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Life Goes On

Tomorrow at Risk

Prince consort Duke James Rogers—known as "Buck" to everyone at any informal occasions—banked his dragon Merail into a wide arc over the locomotive traveling from the open plains into the foothills that had been claimed by his Duchy for the past decades.  

Seeing how far his Duchy had come in only one lifetime filled him with awe.  Plenty would credit him with its success, but he knew extremely well that it had been the collective efforts of tens of thousands who had each took hold of their own little pieces of the future and labored ceaselessly until they had a world they could be proud of. 

His eldest son and heir pulled into formation behind him riding on his own mercury dragon, which was his own half-brother—Buck's son from Merail.  When the boys bonded it had been one of the proudest days of Buck's life.  He had feared that living in a mostly human kingdom, that his and Merail’s children would find themselves as outsiders, but with the young dragon's bonding to the new heir, most of those fears faded. Buck admired his sons' skills as they moved through the sky like one being. 

Unfortunately, dragons were not the ultimate war steeds that they had been year’s ago when Buck and Merail had bonded.  When Buck and his people found themselves inexplicably transported into this new world where magic and monsters were a standard part of everyday life, they brought with them technological knowledge from their home, and after decades of combining that know-how with the local magic, the Duchy of America had created aircraft that displaced dragons as the undisputed kings of the skies.  Even so, there was indisputable majesty to seeing the nobles flying over their lands. 

Buck pointed down at the train, then signaled Jafer to make a low pass over head.  The boy's intended bride was on that train, and Buck figured it could do no harm for her first real sight of him to be soaring on a dragon’s back.  He could feel Merail's amusement through their bond as they both watched the boys cut away from them with some impractical yet very flashy aerobatics. 

Merail spoke to him through the bond, "Those two are incorrigible."

Buck laughed, "Showing off for girls is about as natural as it gets."

Merail sniffed, "Not for dragons." Buck could feel the haughty pride that was so common among the dragons. 

Buck snorted and replied, "Right... that is what all that fancy mating ritual is about."

Merail grunted and said nothing more until a sudden squeal of the train's breaks reached his ears.  Buck's head whipped around only to see a pair of ogres in front of the train.  Their hideous, man-like bulging bodies blocked the train’s route as it barreled on towards them.

He snapped into action and said to Merail, 'We're under attack!"  His adrenaline spiked as he turned toward the ogres who appeared to be drooling and clawing at the tracks.

He felt Merail's excitement peak, as she wheeled in the sky to line up for attack, while Buck tried frantically to signal Jafer.  However, the boys were more focused on showing off for the Princess than scanning the area for trouble. 

Fortunately, the boys’ training had been excellent, and they soon spotted the danger ahead of them before Buck could warn them.   When Jafer turned to signal him, Buck grinned broadly to see them already on an attack vector.  Confident that his sons had their head back in the game, he drew his own rifle and focused on the rapidly approaching ogres.  If it hadn't been for Merail's quick reflexes, that first volley of arrows from the hidden goblins that had been lying in ambush for the train would have got him. Instead, he watched the arrows lose momentum and haphazardly fall to the ground. 

Jafer hadn't been quite so lucky after the goblin’s attack.  Arrows were stuck in the young man's armor and two had punched through the wing of the dragon.  Even so, they recovered well.  Buck wrenched his attention back on his own portion of the fight.  His heart was in his throat at the thought of his boys in harm's way, but they were well trained, and he wasn't going to do them any good unless he got into the fight. 

Merail attacked the ogres with her breath weapon only moments before the train hit the damaged track and derailed.  The ogres survived that first attack, but Buck managed to put a rifle round through first one head, then the other as Merail wheeled away.  From three o'clock low Buck saw the flash of a mercury dragon's blinding ability.  It gave him the coordinates he needed, but before he could relay anything to Merail she was changing course to help their sons. 

Now that the ambush had sprung, Buck saw hordes of goblins rushing the now stranded train.  Jafer's pass broke their charge, giving the surviving guards on the train a chance to collect themselves and get in the fight as well.  It still didn’t look good—a goblin wasn't much of a threat on its own, but they were firm believers that quantity had a quality all of its own. 

The goblins used simple bows and swords against the rifles of the train guards and the dragon riders, but clouds of stone tipped arrows rained all around them.  The riflemen's ammunition couldn't hold out against the sheer numbers they were facing. Buck knew something needed to be done quickly.

With a flash of inspiration, Buck signaled Jafer to land upon the wreckage so the two dragons could set up a crossfire of their breath weapons. 

Goblins in large groups often would work themselves up into a frenzy before going into a fight.  Where small groups were easily re-routed, in large numbers they would soak up insane levels of casualties before they would give up.  The dragons made a world of difference in the fight, but the speed of fire from the wrecked train was slacking as ammunition began to run short. 

Buck considered saving as many people as the dragons could carry away and abandoning the fight, but then he heard bone shivering roars of what he knew were wemics, and his breath caught in his throat. 

Buck knew that a wemic pride could save the day if it were one of their allies; however, if it were one of the renegade prides, it could shorten their limited time to fly people to safety. 

When the pride came charging out of the tall grass and began to shred the flanks of the goblins, Buck let out a war cry and signaled Merail to charge right into the teeth of the enemy.  He hadn't wanted to continue to use the breath weapon for fear of friendly fire, but a raging dragon hitting the front lines was enough to break the already surprised enemy. 

Finally, when Jafer joined him, the attack was all over, and all that was left was for them to start chasing down the fleeing goblins.

◆◆◆

What a Mess

Jafer watched his father and Merail push directly at the center of the massed goblin war band and felt his heart skip a beat.  There was no doubt about it, he knew what he wanted to be when he grew up. 

Through his bond with his half-brother Varail, Jafer felt the snort of amusement as Varail mused: Yeah, just look at them go.

Varail thoughts back to him were filled with wonder mixed with amusement at the sight of goblins flying through the air in all directions like splashing water.

Jafer patted his brother's neck and answered him: We have some of the most dangerous parents in the world.  I think when those goblins do finally break, they are going to retreat to the northeast there. What do you say…Should we get airborne and give them a couple of parting shots?

Varail thought back: It’s not exactly the role Dad set out for us... 

But before he could finish his thought, Jafer felt the wing muscles under his thighs bunching for flight. He knew that the protest was simply for show.

Jafer chuckled and replied, "Since when has that stopped us?"

Varail gave a little snort and added: It is your princess you'll be getting bawled out in front of—not mine.

Jafer shrugged, How can she be my Princess if no one consulted me about marrying her?

Varail rolled his eyes and then launched into the air, Not this again?  MaMere Vetta was an arranged marriage with our dad.  Can you say that didn't work out well in the end?

Jafer growled and retorted: Just because it worked out for my mother and father doesn't mean it is a good idea.  I've never even seen the girl.

He paused and added, They are trying to force themselves through that little valley there. It funnels them all into breath weapons range.

Varail grunted: I see it.  Just lazy not to run farther up the hill. 

Then he added: Well, that is why she's on this train, so you two can meet each other.  If she is hideous, or whatever, our parents aren't going to make you marry her.  Okay, MaMere Vetta might expect it, but none of the rest would.

He stopped arguing with his brother long enough to lay down a gout of poisonous gas over the fleeing goblins.

Jafer watched them all collapse and pile up on each other.  He braced himself as Varail wheeled around and exclaimed, Nice shooting there Tex!  Couple more passes like that and we'll seal off that little dip forcing them to slow as they climb that little hill, making them easier to hit.  You want a snack?

Varail pushed the disgust through the bond at his brother's teasing and replied: Goblins taste like shit.  Now, if it were humans or elves down there, I might stop for a snack. Perhaps my smart-ass brother would like a packed lunch?

Jafer chuckled and jokingly added: Yeah, yeah, we both know that I'm the brains of this operation.

Varail was too busy making his second attack to reply, but once the pass was complete he gave Jafer his best Uncle Ripper impersonation, 'If brains were gunpowder boy, you couldn't even blow your nose.'

Jafer grinned at the impersonation of their uncle and his odd phrases; then he returned one of his own Uncle Rattle this time: 'Couldn't organize a raid on a brothel with a platoon of horny grunts.' 

He could feel Varail's amusement as he wheeled about for a third pass.  Eh, Varail, we'd better not make this run.  Those wemics are starting to get a bit too close, and well friendly fire isn’t something I want to run into...

Varail cut him off and added:  Friendly fire just isn't friendly at all.

He cautiously agreed to Jafer's assessment of the situation through the bond and wheeled widely to the left to circle back to the train wreckage.  Then he added, We should be getting back to check on your princess anyway.

Jafer sighed and resigned himself to his fate.  He really didn't want a wife just yet of any sort—much less a spoiled royal brat.  Deep down, he knew that was more than a little hypocritical of him to judge her that way. After all, as a Rogers’ son he was wealthier and more powerful than most kings of the surrounding kingdoms, but he had been raised by the Duke and raised to duty more than privilege.  From his experiences with all princesses he had met—his own mother included—they tended to have a rather high opinion of themselves and be concerned with trivial things in life.  To Varail he simply agreed with a long mental sigh, Fine.  Let it not be said that we shirked our duty.

Once on the ground, Varail shifted into his human form to make it easier to move around inside the wrecked train cars.  Looking at the wreckage he let out a long sigh, "What a mess!"

Jafer could only grunt in agreement.   Half of the cars were laying on their side, and the rest were all sideways on the tracks. 

"This way! She should be in that fourth car there if things went according to plan."

They made it into the car where the guardsmen were still at the windows scanning for goblins who might have doubled back and planned another attack.  Jafer gave them a casual wave and took in the damage.  The car had blood splattered all through out.  Bodies littered the area; some were obviously victims of the crash while others had arrows sprouting from them. 

Jafer asked concerned, "Is the princess safe?"

From a pile of rich fabrics Jafer heard an angry squeak, "I'm fine, if someone would just make them get off of me!"

One of the guards and an older man who was obviously in charge said, "Let Her Highness up, now!  I think we're as safe as can be expected for the moment."

Three young women struggled to their feet, while a fourth body simply rolled to the floor.  The dead girl had taken what looked to Jafer like the jagged edge of a tea pot to the throat and was obviously dead.  It turned something in his stomach to see.  Seeing men die violently surely wasn’t a pleasant thing to see, but it was expected in his line of work.  However, seeing a woman brutally killed still panged him. From nature's perspective, men were the disposable ones.  Of course, his mother would chide him for such thoughts, but he wasn't wrong, and even she had to bow before the logic of reality.  

He was thinking this when he got his first look at an utterly amazing little creature clawing her way from the bottom of the pile, and he realized that the imperious voice belonged to her.

She left him speechless.  At not more than five feet tall, she had to be the most delicate adult he had ever seen.  Her long raven colored hair had obviously started the day in an elaborate set of braids, but they had now partially come undone, revealing its length, and falling somewhere between her knee and mid-calf.  Her caramel-colored skin practically glowed under the blood splatters, and her ripped and blood-soaked, pale-yellow gown did little to contain the boundless energy that seemed to radiate from her. 

Suddenly in a flash she was on her feet and Jafer was startled to realize that she was pissed.  Snarling as she was, she reminded him of a wemic cub—all the instincts of an alpha and all the intimidation factor of a kitten.  The only thing that kept him from grinning at the sight was the dress covered in blood. 

He moved forward to check on her and asked, "You're covered in blood, are you injured?"

She glared at him, "I'm fine, it isn't my blood." 

Then as if knowledge of who the blood actually belonged to finally hit her, she spun to look at the young woman's body on the floor. She knelt and sobbed, "Oh, Acher!" 

Jafer saw the tears well up in her eyes as she slouched alongside the body of the dead woman.

He stepped closer and gently laid a hand on her shoulder.  "I'm sorry, but there is nothing you can do for her now.  Please, come away and let us get you checked out.  Adrenaline... well it can make you feel fine, until it wears off and your guts fall out."

She turned to face him and glared at him as if it were all his fault, and then just as quickly he saw her face crumble and tears began to flow.  He decided then that he liked her better spitting mad; this new broken version just turned his world on its side and he felt utterly helpless.  Still, he shoved all those feelings aside as he had been trained to do and motioned for her surviving ladies-in-waiting to come and help her. 

He looked to the older guard and asked, "Do you have healers on hand?"

The older guard winced and pointed to a body in the corner wearing the robes of Ni's healers.  "Ummm, he won't be helping anyone at this point, M'lord."

Jafer frowned, and then turned to his brother.  Before he could speak Varail was already nodding, "I'll go for help.  You take care of your princess."

Then through the bond where no one else could hear, he mischievously said, Oh, and if you still don't want her, maybe I could marry her instead?

Distracted Jafer just frowned at his brother before heading off to the corner of the train car where the ladies-in-waiting were busy comforting the distraught princess. 

Aloud he simply said to his brother sternly, "Get going.  There are bound to be others injured as well." 

His brother's amusement made him grind his teeth.


Recovering

Saving What Can Be Saved

In a surprisingly short time, the air above the wreck was filled with dragons.  Buck watched his children descend out of the sky like angels of mercy with healers and supplies being carried in.  This was something that the new airplanes couldn't do.  He had considered building helicopters, but with the spells and technology available to them they were only possible with extremely limited capabilities.  Dragons were so much better, and his family were usually only too happy to help with search and rescue operations and the like.

Help would be coming soon enough from the direction where the tracks hadn't been uprooted.  Until it got here though, they survived on only what was airlifted in.  Buck immediately put two dragon riders aloft for a Combat Air Patrol or CAP as it was known. He knew that it was likely that those goblins weren't alone and that the attack on the train wasn’t a simple target of opportunity.  Someone up the goblin chain of command was thinking and had hoped to capture or kill the princess and put Ni and Avex at each other's throats rather than continuing to press into the wilds.

Buck swore under his breath. The last thing he needed was smart goblins.  They reproduced so fast, that living waves and swarm tactics were often their normal go-to battle plans, so if one of them was starting to think beyond that simplistic strategy, Buck worried that they could become more than a nuisance threat.  For a moment he wondered if some other creature had managed to subdue them and was doing their thinking for them, but this was just as unlikely.  Occasionally an orc, troll, or ogre might manipulate a small band of goblins, but it was never in the numbers he saw here.  And then there were the two ogres who had torn up the tracks. 

He couldn't rule them out as the instigators of the attack, but he had difficulty in picturing what crafty creature could accomplish uniting the various goblin hordes into an effective fighting force. 

Just before sundown, the train arrived from the undamaged side of the tracks and the survivors and their wounded were loaded up, as were those who hadn't been so lucky.  The goblins, on the other hand, were left to rot in the open air.  They were far enough away from any settlements that fear of disease was minimal.  At this time of year, they would be nothing but bones inside of three weeks.  The only ones who might have regretted their decision to leave the fallen were the track repair crew, but they shouldn't need to be in the area for more than a day or so. 

Merail broke into his musings, "We should fly the princess and her ladies back to the palace with us.  Why risk them on the train at night for several more hours?"

Buck grunted his agreement.  He didn't like anyone getting the idea that his children were beasts of burden to be used for ferrying about various dignitaries, but this was a unique situation.  He couldn't see Jafer leaving his intended behind, and if she were going, it only made sense for her ladies to be sent along with her. 

