lost, "Though, it is a bit harder when I don't know where the bread box is, and there is no refrigerator to raid." He gave a little chuckle.

Mrs. Ketcher was obviously confused by his comment, and still wore her scandalized look, "Oh, Your Grace, that is our job. If you want something, you must ask. What would you like me to fix for you to eat?"

Buck shook his head, "A quick sandwich is more than enough. I can do it if you'll just point out where things are at."

Mrs. Ketcher made a little hand gesture that Buck had learned was a religious ritual much like Catholics in his old world would make with the sign of the cross. Then she said, "Heaven forbid I let you make your own dinner in my kitchen, Your Grace. M'own mother would come back from her grave for me if I were that lax in m'duties."

Seeing that he wasn't getting around it, Buck just smiled and took a stool at the kitchen table. Mrs. Ketcher's eyes widened again, "Oh, but Your Grace, I will bring it to you wherever you wish to eat."

Buck waved his hand, "Honestly Mrs. Ketcher, I'm tired and would enjoy sitting here to eat my sandwich. It’s less of a walk for me to put my dish in the sink." He winked at her as he said the last. He had intended it to be a joke, but the poor woman didn't seem to know what to say. Her mouth gaped like a fish. 

Buck took pity on her and waved his hand away, "Sorry, I guess I'm not as funny as I think I am.  Seriously, just a quick ham sandwich, served right here will be more than fine. If I'm not keeping you awake longer than you need to be, I'd actually prefer it if you had a seat here with me."

"I would never presume, Your Grace..." she started.

Buck cut her off, "You didn't. I asked you to simply relax and enjoy a sandwich with me. Treat me like one of the footmen who just had a long night."

She sat the ham sandwich in front of him on a silver tray, and then stood nearby, but she wouldn't sit down. Buck let out a long sigh, "I've been so busy with the rascals haggling like fish mongers in Parliament, I haven't had a chance to catch up on what is happening here under my own nose."

After taking a large bite of his sandwich he asked, “What's the latest news around here? I don't even know what Tara and Suzie have been up to."

Mrs. Ketcher still looked uncomfortable, but she tried to satisfy her odd Duke's request, "Um, I don't know what you might find of interest, Your Grace.  I, uh, oh, I know, your new personal secretary arrived two days ago, or was it three? I suppose it all depends on what day it is now?" She gave a little nervous laugh.

Buck laughed along too, "Yeah, night shift can really mix up your days. Personal Secretary huh? I suppose that is the spy Princess Vetta is trying to squeeze into my house."

He frowned, "Don't suppose that there is any polite way to refuse her though."

Mrs. Ketcher looked as if he were suggesting that dogs should eat off the fine China. Then she softened and replied, "I couldn't rightly say, but I would never suggest such a thing of Mr. Shav. His references were of the highest order, at least that is what Master Marks told us when he had me take him up a late lunch."

It took Buck a moment to associate 'Master Marks' with Spider but assumed that Mrs. Ketcher would no more call him 'Spider' than Buck could get her to sit at this table with him. 

He thought for a moment, and then frowned. "I suppose, I should ask Master Marks about him then."

Mrs. Ketcher nodded rapidly, only too happy to be let off the hook. "Very well, Your Grace. He'll know the right of it."

Buck finished the sandwich and rose with the silver tray in his hand. Before he took half a step, Mrs. Ketcher was pulling it from his hand. Buck sighed and smiled at her. 

"Thank you Mrs. Ketcher for the wonderful sandwich and the captivating conversation. If you'll excuse me, I will head back up to my room now, and let you try for a little more sleep."

Mrs. Ketcher curtsied, "Good night, Your Grace. If you need anything, please just ring the bell."


Need To Go Home

Cringe Culture




Buck had a little free time the following day.  Parliament was wrapping up, and they had managed to make it to the end of all actual business without any new blood feuds or sparking a civil war.

He found Spider in his study. The room was not what Buck would have expected of the man at all.  Instead of looking like a biker's den, it was very old-world sheik with a large custom oak desk, mahogany paneled walls with bookshelves, and two overstuffed leather armchairs. It made Buck think that perhaps Spider had gone native and was in fact lording it over his servants. 

Spider looked up from some papers he was working on when Buck entered the room. "Hey, have you got a second?" he asked in the most unassuming tone he could muster.

Spider smiled broadly, "Sure, Boss.  What can I do for you?"

Buck took a seat across the desk from him and hesitated a moment. He was trying to frame the question so that it didn't sound like an accusation.  Spider chuckled, "Must be a big one if you've got a face like that. Seriously man, just ask. I'll help however I can."

Buck took a deep breath and when he let it out he smirked at the older man. "That obvious, is it?"  Spider chuckled, so Buck continued, "I have had some very odd interactions with your servants." 

He frowned again, "They seem to actually want to act scared of me. Even when I try to get them to relax, they still go all formal. I guess I am wondering if that is a condition of their employment?"

Spider grinned, "Am I beating the servants? Playing lord of the manor?" 

The genuine amusement released some of the tension that Buck felt. Spider saw him relax and chuckled a bit more. "See, that wasn't so bad, now was it?"

Buck's mood turned a bit sour. The man still wasn't answering the question. "Look, I didn't want to come off like I was criticizing you or them, but why are they always so stiff?"

Spider nodded, the smile not fading from his face.  "When confronted with a situation that you're unfamiliar with, you go all rigid military speak. I've seen you do it. It is a way you use to distance yourself from an unfamiliar or potentially dangerous situation." 

He shrugged now, "For them it is much the same thing, just a slightly different trick. Formality is like social armor. They think that as long as they remain formal and relatively polite, there is little chance of them doing the wrong thing. And it has been so internalized by now that their own definition of a good servant won't let them be too casual with you.  It isn't anything that you or I have done, it is just how the game is played here. Given enough time we might be able to change their view, but I don't know if we should."

Buck scowled, "What do you mean by that? Why would we want anyone bowing and fawning like that?"

Spider smirked, "It isn't what you think. If their actions are the customary behavior of someone of their rank, in this rank conscious society, then having them behave differently can set them up for incurring the wrath of others. If they get too lax in their formal differences, what happens when someone else visits here? Might they be offended by those actions that you or I would shrug off?  Imagine if an enlisted man refused to salute an officer because one of the officers told him that he didn't need to, or that it was degrading? Get a new commander, and that guy is now up on charges, and really through no fault of his own, he was just doing what had been the norm."

Buck let out a low considering growl, "I suppose it makes sense when you put it that way. We can't very well trample all their social norms and expect it to have no fall out, can we?" 

He waved his hand as if clearing away smoke, "Sorry to bring it to you like this, it's just that we had servants and wait staff, etc. back home, but usually it was only the real ass hats that wanted them to be so formal all the time. Different world, different rules I guess."

Spider grinned broadly, "When in Rome... eh? That being said, there is no reason for us not to be as nice to them as possible. A servant's life in the here and now can be a rough one. It’s easier than many, of course, but we don't need to make it any harder than it has to be. Speaking of which, I understand the Princess sent you one Mr. Shav to help you get such things in order?"

Buck let out a long sigh, "I figured he was just her spy in my household."

Spider shook his head, "No. Back home that might have been the case, but high-level servants like Shav, at least as far as I can tell, would view spying on their master on the same level that many back home would view cheating on a spouse. It just isn't done.  A lot like being informal with them. The sense of separation of power and duties seems to be a part of who they are, and what they do. I wouldn't suggest leaving him with any military secrets if we were suddenly at war with Avex, but short of that, I don't see him betraying any of your confidences."

Buck let out a long sigh. "Well, I sent the Princess a thank you card for sending him to me, but I did it just to be polite. If he really can help me navigate these complicated waters, then maybe she deserves a better thank you than just a little card."

Spider grinned, "Probably. You know who would know?" At Buck's blank look he answered his own question, "Mr. Shav would be the one to ask. I was at a total loss until I found a local to help me translate their complex and formal social code."

Buck grunted as he stood, "I suppose I really should go meet this man then."

◆◆◆

The Duke and Mr. Shav

Buck went back to his room and asked a servant to fetch Mr. Shav for him. No time like the present to get this all sorted. If Spider was right, this could end up being a very good situation rather than the inconvenience he feared. 

Buck yelled, "Enter," at the firm knock on the door. 

An older man in his late thirties, or perhaps early forties entered the room. He was dressed in fine clothing of the latest conservative fashion. 

"Your Grace sent for me?" he asked once in the room. The voice was smooth and rich without a trace of hesitancy. Though, the man did look briefly concerned when Gar looked up from the spot on the rug where he had been lazily taking in the stream of bright sunlight. Mr. Shav recovered almost instantly from the shock of seeing the giant wemic staring at him silently with large golden eyes. 

Buck smiled at him, "Yes, I did call for you. I take it that Her Majesty informed you of the reasons you were recommended to me?"

Mr. Shav bowed slightly, "Of course, Your Grace.  Do you wish to go over my duties as you see them?"

Buck nodded, "Please, come on in. Take a seat there across from me."

Mr. Shav hesitated, "Your Grace, it wouldn't be proper for me to sit in your presence."

Buck let out a long sigh. "Proper eh? What is proper about refusing to do as asked?" 

Buck waved it away, "Never mind. The purpose of some of this seemingly meaningless formality has been explained to me. I don't know that I completely buy the answer that it is beneficial, but it will have to be for now, at least while I learn how it all works. I need to know how it fits together so I know the right way to bend the rule as the need arises." He favored Mr. Shav with a smile as he said this. 

"Of course, Your Grace." He drew up in a position that reminded Buck all too much of being back home during parade ground duties. 

"What did you have in mind?"

Buck stilled his face in resignation to the limitations of the roles that they both must play. In a dispassionate voice he said, "Well, first of all, I need someone to take my correspondence in hand. I'm communicating with other nobles, or have requests for communication with nobles, that I haven't gotten to yet."

Buck let a sigh slip through the facade and added, "It has come to my attention that there is a whole code of etiquette here on when to send letters and how to send letters that often communicates as much as the wording of the letters themselves. I don't have access to the code book." 

Now his frown and frustration were beginning to show, "I admit, I do not have the patience for playing these little games, even if I did somehow learn all the various rules." 

He shook his head in frustration, "I don't want to get pushed into a corner where I start to solve all of my problems over the barrel of a rifle... eh, point of a sword. I need you to take my correspondence in hand and translate my rather blunt speech into the appropriate format."

Mr. Shav allowed himself the slightest hint of a smile at this point. "Indeed, Your Grace. It will be highest on my priority list."

Buck let out a small groan, "Eh, it might end up being number two on the list. You see, I fear I may have already stepped in it with Princess Vetta.  When she said she would send you over, I assumed that you would just be her spy sent to keep tabs on me." 

Buck held up his hand to forestall the indignant reply he could see building on Shav's previously impassive face. Then he added, "I've since learned that isn't how such things are done here, and that it is a grave insult to suggest that a loyal and honorable servant would engage in such activities. In the world I came from that was the assumption of those who employed the servants, but certainly not the opinion of those who served. My misconception based upon previous experience has been corrected by people I trust who have had more experience with your current system than I have." 

He took a deep breath and gave Mr. Shav a rueful smile, "Sooo... Under my previous assumptions, I sent Her Highness a rather generic 'thank you' card for sending you to me. It has also been brought to my attention that such a thing is considered 'too little and too late' as we like to say. I need you to help me get out of this pit I've dug for myself with an appropriate response that will make up for my previous error."

Mr. Shav was not smiling, and Buck's 'aw shucks' routine wasn't working on him a bit. The man looked positively pale. He cleared his throat and stammered, "Uh, Your Grace... I... I'm not sure how we are going to make this right. Her Highness cashed in a favor, a Royal Favor, to secure my transfer into your service.  Favors here are often nearly as valuable and traded as often as gold or secrets. I do know that Her Highness is fond of you, so perhaps if you were to be suitably solicitous during the ball celebrating the closing of the Parliamentary Session, then she might accept whatever missive I can cobble together for you. It might work to, as you say, get you out of the pit you've dug. 

Your Grace seems to have unintentionally insulted her and should view it that way if it is in her good graces that you wish to remain. A lesser man might have found himself challenged to a duel for such an offense, I believe."

Buck snorted, "Only send someone to duel me if you want them returned in a body bag." 

He took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Once he had regained his composure he nodded, "I see your point. My error was larger than I had assumed. I shall thank you for your efforts on my behalf, Mr. Shav. I will see that your efforts aren't wasted and behave myself as best I am able when I see Her Highness at the ball."  

He rubbed his hands together for a moment and waited a moment for any response from Mr. Shav.  When none came, he moved on to the next order of business. "Lastly, I've been told that a man in my position needs a staff. I have more chaos in my life than I care for as things are, and no time to add interviewing staff to the list of duties. So, I need you to handle these things for me. Hire whomever you believe to be the right person for the job. I will put myself in your competent hands. Just let them know, if they ever feel that perhaps they don't want to be in my service, then they simply need to say so. And if they ever do betray me. . .well, Gar's pride is always hungry."

Mr. Shav frowned at the warning, but he simply nodded. "They would expect nothing less, Your Grace." 

Buck nodded back, "It was good to meet you Mr. Shav. I look forward to working with you for a long time to come." 

Mr. Shav bowed sensing a dismissal for what it was and went off to write a very important letter.


Wrapping up in Avex

Roasted, Broiled, or Stewed—Crow is Always Nasty




Buck found Mr. Shav to be every bit the consummate professional that Spider assured him he would be. His correspondence with the other nobles was suddenly back on track. Not only was he responding to them all now, but he was saying what he meant to say. Even some of his interactions with his fellow noblemen seemed to smooth out in the scant days since Mr. Shav took over that duty. 

Buck checked his uniform in the mirror. With only a bit of polished metal, it wasn't the best image to work from, yet despite its flaws, he could see a few small signs of wear on the garment. Laundry facilities in the here and now were not nearly as gentle on clothing as dry cleaners back home were. It would get him through tonight's festivities, but he would need to find something of local manufacture if he were going to be presentable next year and not look like a shipwreck refugee. The knee-high boots that he had custom made to go with it were an impressive addition though. Polished until they were almost as shiny as the mirror he was using, they would still never pass regulation back home, but he was slowly coming to terms with the fact that he wasn't back home. 

He really only had two choices, cling to the past and progressively fall further away from making a good life in the here and now, or do what US Military members from all branches had been doing from the earliest days—improvise, adapt, and overcome. 

He shook his head in resignation. When he got back home, he would talk to the tailors about making a new uniform for him. One that was more in line with that of his soldiers. A uniform wasn't much good if it wasn't, well, uniform after all. 

He executed a crisp left face and headed out to collect the others. It was time to make their way to the palace. Being late wouldn't endear him to Princess Vetta any, and he knew it. 

On a personal level, he couldn't have cared less.  The girl was haughty and demanding, and not all that easy on her servants. Buck was under no delusion that she saw anyone besides her immediate family as servants. He chaffed under the customs surrounding royalty. His American contempt for aristocracy were in a full out war with common sense against his need to adapt to the local customs. 

At the entry hall, he stopped himself and took a deep calming breath and slowly let it out. He had wronged the girl and he owed her an apology. He heard his father's gruff voice in his mind explaining this situation to him. The man had been gone for two years now, but whenever Buck found himself in a tight spot, he could swear that he heard the man's voice instructing him in his duty, even from beyond the grave. 

The voice said that Vetta would want to see him eat crow tonight. Her vanity would demand it.  Roasted, broiled, or stewed—no matter how you prepared it—crow was always a difficult meal for Buck to choke down. 

Again, he heard his father's voice as clear as if the man were standing at his shoulder. He said, "You got here through your own arrogance, by failing to respect the customs of your allies. So, quit acting like a child. Suck it up buttercup, time to go eat your crow with a smile and learn from this mistake."

He had just pulled himself together and steeled himself for what was to come when his concentration shattered all over again. Coming down the stairs was a complete vision of womanly beauty and to his surprise, it was Suzie. 

Suzie had visited the local dress shops, and the sight of her in the forest green formal gown stole his wits away. Every time he thought that he had managed to push her out of his mind for good, she would do something like this. She was breathtaking. 

He noticed her face flush under her pale complexion, and it jarred him out of his stupor. She had caught him staring, and he had little doubt that his thoughts had been written across his face. Her knowing smile had him ready to either kick himself or give in and he wasn't certain which concept was the stronger. 

Fortunately, Gar joined him at this point. He looked like the iconic king of the jungle. His fur had all been washed and brushed to a golden sheen. Threaded through his mane were tiny glittering beads of gold and crystal. Buck had to admit, he would have thought it all over the top, but Gar pulled it off with style. The others arrived shortly afterward sparing Buck any uncomfortable conversations with Suzie. 

Loading into the carriages to make the short trip to the palace took them another half an hour. Buck noticed that Spider had really pulled out all the stops when he arranged their transportation. The carriages were all ornate and impressive looking, and each one was pulled by a matched team of horses. His carriage was pulled by all black horses. One grey group of horses took one set of women while the other one was driven by all white mares.

All the animals were groomed and bedecked with ribbons and bells. Buck didn't want to think what the cost of all this extravagance was, but he knew this was all simply part of the expected show—projection of strength through ostentation. 

To Buck it seemed like a waste, but if it helped to get his new peers to respect him, then maybe it was cheap after all. He would always choose to spend money over blood when given the choice. 

Those thoughts brought him back to thinking about the mess he left back home with the gnolls. There was no denying that Parliamentary duties were vital to their new duchy, even if the meetings themselves were a huge waste of his time. Not taking them seriously though was a quick trip to marginalization and eventual attack by those who wanted to use the law to steal what someone else built. His own political experiences back home had taught him that much.

◆◆◆

The Ball




Buck had thought that his people went over the top for this event, but he realized shortly after arrival that they had been conservative. This was the most over-the-top display of frivolous use of wealth that he had ever witnessed. Even the events that he had been to at the palace before paled in comparison to the grandeur of this event. Once his party was announced, the whole festivity seemed to stop what they were doing to stare. 

With Gar at his back, they had no trouble sliding into the crowded room, but it made him feel a bit like Moses and the Red Sea. On balance though, he was just as happy to have it that way. This way, only the brave and the foolhardy would come and take up his time. 

Most of his party split off shortly after arrival. They wanted to have fun and enjoy the revelry. They knew Buck would be working the whole time. The only one who stayed close by was Suzie. He watched as she and the other noble women eyed each other with suspicion and low-grade hostility. 

It wasn’t the first time he wondered about this society. It was so alien from what he was used to, but even here human nature could be seen to be much the same. There were many cultural differences of course, even though they still contrived to either boost some natural human drive, or buffer against or protect some very human insecurities. The general mood of the place would have fit in with any high school prom in his old world.

Many of the men wished that they could be anywhere else, but tradition and duty held them here. That didn't mean that they weren't hitting the drink just a little too hard for any sober and polite situation. The women were all vying with each other for their spot in the pecking order. All of it done with fake smiles and what appeared to Buck to be melodramatic play acting.

Then he saw her. He was glad that he spotted her at a distance and wouldn't have a repeat of the fiasco with Suzie. Even so, he wasn't completely certain how he was going to maintain his focus. Princess Vetta was a radiant example of her class and station.  She wore a long cream gown made from what appeared to be some very impressive silk. She also had flowers and gems woven into her hair and physically attached at strategic points to her gown.

As he approached with Gar over his shoulder, the crowd gathering around her backed up and gave him room. Buck faced her, and he could see her scowl and knew she wasn't going to make this easy on him. 

He bowed low, "Your Highness. You are looking lovely this evening." 

He took an extra second before he straightened back up. It showed respect, and it gave him an extra moment to school the dread off his face. 

As his eyes met hers, he could tell she wasn't mollified yet. She was looking at him as if he were a bug under glass. With one eyebrow arched prettily over her eye, she said in a neutral tone, "Duke Rogers." 

She hesitated and then said, "I see you made it tonight."

Buck winced slightly. Oh yeah, he thought, she is pissed at me. He responded, "I had to make it in order to thank you in person for Your Highness's assistance in sending me Mr. Shav. He is working out very well."

Buck let out a little of the tension as he saw her face calm and a bit of the open hostility lessened. 

"Oh? So, he has taken things in hand, has he?" she asked, the ice in her tone thawing only by degrees.

Buck allowed himself a small smile at her and replied, "He has tamed the veritable mountain of correspondence that was threatening to bury me every time that I tried to use my desk for other business. Before he arrived, I was simply firing off what quick missives I may between Parliamentary sessions. I fear that many that I responded to were overly brief, and many more simply weren't gotten to at all. It seems to have caused a bit of confusion and even some hard feelings from certain quarters."

Buck relaxed a bit more when he saw a small smile appear on her face as well. She might not have forgiven him yet, but she wouldn't be looking for a voodoo doll any time soon. The realization hit him that as much as he would have normally laughed at such an idea, in this world at least, such things were much more concerning. He yanked his attention back to her next words.

"I see. Perhaps you will dance with me on the next set to show that there are no hard feelings?" She charmingly asked him this as her eyebrow arched as if daring him to refuse her.

Buck felt a smirk cross his own face at this point.  "So, you can show everyone that I am back in favor, or so that everyone can see that I had to grovel sufficiently for you to let me back in favor?" he whispered just low enough for her ears only.

The corners of her mouth curved up in a look of pure satisfaction, but all she said was, "Yes, exactly so."