Buck asked his younger boys to carry the ladies-in-waiting.  As the oldest one of the bunch was just fourteen, there was little chance that anything inappropriate would be alleged. He didn't think he could talk Jafer out of being the one to take his intended, so he simply made a point to fly right next to them so that no one could claim that there wasn't a proper chaperone during the flight. 

The day may be a complete disaster, but there was no reason to add whispers, gossip, and rumors to the mix.

◆◆◆

Winding Down a Long Day

Jafer studied the amazing creature in front of him.  She didn't seem like the other women he had known.  She had held up well under the pressure of the day until she knew the danger was over, and then she crumbled.  He was proud to see that it wasn’t for long though, she righted herself soon enough and then was glaring at him for having his arm around her. 

"Unhand me!" she demanded. 

Jafer had difficulty reacting for a moment.  Just at the shock of her going from a blubbering mess and back to the energetic spitfire that he had first seen was more than his mind could really process, so his reply was equally brilliant, "Huh?"

"Your hand!  You will remove it now, or I believe your Duke will remove it for you."

She glared at him as she said it, but she never raised her voice above a harsh whisper.  "I am promised to his son, and I can't imagine that he would approve of his guards being overly familiar."

Jafer grinned broadly and withdrew his arm.  Holding it up as if in surrender, he stifled an open laugh.  He was sure in her current frame of mind that laughing at her would be a bad idea.  The fact that she didn't know who he was simply amused him beyond all reason.  He thought it might be a chance to see the real her. 

Obviously not using his best judgement on timing, Jafer decided to play along for a while to see how it all shook out.  He gave her a crooked smirk, "I don't think so. The Duke and I are quite close actually.  I've been in his service from the day I was born."

She snorted in as delicate a fashion as Jafer had ever heard and then she added, "Close enough to allow you to manhandle his new daughter-in-law?  I should think not."

Jafer fought down his grin, but the slight curve of his lips upward seemed to infuriate her.  In a placating but also somewhat condescending tone, he told her, "I am only here to see to it that you're protected and arrive at the palace safely." 

Then he did favor her with a small smile, "If my arm would be a steadying comfort to you, I can assure you that no one would find it improper given the circumstances.  I am well trusted at the Duke's court."

Suddenly, he saw something shift in her eyes and they narrowed on him, "I'm afraid sir, that I do not have your name?"

Jafer grinned broadly, then hung his head to look a bit guilty, but not at all contrite.  "Your Highness," he said with a slight bow, "I am Lord Jafer Rogers.  Your intended.  So, as you can see, no one will object to me providing what care and comfort may be had in these trying times."

He was quite sure that he had said the exact wrong thing.  Her eyes blazed with fury and wounded pride, "You knew who I was this whole time, and you didn't think that the honorable thing to do was to at least introduce yourself?  Instead, you play some petty game with me.  At, at, a time like this?"

The last words were hissed at him and Jafer blinked in confusion.  Her wildly swinging emotions were getting him all mixed up.  Couldn't this girl choose to either be angry, sad, or coldly aloof and stick with it?  Instead, she changed directions faster than the wind was unsettling.  It wasn't that her anger threatened him, as he had noted earlier she was about as intimidating as a newborn kitten, but he wasn't sure if that indigent anger would suddenly turn back into tears, and he wasn't sure what to do about that. 

Her pain at the loss of her lady-in-waiting had been so intense that it tore him up inside, so he had been happy to see her go back to angry as that had hurt him less.  Now though, this new angry and betrayed mood had him confused too, and in his confusion he responded with frustration.  "Don't put that all on me Princess.  You made a lot of assumptions, near accusations, and were all too happy to disdain me.  Nothing I told you was untrue.   I only tried to help you."

He saw her cheeks flush as she realized what he had said was in fact correct.  Of course, in her mind at least that didn't change the fact that he had willingly misled her and mocked her.  She continued to glare at him until nearly rolling his eyes.

Finally, Jafer said, "You should probably go over there out of the way with your ladies-in-waiting until we're ready to get you home.  This wreckage is no place for such a refined princess."

Her glare intensified, though Jafer wasn't sure how that was possible.  Then she promptly turned her nose up in the air and huffed, "I will be waiting with my ladies until proper transportation can be arranged."  Then as if the whole world was hers to command, she stalked away leaving Jafer dumbfounded.

Jafer couldn’t help but smile at the nice wiggle she made as she walked away.  His inner voice screamed at him to look away and said: This one is way too high-strung son.  So, don't even think about it.

Another voice gave out a low wolf whistle in his head and added: Good luck with that, the marriage is already arranged.  Besides, it will have its advantages, I mean, you saw the way she walked, didn't you?

Jafer wished—not for the first time in his life—that the voices were outside of him where he could lay hands on them.  He desperately wanted to strangle them both.  Much like his conversation with Princess Fulda, neither one was inaccurate and both just glossed over mountains of context. 

The sun was getting low by the time things were tidied up enough for them to retreat to the palace.  When Dad had told him that he would be flying the Princess back, he almost protested, worrying that she would protest.  What stopped him though was the thought of how close they would need to sit together on dragon’s back and he suddenly wanted more than anything to be next to her.

Like the pesty brother he was, Varail had been making wisecracks about Jafer’s 'way with women' all afternoon.  Jafer had wished his brother would go back to human form, so he could punch him in the mouth; however, in his dragon form, the most that Jafer could do without a weapon is break his own hand.  His irritation with the situation was leaking through the bond, and he knew it by the increasingly amused emotions coming back to him from Varail. 

He was surprised when Varail agreed to make the Princess's flight a very memorable one.  The girl had approached the dragon with all of the skittish terror of any mere mortal in her shoes.  Jafer coaxed her gently as she overcame her fear and mounted Varail's back.  As she clung to him she whispered, "I... I never expected to ride a dragon."

Her voice was soft and full of awe.  Jafer boosted her in the seat and pulled her tight against his chest.  In her ear he whispered, "I'm not being forward.  I'm keeping you from falling off.  Now, hold on tight.  Dragon riding isn't for the timid.”

At a signal through their bond, Jafer let Varail know that it was time. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his father desperately trying to wave him down, as Varail leapt into the sky.  Jafer had never launched at this speed outside of a combat mission.  The princess let out a terrorized shriek as they left the ground, then one more as they leveled off.  When Varail executed their first barrel roll and loop'd'loop, he felt hands gripping into the meat of his thighs. 

By their first dive, her shouts of laughter and excitement replaced any fear.  Her grip lessened and Jafer soaked in the peals of joy that erupted from her.

When finally, they touched down at the palace and his mothers came running out to hug them and inspect them for any signs of injury, Jafer had checked off one more box in his knowledge of her. 

He realized that she was a thrill seeker and it tickled him to know this.  Most princesses were rather boring and didn’t venture past the safety of their nest. However, with this princess he enjoyed seeing the sparkle in her eye as she soaked in the adventure she had just had.

Jafer offered her his hand and smiled as he thought to himself that at least he wouldn't be bored with her.


Obligations

A New Home?

Fulda was in shock.  Her emotions had been swinging all over the place today.  It’s not my fault, she told herself.  Who expected the world to crash down around you every time you had put the pieces back in place?  The attack, the loss of one of her childhood friends, and the death of so many of the guards who had sworn to protect her was just too much. 

Then, her intended one—the one she never wanted but her parents insisted on—turned out to be a game playing jerk.  The ride on dragon back—no, she thought strike that—the ride from hell on dragon back was even worse because her intended one’s half-brother was only too happy to help him with his jackass games. 

Now, suddenly she was facing his mother, the princess of Avex, and his sisters, all with no time to clean up from a day that had clearly been sent from the pits of hell. She looked like she had been dragged over seven leagues of bad road and she was pretty sure that her hair was a royal mess.

She watched sheepishly as the women of her betrothed headed her way. They were flawless, regal, and breathtakingly beautiful.  She would have been intimidated enough had she arrived as pristine as she had set out on this journey. Instead, she was a mess and her heart sank as she looked down at her blood-stained clothes.

She felt Jafer slide effortlessly from the dragon behind her.  Even after hours of fighting off goblin hordes and working search and rescue, he somehow still managed to look too damn good.  Sure, he was splattered in mud and blood as well, but his chiseled face was flushed with victory. He looked every inch of the conquering hero.  

She, on the other hand, looked like a beggar pulled off the streets and shoved into dirty, ragged, hand-me-downs.   She jumped when she realized that he was calling her name.  She tore her eyes away from his approaching family with difficulty, to see him standing there smiling at her.  His hand was raised up in an effort to help her down off the monstrous beast.  She wanted to tell him what he could do with his condescending help, but she realized all too quickly that there was really no way she would be able to get down without his help.

Her stomach was still rolling from his terrorizing flight maneuvers, but she managed to take his hand and slide awkwardly to the ground.  Her ankle turned as she landed and pitched her dangerously to one side, and she would have landed flat on her butt if he hadn't been there to catch and steady her. 

The movement made her stomach heave and she nearly barfed down the front of his armor.  She would have too, as it would have served him right, if they didn't have an audience of some of the most important women in her future less than a dozen strides away.  She attempted a curtsey for the two older women who were obviously two thirds of her new mothers-in-law, but the rolled ankle from earlier gave way as she tried to stand gracefully, and she nearly fell once more, but Jafer's quick reflexes steadied her.

Damn that man, she thought. He even smelled good—sweat, dragon, and all.  It made her even more furious at him.  She was just about to scold him for continuing to hold on to her and make her look even worse before his family, when the shorter of the two older women bounded forward and took hold of her hands.

"Oh, you poor girl.  What you've had to go through today is simply awful."  Her long red hair was just beginning to show a few streaks of gray and the wrinkles in the corner of her eyes showed that she smiled often.

The informality and the warmth stunned Fulda even more than the dragon ride had.  She was just recovering enough to make her greetings when the woman turned her attention to Lord Rogers. 

"She is hurt. Why have you not had the healers see her?  Has she not been through enough without being neglected by her betrothed?" She scolded him gently.

Fulda could have kissed the older woman at that point, as much for her kindness as for the befuddled look that she put on Lord Roger's face.  She didn't think this was his mother, but rather the Duchess, his father's second wife, but the public scolding of one of his rank was something only a mother would dare. 

Her confusion was only intensified as the reserved regal woman with her spoke with a cultured voice, "Your Highness, please, under the circumstances there is no need to concern yourself with the formalities with you so obviously injured." 

Fulda noted the genuine concern in her face and was surprised.  The information she had gotten on her new family suggested that the Princess had grown up in Avex's royal court and was the most rank conscious of the family.  She was surprised even further when the woman turned a frown upon her son and said, "If my son were doing his duty and remembering the manners that I know he has been taught, he would already have you on your way to the healers."

Wanting to seem gracious and polite in front of these women, who were going to be a cornerstone of her new life here, she resisted the temptation to roast him for his earlier actions.  Instead, she murmured as gracefully as she could, "It really isn't his fault. I twisted it dismounting.  I doubt that he was even aware it had happened." 

She fought back the smirk that threatened to struggle to the surface when she saw the relieved look that came over the young cad's face.  It was good to know that his barbaric behavior would not be allowed to go unchallenged.

She let out a small squeak as he quickly swept her into his arms and addressed his mothers, "Obviously I was unaware.  She should stay off of it, so I will take her to the rooms you've prepared for her, and we can have a healer sent to her as soon as one can be broken free from those more grievously injured." 

He managed to look indignant that his family would accuse him of neglect, which she thought was completely ironic because he had been behaving like a cocky jackass since they first met.

One of the younger women, probably a sister by her dress and familiarity, spoke up, "I'll come with you in case she needs something right away.  Scarlet can bring your ladies-in-waiting along to handle the rest when they land." 

Fulda gave a slight bow, "You're most kind." 

Then she jumped slightly as she saw the dragon she had been riding transform into a young man. She recalled that Varail was his name. He accepted a warm hug from both of the older women and in turn from the younger one as well.  At that age... Fulda wracked her memory for the cast of characters she had studied in her briefing on the family... this would be Lady Avlene.  The briefing hadn't said much about the girl that Fulda could remember other than she was a bit of a book worm. 

At Avlene's prodding, they started in toward the palace's gates.  Fulda had to admit, the place was impressive.  Maybe not as impressive as the royal palace of Ni where she had grown up, but it was every bit as impressive in its own way.  She forced herself to look around and take in all of the scenery in order to keep herself from thinking about the young lord carrying her as effortlessly as he would carry a knapsack. 

Avlene chattered pleasantly about the rooms as they passed through them, and Fulda only really half listened.  When they came to her suite, she was impressed again.  No expense had been spared.  It was easily as lavish as her mother's rooms had been back home.  It seems she was to be treated like royalty and not as the slight step down in her station that marrying a duke's heir would imply.

She started to protest when Jafer carried her not into the bedroom but rather directly into the bath, but Avlene stopped the complaint in her mouth before she could voice it. 

"I don't know if all of the plumbing advances have made it to Ni yet.  Here drawing a bath is as easy as turning a faucet handle." 

She then demonstrated and Fulda could see the steam rising as the water flowed directly from the wall and into the tub.  She had, of course, heard of this, but it would take a lot of effort to add such luxuries to the palace in Ni. Besides, what would the slaves do if all they had to do was turn a knob to draw a bath?  Half of them would no longer be needed and would probably be shipped off to the fields or some other dreadful place. 

When Jafer set her down gently and then took his leave, Avlene offered to help her out of her gown and helped her into the bath without the delay of waiting for water to be heated and hauled up for her. She sank into her little slice of heaven and moaned softly. She had to admire the efficiency.

◆◆◆

Not So Bad, Is It?

Fulda was soaking in the tub, her mind numb as she tried to process everything that had happened.  The soap in the bath turned pink as the dried blood washed away.  A lump came up in her throat as she realized that it wasn't just any old, dried blood, it was Acher's blood.  Acher, who had grown up with her since her early preteen years but was now lying dead in a train car. 

The tears came and wouldn't be denied.  She felt a panic attack coming on as a heaviness grew in her chest and breath became labored.  She rarely suffered these in recent years, but soaking in what to her mind had become a tub of her friend's blood was pushing her over the edge of what could be considered sane.

Fortunately, there was a knock at the door and a pair of young women in servant’s clothes arrived.  She wasn't one to be seen breaking down in front of the staff, so a lifetime of training kicked in and she was able to pull it together enough to communicate the problem with the bath water without sobbing. 

The maid was so gentle and kind as she said, "I have just the thing. Your Highness.  Come with me for a moment and let Netta there draw you a fresh clean bath."

She disliked showing weakness, but her ankle was still sore enough that she was forced to lean on the woman who took her into a small closet inside of the bathroom.  She was surprised to find herself in an empty closet unlike any she had seen before. Suddenly, the woman turned a knob and warm water flowed from multiple fountains in the walls. 

The servant treated the amazing closet like the most common thing in the world, but Fulda had difficulty containing her delight as the water showered her bare skin.  Then the woman beside her dropped down to only her shift and joined Fulda in the closet to help support her. She began to wash her hair and suds formed on her body and Fulda was fairly certain that she had gone to heaven.

Hair her length had always been a chore to wash.  Even with three bathing slaves carrying water and working on her hair, it had been a task that ate up most of a morning.  She always hated the process.  However, she loved how clean her hair felt at the start of the week after she had washed it, but she always dreaded the time spent waiting on the bathing slaves to clean her long hair. 