Buck fought back the chuckle, knowing it would have ruined the whole scene for the onlookers who were paying them no end of attention. Then he said, “You Highness, it would be my honor to be your dance partner in the next set. Though I fear that the local dances might be a bit beyond me. I fear for your toes."

He could see her bighting back the laughter now as well. Her eyes positively sparkled with mischief.  "Well then, perhaps it is time for you to teach me a dance from your home instead."

Buck nodded, "It would be my honor. Assuming the music is right, perhaps I can teach You Highness the dance called the waltz?"

Getting into the act now, she asked, "And what if the music isn't right?"

Buck grinned as the new thought popped into his head, "Then I will attempt to teach you the Two Step.  A dance much beloved in a portion of my former country where I was stationed as an Air Force Cadet."  The picture in his head of a posh royal princess doing the Two Step was an image he simply couldn't get out of his head. "Back up plans, Your Highness.  They are the key to success in any venture."

Buck led her to the dance floor, and she whispered to him, "You are so very fortunate that I am in a good mood today. Groveling only needed to be symbolic, but it did need to be public.'

The music struck up, and it was nearly perfect for a waltz. Buck could lead this time around and wrapped her in his embrace and quietly instructed her about foot placement. Then suddenly came a swirl of excitement from out beyond their own little secret world that they had seemed comfortably lost in. It was a herd of other dancers. Each one wanting to get a closer look at the new dance and a better look at who the princess was choosing to learn this new dance with.


Heading Home

Terrorist Attack




Buck twirled Princess Vetta around the dance floor.  He was surprised at how much he was enjoying himself. She was certainly a handful—a spoiled and self-important bitch—and there was no denying it, but she was also very attractive and fit quite well in his arms. For her own part, the Princess seemed to be distracted by him as well. Buck normally wasn't good at reading such things, but the look in her eye was hard to deny. It only dampened a little when the crowds showed up. 

Buck grinned at the fleeting flash of annoyance that crossed her face in the blink of an eye and then was gone. "Privacy rarer than gold?" he asked in a teasing tone.

Vetta let out a little huff that Buck would have taken for a snort in anyone less composed and cultured.  "Comes with the territory. You should know all about that."

Buck shrugged, "A little perhaps, but Americans are just different. I notice it more when I'm with the newly arrived or here in the capital."

Vetta frowned, "Yes, you Americans are certainly different. That red-headed tart of yours keeps giving me a death glare. No one but an American would dare do that."

Buck looked around, and for the first time since he had started dancing with the princess, noticed Suzie was indeed glaring. He let out a little sigh, "You two need to bury the hatchet."

Vetta looked at him quizzically, "Are you suggesting I bury a hatchet in her?"

Buck let out a helpless laugh, "No! It is a figure of speech. It means to make peace and play nice." 

He couldn't help but laugh a bit more and then decided he had better explain himself as he saw Vetta's eyes narrow at him. "You're the first person I have ever met who made that comment out of misunderstanding the phrase, not as a way to humorously reject the prospect of peace. What you said wasn't an uncommon response, but you certainly did it in a unique way."

He relaxed a little when he saw her lips quirk up slightly in a genuine, if quickly stifled, smile. "I don't like her. She is a social climber of the worst sort.  When you were a nobody, perhaps she would have been acceptable for you, if a little crude. That no longer matters. No matter how lowly your birth, you are a duke now, and standards must be maintained.  She wouldn't even make a good mistress for you.  Not with the way she glares at any woman who comes in contact with you. No wife could accept a mistress who didn't know her place."

Buck felt himself start to choke. Then he said, "I won't be having a mistress. If I have more than one woman in my life, they will all be equal partners with me. I will not put a class requirement on it either. I understand that I may need to marry to secure an alliance for my people, but if I do, it will be under my own terms and that is all there is to it."

Vetta looked scandalized, "Is this an American thing?"

Buck snorted, "No, this is a me thing. Americans tend to think of marriage in terms of love rather than family connections and business the way Avex natives seem to. I don't share my people's obsession with love. Most mistake love for passion, and passion fades over time.”

He continued, “Love is a choice you make not an emotion that you feel. Love is putting the needs of the family over your own. Love is why men trade their innocence for experience. It is a cold and painful process, but it is absolutely necessary, so that the man can place himself between the harsh realities of the world and those whom he loves."

Vetta was silent, thinking long and hard about what he had said. All these warm tingly feelings that she got when she was with him... she breathed a sigh of relief, that wasn't love, only infatuation! She would get over an infatuation. She could live with that knowledge. And there was no reason not to enjoy the infatuation while it lasted. 

She and Buck were both jarred out of their separate thoughts by a loud noise in the middle of the room.  All around the room, heads snapped toward a robed figure that had just appeared out of nowhere. Buck heard Vetta gasp, "Fan élans!"

Buck saw the man spin slightly and a ball of fire appeared in his hand. Buck wasn't taking chances; he pulled Vetta into him, lifted her off her feet, and dove under a nearby table. He was cradling the back of her head in his hand and felt it impact upon the floor as he shielded her with his body. The fireball didn't come their way though. It rocketed up toward the throne. 

"Stay here and stay down!" Buck hissed at Vetta as he spun away and backed out to join the fight.

Buck saw arrows flash out from the guards, but they seemed to bounce off an invisible shield around the Magi and instead fly back toward the archers. Each arrow lodged in the men who had shot them. 

The pistol in his hand seemed useless at that point.  He saw Harry had drawn his as well and was taking aim, so he called out, "Stand down Harry!" 

The soldier gave him a confused look, but Buck didn't have time to explain. Instead, he looked up and saw that the large brass chandelier was suspended by a single chain over the middle of the dance floor. Gar had come charging in on the Magi, completely oblivious to any warning from Buck.  The robed figure's eyes went wide at the sight of the enraged wemic charging at him but was able to shift his attention from the thrones and waved a hand, sending the wemic sprawling across the dance floor bowling down several partiers who had been trying to flee. 

This action seemed to clear the last of the friendlies from the Magi's vicinity. That was all he needed. Pointing at the chandelier he called out, "Harry! Take out the chain!"

Then he aimed his own pistol firing off a full magazine at the bracket holding up the chandelier.  Harry followed orders, and between them, they managed to destroy the only thing holding the massive thing in the air. It crashed down on the unsuspecting Magi before he could react in any constructive way. 

The blast from both pistols emptying full magazines in the large stone room was deafening. Anyone who hadn't been trying to flee already, certainly was by now.

Buck used hand signals to send Harry over to check on Gar, while he turned back to see a disheveled and dazed, but otherwise healthy Princess Vetta slowly picking herself up from the floor. Buck went to her and helped her to steady herself. She shook her head, "How did he get past the wards?"

Buck drew her into his arms to comfort her, and she complied, but only for a few seconds. Then she was fighting her way free of him and slapped him on the chest. "Let go of me! I need to see my father." She turned to rush off toward the throne. Buck decided to follow her. 

The king seemed to be fine, if a little rattled at being tackled out of his throne by his own men. One of them had caught the fireball to the back, but his armor seemed to have mostly protected him.

Gar padded up silently behind Buck. Buck grinned at him and raised an eyebrow. The disgruntled wemic looked very pissed that the fight was over by the time he had made it back to his feet. It was uncommon for a wemic to lose a fight.

Buck watched the royal family slowly being gathered up and checked for any harm by the palace guard. 

Buck turned to Gar, "I'm going to stick around here and see what I can find out. You need to round up all our people and make sure no one was injured.  Think you can handle that for me?" Gar simply let out a low growl and nodded.

Harry slipped beside him and asked, "You okay here?  I should go keep an eye on him. In his current mood, he is likely to eat anyone who crosses him." 

Buck's eyes snapped over to Harry, but he could see the soldier grinning. He relaxed a little. Harry had only been joking or at least mostly so. Still, he nodded, "Yeah, keep him out of trouble and help round up everyone. When I can get clear, we're going to want to head home."

Though he considered staying to fight, he knew that this was a fight that the royals would have to lead against the Magi.

◆◆◆

The Road Home




The trip home was nearly as fast as the trip to the city was. Buck had sprung for extra pack animals to haul their supplies because they were faster than wagons on rough ground. He hadn't wanted to hang out in Avex any longer than absolutely required. The King had been asking him several pointed questions.  Questions that Buck didn't want public knowledge of just yet. 

Their pistols had made quite an impression on everyone at the ball. Buck didn't want the powers that were in this world to understand how his firearms worked. It wasn’t because he was horribly concerned that they would replicate them, but the more the enemy knew, the more likely they were to find a way to ruin your day with or without guns.  That was why they were called the enemy, and while Avex was in theory an ally, the fine line between friend and foe in this world wasn't one that Buck wanted to bet the lives of his people on.

He rode with Harry and Suzie nearby helping him plan a response if King Jafer were to ask him to field troops. It wasn't that he was unwilling to send his men to fight an enemy that openly attacked an event full of civilians like that. It was pretty much a given that he would be fighting just that sort of enemy when he accepted his commission in the Air Force. Still, his forces were too small to send them all the way to Avex. 

It was risky enough just having to fight the gnolls, but at least the gnolls’ area made for a short supply line, and it was real-world experience that his men desperately needed. 

Harry cleared his throat, "Hey, boss, you know I ain't one to tell you how to run things, but what if instead of sending a whole lot of troops that we ain't got, we send some techs." 

Seeing Buck make a face, Harry hurriedly continued.  "No, hear me out on this one. We send a steam engine and one cannon, plus of course the men to use it all. The enemy is on an island right? Well, Imagine the hell we could wreck on their shipping?  Troop transport? Hard to invade if all of your ships have nasty holes in them from some new ship that doesn't rely on sails and fires shells that treat your wooden hulls like tissue paper."

Buck was silent for a long moment, then he grinned.  "That would leave the bulk of our forces at home to protect our interests there and would provide enough of an advantage to Jafer that he shouldn't bitch and moan too much about not getting more men from us. When we get back, we need to get with Brenda on this. She'll bitch because she hates it that we're using so much of her skills for war, but I'll find something to turn her around on the idea."

Harry snorted, "Just tell her that if we can't send what is needed to make a steamship, then you're drafting Evan to lead our forces."

Suzie frowned at Harry, "Why do you have to be so mean? I mean, Brenda can be a real bitch, but it isn't wrong not to want everything you make to go towards killing people."

Buck shook his head, "No, it isn't wrong to want something more in life, as long as you recognize that in order to have life, you must defend it. Peace isn't the norm in nature. The lion and the gazelle are proof of this. The aggressor sets the terms of engagement. Those aggressive toward us might find the tables turned." 

Buck ran his hand through his hair. It was getting too long, he thought briefly. Then he turned back to Harry, "Good idea on the navy. I hadn't really thought about it in that way. I mean, I wanted to make up some warships that used the steam engines, but I was thinking something much bigger, but small and nimble might just be the way to go."


No Place Like Home

Appearances




Buck wanted to leave Mr. Shav at the inn. However, the man was insistent that he would do his new Duke no good if he were to live that far from him.  Buck simply shrugged and brought him down to the truck stop.

The man's eyes boggled. He had the hardest time reconciling the amazing technology that he saw, with his formerly abysmal living conditions. At least as he compared them to the fine manor houses of the nobles who had been growing and tending them for generations. 

He was positively apoplectic when he saw the simple U-Haul trailer that Buck still used for his residence.  Buck grinned, "Don't worry Mr. Shav, I won't make you stay here with me. We'll find you a place to stay inside the truck stop for now. Eventually, we can even get you your own little cabin." He said this while pointing out the ramshackle village of huts that had grown off to the side of the truck stop.

Mr. Shav's mouth moved for several moments, but nothing came out. Buck couldn't help but be amused by it. Rarely had he seen the man truly speechless.  When he recovered enough to speak halfway coherently, he said, "Your Grace, it is not my quarters that concerns me! How can your people allow you to live like this? It is bad form! Appearances must be maintained. I thought your duchy had sufficient funds to provide a comfortable living. What happened to all the money that I've seen flowing into your duchy?"

Buck shrugged, "That money has all been reinvested into other projects to make even more money." 

He grinned at the devastated older man, "This has suited my purposes for the time being, and I've had no need for more elaborate accommodations. The few visiting dignitaries that we've received, we've simply housed in Homestead Falls at one of the very nice inns." 

Buck took a deep breath and slowly let it out to reign in his amusement, "I understand that my home will eventually need to be big enough to accommodate both my own residence and the business office of the duchy. To be honest, it is one of the reasons that I haven't invested in it yet. I want to do it right, but that is going to take funds, and tie up one of my construction crews. It was more important to make sure that the university was up and running correctly, as well as making certain that the businesses of Homestead Falls had a place to put down roots to grow. Without that firm foundation to build on, it would just be a nice house in the middle of a wilderness. This way, when the time comes to lay out my house, I can do it properly."

Mr. Shav managed not to roll his eyes, but Buck saw the desire to do just that, but the normally stone-faced man managed to lock down his emotions behind a typically placid face and a reserved expression.

Then he said, "Your Grace, please, listen to me and mark the words I am about to tell you. You must project strength to survive here. While I know that you are strong from what I have come to know.  However, not all will so easily fall into line. You will be tested any time they can smell blood in the water.  You can narrow down the issues by simply having a good show of your power in your wealth. This means that you'll need to show it off more than you do.  Do you wish me to take this in hand? I can begin lining up contractors."

Buck sighed, "No, take no action on it. I do need something done about this housing situation on my own. I don't currently have the time, but I will mention it to Julie. She can put it on my schedule when there are dwarven construction teams available to begin. 

Come, let me take you to where Julie is working.  You two will be working together, hand in glove sort of way. I'm going to warn you not to judge her on appearances. She is the still water that runs deep."

* * *

For Whom the Gnoll Toils




Buck only wished that Mr. Shav's issues were the most significant. Julie greeted him with a pile of meeting requests. When he let out a groan, she giggled and said, "You've been gone for so long; we all want some time with you." Looking at her smile, he could feel the irritation easing out of his neck and shoulders. 

Buck rubbed his neck and tried to get it to pop, but it remained as stiff as ever. Then he added, "So, give me a run down, how bad is it looking?"

Julie wiggled in her seat a little as she looked over the pile of requests, "Well, you probably want to talk to David first. It isn't all bad news either." 

She chewed her lip and squinted at him, "I'd put grandpa next, but it is kinda a close call with Brenda.  She's been working on some new things that I think you'll like. I know it is hard to believe, but you may want to save her for when you need a pick me up."

Buck barked a laugh at that thought, "That'll be a first. Hell, I could use some good news at this point."

Julie giggled again, "Well, at some point you're going to want to talk to Charl as well. He wants to take his pride back out into the grasslands for a special group meeting that they hold each year. From what I gathered, he's basically wanting to marry off his sisters."

Buck nodded, "That isn't a small thing. Put him down to talk to me first thing in the morning. It needs to be handled, but I also want to talk to David before meeting with Charl."

Julie shrugged, "The rest of them... well, you might want to talk to Robert too. He has an idea to run by you. He wouldn't give me details, but it was something about using truck motors to power something." 

She made a face, "He was all sketchy about it."

Buck chuckled, "Probably afraid someone will steal his idea. I'll talk with him. Probably after I meet with Charl." 

With that he let Julie give him a hug goodbye and he ducked out of the office. The girl was so extraordinary for being so young. He would have to see to it that she got some sort of official recognition for her hard work. Maybe he could talk to May to find out what she would like.

He found David practicing with the soldiers. The boy grinned broadly at him, "Glad you made it back. I need to get the troops that went with you back up to speed. Everything has changed since you've been gone."

Buck's eyebrows rose and he asked, "How much could have changed? I haven't even been gone a full month yet."

David grinned broadly, "We've got grenades now. I don't just mean like sticks of dynamite where you light the fuse at toss, but real pull the pin, twist the handle, and yeet over at the enemy."

Buck smirked at his term, "Ah, the ol' yeet and delete. How? Who came up with that idea?"

David eagerly explained, "Bud and Bob worked on it.  Bud came up with the idea from old World War II Japanese pineapple mines, and Bob thought of how to work the fuses. When you twist the handle it sparks a flint, a lot like how a lighter works. Then it lights some very easy to burn paper shavings, and that catches a bit of oil-soaked sawdust on fire.  When that burns through to the nitroglycerine-soaked charcoal, then boom! 

The only bad thing is that timing is as unreliable as it gets. You get at least three seconds, but it could take up to eight or ten before the explosion. Each one is hand packed, so it is kinda more of a guess than a standard number yet."

Buck was impressed, "I take it the pin is to keep it from being accidentally turned?"

David nodded, "Exactly. The men who don't have rifles yet, have been promoted to grenadiers. Each man can comfortably carry ten before he is losing maneuverability. It’s not quite as many as the shots a rifleman can carry, but we've played with it. You can do a lot of damage before you run out of grenades to yeet. I'm pretty sure it would break up any charge the enemies were making toward the rifleman's lines."

Buck nodded, "Probably so. This is good work. For everyone involved. Damn good work."

David beamed, "I, uh, got to thinking. If we could manage to kill the adult gnolls, could we maybe keep the younger ones?" 

He looked frustrated and torn. "I don't want to just kill them all. I know that we can't just leave them to go feral and keep causing problems. Could we try to raise them better? I mean, if they are young enough, isn't it possible that they could come out good?"

Buck thought about it, "So, what would be the future for these grown up gnolls? I mean, sure we can let them live, but then what? You can't keep them as pets. From what I've been told, they are somewhat intelligent but just more aggressive and primal."

David gave him a pointed look, "More so than the wemics?"

Buck shrugged, "We might end up fighting wemics before this is over. Wemics are a bit of a special case.  They approached us, and no one can claim that they are slaves. I mean, gnolls will be expected to work off their stay. If we put the gnolls to work, it would probably be moving stone and lumber. That would open us up to accusations of slavery no matter how well they were treated."

David growled, "Is it better than being dead? It is better for my men. I would rather them not becoming too casual about slaughtering women and children, even if it is a monster race."

Buck sucked in a long deep breath, "In the short term you are right, and in the very long term you are right, it is that medium term where someone seeks to use the Gnollish 'slavery' to tear us apart. You remember how back home, the war had been over for over a hundred years, and still they kept fighting over it and the fallout afterward. If we're going to do this, I don't want you and your men watching over them. They get no worse pay for now than a new recruit. Try for an education, but let them know that if they fail you, that it won't end well for them. The last thing I need is them looking for a spot to stick the blade in while I'm distracted by whatever kicks off in Avex."

David smiled at Buck, "We won't keep the older ones. Based upon what I learned from one of the professors at the university that I asked, Gnolls grow up in about six years. So we should be able to train the worst out of them as long as we keep and train only those under age two."

Buck nodded, "I'm willing to give it a try, but if things don't go well... and they become laborers only until we have reason to believe that they won't go feral.  We don't need them learning our skills and then running off to some wild tribe to make them more deadly."


Catching Up

Meetings, Meetings, Meetings




Buck groaned and went groping blindly for the cell phone that was beeping loudly somewhere off the edge of the mattress. Still dark outside, he fumbled for the little rechargeable lantern that he was using as his sole light source in the U-Haul. He was almost past the craving for coffee, but that didn't mean he didn't miss it. There would be hot tea in the truck stop waiting for him. Lessa had concocted several blends that in many cases were better than coffee as a wake up, but just didn't have the same aroma or memories attached to it.

He rolled up the door to find Mr. Shav waiting for him. "Good morning Your Grace," the man said in a smooth even tone that belied the fact that it was early in the morning.

Buck grunted, "Not sure how good it is yet, Mr. Shav, but we will endeavor to make the most of it anyway." 

He gathered up his towel and clothes before turning to head toward the showers. Over his shoulder he grumbled, "You know, I can bathe and dress myself.  I've been doing it since I was about seven."

Mr. Shav only smiled blandly, "A gentleman has a valet for a reason, Your Grace. Until I can get a suitable one hired for you, I will fill that role."

Heading toward the showers, he had planned to just ignore Shav until he had woken up a bit more, but then he said, "Find me an officer's batman.  Someone used to being in the field and understands having things squared away military fashion."

Mr. Shav's face wrinkled in slight displeasure, "As Your Grace wishes."

Buck didn't care, he was in the showers now and there was no way he was going to have the old bastard wash his back. As he closed the door on Mr. Shav he called out, "Better yet, make her young and pretty. If someone is going to help me dress, I might as well enjoy it." 

Shav didn't reply, but Buck was smiling as the warm water hit him in the face. He was picturing the scowl on the man's face, and it only seemed fair to return a little of the frustration he was getting from the restrictive rules that came with his new elevated station in life.

Twenty minutes later, he was clean and dressed with his first cup of morning tea. First he checked in with Julie. The girl was bright and cheerful for it being such an unholy hour of the morning. Buck squinted at her, "Don't you ever sleep?"

Her smile beamed at him from her little communications nest in the corner, "Sure I do. I just woke up about a half an hour ago, as a matter of fact."

Buck shook his head and teasingly asked, "Then how are you so chipper?"

Julie shrugged, "Grandpa says it's on account of clean living. Grandma says it can't be that because she has seen my room at home." Julie grinned at him.

Buck snorted, "Anything fall apart over night that I should know about?"

Julie shook her head, "Actually it’s been fairly quiet so far, but don't say that too loud. I wouldn't want fate to take it as a challenge." Again, Buck laughed at her antics and waved goodbye as he headed back out. 