This young woman in front of her introduced her to unlimited hot water that poured fresh from the walls of the closet, and she was able to fully wash her hair twice in the time it took the other maid to clean the tub and draw her a fresh bath.  Her mother didn't know what she was missing.  This was positively decadent, and she loved it. 

The bath was another experience of its own the second time around as well.  The maid who had drawn the bath took care of her while the other dried herself.  The amount of lotions, soaps, and perfumes available was simply bewildering in the best possible way.  She didn't even mind the strange custom that they had here of shaving away body hair.  It made her feel cleaner, especially after the soothing lotions were rubbed into her skin. At home, she often rubbed oils onto her skin, but here she was pampered by the women and moaned in delight as they massaged decadent oils into her supple skin.

When she finally was helped out of the water, the women wrapped large soft cloths that they called 'towels' around her, and she felt her emotions swing again.  To have such luxury after such a horrific day was almost overwhelming.  Then, when she made it to her bedchamber, she was surprised to find her ladies-in-waiting already there.  Each of them clean and in dresses of local design. 

As they went to work on her hair, the wonders of the shower were discussed at length.  It had amazed Fulda to learn that her ladies had two showers to share between them, as well as a bathing tub.  They were smaller and less ornate than the one Fulda had just gotten out of, but they were no less effective or relaxing by all reports. 

When a knock at the door came, they had all settled down for the evening and weren't exactly dressed for entertaining guests, but it was simply the healer, arriving to take a better look at her foot.  Then came the food.  Dinner was being served to them in their rooms this first night as the ladies of the house had insisted that they not be put out after the day they had endured.  Fulda felt her determination to hate this place fading.  Her ladies-in-waiting had already been seduced by the place.  In addition to the running water, showers, quality gentle soaps, and fantastic food, each of the girls seemed to be more than a little impressed with the young savage she was supposedly promised to.  She couldn't deny their rather bold assessment of his finer attributes. 

When she had finally had enough of their bragging the uncouth roughing up, she said, "Fine, he is nice eye candy, but then eventually he speaks, and it just ruins it all."

The girls all giggled but didn't seem like they would be too put out no matter what he said to them.  They didn't have the burden of the crown.  It was fine for them to let a man be a little rough around the edges.  The eyes of the world weren't upon them.  They didn't need unquestioned respect in order to rule.  Maybe they were right and he wasn't the worst husband that her parents could have chosen for her, but he just had to learn exactly how precarious her place was here at court.  They all loved him, he was the favored son, the named heir... she... she was just the foreigner brought in to produce his heirs.  She couldn't afford to look weak.

At least his mother... mothers, seemed to be understanding and supportive.  Though, the Duke himself might be another matter.  He had been polite but hadn't really made any time for her.  Her ladies were quick to come to both the Duke's defense and Jafer's. 

"They were in the middle of a military situation.  After all, they did sort of swoop in and save our lives." 

The point was made and it dug uncomfortably into her ribs.  She wasn't really ready to forgive them yet.  Especially Jafer, but she had to admit that her ladies also had a point.  Thoroughly exhausted, she climbed into a bed as soft as any in Ni and was soon so soundly asleep that she was unaware of anything until she woke up screaming in the middle of the night. 

She was back in the rail car and covered in blood, and this time no one was coming to the rescue.  The door to the rooms that her ladies used opened at once and all three of them came running in.  There were only three.  She felt the soul crushing loss of the missing face.  She was in tears again.

When the servants came in the following morning, they found all four young women clinging to each other in the Princess's bed.  When this was reported back to Vetta, she and Suzie planned a much lighter day for the young women.  As Suzie said, "They've been through enough without feeling like they have to keep up with us."


Catching Up

Comforts of Home

Buck was in the shower enjoying the sight of Merail cleaning off the worst of the day's grime and gore.  The water felt good, and the relaxation that was coming through the bond as Merail also felt that special satisfaction that comes from washing away a battlefield.  

The boys did well today. He felt her push the comment towards him through their bond.

Buck smiled and sent back to her: They are coming along quite nicely.  Still a bit reckless, but at that age, who isn't?

Merail slid around behind him to rub at his shoulders, the soap making her strong fingers glide easily over the tense muscles.  He could feel the stress flow away. 

"That was a little closer than I like to cut it, especially when the boys are involved.  How do you suppose that the goblin war party made it that close without being spotted?"

Buck groaned out loud. Then he heard Suzie call out from the tub on the other side of the shower stall, "You two aren't getting started without us are you?"

Buck let out a low rumbling chuckle, "No, she just found a muscle that has been half cramping me since we made our initial run at the ogres, but I had ignored it so long I almost forgot about it.   Don't worry, we'll be over to soak with you girls soon as we get the worst of the grime washed off this ol' hide."

Vetta called out, "Well, don't take all night. We still have dinner tonight." 

She hesitated a moment, "I think I'll send dinner up to Princess Fulda and her ladies tonight.  They look like they've had a pretty difficult time of it."

Buck grunted, "Probably a good idea.  The derailed train was messy enough and that’s not even mentioning the gory goblin attack." 

Buck turned in Merail's arms and began to help her wash her hair, "Mmm... So, what did you think of her, Vetta?" 

Vetta moaned long and low as Suzie massaged her left foot.  Buck laughed, "Now who is starting without who?"

Suzie laughed, "Just giving her that foot rub that I promised her.  Though, now that you mention it, I can't say that higher brain functions seem to be engaged at the moment."

Vetta let out another long sigh, "I'm still awake... sort of anyway.  As to the Princess, she seemed to be maintaining well enough given the less-than-ideal circumstances.  I'll know more once she has had a night to recover.  If she can pull it together by breakfast tomorrow, then that will speak well of her resiliency."

Merail, trailed closely by a still dripping wet Buck slipped out of the shower and slid into the tub with Suzie and Vetta.  Sinking into the warm water Buck let out a long low groan as he felt the muscles instantly react. 

"Well, she seemed to handle the immediate crisis well enough, but I'm not sure how well she is suited for Jafer.  I'm not sure exactly what the spat was all about, but they were fighting like cats and dogs right after the battle.  That was why they were so far ahead of the rest of us flying home.  Jafer and Varail got it in their heads that extreme aerobatics were in order.  At first, I thought that they were just trying to show off a bit, but the more I think about it, I am pretty sure that Jafer was trying to make a point."

Suzie smiled and slid her foot up to rest on his chest, "Make yourself useful lover boy." 

She let out a long sigh as he took the foot and began to massage out the worst of its tension.  "I wouldn't worry too much about how they get along at the moment. After all, remember how things were between us in the beginning?" 

She let out a dainty snort, "Or between me and Vetta?"

That left Buck smirking as his mind slid back in time and he fondly recalled those early days.  "Yeah, maybe you're right... She is a real spitfire when she needs to be." 

His smile broadens in memory, "Despite it all, she came back up swinging and was trying to take charge, even though she was really in over her head."

Suzie asked, "Was she in over her head, or did you men simply have your way of doing things and weren't about to let her change that up?"

Merail grinned, "You know how they can be."

Vetta huffed, "Oh, I know exactly how they can be, and Jafer is his father's son, which is usually a good thing, but it means he can be a little thick headed about some things."

"Hey, I'm sitting right here!" Buck cried out in mock outrage.  In reality he didn't care how much they wanted to cluck about things like this.  Their insight was usually helpful, not as invaluable as they liked to believe, but useful once he had sifted out the emotional nonsense from it.

There came a knock at the door, "Your Grace, if you still wish me to do your hair, we should get started, or you'll be late for dinner."

Suzie made a face, "I'm not the only one who has things to do before dinner." 

She stood up in the tub with the water from her body dripping down on top of them all. She bent her naked self down and kissed Buck, "I suppose I will meet you in the dining room." 

Then she stepped out of the tub, only to be followed by Vetta and Merail, leaving Buck looking around at the empty tub and wondering if they could all just skip a formal dinner and just go to bed with a little bread and wine and spend their time on the important things of life. 

◆◆◆

Brothers

Royal only resented being called away from his studies to help with the search and rescue efforts a tiny bit... and even that was mostly because the fighting was all over by the time he and Serail arrived.  Back at the palace now, he was trying to concentrate on his assignment in his Sympathetic Symetry class at the university.  Unlike his older brother, he wasn't being groomed for the Duke's spot.  Instead, he was focusing more on the esoteric than the political.  It means that he and his bonded dragon spent more time with their heads down in books than they did soaring overhead, but on days like today, he wondered if he had chosen the right path. 

At twenty-two, he wasn't exactly set in his ways, but when he started down this path at the age of six, he discovered that he had a knack for it.  While still forced to study like his peers, he discovered he had more of a natural feel for it.  It enabled him to climb to the top of his class as the undisputed best at putting his knowledge into practical use.  The problem was that he was spending all of his time in academic settings and wasn't out enough to apply those practical solutions.

Royal was ready to admit defeat and just run off adventuring recklessly in some far-off land.  Of course, his duty to the family made that an impossibility, but he continually found himself deep in that dream more than he liked to admit.  For as blessed as his life had been, and he knew and had seen with his own eyes, exactly how bad it could be, but it still didn't feel real. 

So, when Jafer came into the commons room throwing things and pissed off, it rubbed Royal the wrong way. 

He snarled, "What now, lover boy? Is your happily ever after not working out to your liking?"

Jafer let out a low growl of frustration, "She's insufferable!"

Varail smirked and explained, "He had wanted to play hero, but she took one look at him and classified him as a guard flirting above his station."

Royal snorted, "Would you rather she flirt with any man willing to show her some attention?  She is promised to you, Brother. She shouldn't be flirting with anyone else.  For all she knew, you were still back in the palace waiting for her to arrive."

Jafer let out a frustrated sigh, "Yeah, fine.  I'll give you that, but when she did learn it was me, she got even more prickly, and I didn't think that was possible!"

Varail was openly grinning now. He had been hearing this rant since they got back.  "Royal, give our brother a break.  He has finally met a woman who didn't immediately throw herself at his feet, and the poor thing doesn't know how to react."

Jafer glared at him as the others chuckled, "It wasn't my idea to drag her out here across half of the continent for this.  I didn't even want to get married!"

Royal, catching the scent of his brother's weakness over this girl like a shark smelling blood in the water, grinned and took his turn to skewer his big brother.  "What?  Finally, you found a woman with some taste.  Maybe I should have been flying her back instead of that plump little lady-in-waiting that was riding with me. Though, she did squish nicely up against me the whole way back."

"Taste?!?"  Jafer growled.  "How could she taste anything; she was too busy biting my head off."

Serail sighed; he was usually the peace maker.  His brothers were all close and would do anything for each other, except show an ounce of sympathy or pass up an opportunity to kick any of them who had stumbled.  In an effort to prevent this from escalating, as was fairly common for them, he made the casual quip, "That's enough guys, can't you see our brother is in over his head with this one?"

As if on cue, Varail barked a laugh, " Yeah, he's all broken up.  He just learned that his bride to be is way more woman than he can handle, the poor schmuck."

Serail hung his head. There was no helping them when they took it into their minds to go after each other.  Jafer snapped at Varail, "Fuck you, Brother.  You saw her. She is all out of control.  I tried to be nice, but she just threw it back in my face." 

He let out another low growl, "I can handle her just fine, if only I had a leash and a muzzle."

This brought laughs all around and would have probably ended things there if Royal hadn't asked, "So, once she has you in a muzzle and leash then everything will be fine?  You'll quit moping around here like a lovesick chambermaid?"

Royal was so pleased with himself that he didn't see the fist-sized apple that Jafer hurled at him with an arm that any baseball pitcher would envy, until it landed in the middle of his chest with enough force to knock the wind out of him. 

The laugher roared from his other brothers.  Both for his having gotten under Jafer's skin and also because he had been so thoroughly answered.  Of course, this wasn't the first time that the brothers had played this game, but it was the first time Royal had responded using a particularly interesting spell.  Typically, it was a simple Untie spell used by riggers, but with a bit of extra power in it, and a couple of tweaks to the wording, he released it on his brother. After uttered, it undid every stitch in his clothing leaving him standing in the middle of the room with his clothing settling at his feet like leaves falling from a tree.

The uproar that followed left them all laying out on the floor of the mostly demolished room panting and laughing like schoolboys.  Royal knew that this had been building for a long time.  Teasing Jafer over his new bride-to-be only opened the flood gates.  They had all been cooped up for too long, focused on work, and they needed a release. 

When Jafer finally caught his breath, he looked around at the destruction they had caused, "So, the real question is what are we going to tell Mr. Shav when he gets a report of this?" 

They each looked around and started to laugh.  The evening ended with each one doing his best impression of the snooty chatelain’s reaction to the mess they had made. 

Royal looked around at his brothers and realized how much he enjoyed being with them. He also knew that he was going to miss his brothers when it finally came time for him to strike out on his own.


Strange New World

Feeling Around Blindly

Fulda awakened extra early the following morning.  She wanted plenty of time for one of those amazing showers before getting dressed and starting her day.  There was little point in denying that she was still feeling run down after the events of the last week, and especially the hell that was yesterday.   As she contemplated how quickly her life had been turned upside down, she enjoyed another steamy shower, and she discovered that it hid her tears most effectively.

With a good cry out of the way and clean hot water to wash away the worst of the aftereffects, Fulda sat at her dressing table in the special dressing robe that had been set out for her the night before.  It was made of the same super soft material as the towels, and part of her wished that she could just spend the whole day in her rooms wrapped in its soft warmth, but that wasn't what she was here for.  She had a complete prick of an intended husband to get to know, along with his extended family, her potential in-laws. 

She took a deep breath and as she let it out, she released some of her pent-up frustration as well.  Part of her mind chided herself that she was being a bit unfair to Lord Rogers.  She had given him an unintentional insult at their first meeting.  Of course, he had taken it badly, but she hadn't been able to pull back from it and recover her usual mastery of the social graces, but then given the day she had right up until the end there, she thought that he should be willing to cut her a little slack.

His parents seemed unusually well dispositioned to treat her well.  The thoughtfulness of Princess Evetta was very touching.  It was hard to believe that with her example as a mother, her son could turn out to be such a self-involved twit.  Of course, she didn't really speak to the Duke much and perhaps Lord Rogers simply took after his father.  He certainly had the man's rugged good looks and broad shoulders.  Catching where her thoughts were leading she chided herself for focusing on such things when the man was such an arrogant prick, but part of her knew she was being ridiculous.  There was no deny that the man was attractive, it was just really too bad that he had to eventually speak and ruin it all.

Her ladies-in-waiting were soon drifting into the dressing room and pulled her out of her admittedly counterproductive musings.  Under strict protocols of propriety, they would be expected to be up washed and dressed by this point so that they would be ready to aid her in getting ready for her day.  She, on the other hand, had been with these young women since they were little slips of girls trying to navigate the admittedly strange world of the Nisian Court.  After more than a decade of living right in each other's pockets, she was closer to them than she was to either of her sisters.  Informality, at least when not in the public eye was the rule of the day.  She made up for it though by focusing on formality and propriety when outsiders anywhere could observe them.  It was a sort of social armor and it had protected her well among the various palace intrigues that were the stock and trade at her father's court, and she was quick to fall back on it here in her future father-in-law's court.

The Duke was actually far more powerful and influential than his title would imply.  It wouldn't do to underestimate the sharks that had to swim in these waters.  Given the amount of influence his father had amassed to himself, there was little that should surprise her about the son being a self-absorbed, arrogant little prick.  A completely unwelcome part of her mind quipped with a smirk so powerful that it was almost a tangent thing, 'At least he doesn't have a little prick.' 