John caught him as he was leaving, "Ah, I was hoping I would catch you."

Buck nodded, "You're on my list for this morning.  Is this something serious that we need a table for, or can we walk and talk?"

John shrugged, "Mostly just wanted to give you a few updates. The biggest one is that the Magi have started working with your mechanical and engineering folks. It won't be cheap to hire their services, and I would hate to be reliant on them for much of anything as fickle as that bunch is, but it sounds like they are making some progress."

When Buck grunted an acknowledgement, he continued, "Have you spoken to Brenda yet?" 

Buck shook his head. "Well, I don't want to steal her thunder, but it might actually be a spot of good news. It seems like she actually made friends with the head of Elemental Magic."

Buck sighed, "Of course she would get along with a professor, even a Magical one. It fits into her world view of important people."

John chuckled, "True, but in this case, I think it might work out for all of us. By the way, where are we heading? Not that I mind, but I wasn't expecting to take a drive."

Buck shrugged, "Charl needs to talk to me about something. Something about needing to go back out to the grasslands?"

John nodded, "Ah, I know a little about this one. It is close to mating season, and all the women in his pride other than a few of his father's former concubines are all related to him. I guess they have some big shindig every year to swap the daughters who have come of age."

Buck nearly stumbled as the realization struck him, "Huh? Well, now that I think about it, it would have to sort of be that way given their family structure. I wonder what that means for Gar?"

John shrugged this time, "You could always ask.  Where is Gar anyway?"

Buck snorted, "Probably still sleeping. He's been on duty practically the whole time we were away. I gave him a few days to himself."

John smirked, "No one can say that you aren't the benevolent little despot."

Buck glared at him in mock anger, "Fuck you. You know that? Just, fuck you."

John laughed, "Don't let it get to you. I was only playing."

Buck shook his head, "Just looks a little too much like that to my own eyes sometimes. Then, there is always Brenda. . ."

John nodded, "I understand, but seriously, you're doing fine. I'll put in a quiet word if I think you're crossing too many lines, and you know Bud would too." 

When Buck quietly nodded and opened the truck door, John stopped him for a second, "Look, you're under a lot of pressure. Make sure you take some time for you in all of this. On this note, I've mostly covered what I need to with you. I think I'm going to take a little time to go visit with Julie. Ever since May and I got a place in Homestead Falls, it seems like we never see her anymore."

Buck nodded and rolled down the window before closing the door and asked, "How is that arrangement going?"

John shrugged again, "Well enough I suppose. She loves Mable and Max, and the Ramirez's seem to love having her around. She's picking up a lot of Spanish as well, and Mrs. Ramirez says she can make a mean enchilada now too."

Buck grinned, "Might have to hint around that I am hungry. You've got a good kid there, John. You take care and tell May hi for me." 

They each waved and Buck drove off to the distant area that the wemic pride had staked out for themselves.

◆◆◆

Day in the Life

Visiting the wemics was always a bit of an adventure.  Buck soon found himself swarmed with the cubs.  Young and playful, they just saw the human as a new playmate. Buck had to admit, it kinda felt good to lose himself for a few moments wrestling and playing with the children. 

Still, when he saw Charl approaching, he knew it was time to get down to business. So did the little ones, for they scampered off so fast it was just a blur, and before he knew it, they were diving off into the bushes.

Charl raised his right hand in greeting, "Greetings, Buck. Thank you for driving out."

Buck waved the comment off, "Always good to spend time with allies, Charl.

Charl looked around him, "Where is my brother?  Why is he not with you?"

Buck smiled, "Gar is fine. I gave him a little time off.  He'd been on duty 24/7 while we were away, so I figured he had more than earned a bit of down time.  Speaking of Gar, are you going to want him with you on this little trip you've got planned?"

Charl shook his head, "There would be no purpose to it. He has no pride of his own, so no pride would grant a daughter of theirs to him. My mother says that you intend for him to have a pride. . .how do you plan to manage that?"

Buck nodded, "He'll have one. If we hadn't gotten dragged kicking and screaming into the political bull shit down in Avex, I would have had him go out with David's men before now. I figure it won't take too long before a pride will challenge us being there.  Once the old alpha is dealt with, the surviving males will be looking for an alpha to take his place. Gar can easily step in."

Charl's face turned down into what Buck had learned was their version of a frown, "He will still have to fight for it, and even then, they might not accept him. Our people don't do well with lone males."

Buck shrugged, "Well, then he will just have to eliminate the competition. I'm certain he can at minimum walk away with a small pride full of the younger females if nothing else. Then he'll just go about growing his pride the natural way."

Charl nodded, "That would probably work."

Buck cocked an eyebrow at him, "What about you?  Won't you be facing challenges when you go to this meeting of the prides?"

Charl shrugged his upper shoulders, "The Peace of the Gathering Pact limits the challenges that can be made. I will still likely face one or two challenges, but I am prepared for them." 

He looked down at the armor that he wore even now, "This armor will likely give them cause to challenge, pretty much makes it a certainty, but with it, I am the match of two wemic alphas. So, let them challenge, I will make a good trade with the new alpha for my sisters."

Buck cocked his head, "Non-aggression pact you say? You think they will honor it, given your contact with us? Should I send some troops along to back you up?"

Charl shook his head, "I know you mean well, but if any other had offered me that level of insult, there would be blood over it. No, your people cannot fight the battles that lie before me, nor would I want them to. I’m an alpha, like any of the others. Only, I'm smarter than them, because I can recognize a good alliance when I see one."

Time was set, and Charl would be leaving the first part of next week. Buck convinced him to let David's men tag along as far as the foothills. With the way they had stirred up the gnolls with the attacks of the last few weeks, Buck didn't want his wemic tribe getting caught out, without support. He would be glad if David pacified that area so that they could begin to build there properly. 

Buck stopped at the truck shop and got himself a little lunch. He knew it was just one more excuse to put off meeting with Brenda. He had stood in front of troops both as a commanding officer and, of course, being commanded, and none of it gave him anxiety like dealing with this one woman. He knew it was ridiculous, but ever since he was determined not to fight with her, and instead to try work co-operatively, he had found himself dreading dealing with her more and more. 

She hadn't changed, he had, and he knew it. He was shorter tempered than he had been before, and while he didn't think she was trying to be annoying; she just had such a flawed view of the world and she couldn't help it. 

Buck steeled himself for the meeting and decided to quit procrastinating. He marched back to the shop area and was surprised to find Brenda eating lunch with the mechanics. They seemed deep in a conversation about a project, so he simply kicked back there in the doorway to observe and learn.  Perhaps she too was changing. He wouldn't take any bets on it, but he was willing to be proven wrong if she had adapted to her situation a little better. 

Maybe threatening to send Evan off to fight gnolls had done the trick, he thought with wry amusement.  He might have finally put his foot down. Buck almost snorted out loud just thinking about it. Evan wouldn't put his foot down; his head was nearly as screwed up as hers. Still, whatever the reason, she seemed to be fitting in well enough with the mechanics, at least now.


Magic Moments

Magical Engineering




Brenda greeted Buck with an enormous smile. Buck had to stop himself from looking around him for what had to be sneaking up to bite him for her to be smiling that broadly. His face must have given him away though because Brenda busts out into over-the-top laughter. "Don't look so worried! We've got good news."

Buck felt a sheepish grin break across his face, "Well, things are getting a little tense. I figured you were calling me down here because something else went wrong. Sorry, didn't mean to prejudge the situation."

Brenda shook her head, "No. Nothing wrong, in fact, we may have just gotten a real break. How would you like an Air Force? I'm not just talking about the handful of drones either."

Buck looked at her in disbelief, "None of our engines are light enough. At least not with the power we have available to us."

Brenda nodded, "No they aren't, but these people have Magic. Magic changes the whole equation."

Buck rubbed the back of his neck trying to relieve the tension that had built up there. "Look, I don't mean to sound skeptical, but if their Magic lets them fly, then why aren't they flying all over the place?"

Brenda shook her head, "Their attempts at flying with Magic are pretty much restricted to an individual flying or turning into a bird. The closest thing that they have to a 'flying machine' is a Magic carpet. Yeah, I know, I couldn't believe that was a real thing either, but they assure me that it is."

Buck nodded, "So, why don't they use them?"

Brenda shrugs, "They do, but it takes a high-level Magi nearly a full year to enchant just a small one that can handle one or maybe two people. We're talking Gulfstream level outlay of funds, and it doesn't really go all that fast. At least not by our standards."

Buck nodded again, "Okay, I'm following. So, how do you plan to do better?"

Brenda smirked, "We're not trying to fly. We're trying to keep machines functioning. We're building tools that use existing physics to our advantage, not trying to brute force overrule physics. Much of aircraft lift comes from the shape of the wing. With a simple application of Move Air enchantments on large enough wings, we can probably match what the Magic carpets can do now."

Now Buck was grinning, "Oh, I see now. That, and jets aren't really complicated when you get right down to it. I had a jet mechanic one time that jet operation was essentially just like a good date. You know, suck, squeeze, bang, blow." 

Buck grinned wickedly as he saw her feminist tendencies start to rise at that one. He held his hand up to prevent things from getting out of hand. Then added, "I'm only reporting on how he said that they were taught. He isn't wrong though, not when you think about it. Air is sucked in the intake, squeezed down in the compressor to make it denser, then the fuel is added and lit, bang. Then the expanding air is blown out the back to create thrust."

Brenda shook her head in disgust, "Men are such pigs..." then grudgingly added, "but he wasn't wrong. That is the essential function. Well, I've spoken with the Elementalism professor at the university, and he assures me that his people can use these much simpler spells to Create Fire and Create Water. Steam makes more thrust than air alone, and if you don't have to carry the weight of the fuel or the water, then even modest improvements have outsized effects."

Buck scratched his jaw in anticipation, "So, when can I book a flight to the capital?"

Brenda shook her head, "Probably still only be able to get out one or two a year." 

Seeing his confusion, she held up a hand to forestall the question she knew was coming. "Why do it then?  Fair question, but I've got a good answer for you.  The amount of time to enchant things will be similar, however, our planes will be able to carry more, go faster, and cost less. Because where a flying carpet requires a very experienced Magi, one of our planes can likely be worked on as a senior project by university students."

Buck frowned, "Letting that cat out of the bag could seriously harm national security."

Brenda rolled her eyes, "The second we build one, the others would figure it out. There is no way to keep it to ourselves for very long. We will still have the advantage in that we have more Magi to throw at the problem, and we'll have had them first and have trained pilots. I don't need to tell you what that means."

Buck gave a frustrated little growl. Then he said, "Probably is the best we can hope for. I don't like losing our technological edge so quickly, but there probably isn't much help for it."