Fulda was scandalized that a part of her still insisted upon noticing such things.  She had been shocked when she had been able to feel it poking her through her thick skirts when he held her in place as she got her first dragon ride.

All of these things were pushed to the side as the four women began to scramble in earnest to make themselves presentable when they were called down for breakfast.  Her whole future lay stretched out in front of her, but she felt like a blind woman grasping in the dark when it came to finding her place in it. 

Nearly as bad, she was having to choose just the right gown from the many laid out before her.  All were local fashions, as her baggage train hadn't arrived yet.

Even with her early start on the day, she had only just managed to finish dressing when a knock on the door announced that they were being called to breakfast.  To her surprise, it wasn't a servant who brought the news, but Lord Rogers’ sister.  It was the same one as from the night before, and if the girl's rather casual attire was anything to go by, Fulda realized that she and her ladies would be way overdressed. 

There was no help for it now, as there certainly wasn't time to make other choices.  She at least consoled herself that if nothing else, Princess Evetta would understand and appreciate the difficulties of erring on the side of propriety and caution when presenting oneself in a foreign court, a court she would need to get a handle on quickly if she were to have any hope of fitting in here. 

She had given up on any dreams of rebellion against her father's wishes sometime last night.  Now, all that remained was to make the best of it and establish firm boundaries with her spoiled and childish husband to be.  It wasn't like she hadn't known her husband would be selected for her since her youth…she just had prepared herself for a powerful old man, not this impetuous young man that she found waiting for her.

◆◆◆

Breakfast Among the Savages

Much to her surprise, breakfast was held in the formal dining room, which was massive in size, but then she saw that most of the tables were occupied.  The reality struck her in the face nearly as solid as if it had been a physical slap.  These were all of Jafer’s brothers and sisters.  Her mind spun trying to come to grips with the sheer number of offspring a man could have but then she reminded herself that Jafer’s father had three wives and one of them was a dragon who laid a clutch of eggs at a time. 

The second thing that she noticed was how informally everyone was dressed.  Even Jafer.  It was difficult to think of him as “Lord Rogers” when he wore a stunned look of open admiration on his face and his hair still tousled from sleep.  

He rose to greet her as she approached the table where he sat with his parents.  After the visit from the healer last night, Fulda had no difficulty dropping into a deep curtsey in front of the Duke and his wives.  She may have been overdressed and too formal with her manners, but she saw a gleam of approval in Princess Evetta's eye and knew that she had passed some initial test.

After pleasantries, she took the seat indicated to her beside Lord Rogers, who suddenly became all formal and proper.  Little good it did him among all of the laughter and jeers and general mayhem among his younger family members. 

"Welcome to life among the savages," she murmured under her breath and was surprised when Scarlet began to laugh violently next to her.

It was only when the girl had caught her breath that she whispered back, "I've often thought so myself.  They are on their best behavior today, though. No food has flown since we arrived."

Fulda’s face turned beet red. She hadn’t meant for anyone to hear her call them savages, and she started to stammer her apologies when Scarlet waved her off. 

"This place must feel like a zoo to anyone but the natives.  However, I tend to think of it more as a mad house than a zoo," she commented and winked at Fulda. 

Mortified at her slip up, Fulda began to stuff her face in self-defense.  If her mouth were always full, she couldn't shoot it off at inopportune moments and embarrass herself before her new in-laws.  This became especially important when Lord Rogers decided that playing twenty questions with her was a good idea. 

◆◆◆

Testing Continues

Suzie slipped up next to Vetta and pitched her voice low so as not to carry, "There is something between them, but I can't say that it is something good." 

The family had scheduled a fairly intensive day for their new prospective Princess and their eldest son, hoping to throw the two together to get a good look at the interaction.  Knowing that a match was good business was considered enough by the local mores and customs of Avex, but not by the standards of Suzie and Buck.  Dragon customs didn't even enter into the mix, as Buck and Merail were actively trying to alter those, at least where their family was concerned.

Vetta pursed her lips fighting a small smile and said, "Well, they mix about as well as oil and water, but then so did Buck and I at first.  I am impressed to see that she seems to have resigned herself to her duty.  That is important, for eventually we will be trusting her with many more duties."

Suzie let out a long shuddering sigh, "I can't argue with that logic, except to say that if duty makes them both miserable, it won't be much of a life."

Vetta airily waved her concerns away, "No one says they are to be miserable, or even that a little misery early on can't be used to bind them closer together down the road.  I'm certain that you remember how we interacted, and I was still offended that my father was marrying me off to a clever peasant.  I hadn't wanted him for myself, but I sure didn't want you getting him either." 

She grinned at her co-wife and mother to her own children.  This was a long and well-worn topic of discussion between them.  "I think that being forced to resolve that situation helped to draw us closer together."

Suzie snorted in amusement, "Bullshit.  Finding out that some dragon bitch was angling in for our man is what gave us common ground." 

Vetta grinned broadly as she remembered that rather bumpy patch in life.  Suzie continued, "From everything I had been raised to hold as sacred, the whole situation was unspeakable.  I think it was in that pressure cooker of events that oil and water found a way to actually mix into much better thing.  A new thing greater than the sum of its parts.  Do you really think that young Fulda out there will be able to be that for our son?"

"I can't possibly know.  We haven't really more than scratched the surface of her testing.  Today, for instance, we've kept her closely tied to the palace grounds.  She hasn't even met the wemics yet, and she’s only dealt with the dragons in their human form…for the most part anyway.  We need to see how she interacts with the two species most closely tied to our family.  Then there is always the dwarves and halflings to consider."

Suzie frowned, "I haven't heard anything to make me believe that she would resent them or be biased against them.  Have you?"

Vetta shook her head, "No, but that might be something that could put them under the right kind of pressure.  A way to find out if it forces them together or makes them crumble in the stress." 

Again, she waved it all away dismissively, "I'm not suggesting it would make the best test.  Only that it would be a way of seeing how they handle something so central to who they are.  I mean, in our time, I realized my overarching problem was pride.  Though it took me years to fully understand it."

Suzie nodded in agreement. Then realizing that could be seen as piling on, she answered, "I had greed and its close brother envy as my primary hurdles to overcome.  I wanted to put a ring on Buck and claim him for myself.  To own that which I admired most about him.  Envy reared its ugly head whenever I thought of him with you.  You threatened my heart's desire and made me feel damn insecure as I saw your strengths.  I figured it out a bit sooner, but only because Buck managed to shift my thinking from desire and what was best for myself to what was best for our family.  Then, I could finally see your positive attributes in joining us rather than me being challenged by them."

Vetta smiled in understanding.  "Well, we don't know this young woman well enough to really understand her cardinal sin.  When we do know it, we'll have a better read on if the match is a good one.  Perhaps after this week, we should schedule them some free time.  Observe if they seek each other out on their own or if they run from each other.  Not a conclusive test either way, but I think we'll both know a lot more after we see what happens." 

Suzie couldn't dispute that, so instead she simply curled into Vetta and leaned her head on the woman's shoulder.  It would have been unthinkable before Buck helped her to realign her perspective, but now, she drew strength and comfort from the other woman's confidence.


Winds of Change

Echoes from the Past

Professor Illan had been the star of the show for the last two decades at the Royal College of Magi's Homestead Campus.  Since stumbling across the formula for converting mechanical and electrical power to magical energy a little over two decades ago while still only a student, he had assured his position at the school.  His work was still the foundation upon which whole industries of magical-mechanical devices were built.  So, when he read the paper submitted by one of his students outlining the theoretical plausibility of teleportation, he wasn't as dismissive as other professors may have been. 

More importantly than simply having a novel new theory, the student was none other than Royal Rogers.  The Rogers family had the resources needed to invest in their son's research and the political clout to prevent the new technology from being shelved or delayed preventing disruption. 

King Covel had been trying to apply the brakes on much of the technological innovation.  The nobility in parliament had started to feel their power base threatened.  After all, the age-old threat to the peasants of kicking them off their land and starving their families, more or less lost its teeth when so many were fleeing from the estates and manors to work in the cities.  Not that living in the slums and working in the factories was really that much of a better life, but the illusion of independence and not being directly tied to a noble or his lands, gave them all the face saving needed to uproot their whole families. 

Unfortunately for the King and his cronies in parliament, new and better spells, technologies, and processes kept flowing like water through a dam's flood gates from University labs, corporate sponsored research, and development teams, and even from the marketplaces in every town as goods poured in from distant nations. 

Young Master Rogers idea was quite certainly about to turn the world on its head, if he could actually figure out how it worked.  It would disrupt everything from donkey carts to the latest new cargo aircraft.

Professor Illan put the paper aside, and then scheduled a meeting with the boy and his father.  This wasn't the kind of research that should be dismissed as the normal fanciful student's musings. 

Later that afternoon, Illan was surprised when Royal and Serail arrived. He had hoped for Royal’s father, but instead it was Her Grace who showed up.  Illan wasn't opposed to mothers taking an interest in their child's future, but this was going to be a heavily business-related conversation, and he wasn't sure that Her Grace was really the best choice... A point that he tried delicately to make only to be met with a flat glare by Her Grace. 

After that rocky start, he stammered his way through the paper as submitted.  "It will, of course, gain him excellent marks in my class; however, I believe this may be more important than doing well in class alone.  I think this may be one of those chance discoveries...and that frankly changes the world.  His Grace was most generous to me with his time and connections when I made my discovery all of those years ago.  I would really like to repay his generosity now that Royal here has made a similar breakthrough.  Don't get me wrong, while it is certainly true that he could take it from theory to a production level product in a few weeks, it will most likely be a few years before things can progress this far.  I believe that a similar arrangement to the one that the Duke's people arranged for me might be in order for Royal here.  It would allow him to reap the rewards of his discovery, while still freeing him up to maintain his current class load."

Suzie frowned, "Just license it out?"

Illan shrugged, "It is how it was handled for me, and the account that brings in the license fees is still growing to this day.  Far beyond my needs as a professor."

Royal spoke up for the first time, "Why are you still a professor?  I mean, as you've just said, you have the funds available to have any sort of life you might desire."

Illan smiled at the boy, "And so I do.  I enjoy teaching.  I enjoy helping young men like yourself pick up the skills they need to go far in life.  In short, the answer to your question is that I have exactly the life I want."

Royal looked thoughtful for a long moment and said, "Not me." 

Then at the confused look he was given he decided to unpack that statement a little for them.  "If this turns out to fully fund my future, I don't want to work a regular job.  I'd rather spend my time on my magic.  A magi who doesn't continually hone his skills..." 

He trailed off there afraid that he might inadvertently give offense to the man who was trying to help him now.  After a moment's hesitation he asked the real question, "If I took time off school to pursue this, how badly would it impact my standing as a magi with the guild?"

Suzie answered her son, "Don't worry about that for now.  Your father and I can handle a disgruntled Magi Guild.  From what the Professor here says, you've basically two choices.  Drop out of school and work on this full time, and of course keep the lion's share of the reward for it in the end, or you can simply hand it off to a development team and collect a nice royalty check every time someone uses the technology.  It will be less overall, but it would allow you to continue your studies.  Decide what you want to do, and the family will back you up."

Royal didn't hesitate, "I want to see this through.  School will still be here when I'm done." 

He glanced over to Serail who was seated next to him. Thinking of his expected lifespan now that he was bonded to the half dragon he smiled, "After all, it isn't like we should lack time to come back for school when we're older."

Illan frowned slightly, "It is harder to go back to being a student after you've gotten used to running your own lab.  Are you certain that this is what you want?"

Again, without hesitation Royal answered him, "Yes.  As long as it won't cause trouble with the Guild.  I might wish to work somewhere beside the Duchy of America at some point after all."

The professor wanted to protest further. He didn't like the idea of Royal postponing his education, but when Her Grace fixed her eyes upon him the words simply balled up in his throat and refused to be uttered. 

To her son she said, "I told you that the family will stand behind your decision.  Your father is most persuasive when he wants to be. Let him deal with the Guild for you." 

She smiled a thin smile as if she had just tossed the querulous old guild masters to the wolves.  In a way, Illan thought she probably had done just that.

Aloud he said, "Royal, you should finish out this semester.  It will likely take that long to ready a lab for you anyway.  No sense in losing the effort you've put in so far." 

He said it as a statement but knew it was really a question.  Would the young man delay even that long?  If he wasn't willing to do that, Illan knew that there would be no way to get him back into a classroom setting after he had his own lab.

Royal nodded, "You're right.  I should finish this out. After all, if I don’t then I will just have to do it all over again when I come back, and I have the feeling I won't want to be stuck in class any longer than is absolutely necessary." 

Professor Illan smiled at the young man's naive understatement and nodded, "I'll help you inform your student advisor after class at the end of the week.  Congratulations young man, I believe that with a bit of work, you'll have given the world a real gift."

◆◆◆

Family Ties

Buck was ecstatic when Suzie came home to tell him of Royal’s accomplishments.  He had been listening to Vetta go on and on about his prospective new daughter-in-law and really needed a break from it.  He was happy that the girl seemed to be working out... still, he was only too happy for a change in subject.

To his great satisfaction, Vetta seemed equally intent on what appeared to be great news for Royal.  It always gave him great confidence in their future as a family when each of the women were as excited about the wellbeing of all the children as much as the ones that were biologically theirs.

When Suzie got to the part about Royal's concerns over the reaction of the Magi Guild, Buck snorted in amusement.  "You told him not to worry about that I assume.  If those old farts want to give him any trouble, I can make no end of trouble for them.  See how they like it when no American business will hire a guild member.  Magi would be dropping guild membership so fast they might poof out of existence overnight."

Vetta put her hand on his shoulder at this point, "Easy now, we don't know that they are going to say anything on this topic.  There’s no reason to get worked up over a fight that might never come." 

Buck just smiled at her.  This fight was coming at some point.  Maybe not over this, but the guild masters of the Magi Guild weren't fond of sharing power, and they were slowly becoming irrelevant as the world changed around them, and they didn't adapt nearly fast enough.

Instead of disagreeing with her, he simply said, "You're right.  There’s plenty of time to deal with tomorrow's problems tomorrow.  What we really need is a plan for exactly how we are going to make this public without causing complete havoc."

Suzie shook her head, "We can't.  Once the first prototype is ready, the first proof of concept, there will be no stopping the chaos.  It’s better that we simply position ourselves to take advantage of it."

Buck nodded, "Are there any signs that Royal's getting altruistic and wanting to do something stupid?"

Suzie laughed, "Your son?  Hardly.  I think he wants to create this as a home-grown project specifically to maintain better control over it."

Buck let out a thoughtful humph and added, "Fine, David and Julie are off in wemic territory right now, but when they get back let’s bring them in on the project."

Vetta looked confused, "Wemic territory?  What have you got them out there for?  Who's watching the kids?"

Buck looked at her as if she were asking the stupidest questions. Then he blinked in confusion and explained, "I sent him out there to smooth things over with the friendly prides in the area.  As to the kids, their youngest if fourteen, and even he is away at school.  They're empty nesting already."

Vetta let out a long sigh, "I suppose they would be that age; it just doesn't seem right that they have grown so quickly, but then I suppose look at ours.    I feel old." She groaned and collapsed on a nearby chair.

Buck gave a low chuckle, "Time catches up with all of us, beautiful. Don't worry about the small things." 

He was fairly sure he heard her mutter, 'easy for you to say' and wouldn't deny that a little nagging guilt kept him from saying anything more about it.  It wasn't that he didn't understand that it would be hard to see her grow old while he still remained young and fit, but unless she bonded with a dragon of her own, she could only count on the years she had been granted.  For while he was fairly certain that something was available to offset this problem, he also knew that the price for it was not money, or not just money, and he doubted that even Vain Vetta would be willing to pay it.


Riding the Winds

Enough Already

Fulda crashed on her bed in a most undignified manner.  "Uhrgg!" she groaned at the universe. 

"Haven't I had enough already?"  she felt like she just wanted to scream at the whole world. 

"Will those women ever stop with their stupid tests.  I was raised a princess of Ni; I'm not going to fold at the first little bit of pushback.  Still, the more I carry on despite her antics, the more determined she seems to be to have me fail spectacularly. 

Her lady-in-waiting only smiled sympathetically, "Shh, shh, shh, don't cry Your Grace.  It is all their way of trying to make sure that they leave the family in good hands when they depart.  You're promised to be the mother of their grandchildren.  Do you really expect them to let just anyone this close?"

She eyed the lady, understanding that the girl was right, but that didn't make dealing with it all any easier to stomach.  "You're not wrong, but can't they see that this is ridiculous?"

Her lady smiled, "You enjoyed the tour of the fabric factory or maybe it was just the warehouse?"

Fulda's eyes widened at the memory, "Say what you want about them, but they have every right to be proud of that industry.  All of those dyes... to say nothing of the patterned fabrics... It is no wonder that they are so rich.  I can't even imagine what that fabric we picked out for my new gown would have cost before they came."

The other young woman grinned, "I doubt even you could have gotten it, even if your father had been willing to part with the coin.  It would have taken a magi to make it and they would probably have just settled on an illusion instead."

Fulda nodded, "It's those special looms that they've got.  Who would have thought that holes in a thin plank could be used to plan all of that out?  What was it they called it?"

"A Jacquard loom.  Their mechanical skills are truly magical all on their own."

Fulda let out a long sigh, "Yes, marrying into this circus isn't the worst decision my father ever made.  Just why couldn't they have picked one of the other brothers?  I know that he is the heir, but he's just so... frustrating."

Sharae, her lady-in-waiting, giggled and caught Fulda's glare.  She shrugged, "I don't know. I think he's probably the cutest of the bunch, well except for Aaron."

Fulda chuckled a little at that, "Fine, Aaron is the cutest but at eleven, it is hard not to be.  That had to be a real surprise for them."

Sharae shrugs, "I don't think that they were that worried about it, but it might delay the Duke turning over the crown to your Jafer by a few years.  I get the impression that he would like to be certain that all of his children had established themselves before he relinquishes power."

Fulda gave a very unladylike snort, "The Duke isn't giving up power.  He may put the crown on Jafer's head, but he will still control the family's finances, which by all accounts dwarf the duchy’s coffers.  How many nobles can claim that?  No, he's just freeing up his time to concentrate on his other projects."

Sharae smirked, "All the more reason for you to latch on to this.  I mean, this family is going places.  I only wish my family had enough pull to arrange a marriage for me like the one you've got."

Fulda's shoulders sagged and she sighed, "You're probably right.  Maybe I was being too hard on him..."

Sharae giggled, "Oh, don't go that far, but he is a hell of a catch so maybe try to make it work?"

Fulda made a face at her, "He's not the problem at the moment.  I expected to face testing, but these three are more than I can bear.  If a royal princess wasn't bad enough, there is a strange woman from a different world who doesn't really understand or care about titles, and then to top it all off there’s a dragon of all things. One mother-in-law is difficult enough but three is just plain crazy! At least the Duke himself seems nice enough."

Sharae smirked, "He can be. He's letting the women put the pressure on you.  Wait until Scarlet is ready to marry.  The you'll see the Duke in full glory."

Fulda laughed, "So you're saying I need to take Lord Rogers back home and let my father have a run at him?"

Sharae shook her head, "Probably not Lord Rogers.  He doesn't seem to play by the normal rules.  I think he gets that from the Duke if you don't mind me saying so." 

Fulda raised an eyebrow at her maid, hearing the wistful tone in her voice.  Sharae gives a little helpless shrug, "Fine, I'm only sorry that I don't get to keep him.  I think you should consider yourself lucky. He is the heir, rides a freaking dragon, and is sexy as hell, even if he does know it."

Fulda sighed, "Yeah, I know. It wasn't lost on me, but I don't want to lose... well, I don’t want to lose me. I can see him just wrapping me up in his whirlwind and suddenly I become nothing more than an appendage of his desire and choices and not my own person anymore.  Look at his father. The Duke stands out and all three of his wives are amazing women in their own right, but who considers them when they talk about the Duke?"

Sharae smiled softly, "He does.  You've heard him praise each of them publicly and without shame."

Fulda nodded, "Exactly and still he overshadows them.  I don't know that I want to live in Lord Rogers' shadow."

Sharae shook her head, "I would be very happy in that shadow.  Yes, more people might recognize your accomplishments if you weren't tied to someone who will likely shape the future of the whole world, but to be a part of that amazing story... well, I just hope that one day I am half as lucky."

Fulda wanted to say that she would be willing to let her have him, but she knew deep down that wasn't the truth. She just wanted more control over her fate and with Jafer she would probably never be in control again.

◆◆◆

Best Laid Plans

Royal had all of the fun he could handle trying to make the teleportation spell balance and decided to check in with his brothers for a bit to let his mind rest.  Varail was playing chess with Aaron, and Jafer was day drinking. 

Royal looked to Jafer, "What has you hitting the sauce already?"

Jafer shook his head, "Be glad all you have to figure out is a teleportation spell.  That has to be easier than trying to figure out women."

Royal barked a laugh and grinned at his brother, "Woman troubles?"

Jafer threw his hands up in the air, "Only one.  Never had this much trouble figuring out why I'm in the doghouse."

Royal smirked, "Or cared?"

Jafer frowned, "Oh, I always cared." 

The he flashed his brother a wicked grin, "Make-up sex is the best." 

Royal rolled his eyes at his brother trying to make light of a situation that had him at least four cups in before lunch.  Jafer seeing his reaction sobered his face and said, "Look, I don't really know why I am still trying.  We only have to get along well enough to produce an heir and a spare. Then if she really wants to stay mad at me, I can always find my amusements elsewhere."

Royal gave him a bit of a sideways stare, "But you don't really want to, do you?"

Jafer threw his mostly empty glass violently into the fireplace, "Fuck off, Royal.  Of course I don't want to live like that!  I just don't see any other way at this point. I actually like her, but she is so pissed off at the very thought of..."

He waved his hand all around, "…this, or maybe it’s just me that she is so prickly all the time.  If I complimented her, she would find a way to be offended by it.  I'm ready to give up."

Royal hadn't seen his brother like this before so he softened a bit and asked, "Have you tried talking to her?"

Jafer rolled his eyes, "I've been trying, but she just doesn't want any part of it."

Royal laughed, "Hold on, I'm not laughing at you. 

Maybe you are just trying too hard.  You're going in all charming like you always do.  If that isn't working, try something different."

Jafer frowned, "So, I should be an asshole?"

From the other side of the room Varail piped up, "You're always an asshole. It wouldn't be anything new."

Royal and Aaron both cracked up, and Jafer just flipped them off and groaned back, "Like any of you have any room to talk.  I'm glad my future is so amusing to all of you."

Aaron shook his head, "I like her.  Maybe you're just being a jerk."

Jafer growled, "So which is it?  Am I an overbearing asshole or am I being too nice and making a chump of myself?  I really wish you would make up your mind." 

He rubbed his hands over his face in frustration and then asked, "Royal, why aren't you in your room being all genius geeky and such?"

Royal's face flushed and he dipped his head, "It is harder than it looks.  In theory, if you just apply enough energy and know where you're transporting to, then you should just be able to go there, but defining where you're going is a lot harder than it should be.  If you're off even by a little, the result is a mess."

Aaron said, "So why not define one place and teleport everything there?"

Royal made a face, "Kinda defeats the purpose doesn't it if someone can only go to one place?"

Varail scratched his chin for a moment, "I think the kid is on to something.  Serail is better at this than I am but imagine if you set up two boxes and two spells.  One spell only sends to the other box and that box only sends back to you. You could be pretty specific in describing the inside of the box."

Royal's face took on the I'm an idiot scowl for just a moment then he slapped his forehead.  "Why didn't I come to you clowns earlier.  I don't think it will work quite the way you're describing, but you're on the right track...  I gotta go get back to work.  The idea is so simple. It might just do an end run around the whole problem."

Jafer snorted, "See, I told you that folding space and time was easier than figuring out a woman."

That had them all laughing.  Even Jafer managed a small smirk.  Royal and Aaron were right about one thing, he couldn't keep doing what had failed in the past and expect to magically get a different result.  Maybe it was time to take her away from all of the drama? 

"Varail, do you feel like taking a flight tonight?"

Sensing through the bond a change in his brother, Varail became very interested in the next idea.  "What have you got in mind?"

"I think maybe it is time to take the Princess out for a late-night flight.  Just get away from everyone and all of their expectations.  You drop us off on a mountain top and come back for us when I call.  What do you say?"

Varail nodded, "Not the worst idea you've had.  How do you plan on convincing her to go with you without a chaperone?"

Jafer smirked, "Leave that up to me."


Hear the Thunder

Feel the Lightening

Princess Fulda found herself alone with Lord Rogers essentially for the first time since his daring rescue of her derailed train.  She still wasn't sure why she had agreed to this reckless suggestion of his, but he had seemed so sincere when he had proposed it.  Gone was the cocky and arrogant dragon rider hero, and in its place was just an obviously tired and frustrated young man. 

She would like to blame it on a moment of pity for him, but she was also rather frustrated at the way they were being managed by both her family and his.  A chance to speak to him alone, away from all the prying eyes and expectations, was an opportunity that she just couldn't pass up.

Sneaking out of the palace had proved to be less of a challenge than she had at first suspected.  There were secret passages carved throughout the mountain to enable Duke's family to travel nearly anywhere within the palace proper without ever bumping into either a servant or a guard.  Only one pair of wemics on patrol stopped them, and that was only until they realized that Lord Rogers was with her.  At which point they politely bid them a good evening and didn't even ask why they were in the passages. 

The whole thing caused Fulda's opinion of the Duke to rise yet again.  The ability to have something resembling privacy when one was the central figure in government was a luxury few rulers could claim, but Duke Rogers had enough forethought to provide for it when constructing his palace and didn't even compromise security.  After all, if two adult wemic couldn't handle the problem, there was no doubt that they could make enough noise to bring enough forces to do the job. 

She had been more than a little nervous mounting up on Varail’s dragon back again.  Her first ride had been so hair raising, but Jafer, as he insisted she call him when they were alone, had promised her a smooth ride, and again, the sincerity in his voice and his eyes had her believing him. 

She didn't know why she should trust him like she had because nobles were taught to lie convincingly almost as soon as they could speak, but he seemed different.  She couldn't put her finger on exactly why she trusted him and was fairly certain that it wasn't just his broad shoulders and panty-dropping little grin, especially as he wasn't pouring on the charm tonight and that had her a little concerned.  Not that she didn't appreciate honesty from him, but resorting to it now seemed a little ominous to her.

Her heart had been racing as they winged their way out through the starry night to a distant mountain top.  It was cold, but she could feel the warmth radiating out from him as his strong arms and large hands held her firmly in place in front of him.  The urge to lean back into him and soak up even more of that warmth had been nearly impossible to resist, but she wasn't ready to give up her dignity and show such a weakness just yet.  Even so, when they had landed above the timber line of the mountain and the cold air whipped around her, she was all too happy to take his warm hand as he helped her down. 

Now, looking around at the desolate mountain peak, the beauty of the night sky took her breath away.  Varail launched himself back into the air as soon as she was comfortably back on the ground.  Fulda felt a little pang of concern as their ride disappeared in the sky and seemed to abandon them.

"Why is he leaving us?" she asked, her voice a bit higher and squeakier than she would have liked.

Jafer smiled at her, "He's just giving us our privacy.  He'll be back in plenty of time to get us back home before we're missed.  Now, come. Let's get out of this wind.  I've prepared us a comfortable spot just behind those boulders over there."

She looked at where he gestured and saw a small orangish glow coming from behind the rocks.  Her eyes widened as they rounded the edge of the first large boulder and a little camp came into view. 

He had gone all out on the comforts.  The glow was coming from a roaring fire that also served to illuminate large cushions draped with heavy furs.  There hung a canvas roof that gave them protection from above, which was crusted with frost that she had little doubt would have made their stay there uncomfortable without the fabric’s protection.

He led her to the largest of cushions and settled her down on it close to the fire, and then he pulled up around her the large, heavy fur blanket.  He whispered into her ear as he leaned over her and said, "I hope this suffices to make you comfortable.  I think we need to talk without everyone judging our every word.  Before events get away from us and we end up miserable because we didn't take the time to learn what the other really wants."

When he slipped his hand from hers and went to seat himself nearby but far enough to respect her space, she missed the small crinkle of lightening that had emanated from him like warmth from his hand.  This was a thoughtful side to him that she hadn't really expected. 

"I think you're probably right.  Thank you for making time for this."

Jafer smiled at her then, and unlike his cocky grin, this one wasn't a challenge to her. It was genuine pleasure at being recognized for the effort he was making.  She found it odd that such a little thing seemed to transform him, but she was glad of it. 

When he cleared his throat before starting to speak, she noticed what she would have called nervousness in anyone else, but she wasn't sure he had ever been nervous a day in his life. 

"Look, I know that this wedding isn't your idea."  He gave a little snort and added, "It wasn't mine either for that matter.  That doesn't really matter right now though.  Our parents have decided, and so we now have some decisions to make."

She snapped out in defense, "Why is it theirs to decide?"

Before she could continue, she stopped herself realizing just how waspish she had come across.  She took a deep breath and then let it out, "I'm so sorry.  I know it isn't your fault.  I mean ever since I was a little girl, I had known that my marriage would be arranged.  As I grew older, I realized that probably meant a Prince of a neighboring kingdom.  Not a love match, but in return I would be the queen of an entire nation." 

She shrugged, "When they decided to pair me up with a Duke's son instead with a new duchy at that, I just thought that they were either mad at me or didn't care.  Your family's money was the primary concern, and I guess I feel like an expensive dairy cow brought in to improve the breeding stock."

Jafer pulled his own fur around him and nodded, the serious look never leaving his face.  "I can understand that.  I too figured that at least one of my marriages would be political."

"One of?" she said in a high-pitched croak.

Jafer just shrugged, "Well, like my father, I see no reason that I should be limited to one." 

Watching her reaction, he let out a long sigh, "Relax, I don't have anyone else in mind. I'm just not going to do the hypocrisy of most of the nobles in Avex, or Ni for that matter, where I have a mistress and a bunch of bastards.  No, any woman I am with, especially if she bares me children, will have my name if not my title.  You can't possibly have been so sheltered not to realize that nearly all of the nobles have mistresses and often more than one."

Fulda's face fell, "No, I'm not that naive.  It just seems so disrespectful not to be discrete about it."