Brenda nodded, "The only way we could keep it a secret is to build it all mechanically. They are centuries behind us in mechanical knowledge, but even then we run the risk of someone realizing how it is done and applying Magic to the problem."

Buck shook his head in frustration, "We'll have muzzleloading rifles and jets flying overhead. What a crazy world we live in."

Brenda smiled, "Yeah, about that. Once I spoke to the Magi... we can do automatic weapons. A lot slower than you're used to, but still a lot faster than a muzzleloader. The spell we would need is even cheap, but it only allows one activation a second.  That would mean a rate of fire much slower than a machine gun."

Buck frowned, "You say that like it is a problem. It would be as fast as most new shooters can operate a semi-automatic. If we teach them to aim each shot, one round a second would be devastating. Firing any more than that and muzzle climb tends to throw off aim and waste ammunition. At the pace we're making black powder right now, anything faster would run us out. Even when we make this upgrade, we're going to need to be very careful anyway."

Brenda nodded, "Well, ammunition costs would go up anyway. Until we can figure out how to manufacture the shell casings, it will be a mostly hand-loaded process."

Buck grinned at her and teased, "Look at you! Ms. California talking about shell casings and actually understanding what they are."

Brenda grimaced a little, "Bud has been a lot of help there, but whatever you do, don't let him hear you call a magazine a clip."

Buck chuckled, "Actually, I think it is great that you're adapting so well. I know this has been a big culture shock to you."

Brenda shrugged, "I saw the orcs and the gnolls and the gryphon that decided to make lunch of our cattle. I have no more interest in becoming something's dinner. I just don't think everyone should own a gun. Too many of them kill innocent people with them."

Buck thought about pointing out the logical fallacy of her statement, but just sighed, "One of these days, I will take you through the logic on why you're thinking about the problem all wrong, but not today.  Today, I need to talk to you about steam ships.  Let's just say that you're kinda stuck in one mode of thinking, and that it is holding you back. Much like the locals and only thinking about flight one way.  When we have a bit more time, we can walk through it all. In the meantime, you've come so far in such little time, I don't want to discourage improvement by arguing the fine points with you."

Brenda rose to the occasion, she tilted her chin up in defiance, "Ever think you're the one stuck in an outdated mode of thinking?"

Buck laughed, "Already checked my assumptions.  Mine line up with all recorded history. Again, when we have more time, I'm more than happy to walk you through the logic tree step-by-step, but for now, it is time to talk steamships."

◆◆◆

Pharming




Julie had been talking to Mable about a way for them to make more money. It wasn't that she didn't love her job as dispatch, she always got to be in the middle of things and know what was always going on, but the pay was a bit on the modest side.  Mable said that her parents were also barely getting by. Even with the extra money that her grandfather paid them to help keep an eye on Julie, it wasn't a lot of money. No one was in any danger of starving, but some of the luxuries that were now making their way to Homestead Falls were a little out of their reach.

Mable had confided to her late one night that her papa, in his misspent youth, had grown pot for sale.  She said that her uncle claimed that he made the best strains ever. Julie didn't have a problem with people who wanted to smoke a little on the weekends. Some of her friends used to do just that, but she was never really into it. The story planted a seed of an idea with her though. 

The next day, she had Max run down and ask Lessa if she could spare a little time to meet with Julie about a project. She was certain that Lessa just assumed it was a child's foolishness. Even though they were only three years apart, Lessa was treated as a grown woman. She was married and had her own business.  Julie was still treated a lot like a child, and she was getting tired of it. 

She didn't want to fight with her grandparents, and Mables’s folks were wonderful people, but she thought it was about time for people to treat her like the young woman she was. She would be sixteen in just two weeks, and she still had a bedtime.  Granted, with her schedule at the radio, she was often in bed earlier than that, but still... 

It would also be nice to go on a date with David and not have to ask anyone's permission. She was certain that he was going to ask her any day now, and she didn't want to look like a child and admit that she needed to get her grandparents’ okay on it. 

When Lessa arrived, Julie explained to her about genetics. Nothing fancy, just what all kids learned about in science class. She was surprised to find that Lessa was familiar with crossbreeding but didn't really have a scientific framework to explain it or to know how best to cross which plants. Julie understood it better in theory, while Lessa had practical experience, but Mable's dad Juan had much more. What Lessa knew best though, was which plants would bring in the most money if they concentrated on them. 

She could see Lessa's attitude change from one of cheerful tolerance of being summoned to a meeting with a younger girl, to one of excitement and enthusiasm for the project. When Julie mentioned that one of the university students had made a flower grow for her in minutes one time when she was in Homestead Falls, Lessa caught on to Julie's plan right away. Soon, Julie had called Juan and Mable to translate , and Lessa had called in Avil.  He had been experimenting with grafting Magical properties into plants to speed up his alchemical formulas, so having him in on the conversation was a must.

For two days Julie and Mable worked out where they could get space to try their idea, and where they could come up with the money to get started.  Lessa spent that time figuring out which plants would work best for their first try. More potent healing potions would always be a boost to her bottom line. Selling the processed active ingredients would boost the profits even more. 

Eventually, it came time to make it official. Julie waited until Buck came in to check on his messages, and she ambushed him. She smiled when she saw how surprised he was that she was spearheading the project. Excitedly she asked, "What, you think I can't handle it after I spend all day keeping this zoo running like a well-oiled machine?"

Buck choked out a laugh, "Not at all.  I'm actually very impressed with how well you did the plans on this. Um, I have a few things I might suggest on a logistical level to help you run a bit smoother, but even admit, most of those ideas will be for when you've grown bigger and are pushing more product.  Starting out with one or two plants in the beginning seems smart to me. How long do you think it will take you to breed a viable product?"

Julie bit her lip, "Mostly that depends on if I can talk one of the Magi students into helping me or not." 

She blushed as she admitted, "I think he kinda likes me. He made a flower bloom from a seed to show off, and it was what gave me this idea. If we can have a generation in say four hours..." She shrugged.

Buck's jaw dropped, "Huh? I didn't even know that they could do that kind of thing. You say that Juan is going to be in on this project with you?"

Julie flashed him a wide grin, "You should have seen the look on his face when he learned that Mable had told me about when he used to grow pot as a kid.  He got really flustered and said he wouldn't do that anymore. When Mable explained to him what we were trying to do, everything changed. He's excited about it all."

Buck nodded, "Good. He seems to have a good head on his shoulders. I would be a lot more worried about it all if it were just you and Lessa."

Julie arched an eyebrow at him, "Because he is a man or because he is an adult?"

Buck laughed, "Oh don't you start in on me too.  Actually, a little bit of both of those reasons. Being a man, he will have a lot less trouble being accepted in the trade by the old boys club that seems to run every industry here." 

Buck shrugged, "As an adult, he will make investors take you seriously when it comes time to go public."

Julie frowned, "That's not fair."

Buck shrugged again, "Life rarely is. You can whine about it, or you can beat its cheatin' ass into submission and succeed anyway."

Julie laughed, "I get it. Do you think we should go public with the company?"

Buck nodded, "At some point, I pretty much guarantee it. In the meantime, where are you getting your start-up money from?"

Julie cringed, "I have a little saved, and so do the others, but I figured that I would need to go to my grandfather for a loan."

Buck rubbed his chin for a moment, then said, "I think that’s a splendid idea, but if you can't get him to go in on it with you, or you just need more cash than what he can provide, keep me in mind.  I'd be happy to put in some funds, for say ten percent of the company?"

Julie shook her head, "Me an' Mable only got twenty percent each. If we need to raise money, we wouldn't want to sell more than a five percent stake.  We don't want to end up pushed out of our own company after all."

Buck smiled, "Very wise and paranoid." Buck fought the grin that was fighting to steal across his face.  "Okay, so five percent it is."

Julie hastily added, "If I need you. If I figure it all out as completely as I can, we've about eight sovereigns gathered for now. If it isn't enough, we can always go for what Spider says is called a second round of funding."

As Buck wrapped up his conversation with Julie, he marveled at the young girl. She was much older than her age suggested, and he was excited to see how her business took off.


Manifest Destiny

Late Summer




Their village was quiet without the wemics, and Buck worried if they would return unscathed, but he knew that there was no way to stop it. So, when he saw Charl and the rest of his pride returning with the sun setting low on the horizon, he was relieved.

Charl made it back from the wemic gathering with a few nasty new scratches in the parts where his armor didn't quite cover fully. Buck would have assumed that was a bad sign, but he noticed that he now had nearly twice as many wemic females with him as he had taken with him. So, something must have gone well for him. 

David, who had been training new recruits until Charl got back, was quick to report that the grenadiers were finally getting the hang of it. He explained, "I mean, you wouldn't want to put them up on the front line with only grenades to use but tucked back in behind the skirmish line with four ranks of rifles ahead of them, the boys can stand there all-day chucking death at the enemy.” 

He smiled confidently and continued, “I don't think that they could actually do it with the old school grenades like the army used back home, but these long handles on them make them perfect to just lob up and over everyone's head. If it hits the ground before the fuse can ignite the primary charge, then it takes them all out at the knees. Most of the time though, they tend to go off while still flying over the enemy’s heads, and that'll make a real mess."

Buck nodded, "Air burst is always the nastier option.  The question is, can supply keep up with your men if we need to keep them deployed for an extended time?"

David nodded confidently, "They assure me that they can. The sawdust soaked in nitro is a lot easier to make I guess. The black powder is a lot touchier about size of grain and sourcing the salt peter. I confess, I don't understand all of the details, but when Bud tells me that they can do it, I trust that they can do it."

Buck grinned, "Good to hear. Maybe we can either run off or finish off the gnolls by winter."

David nodded, "I don't know about that, but we can weaken them enough that the few that survive a hard winter will run off, at least if they have any sense."

Buck groaned, "If they had any sense, we could negotiate with them. I honestly thought we would have more difficulties with the wemics, but most of the time, as soon as a group recognizes that they can't just eat you with impunity, they are willing to work out something reasonable."

David wrinkled his brow, "Have you had dealings with wemics other than Charl's bunch?"

Buck winced, "Not a lot. I went down to inspect the trading route that Brian wants to use next time, and we had a chat with one clan. In exchange for not hunting in their territory, they let the trade caravans pass unmolested. It wasn't exactly the friendliest negotiation, but after a bad start, it turned around well enough."

David looked at him sideways, "What do you mean a bad start?"

Buck smirked, "The Alpha tried to eat us, and Harry changed his mind. His replacement was a much more reasonable fellow."

David snorted, "Changed his mind?"

Buck shrugged, "It worked. I'd rather have peaceful negotiations, but you meet people where they are.  The problem with the gnolls is that no matter how badly we defeat them, they just go breeding more and come back."

David wiped his hand across his face to clear the sweat. Then he added, "Grenades and the small artillery pieces will likely put paid to that philosophy.  We'll be able to stay out of arrow range, at least with the artillery and light up their little villages. Of course, that brings them all swarming out like you've kicked a hornet's nest, but that is what we train for."

Buck chuckled and turned to go. Then he said, "Come with me and let’s find out if we can track down Charl. I wanted to give him a couple of days to get the new family members settled, but you're going to need scouts if we're getting this started before the weather turns on us."

David agreed, and they snagged one of the trucks that was always fueled and ready for this sort of excursion. They talked of little consequence until they arrived in the wemic territory. 

The new arrivals eyed the two men warily. Charl already had them on a tight leash though, because only the cubs came running out to greet them.  Buck enjoyed playing with the wemic cubs. In many ways, it was like having a little brother or nephew to spoil or having a dog. 

Charl arrived before long and approached using a gate that looked a lot like a horse's canter. Buck could see how it could crew up the miles without being as tiring as a full out run. He waved at Charl, and Charl greeted him warmly in return. Buck eyed the still healing wounds, "I thought there was supposed to be a truce?"

Charl pursed his lips in a very human way, "It was mostly peaceful. A few folks had a problem with choices I made for my pride. They don't have any problems anymore. Their betas were more than happy to negotiate for trading mates." 

His smile looked a bit smug for a few seconds, then the face dropped into a frown. "The armor made it possible. Not that any of the others were better at fighting than I am, but there were enough of them that without the armor, they would have had me."

Buck rubbed at the sore muscles of his neck again, "I don't suppose we need to worry about reprisals?"

Charl snorted in an offended way, "If there was a concern about reprisals, I wouldn't have left any of them consuming air. No, all will be well until next year, and those who might be a problem, will wait to come after me there in the agreed upon manner."

Buck nodded, "Fine, fine. I trust you have it all in hand. What we really need to talk about next is who you want on scout duty in a week or so?"

Talk centered around the business of encouraging the gnolls to find a new home. David was feeling a lot better after talking to Charl, and for the first time in a long-time, things were looking up.

◆◆◆

Right Tool for the Job

It took a full week to assemble everything that they needed and to transport the artillery pieces through the cave system. David thought that the cobbled together metal piping looked more like a spud gun than a cannon, but Bud had insisted that they needed to be made like that in order to be easily portable by two men. 

The more he looked at it, the more it looked like one of those post drivers he remembered using on his grandpa’s ranch, only a lot bigger. Still, he had to admit that it was impressive because it would toss a ten-pound shell nearly a hundred yards into the air and drop it on a target almost three hundred yards away. 

Back home that wouldn't have been considered much when it came to artillery, but in the here and now, it was quite the death dealing machine. When it came to the King of Battle as the American Artillery Units always styled themselves, they were really rather modest. However, the first night David ordered the shelling of the gnoll town that they had taken months ago but couldn't hold, the chaos that ensued was all that he could have hoped for. 

It wasn't that gnolls didn't understand forces that could blow up a building, but that was usually in the form of a single Magi of sufficient power and training. This was twenty improvised mortars dropping a shell on the town at the rate of twice a minute each. When David gave the order to fire for effect, the curtain of steel shells that landed had everyone keeping their heads down inside the fire zone.

Under the cover of this bombardment, David marched his rifle and grenade troops right up to the outskirts of the town. When the mortars were finally out of ammunition, it was time for the wemics to hit the town from the southern side, while David's troops marched in from the east. It was less like war, and more like shooting pheasants that the dog had flushed out for you.

The gnolls had better eyesight in the dark, but the continual muzzle flashes and the glare from the buildings that the wemics had set alight ruined that night vision and put everyone on the same footing.  The big difference was the human soldiers had a plan and had specifically trained for just such a scenario, and the gnolls were awakened from their slumber by a midnight bombardment. Then when they finally crawled out of whatever shelter they could find, they were set upon by riflemen and grenadiers. 

The fighting went on for six hours, but as dawn's gray light appeared in the east, all buildings not on fire had been thoroughly searched and prisoners rounded up and under guard. It was a small fraction of the population of the town. Many were able to flee for their lives, but few would have anything more than the tattered clothes on their backs and the stories of the horror that befell them. The latter was what Buck and David were counting on. With enough fear, the troublesome gnolls would hopefully pack up and run out of the area, opening the way for expanded trade and human settlement.

Buck was clear that he wanted another settlement like Homestead Falls on this side of the mountains to guard the other entrance to their little canyon. He also wanted small forts along the trade route, each one spaced about one day's travel from the next.  Eventually, he hoped they would lead to the actual building of a road. Maybe even a train at some point. 

Of course, the line to Avex would come first, but David could see a second line running to the river.  Joining the complex river trade of Ni with the soon to be industrial centers around Avex and other cities of the Alliance would connect them in a way unknown to the here and now. 

Of course, none of that could happen with bands of wild gnolls playing bandit raiders. So, David dug in.  This time they wouldn't be simply abandoning the town that they took. As it was a fairly nice spot for a little town, David would have the gnolls out in a chain gang by tomorrow afternoon at the latest.  He’d see how they liked hauling and stacking rock for twelve hours a day. 

Buck had said that it would keep them from making trouble, and the rock could go into constructing some real defenses around the place, including a solid wall. Eventually, lined with cannon and garrisoned with cavalry, this little outpost would do quite well for bringing security out here in the wilds.

◆◆◆

Debt Collections

Brian and his team were taking advantage of the chaos that David was causing to head out to pick up the second installment payment from Ni. The first payment had been made, but not before a lot of weaseling had been on full display as the trading house tried to renegotiate after the fact. 

Harry had come to the rescue. One round through the kneecap of Imambo's older brother from four hundred yards out was the only thing necessary to adjust their thinking in very constructive ways.  Fortunately, people like that have enough access to Magic treatment for grievous injuries, and so the man was seen less than a full week later walking without even the trace of a limp. However, the point was still crystal clear to Cavari family who realized that if he could put a bullet in a knee, putting it in a forehead wouldn’t present a substantial obstacle. 

Brian didn't really expect a problem with getting his payment this time around, but with wemic prides of dubious peaceful intentions and packs of gnolls who had repeatedly demonstrated their contempt for peaceful coexistence all between him and home, he wouldn't breathe right until they were back in the canyon. 

Buck had been right to send him for this job. He would end up a very wealthy man when the trade lines finally could reliably connect between each side of the mountain range. Well, he would be a wealthy man, if he could avoid being sold into slavery by one of the local river pirates or avoid ending up in the belly of a wemic or gnoll.


Forging a Future

Consequences




Buck didn't like the tactics he had been forced to employ, but two weeks in and the gnoll problem had improved significantly. The trip to Ni had become almost as uneventful as a trip to Avex. With Gud making trading missions to various cities of the Alliance on a regular basis now, and Brian finally getting the upper hand with the Cavari Trading House, real trade would be able to flow. Spider was reporting back that Avex's Miller's Guild had formed a corporation and were now listed on the Stock Market. 

That had stunned Buck, but of all people, it was John who explained it to him during a break in the meeting about opening admissions to the University to Magi from other kingdoms in the Alliance. 

John said, " I'll bet that Millers had learned that their most successful members were in negotiations for the new steam engines. Able to reliably process the grain with a steam engine to power the mills was only a matter of time before small independent mills would find themselves unable to viably compete.  Chances are it was Joe Waters who clued them in.  He has some experience with companies downsizing when a competitor comes in the market." 

John shrugged, "When the small guys learned that they would end up losing their livelihood to the big guys automating, they voted for the Guild to in many ways act as a co-op. That way, even if their mills need to be shut down, they still own shares of the mill that put them out of business and might even be able to get work at the bigger mill."

Buck felt his brow wrinkle, "That makes sense, but why would they do that when our own history shows that it didn't happen?"

John grinned, "That is easy. It is the 'expert' effect.  People back home believed all sorts of nonsense because an 'expert' authority told them to believe it.  Here, we've convinced a lot of people that we are the expert authority. The ideas that we have pushed so far, have all been reasonably successful." 

He shrugged when he saw Buck's look of incredulity, "For the most part. Plenty of bumps and twists along the way, but to date, we've always been able to pull out a win in the end. That means that a lot of people see us as the expert." 

He let out a long sigh, "Of course, it will mean torches and pitchforks the first time we screw the pooch." 

Buck let out a small chuckle, "Ah, I see. Fair weather friends who blame you when the clouds roll in."

John nodded, "Most people are like that. We'll manage the situation when we are faced with it, but make no mistake, we will be faced with it, and there will be consequences for the blind faith that they place in us now. I've been around enough to have seen it happen repeatedly. Why do you think that they let you vote for President? Both sides are bought out by the same people but giving you the illusion of choice means that when things go wrong, they can offer up the current guy as a sacrificial goat, and then like Magic, move in a new guy that everyone will trust again. . .at least until the weather changes."

Buck nodded, "I'm going to need to think about that. I'd hate to be as corrupt as the old US was in many ways, but if the people are fickle, then I suppose we need some way to keep things from getting paralyzed with indecision as everyone fears the next shift in the weather." 

The meeting had started shortly after that, but Buck was only half listening. His mind was racing with the new problem John had dumped into his lap. Even the good news of the expanding stock exchange no longer made him feel as positive as he once did.

◆◆◆

Adult Decisions

Buck noticed an odd note in the mix that Julie handed him one morning. It simply read, "Ten days until Suzie's birthday." 

When Buck commented on it, Julie just smiled and shrugged but wouldn't say anymore. Buck was busy and had plenty going on in his head, so he didn't think any more about it until a second note the next day that read, "Nine days until Suzie's birthday."  He frowned at Julie who was simply smiling at him with a knowing look on her face. 

Buck shook his head, "What is this all about? Is she hinting that she wants a gift? A party? I really don't have time for this. Julie, will you take care of this? I authorize you to pull a silver sovereign from my funds to buy her something nice. If it is a party she is after, use the funds to set her up right. I just don't have the time to deal with it."

Julie shook her head in frustration, "Fine, but don't say that I didn't warn you."

Buck looked at her frustrated, "What is that supposed to mean?" 

Julie gave him a look that clearly said he was clueless and should have figured it out by now. 

It wasn't that Buck didn't like Suzie. Point of fact was that he liked her a bit too much, but with his new title, he would likely need to marry someone for political advantage. That was just how things were in the here and now, and Suzie should go looking for someone else. He pushed it all out of his head and went back to work. Even so, each day he got his countdown note. 

Buck was just glad that he had Julie there to find out what she wanted and buy her something nice. He didn't want to hurt the girl. They had tried simple casual dating, but Buck was certain that if he slept with her there would be no going back. So, he simply made excuses to not be alone with her.

When the countdown reached zero, Julie handed him a slip of paper saying that he had a full day meeting with Suzie. Buck huffed a frustrated laugh.