Jafer snorted, "That is only because society wants to set it up as one set of people is important, legitimate, valued, and the other set is just trash to be frowned upon.  I won't have that life for anyone I choose to share my life with and certainly not for any child of mine... But we're getting off the subject.  I'm quite certain that isn't the reason for the animosity between us."

She shook her head, "It wasn't, but now that I think about it, I can't claim to be happy with the situation."

Jafer gave her a small sympathetic smile, "There’s lot of things in life that I'm not exactly happy about, but nonetheless they are what they are."

She was almost pouting as she said, "It doesn't need to be that way."

Jafer nodded, "Yup, lots of things like that too, but it doesn't change them.  So, instead, let's focus on what it is that you do want, okay?"

Fulda took a deep breath and let it out with a frown, "I expected not to marry down in rank for one thing." 

She let out a little shrug, "After meeting your family and touring some of your holdings I've realized that even though it might be a lower 'rank' on paper, your family and what it means to be the Duchess of America is actually probably a greater position than being the queen of most other lands.  Still, no one bothered to ask me what I thought.  No one explained things to me or consulted me in any way.  Then when I got here, you were so... so... you!  Cocky and arrogant, contemptuous of me and anything to do with me..."

He cut her off there, "Hold on Princess.  I can understand the whole “not being consulted bit” as I'm more or less in the same boat, but as I remember things, I risked life and limb to protect you, and then I was treated like a servant—a poorly treated one at that!" 

He rubbed a hand over his face and then his eyes met hers, "I might have overstepped by playing along at first when we met instead of introducing myself properly.  No excuse, well other than I was still buzzing high on adrenaline after the fight." 

He shrugged again, "Not that it is much of an excuse.  Cocky, arrogant, and contemptuous me—it’s just my way of dishing back some of what you were dishing out."

Fulda looked at him disbelievingly, "So, you're telling me that all of that was just an act?"

Jafer chuckled a little, "No, not at all.  What you saw was me all right, just not all of me.  You were seeing the side that I let come out to play when I'm being challenged.  The rest I rarely show in public so it isn’t a real surprise that you only saw that part of me.  The way I always figured it is, if you can't be famous, then you should be infamous."

He gave her a small flash of that wicked little grin of his that promised so much and hinted at more.  It was gone just about as fast as it came, "I won't say that it bothered me to be thought of as a guard, but it did bother me that you disregarded me because of it.  I may not have your generations of royalty backing me, but any man who jumps in to put himself between you and danger deserves your respect.  When you treated my sacrifice, my danger, as simply your due in life... well, I'll admit that I didn't take it well and decided to teach you a little lesson.  Maybe it wasn't my place to do that, but it is part of who I am."

Fulda felt like he had just punched her in the gut.  It probably would have hurt less if he had.  Mostly it hurt because she realized that he was right. Humbled she stammered, "I did it, didn't I?  I put us off on the wrong foot from the start."

Jafer waved it all away, "Yeah, and as I said, I may have overreacted.  It is all in the past and can't be changed.  Blame doesn't really help us move forward.  I brought you out here tonight to learn what it is that you actually want out of all of this.  We're going to end up married by the looks of things, so, what do you want the life we build to look like?" 

She felt her heart skip a beat when he leaned in towards her and pinned her with his eyes. Then he added, "We can still make a good life for ourselves, but we need to agree on a goal to work toward.  My father always told me that it was about making the family better, stronger, and that meant putting the whole above anyone individual's wants. I think you're going to be my family before long, so knowing what you want is damn important.  They may not have consulted you about marrying me, but I'm consulting you now about what you want that married life to look like."

Still recovering from the realization that she had made a mess of things; she was completely taken by surprise with the way he stripped away everything to get to the only real question that mattered. 

Before thinking she blurted, "I don't want to lose my independence."

He shook his head and replied, "I can't help you there.  We're both losing that.  It is part of the magic of marriage.  I can say that whenever there is time to consult you on decisions that I will make it a point to include you and take your thoughts into account." 

He sighed a little, "Emergencies not included.  There may not be time to run things by committee."

He gave her a little smile, "Excepting that, we are a family.  We accomplish our dreams by taking advantage of both of our strengths."

She blinked, more than a little surprised that he didn't just promise her whatever she wanted to hear.  It made her trust what he did commit to more.  She nodded to him, "It seems fair... I think I can get behind that idea." 

She hesitated just a moment, and then asked, "What do you want our marriage to look like?"

Jafer didn't even need to think about it, "I want it to look like my parents.  Each of my father's three marriages work a bit differently, at least as far as I can tell looking from the outside in, but in each of them it is about family.  If half the stories Dad tells about their early years are true, they had more fireworks than you and I have had over the last few weeks, especially between my moms.  In the end though, they all seem genuinely happy or at least content with their lives and how they've turned out.  If we can manage to weather the storms as well as they have... I'll call that a victory."

They were both silent for a long moment, then he said, "Do you want to marry me now?  If the answer is no, please say so up front, and I'll find us some way out of it, and you can go find some prince somewhere."

She didn't answer him right away, but the more she asked herself the question the more she was sure of the answer, "It was a NO before tonight..."

She smiled at him, "…but now I think we have crossed the point of no return.  After tonight, I feel that I can trust you not to be the tyrant or irresponsible man/child I had feared you to be.  Do you want me?"

Jafer smiled as he looked into her eyes. He suddenly felt his breath labored. He replied, "Yes, I think you will make me happy in life, now that we're focused on finding solutions rather than tearing each other down from anger and spite.  We can't control what we can't control, but we can each work together to overcome it, and I think after tonight, we will be together on this." 

He leaned forward and gave her just the lightest of kisses.  His lips brushing hers ever so softly. Fulda felt a fire explode in her.  After the emotional roller coaster of the last few weeks the tenderness ignited an inferno and she threw herself at him, deepening the kiss.  He wasn’t startled as much as relieved and enraptured by the moment.

The genuineness of their kiss and the magnificent scenery enhanced the moment, and they both caved in to enjoy the perfect circumstances. In the end, they found a lot of physical release from the stress they had been under and were barely dressed again when Varail landed to take them home.


Rain Maker

I Bring the Rain

Buck was actually feeling pretty damn good about life.  Reports had just come in from the troops he had sent out to deal with the goblin hordes, who had been causing trouble along his northeastern border. With a few high intensity raids, his forces had pushed the goblins off onto the plains where the wemic prides were only too happy to have a new source of protein.  They were also pushed into an area that was mostly populated with the renegade wemic prides who weren't fans of the American duchy right on their borders.  So, any losses from his enemies fighting each other was only a win, as far as Buck was concerned. 

Vetta had commented on a noticeable change between Jafer and Fulda.  To Buck it seemed as if they had worked out something important between them.  They would still quarrel like an old married couple, but there didn't seem to be any real anger to it as they playfully teased one another like a pair of lovesick puppies. 

Suzie gave him a small smile and reminded him, "I said it would all work out." 

Only Merail seemed oblivious to the change, but then dragons simply had a different perspective on these kind of things.

If he were being honest, things felt like they were working out too well, and that always made Buck a little edgy.  Whenever things appeared to be going his way, he had found over the years that it often meant that he was simply distracted and missing the hidden danger lurking just around the corner.  Even so, he couldn't live his life in constant fear of the next crisis, so he decided to take the win as it was presented to him and be thankful for the peace while it lasted.

Unfortunately for Buck, peace wasn't all that long lived.  While still in the middle of his reports from Spider, his office door flew open and Royal came charging into his office wild eyed and disheveled as if he had been living in the wild for a week, but he also noticed that he was grinning from ear to ear. 

"I've done it!" he said with enthusiasm. 

"We all thought it was going to take months, but Aaron gave me an idea the other night, and Serail was able to do the calculations...  It ended up taking all night, but we did it!"

Buck blinked and for a moment worried if this was the other shoe dropping.  His son seemed happy, but given what the boy had been working on, that didn't mean that his discovery wouldn't come with plenty of its own challenges. 

Aloud he cautiously asked, "Uh, that sounds great son, but what exactly is it that you did?"

Royal grinned broadly, "Teleportation pads!" 

Royal was practically dancing as he repeated himself, "We created teleportation pads…think of it as limited teleportation.  I was trying to go from anywhere to anywhere, and it simply wasn't working. But when Aaron suggested that I use a box, whose location I could easily define in the spell... well, the 'box' wasn't necessary and was unnecessarily limiting. But a pad, on the other hand, would only be limited by the weight and volume to available power ratio.  It still takes a considerable amount of power to send anything, but using the prototype, we were able to send a five-pound object from one end of the lab to the other.  It will revolutionize shipping."

The boy was rambling excitedly, and Buck could only smile at his son's enthusiasm. Finally, he asked, "How much power was needed to send something that light?"

Royal winced, "More than a single magi can provide unaided.  However, with a few improvements in the pads, I think we can cut that requirement by more than half.  We weren't really all that interested in efficiencies at the time.  We just wanted to make it work.  Refining our tools and our technique is the next step."

Buck nodded, "So, it will be a while yet before all trade can be done with your teleportation pads?" 

It wasn't really a question, but Royal nodded just the same.  Then Buck asked, "Can it be used for troop transport?  I mean, if I had a dragon rider carry a teleportation pad into an area behind enemy lines, could I then move in an army to hit them from what they thought was a protected rear area?"

Royal hung his head, "We can't teleport living things yet.  We tried with a mouse, and the body moved but nothing else.  It was dead.  No wounds or anything to suggest why, but it was as dead as they come."

Buck grunted and then after a thoughtful moment nodded, "That is actually for the best I think.  I wouldn't want my enemies to develop that capability.  Still, even being able to move small things from one place to another will bring gold falling down like rain around us."

Royal grinned, "Just call me the rain maker." 

Then he frowned thoughtfully, "I wonder if there was a way to teleport snow from the mountain peaks down to where it would melt as a way of irrigating the scrub lands in western Ni?"

Buck's eyebrows flew up at this suggestion, "I don't know that you could move enough, cheaply enough, to make a difference, but it certainly is an idea that could create a few artificial oasis.  It would mean that the trains crossing the desert would need to carry less water and so could devote that space to cargo.  That alone might pay for your new teleportation pads."

Royal shrugged, "Well, I just thought with our new ties to Ni, and our ties to Avex, we might position the family well in the event of a merger."

Buck scratched his chin, "We're not that closely tied to the Avexian crown.  I mean sure Covel is my brother-in-law, but we haven't been what most would call close for the last decade or so. Unless…"

Buck was clearly thinking as he spoke and this was when his grin went wide, "…unless you have had your eye on your cousin Princess Revella." 

He raised an eyebrow and watched his son blush full scarlet.  The girl was a beauty by all measures and twice the human being of her younger brother the heir to the throne. 

"Normally, I would be opposed to marrying a first cousin, but she isn't really any blood relation to you.  She is my niece through my marriage to Vetta but is no blood relation to either myself or your mother, so, this union could work."

Royal was stammering by now, "That wasn't what I... I hadn't thought of that.  Every man with eyes would be extremely happy to have Revella as a wife, but that wasn't what I was asking for..."

He trailed off not really willing to let his imagination run along those lines just yet.  "King Covel would never agree to it though."

Buck smirked, "Leave Covel up to me.  Ah, let me discuss it with your mothers first, They are more familiar with the ladies of court.  I doubt that they have even considered this as an option for you, but you will be of age soon and will need a wife.  Revella does have all of the right connections and bloodline, so perhaps we should look into it."

Royal wasn't sure exactly how he felt about an arranged marriage.  As a magi dedicated to his studies, he hadn't expected a political future like his brother, so a political choice for a wife hadn't been a concern of his.  Still, if it were going to happen, no one in his right mind could object to Revella.

◆◆◆

How High Is the Water

Buck swept into his suite after the last of their guests had left.  It was just David and Julie and Brenda and Evan, but it still wasn't the place to have the kind of discussion that he needed to have with his wives.   Brenda had mellowed significantly with age, but she still liked to give disapproving little clucks of her tongue whenever politics or war was discussed.  Her unwavering faith in the liberal political views that were so common back home were naive back there, but in the here and now, were very nearly a suicide pact. It was only the personal trust she had developed with Buck and the others that allowed her to willingly support his actions, even as she maintained that they were barbaric. 

The cognitive dissidence involved in her position completely boggled Buck's mind, but as her actions usually were supportive of him if not his tactics, at least eventually, he found that they worked better together than he had feared. Even so, discussing an arranged marriage for political benefit in front of her would have been an adventure that he as only too happy to skip.

He found his ladies all sitting in the common room.  Vetta was working on her needle point, while Suzie and Merail were each curled up with books. He breezed into the middle of them and said, "Some things have come up lately, and I kinda need to talk to you three.  I would have done it over dinner, but..." 

He shrugged as if that said it all. Suzie gave him a twisted little smirk and finished his sentence for him, "…but you didn't want to get Brenda and Evan stirred up?"

Buck huffed a small laugh, "Yeah, something like that.  It wasn't just her either, David and Julie don't really need to be in the middle of this either.  It isn't that I mind them knowing, but I'd rather it be after we've had a chance to go over it all.  How about a good soak in the tub while we talk?"

Merail raised an eyebrow at him, "The four of us all in the bath, and you think we're going to be talking?"

She still managed to make Buck blush slightly even after all these years. He explained, "Well, okay, maybe not just talk, but we really should talk first.  This could be important."

The girls were still laughing at Merail teasing him, but they all put away their distractions and got up to make their way to the bathing room.  Soon clothes were littering the floor as the bath was being filled.

Suzie edged near him, grabbing his shirt, and tossing it to the floor. Then she asked him, "What's this all about?"

Buck gave a long sigh as he followed her through to where Merail was testing the water and dumping in some fragrances.  He moaned as he watched his beautiful wives climb in the water, "Well, as with so much of what we do, it is about a whole host of things, but at its simplest level. Royal got his teleporter to work.  At least sort of, and while we were talking he let slip that he has an interest in Revella.  I don't think that he meant to do it, or

necessarily even admitted his interest to himself before he blurted out his secret by accident."

Vetta's eyes widened as she tied up her hair in a haphazard bun at the top of her head, "Our Revella?  Huh, well, I suppose she will be coming of age soon, and I haven't heard any rumors of her being promised already.  I know that Covel was making noises about marrying her into one of the minor families of Ananon.  He's afraid to marry her to anyone more important, or they may try to depose him, or try to wait until his son is to inherit and challenge then."

Buck let out a strangled sound at those word, and Vetta rounded on him with a sponge in hand. As she began washing his back she said, "You're not getting an itch for the crown are you?  We promised my father..." She stopped scrubbing his back and pinned him against the edge of the tub with her glare.

Buck rolled his eyes,  "I... am... not...I am not breaking my word to your father.  I may not really like Covel as king, but he is more or less competent and removing him, besides breaking my word to your father, would also mean a war in which a lot of innocents would be killed." 

He shook his head as he moved to slide down up to his neck into the deepening pool of warm water. 

"Revella needs a husband, and Royal needs a wife.  Now, when..."  he stopped mid-sentence to let out a long sigh of comfort before continuing, "As I was saying, when your brother dies, in the fullness of time.  Our nephew..."

Vetta sighed and relaxed the death glare, "is an idiot." 

She finished the statement for him.  Buck nodded, "Exactly.  So, if he manages to catch a Darwin Award for one of his many foolish antics or finds himself facing any angry mob after he passes some idiotic law or other..."

Suzie picked up what Buck was saying as she floated a leg on top of his chest, "Then our Royal would be there to help when Revella needed to pick up the pieces."

Buck shrugged and slid a hand up her thigh and added, "It doesn't look like his queen is going to be giving him any more potential heirs, and being that she is a woman, Revella would have a hell of a time trying to claim the throne on her own.  Even if she somehow did manage it, can you say Queen Vickky?"

Merail was soon rummaging around in his head for the context to the reference.  Their bond had grown over the years and it was a rare moment when she actually needed to verbally ask him what he thought of things.  As soon as she got the reference he could see her glower as she splashed at him. 

"That they would do such to a Queen!  No dragon would ever tolerate it..."

Suzie wrinkled her nose and busied herself with mounding bubbles on her ample bosom before asking, "What is she talking about?  I thought Queen Victoria was a bad ass ruler?"

Buck snorted, "The 'Virgin' queen, a fact that her doctors needed to regularly confirm with physical inspections.  Her head nobles and advisors might have felt the need to bow to her rule, but that didn't mean that they didn't use every oddity of local law and custom to hem her in and restrain her authority.  It was one of the main reasons that the Victorian Era is known for its rather odd mix of prudishness and kinky perversions. When the natural and normal flow of sexual energy can't follow its normal course, then it breaks over the dam in all sorts of bizarre ways.”

Buck felt Vetta’s hand grasping at him under the warm water and continued with a smile,  “Anyway, my point is that a queen isn't a king, and trying to both reign and rule is difficult if not impossible for a girl alone with limited allies.  However, if you give her a king consort, all of the normal social restraints come off.  She becomes a force to be reckoned with."

Vetta sighed, "Especially if that King Consort brings with him the wealth and power of an influential family such as ours.  Fine, I can see why you don't view this as plotting treason against my brother.  Royal could do much worse than Revella, and she could be in a very difficult position without him."

Suzie playfully splashed Buck as she rubbed Vetta’s back with a sponge, “Sounds like we may have found our boy a worthy mate."

Buck wiggled his toes just below the surface of the water, "I thought so, but you three know more about the ladies of court and the gossip circle.  I thought it might be best to put this little project in your capable hands."

Vetta's face became thoughtful, and her voice distant as if she were trying to see something a long distance away... "Maybe this is another good test for Fulda?  See how she functions in the capital and see how she handles being a team player."

Suzie smiled a feline smile and nuzzled her way into Buck’s neck, "Yes, better to see how they work together as well.  It would be best if they managed to form an alliance before they find themselves being tested by fate."

Buck felt the warm water soaking away his worries. He watched as Merail added oil to Vetta’s arms, massaging them gently before reaching deeply into the water. Buck groaned, feeling as if he had found heaven. He realized that he had put the right group of schemers on this task.  He just needed to stay out of the way and let them do their work.


Eye of the Storm

Storm Warning

Buck surprised most of the family when he suddenly decided that he would be going personally to Avex to exercise his rights in Parliament.  It was even more surprising when they learned that they all would be attending.  Buck didn't say it aloud, but he wanted to show off his whole clan descending on the city.

The psychological impact would be important for the discussion he planned to have with King Covel.  Eight full-sized dragons flying in himself and his human children, along with Henry VIII and his own unique appearance, would be a reminder that the dragons too were his children, and three aircraft bringing in his wives and soon to be daughter-in-law, as well as enough wemic warriors to be their personal guards, should make exactly the impression he was looking for. 

No other kingdom could boast such a showing, and that it all came from one duchy wouldn't be lost on anyone in attendance.  With Parlement in session, all the nobles of the realm would be at court, as well as all the foreign ambassadors as well.  It should make the perfect audience for his purposes.  With the announcement of Royal's new discovery, the world was about to change again, and he didn't want anyone getting the idea into their head that they could stop it by simply crushing the little Duchy of America. 

He had sent a wire on ahead to have Spider meet them in the palace upon their arrival.  The economic impact of this teleportation discovery was going to be enormous and it wouldn't do to have the Exchanges caught unaware.  His very presence in the city in such a flash way was bound to send the markets in a tizzy, and he wanted to be certain that his own people knew how to respond.

Funds were allocated for new gowns for each of the ladies.  These gowns were specifically designed to highlight the absolute peak of American's total dominance of the textiles industry.  New armor and the latest weaponry was issued to the wemic bodyguard, along with strict instructions for appearance and presentation.  They would serve as a living advertisement for America's arms industry.  This visit would be an open reminder to all of exactly how far they had come in the last generation and remind them all of whom they had to thank for it. 

Of course, this was bound to ruffle a few feathers, but for Buck's purposes, this was more of a feature than a flaw.  He wanted their allies to remember why they were allied with the greatest power in the region, and those who dared to act against their interests would also be reminded of exactly why it was important that they temper their actions and reactions.

On the day that they departed for Avex, the sky was a brilliant blue and the sun was shining down.  Buck couldn't have asked for a better day to fly, and more importantly to be seen by every small farm and village that they flew over. 

Eight dragons, Henry VIII, who seemed small by comparison even with is nearly twelve-foot wingspan, and the three aircrafts made quite the spectacle even from the ground a half a mile below them.  As they neared Avex, everyone could see a storm gathering far out over the western ocean.  It was no threat to them, but it made Buck glad he had chosen to travel when he did.

Once above the city, they took a wide loop around the whole area to give those on the ground time to prepare for their landing. At least that was how Buck had justified it to the others.  In his own thinking, he wanted to make damn certain that as many as possibly could get a good view of them in the air. He wanted the general public on his side in this, and drawing from his knowledge of air shows in his old world, he put on one hellva spectacle for all to see. 

When it came time to land, the dragons went down first, with Buck and Merail leading the way.  Merail letting out a roar on approach that rattled shutters on the windows of half the town. 

Merail stuck the landing like a gymnast, well, if said gymnast could rattle mugs at the local inn with their impact.  Buck wasted no time in sliding down, as Merail transformed into her human form before his feet actually touched the ground.  Then they both cleared the landing strip at a dignified walk, but a fast walk at that, clearing the way for each dragon and rider to follow suit, all coming in with a courage-shattering roar and a bone-jarring landing.  The final two riderless dragons remained in the air, flying protection for the three planes and Henry, landing just behind them. 

No sooner were the planes on the runway than the back ramp was lowered and scores of armored wemic hit the ground running.  Swiftly they took up defensive positions to warn back the excited crowd that was gathering to gape openly at the spectacle unfolding mere yards in front of them.  Henry was down right behind the planes and swiftly moving over to help his mothers and soon-to-be sister-in-law safely to the tarmac. 

All three planes were back in the air as soon as their passengers and cargo were unloaded.  As they left the ground, the two remaining dragons imitated their mother's early combat landing, minus only the deafening roar.  It still had the crowds pulling back from them in fear as the two monstrous dragons turned into well-groomed young men who hurried to join their mothers. 

Once everyone was on the ground, the wemic captain made a shrill whistle and soon had the fifty wemic warriors drawing up to a rather impressive honor guard around the ladies.  With Henry now protectively towering over them, his natural dragon form merged into his humanoid shape displaying his mixed heritage.  The silver scales shown in the noonday sun with only the slightest sheen of gold on them.  His wings were spread wide and protectively over his family, and at eight foot tall he drew the eye of everyone in the crowd.  When he had been younger, the stares and the whispers had really bothered him, but in the last ten years or so he had not only become immune to it, but he also took a little pride at the fear in their eyes. Even strong guardsmen of the King's Own took a small involuntary step back from him more often than not when coming face to face with him for the first time. 

King Covel greeted them at the gates of the palace to welcome them personally.  Buck could see that while he was all smiles and pleasantries before the crowd, a dark emotion seethed below the surface.  Buck suspected that he hadn't liked being shown up with that level of display.  He hadn't learned the trick of reflected glory, despite Buck's best efforts to teach him.  Instead, he viewed Buck and his display through the lenses of someone seeking the support of the people before a coup.

The king had a lot to learn and Buck—though willing to teach him—realized that the petulant king really wasn’t the willing student.

◆◆◆

Reaction Time

Fulda returned to her betrothed side once they were all safely in the palace walls.  The citizens of Avex had been celebrating loud enough to make her fear a riot as they traveled through the streets from the landing strip to the palace.  Then the greeting of the king had been anything but warm and welcoming.  She supposed that she couldn't exactly blame him.  Thinking of the reaction if the Rogers clan had descended on the capital of Ni in such a fashion made her cringe inwardly.  As unpopular as her father and older brother could be, they might have feared such a display would inspire an uprising, and they might not have been wrong. 

She wouldn't cling to her betrothed in public.  His uniform and official stance were enough to convey to her politically-nuanced mind exactly the image he was attempting to project at the moment, and she wouldn't give any reason for her new family to find fault with her behavior.  Still, she wanted to hold his hand and lean on him in this strange place. 

Varail's presence, even in his human form, at Jafer's other side was comforting.  There was something about knowing she had a dragon in her corner that just put her mind at ease.  Of course, the hulking figure of Henry standing off to her other side was more than a warning to any would-be troublemakers who somehow magically managed to get through the horde of wemics still surrounding them. 

The only thing that softened his dangerous aura was the tender way that he attended to his baby brother Aaron.  She believed that no bystander could watch him with Aaron for more than five minutes and not see his softer side.  She felt vindicated in her reasoning when only twenty minutes into the reception various young ladies of the court were making their way over to the pair.  Often approaching Aaron first, their obvious source of curiosity was Henry.  She watched as they tentatively asked to touch his scales and wings and were rewarded with his patience and tolerance.  She had little doubt that the young man…eh, dragon…eh, dragonkin…What did you call someone who was so completely unique and had never been created before? 

She shook her head to clear the thought and turned back to Henry.  Yes, there was little doubt that he could rip his way through more than half of this palace before enough forces could be mustered to stop him, yet he was such a gentle giant.  She hoped that the ladies would be kind to him, for if not, she would see to them personally. The thought made her smile as she realized how protective she had become of her new family.

Duke Rogers “Buck” was eventually finished with his private council with the king.  Not long after, they were all dismissed to the chambers assigned to them to relax and refresh themselves before a quiet family dinner with the king.  While the relationship was obviously strained, Fulda could see genuine affection between her future mother-in-law and her brother the king.  It made her a little homesick.  Not that her family had ever been this close, but even so, the familiar would sometimes call to her like a siren in the night.

Once back in their private chambers, Duke Rogers called a small family meeting, and to her surprise, he included her right in as if the marriage were already a fait au complit.  She was even more stunned to learn that they were discussing the economic impact of Royal's new discovery and doing so with the grand wizard of their magical equities exchange. 

It was the kind of need to know, official eyes only meeting that was usually done with only the barest handful of influential people in a cigar smoke-filled back room somewhere. 

Not only was the Duke open about business with all of his family, but he also included her in that privileged circle as well.  It was more than a little humbling considering how she had acted even a few short days ago. 

Observing the meeting as closely as she could, she still found that a lot of what was said sailed right over her head.  Either they were using another language, or there was just enough technical jargon to make it incomprehensible to her.  She really only understood about half of the words spoken, and half of them seemed to be used in a different context than she was familiar with. 

What she didn't find surprising in the least was the confidence with which they approached this monumental moment.  There was no doubt about it, her new family were on the top of their game, and she would do well to learn as fast as she could so that she could be an asset to them and not just a breeder of heirs. 

She observed each of her mothers-in-law carefully.  What was it that they contributed, and could she fulfill that role in a few years when they were no longer able to do so?

She hoped that she could live up to the expectations of her prince, who she noticed was smiling at her from across the room. She blushed and covered the smile that was blossoming on her cheeks.


A Little Excitement

Dinner with the King

Dinner with the king was indeed a small family affair, but not by the choice of the king.  It had been amusing watching his father take command of the guest list for this dinner over the King's objections, as well as questioning the choice of servants, again to the King's mounting dismay. 

To every objection the King made, his father's answer was simply "Trust me on this one. You don't want this getting out."

At this point, the King looked to his sister, only to be reminded, "We really are doing this for your benefit.  It isn't the kind of thing that you want getting out early or being blindsided by it.  Hence, a small private family dinner is the perfect cover for giving you a leg up on the nobility."

After the debate on the servants, discussion turned to the presence of the Royal Guard.  At this Covel was spluttering with outrage, and several of said guards present looked as if they were about to fly into a rage. 

"You would have me be there without protection?  What is this?  I trust my guards with my life!"

In a deep rumbling voice Henry VIII spoke up, "I will be there.  I am certainly far more defense than your guards, and if it is me that you fear, I assure you that having guards or not would change very little if I intended you harm Uncle Covel." 

The King threw his hands in the air accepting the blunt truth of that statement, though not without much exasperation and more than a little trepidation.  The guards’ faces turned from a deep red of outraged anger to a ghostly pale as the reality of Henry's words sank in.

In the end, they were finally all settled down around the table with no Royal Guards in sight, and only the palace's chief of staff was allowed to attend to them. King Covel was beyond impatient to find out what could possibly be so important.  Royal listened intently as his father began with the announcement of his teleportation discovery. 

Covel was confused at first and said, "Buck, it isn't that I don't find this an amazing discovery, but I hardly see where it justifies all of this secrecy."

Buck raised an inquisitive eyebrow at him, "You don't?  Covel, we're talking teleportation here.  Yes, there are a ton of limitations that I'll let Royal go over with you in a minute, but for now imagine how people will react to this news." 

He shook his head in frustration and explained, "Walls will no longer keep you safe.  Not when I can fly in a couple of dragons to set up a teleportation pad, and soon you've got enemy troops from half a world away arriving inside the castle walls.  Or if that potential doesn't grab your fancy, imagine what happens to traditional transportation companies after they learn trucks and buses will no longer be needed in their current capacity because most of the transportation is now handled via teleportation." 

Letting that sink into his thoughts, Buck motioned to Royal to begin talking from there. Royal took a moment to gather his thoughts and then in a quiet voice he said, "Well, there is good news and bad news, Uncle Covel.  The good news is that all of those cases that my father outlined aren't possible yet.  I expect that one day they will be, as the spells and processes are refined over time, but for now you don't have to worry about that." 

He took a deep breath and apologetically said, "The bad news is that what is possible right now is going to be more than disruptive.  The teleportation pads are currently built for five hundred pounds and they are only about three feet in diameter.  That, however, isn't as much of a limitation as one would think when paired with extradimensional shipping boxes." 

He gave the King a weak smile and added, "First, the primary uses will be communication and banking. 

Teleporting up-to-date intelligence will mean that both military and commercial will become more reliable and secure than the current telegraphs, phones, and radios.  Also, we will have the ability to send money without risking the roads, which will alter the way business is done dramatically.  Bulk shipments would not be cost effective, but luxury goods could easily absorb the cost of shipment.  Think about being able to get fresh produce in the farthest north of Venti from the south of Molium in the middle of winter or being able to get the catch-of-the-day fish still fresh from here in Avex to the deepest desert cities in Ni with delivery almost faster than to our own markets.  Living material can't be sent through at this time, but food that doesn't need to be alive on the other end can be sent without concern. Back on the military front, a siege is practically useless except for preventing the movement of personnel." 

He shrugged, "That is just the few applications that we've thought of in the last week.  There will be more, and likely even more disruptive than we've thought of, as the teaming masses each turn their thoughts to how best to use this new capability."