"Really?" he asked the grinning girl.

Julie shrugged innocently, "Your schedule is clear, and it was what she wanted for her birthday. She's finally eighteen."  

She drew out the last sentence in a singsong teasing tone that made Buck's heart skip a beat.

"Aw, fuck," he said in a hoarse whisper. He looked at Julie, "Tell me she isn't up to what I think she's up to?" 

Julie just smiled at him sweetly and blinked her eyes at him innocently. Buck wasn't fooled. Time had passed, and where he might once have bought the naive and innocent act from Julie, she was sixteen herself now, and Buck knew that she wasn't that naive, though he did still suspect she was innocent... more or less. She hadn't seen any of the guys get even the basic time of day from her beyond what was needed to do her job and be polite. He just groaned a little and headed out to meet Suzie.

The meeting slip said that the fiery little redhead had taken one of the trucks and driven out to the area just on the edge of the space the wemics had claimed. No one ever went out that far, and he knew that she would be thinking that they would have the privacy that she wanted for whatever she had in mind. 

He groaned a little bit when he arrived and saw that she had rigged up a little sunshade shelter with food and blankets spread out under it. 

He shut the truck off and climbed out of it determined to march over and put an end to this nonsense once and for all. Then on the way over, he heard the music playing on the cell phone that she had brought with her. It wasn't the love song that he had pretty much expected, but instead just fun music from back when he was in high school. He couldn't resist and softened; it brought a smile to his face. 

She looked up as he smiled and returned one of her own. She winked at him and said in a saucy tone, "Hi there birthday present."  

He nodded and smiled but before he could say anything, she said, "You told Julie to get my present for me, and normally, a girl might get offended by that. Fortunately, it was Julie that you asked, and she knew exactly what I wanted. You're all mine, all day."

Buck gave a frustrated chuckle and hung his head.  "You two cooked this up together. I should have known better than to rope Julie into this."

Suzie cut him off, "You should have, but I'm glad that you did. Come on over and have a seat on the blanket. You might as well get comfortable; you're scheduled here all day."

Taking his spot on the blanket next to her, he noticed that bread, cheese, dried meat, and wine were all laid out within easy access. He let out a long sigh and felt the tension bleed out of his shoulders.  "Suzie, you shouldn't have done this."

She arched an eyebrow at him challengingly, "Oh, why is that? You've been complaining that I am underage since we met, and now I am not."

Buck stepped in before she could go much further, "Before, that might have been enough. Hell, to be honest with you, I was over that concern after our first year here. Things are just different than back home and rules that might have made sense there, suddenly seem a little foolish here..."

Suzie's face contorted up in real confusion, "Then why? I know you like me. I know because of how you react to the little we have done. I see you watching me from time to time when you think no one is looking. So why do this to us? This separation thing?"

Buck let out a long sigh, "Because there is no future in it. As a Duke, in the local rank structure, I will probably need to marry for political advantage for our people. It will keep us alive if I do and could threaten our security if I don't. Can't you see that?"

Suzie shook her head, "What I see is you pushing me away for some mystery woman that you might be 'forced' to marry. You're not living today's best life for a tomorrow that may never come."

Buck groaned and closed his eyes and looked at her. Remaining firm in his convictions was never easy. Finally, he said, "Okay, so I give you what you want.  Then, you end up pregnant. Remember, there’s no real birth control pills here. Now, we should get married, and all things being equal, I wouldn't even be unhappy about that." 

His lips turned up in a small grin, "Not unhappier than any other married man that is." 

He winked at her, and she gave an amused little snort as she tossed a small block of cheese at him.  "The problem is, I can't marry you. So, it means your ending up as 'the other woman' in the eyes of proper society, and my child being considered a bastard, and here that is no small thing." 

He popped the block of cheese in his mouth, as much to have something to do with it as to give her time to say her peace.

Suzie scowled at him a little, "So, you get to make that decision for us all on your own, do you? I am not a child. I know what I want out of my life, and for all my sins, for some reason I want you. If this mystery woman shows up later, I'll just scratch her eyes out then, but until then, I want to spend my life with you."

Buck snorted, "And when she eventually shows up, and you can't touch her because to do so would risk everyone in the canyon, what are you going to do?   You're telling me that you will just 'give up'? Just pack it in and accept the loss?"

Suzie smirked at him, "Probably not, but I'm a big girl, and part of being an adult is to know when it is all over. It isn't over. This has barely even begun because you haven't given it a chance."

Buck sighed, "Fine. You win. Just one condition, when this all goes horribly wrong, you understand that I've gone to great lengths to protect you from it."

Suzie smiled at him smugly as she lay back on the blanket beside him and snuggled into his side, "This is the most romantic start to a relationship ever. I don't know what I'm going to do with you. You just worry too much about everyone else. For today, let's just take care of us. Okay?"

Buck sighed and pulled her in closer suddenly feeling peaceful and content. Then he grumbled, "I still say this is a bad idea, but I have missed you."

She giggled, kissed him on the lips until they were both breathless, and then whispered, “I told you so.”

◆◆◆

Royal Wishes




Buck groaned when he heard his name being called.  He opened his eyes and then shut them immediately. The sun was already up and higher in the sky than it had any right to be. He jumped slightly as a feminine voice next to him muttered, "Just kill them all." He looked down and saw a very bed rumpled Suzie snatch the blanket and pull it up over her head. 

Despite his own exhaustion, Buck smiled down at her. The girl had surprising stamina and had kept him awake until just before dawn. Otherwise, he never would have slept this late. Thinking of that fact brought him back to what had awoken him in the first place. He grabbed at his pants and staggered to his feet.

He was just stepping into them when Gar appeared, running through the golden stalks of drying wheat.  Buck shook his head, "Give a man a chance to put his pants on," he complained grumpily. 

"Someone had better be dying," he muttered under his breath as he buttoned his jeans.

Gar pulled up about twenty yards away. "I'm sorry to be the one to ruin your mating season, but you really need to know about this."

Buck winced at his terminology and was very happy that Suzie couldn't speak wemic. He wasn't certain how she would take last night referred to in such a manner. 

"It couldn't wait?" Buck asked, still a bit groggy with lack of sleep.

Gar shrugged, "Maybe, but I think you would be more upset if I had let it wait. John and Bud both agreed upon that.

Buck raised an eyebrow. Bud and John didn't agree a whole lot on what was and wasn't a priority, so if they both thought he needed to know this, it had to be important.

He shifted gears mentally and went back into officer in combat mode. "Well, spit it out. Who is invading now?"

Gar shook his head, "Not exactly an invasion, but from what I gather from Julie, it sort of feels like it to the people at Homestead Falls. Princess Evetta Sophia Elana Rubinsa ven Jefar arrived just after dawn with a full entourage."

Buck had a sinking feeling in his gut. If her father had let her leave the palace then something must really be off the rails. 

"Shit. Is Avex under threat?"

Gar shook his large head, his flowing mane flaring as he did so. "Not that we can tell. The princess is here at the request of her father, but I've been led to believe that she does not come bringing news of an invasion or other threat."

Buck growled. "Fine, then we need to get back to the truck stop. If I'm going to deal with visitors from the royal family, I need a shower and a fresh uniform."

Buck took the truck and sped off. He would need to talk to Julie about sending someone to pick up Suzie before she woke up. He showered quickly and reached for his uniform, only to find it missing and Mr. Shav standing just outside of the door.  Growling curses under his breath, Buck looked at him, "What happened to the uniform that I had laid out to wear?"

Mr. Shav sniffed, "It has been retired. I've had a new uniform tailored for you, and it should be here any moment."

Buck shook his head, "I don't have time to wait for new clothes. I've got a ton things to do today."

Mr. Shav made no answer because a young boy not much older than twelve pounded up to the older man, "I have them right here, Your Excellency."

The uniform was impressive. Buck thought it a pretty good representation of an officer's uniform for the Union Army back during the Civil War. Only, instead of a wool coat and trousers, this was made of some leather. He grunted in surprise as Mr. Shav insisted that they start with the silky white shirt. Then came the leather pants and knee-high cavalry boots. 

Buck looked at his new uniform in amazement.  "How did you know a pattern for one of these?"

Mr. Shav sniffed again, and Buck was afraid that the man would simply refuse to answer. Then he said, "The pattern was easy. Mr. Finn described it to us rather well. Sourcing the blue dragon hide to make the uniform was expensive and difficult though."

Buck blinked, "You mean, like from real dragons?"  Shav nodded and Buck eyed it with newfound respect.

An hour later Buck was making his way through the cut and toward Homestead Falls. What he found there was pure chaos. The town militia's drill area was now a tent city filled with the Princess's private guard. Several merchants had been evicted from the most prominent inn in town, and Vetta had reluctantly taken up residence there when no one would turn off the water rushing through the cut on her say so. 

Buck took a deep breath and suppressed the irritation he felt at the unannounced intrusion.  When he was at last shown into the room of the Princess, he managed to remember his manners enough to greet her with a stiff and formal bow.  "Your Highness, this is most unexpected." 

He wished that his voice didn't betray his frustration quite so clearly.

To his great surprise, Vetta's eyes were dancing with mirth when she replied, "Well, when father decides that I get to pay a visit to the man he has decided to marry me off to, I leave quickly before he can change his mind, Your Grace."

Buck frowned, "You're running here in an effort to avoid an unwanted marriage?" he asked confused.

Vetta gave him a look that made him feel like a moron. "No, Your Grace. After your heroics at court on your last visit, His Majesty decided that the only fitting reward, was to bring you into the family so to speak. He graciously offered me this opportunity to come and get to know you before he makes any official announcements."

Realization hit Buck like a freight train, and it was all he could do to manage to stifle the curse that came to mind. Had Jafer lost his bloody mind? Could Vetta be lying to him in some private game of her own?  No, that would be too easily checked. While Vetta could be petty and vain, she certainly wasn't stupid. 

Realizing that he had been silent too long, Buck looked up and met the eyes of his new betrothed, at least if Royal Decree was to have any say in it. Eyes that were starting to fill with offended outrage. He inwardly sighed, "That was quite generous of His Majesty, but shouldn't you and I discuss things before any such decision is made?"

Vetta shrugged, "That is not my father's way." 

Stunned, Buck could only stammer. Why was someone always trying to complicate his life? Just yesterday, he was content with his life. Now he had one woman curled up in his bed and another demanding marriage.

 He had no idea what to do with this new predicament and knew that either option would cause problems. As Vetta chatted on and on, he thought of Suzie snuggled under his covers after their night of passion. He had warned her of this.

All his military training hadn’t prepared him for this quandary, so as he contemplated his two options he decided that his only choice was to add a third option where he threw himself into a band of gnolls and let the blood-thirsty creatures end it all for him.

Maybe the gnolls could be handy after all, he thought to himself as he rubbed his aching head.    
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