Buck nodded, "I know we've dumped a lot on you, but I think you're starting to see why this is going to change the world as we know it.  Royal hasn't even gotten to the part about power consumption and how that will limit where sending platforms can be effectively set up.  This will make some cities hubs of trade that weren't before and shift the importance of other cities who have traditionally been centers of commerce and trade."

Covel took a deep breath, and then let it out slowly.  "Okay, I see why you came to me with this.  What do you have in mind?"

Buck shrugged, "Just some advance planning with a mind toward what we know is coming.  New cities in the mountains by rivers that can easily be dammed up to generate the power needed will need to be established, and troops shifted to protect this new vital infrastructure.  Beyond that, adjusting your investment portfolio ahead of everyone else starting to work out what this will mean can certainly provide extra funds that might be needed to ease the chaos that an economic shift of this nature will cause." 

He hesitated for a long moment, then said, "We really got lucky that it was Royal who figured this out, as opposed to some general researchers at the university.  We can keep this under wraps this way long enough to put policies in place to smooth the transition.  If news were to get out too soon... well, I don't have to tell you the feeding frenzy that will take place when the news breaks, even with our best efforts to smooth things over."

Covel blew out his breath, his eyes wide as the picture of the gathering storm played out before him.  "Yeah.  You did right coming to me with this.  The response of even allied kingdoms, not to even think about those who have only made peace with us out of necessity, will be a real shit show when this news comes out.  I don't suppose that I can convince you to sit on this?"

Buck shook his head, "Won't work.  Even if we tried, someone else would eventually stumble on to the same knowledge and then all the things you fear would still happen, but we wouldn't be out in front of it.  I'd really hate to be the one reacting when this news breaks.  It’s far better to be the one offering a solution to the mess."

Covel just nodded.  Then in a voice that betrayed exactly how overwhelmed he was feeling asked, "How long do we have?"

Buck shrugged, "Hard to say exactly.  Once we start preparing the people will know that something is up.  We might have a year before we have to come clean with them and can then start rolling out the platforms for selected cities."

Covel gave a little grunt as it all started to set in. "Well, it is more time than I had feared." 

He let out another long sigh and turned his gaze upon Royal, "Son, you certainly have a way of keeping things from getting too dull."

Buck only smiled at the irony of the King calling Royal 'son' given the next bit of negotiations he would open with Covel as soon as he had him alone.

◆◆◆

At the Ball

Two days later a great festival was held in honor of the Duke's family.  Henry felt about as out of place as a pacifist at a defense contractor's convention.  His appearance more often terrified human women rather than appealed to them.  Given his size, even if he managed to find one who was willing to dance with him, he would be a bull in a China shop on the formal dance floor that was the standard in Avex society.  Even among the wild tribal dances of the wemics, his wings had the bad habit of smacking his fellow revelers. 

He had taken to sitting along the wall in the custom-built chair that the King had commissioned.  It was large enough to hold his weight and fashioned so it didn’t infringe on either his tail or his wings.  It had been a thoughtful gesture, but had he been asked, he was more comfortable sitting in a crouch.  From this perch, he was able to engage in the only entertainment that made such events fun rather than simply another chore that had to be endured—people watching. 

People watching fascinated the young dragon man.  The mating rituals and drama were better than attending the theater.  He observed young women vying for the wealthiest nobles and often settling for those who may not have managed their affairs quite so well but had a title of sufficient rank to be thought a catch anyway.  All the other men, the lesser men, seemed to be more intent on gambling in an attached room.  One of the young men he had met at a previous ball explained to him that not being among the elite few who were sought after opted for diversion in dice or cards.  Only when it was polite to leave without drawing comment from their elders would these young men head across the river to the myriad of brothels that were the mainstay of that area of town. 

Henry’s brother didn't seem to have any trouble finding dance partners.  Even poor Aaron was dragged out on to the dance floor protesting the whole way. Henry was fairly certain that he was simply protesting too much but even so it was amusing to watch the boy gallantly face the young woman as if he were walking to the gallows.  It was how they had joined forces in the first place.  Henry knew that as soon as he was able to politely make his escape that the boy would slip over to the snack table and bring him back a feast fit for a king.  Together for the rest of the evening they would watch and learn what it was that made these humans tick.

Jafer and Fulda were doing their best to become lost in each other but were constantly being interrupted by well-wishers and status climbers alike.  Royal was making his first opening salvos in wooing the Princess Revella.  Each of the others seemed to have a small knot of hopefuls swirling around them. 

Women who made husband hunting a full-time career and marrying 'well' the ultimate goal of their lives circled like vultures.  More than one of the young lesser nobles’ sons plying the same 'trade' chased his sisters but were quickly rebuffed.  In the end, Henry was glad not to be in the whole sordid game.  At least that was what he told himself, but deep down he knew that at least once he would like to be swept away, right along with the rest of them, with no greater concern than who the next dance would be with.


Life Happens

You've Changed

Princess Revella wasn't really wanting to attend the ball; she just wasn't feeling it tonight.  Still, she had obligations and she knew it, so she did her best to make herself look presentable, plastered the most believable smile she could muster on her face, and sallied out to meet the crowds like a good soldier.

Even as she thought it, she knew she was being ridiculous comparing her mild discomfort for the night to soldiers risking gruesome and violent death, but she just couldn't make herself feel guilty for doing it.  At least those soldiers had the opportunity to gut those who were coming after them.  With a barely suppressed giggle she wondered how many insipid courtiers would still try to corner her for their inane small talk after she butchered the first one.

She took her place up on the dais by the throne and let her mind wander to a well-worn daydream she often used to entertain herself at functions like these.  It was one of a particularly strong young stableboy who she had walked in on without his shirt a couple of years back.  As sheltered as she had been growing up in the palace, it was the first time she had seen so much unclothed male skin and working with the horses every day as he did, it was a rather well toned and muscular. 

After asking around as discretely as she could, she found out that the boy was quite the favorite of several of the palace maids and kitchen staff.  Her young heart had been crushed.  Especially when she heard that his arms were filled many evenings with various women while she lay lonely in her cold bed each night.

She had just gotten to the part of the daydream where his hand went inappropriate places as he assisted her into the saddle, when reality rudely intruded on her fantasy.  The American contingent was making their entrance and boy did they know how to do it. 

Her uncle the Duke swaggered in wearing his uniform made from dragon skin.  Even in his mid-fifties, he didn't look much older than his sons, though she noticed a small layer of padding spread around his middle.  It didn't make him look bad so much as mature and comfortable.  Or maybe it was simply his reputation in battle that made the measure of softness not look like weakness. 

Certainly, the three beauties that he had openly taken to wife did nothing to lower his status.  Even fading with age, two of the three were still striking, and of course Merail, the dragon, appeared as youthful as any one of Ravella's peers, though she knew that the dragon was more than two hundred years old by this time.  It didn't seem fair to watch the other two's glory slowly fade with time while Merail continued shining vibrantly by her Duke's side. 

Ravella didn't dwell on that thought though because her eldest cousin was following closely behind his father.  A younger version of the Duke, he cut quite the dashing figure.  His foreign bride-to-be was also impressively eye catching in her radiant gown.  Her impression of the girl was only confirmed when she heard the slightly plump—and excessively snooty—daughter of Duke Geofana comment to her circle of busy bodies, "...ugh, she’s a foreigner at that.  I suppose she is pretty enough if you've a taste for the exotic, but she is so small.  It is like she is still a child and has the figure of a boy."

Such feline behavior always irked Ravella.  There was no reason for one woman to tear down another in the hopes that they will look better by contrast.  Yet, it happened every day in the court, but there was just no reason for it, at least, none that was honorable.  Ravella made a mental note to welcome the girl personally and make sure she had at least one friend to turn to.  She owed that much to her cousin. 

As her eyes slid to her next cousin in line, she felt her jaw drop and worked hard to regain her composure.  Royal was in Magi’s robes, and he looked rather out of place in them.  Built like his older brother and father, he had powerful shoulders that had obviously been built over years of sparring with his brother and flying his dragon. His wasn't the typical thin and reedy body of a bookworm magi and Ravella approved. 

For just a moment, she was tempted to slide him into her fantasy in place of the stable boy, but she shook her imagination clear of the idea.  Mentally chastising herself she seethed: he is your cousin, not your fantasy play toy, you slut. 

Even so, she could barely suppress a slight smile and a burning blush to her face at the taboo ideas that continued to present themselves.  She shook herself in time to realize that she had missed Scarlet’s and Avlene’s entrance, but as her Uncle's half-dragon offspring all entered the ballroom next she felt her breath stolen away.  Her half dragon cousins were all devastatingly, heart-stopping attractive.  Male or female didn't matter, all except for the giant bringing up the rear.  He stopped everyone’s heart for an entirely different reason. 

Henry VIII was in his natural form and magnificent and terrifying all at once.  A runt by dragon standards, he was a giant among them when they were in human form.  His scales shone in the ballroom's soft lighting, sending light shards to dance on the walls.  The only thing marring his magnificent look was the unease at which he viewed the scene before him.  It angered Ravella to think of all of the scandalous treatment he had endured growing up.  He was beautiful in his own way and known to be a very gentle soul.  She was proud to call him cousin and to hell with the others. 

She also had to squish the sadistic little bitch inside her head that taunted, 'yeah, but you don't have him in any of your dirty little daydreams though do you?' 

She hated that little voice.  The bitch never had anything constructive to say but was always right enough in what she said that she couldn't be completely ignored.

With the guests of honor in attendance, the party kicked off in earnest.  It let Ravella quietly duck out of the harsh glare of the spotlight and slip out into the crowd.  All eyes were still upon her and would be the whole evening, which was one of the main reasons she hated events like this.  Everyone was just watching, waiting for her to make a mistake, and adding fuel for the gossip machine. 

She made her way over to Jafer and his new intended, where she welcomed the girl as warmly as she could considering that they were still strangers.  She saw the look of gratitude in Jafer's eyes, along with a smug, knowing look that she couldn't quite interpret.  Nor did she have much time for contemplation before Royal was at her elbow asking for a dance.  As obligations went, dancing with her cousin was not one that she minded.

On the dance floor Royal whispered, "You look amazing tonight, Ravella."

Ravella gave him a genuine smile and teased, "Ah, I do so love me some flattery."

Royal huffed a small laugh that faded into a self-depreciating smile, "Aw come on Ravella, you can't be as beautiful as you are and not know it by now.  I just wanted you to know that I noticed."

Ravella eyed him a bit closer and saw the 'aw shucks' nervousness about him and wondered what that was all about.  Though, her hand on his arm found him to be solid as they come. He was not a nervous boy at all. 

She shrugged slightly, "I don't know.  Are they complimenting me for something that is real, or is it for something that they hope to gain from me?  Besides, beauty is mostly a roll of the dice.  You're either born with it or you aren't, so there is very little honor in the compliment, as it was more the luck of having the right parents than anything else." 

At his nervous laughter she smiled even more warmly at him. 

He said, "Okay, fair enough.  Then you are also exceedingly kind in welcoming my future sister-in-law as warmly as you did.  It should help smooth things for her here at court.  That is not something you're born with. That is character and character is developed over time."

Ravella gave her head a slight nod of acceptance.  "Well, as a royal daughter myself, I know that one day I will get married off and probably dragged off to a foreign court.  I would hope that someone would have the same kindness for me."

She was surprised by the hitch of indecision that passed over his face. Then he said, "You'll never need to worry about that."

Ravella's eyes narrowed on him, "What do you mean?  It is the way of the world and it is only a matter of time.  I'm not getting any younger after all."

Royal cleared his throat, "My father is meeting with your father in the morning.  He will make him an offer for your hand…”

He paused and added hopefully, “…for me." 

He said the last two words so low that Ravella had to wonder if she had heard him correctly.  Then he said all in a rush, "Unless you don't want him to.  I mean if there is someone else or..."

He trailed off awkwardly, daring not to have his eyes meet with hers in fear of what they would hold.

Ravella's mind was spinning, "Uh, of course there is no one else, but uh, can he do that?  I mean aren't we cousins?"

Royal grinned, "Have you ever known my father not to be able to do something?  Besides, we're not blood related.  Suzie Rogers is my mother, and it is Evetta Rogers that is your father's sister, so biologically speaking, there is no reason we can't marry."

Ravella felt her brows draw down, and she knew she wasn't reacting well to this, but it was all so sudden. 

She whispered back, not allowing her eyes to meet his, "Do you think my father will approve?"

Royal finally looked at her with concern. Then he did his best Marlon Brando impression, "I'll ask him to make him an offer he can't refuse."

Ravella felt her grin break out.  She remembered watching the movie with him as a kid in the truck stop theater. It had been brought from another world and she had enjoyed the experience so much, “No, you won't. Nobody wants to risk my brother coming to power before he must."

Royal chuckled, "Okay, you got me there.  Do you not want him to ask?  I can still put a stop to it.  This only came about because he realized that I've had a crush on you for a long time, and he suggested that he speak to Covel about it."

Ravella looked up at him in wonder, the blush on her cheeks obvious, "You have?  I never knew." 

At his smile she felt something inside herself melt.  "I would be happy to be your wife.  I had never really thought about it.  Getting married was never really my choice to make, and then there is the whole cousin thing...  I just never thought."

He pulled her closer into him and she found herself melting into his arms as if it were the most natural thing in the world.  The music had ended, but neither of them pulled away.  She knew by now that all eyes would be upon them, but she didn't care. 

Uncle Buck wasn't the kind to take no for an answer.  If she was going to be in their corner, this was going to happen, and the more she thought about it, the better the whole thing sounded. 

"You've changed so much.  You've really grown into your own, and I like it." 

The rest of the evening they danced.  She knew that the gossip machine had found enough fuel to run for months just by watching them.  Ravella was surprised and pleased to find that she didn't care in the least.  With a man like Royal by her side, and the backing of both of their families, little in the world could challenge them, much less the palace gossip machine. 

Her last thought on the matter was: Let the jealous talk if it eased their pointless little lives.


Storm Surge

Message from Home

The negotiations for the wedding contract between Revella and Royal went smoother than Buck had expected.  Covel might not trust that Buck wasn't trying to use this to put Revella on the throne in place of her brother, but he was also practical enough to realize that if that was truly Buck's goal, he had the fire power to do it by force rather than by marriage and assassination.  He loved his son and favored him as a successor, of that Buck had no doubt, but perhaps remembering his own early years, Buck was fairly certain that he realized that the crown really did fall to the one most able to defend it.

The betrothal banquet was quite the affair.  Visiting dignitaries from all over came to wish the new royal couple well, and of course they also came to size up the political situation that could be brewing in the most politically influential kingdom in the alliance. 

The heads of state couldn't break away to attend themselves, but in the case of both major kingdoms in the alliance, they sent their highest-ranking noble advisors.  Buck watched those men closely, but more closely he watched how his daughters interacted with their families. 

He was a little disappointed in what he saw.  While all were friendly towards each other, given the limitations placed on them by their station, he didn't see any obvious love matches for his own daughters.  Plenty of young men would be acceptable, but none seemed quite the right match.  He did, however, notice that Scarlet seemed to spend a little extra time with the heir of Count Valens.  This was not the ideal match as the boy would only inherit a county rather than anything one step removed from the throne of a major power.  It was at least an independent county, so if she decided her heart was set on it, it wasn't an impossible option.

Negotiations and planning continued on the teleportation situation.  The elves had the ability to teleport individuals, so they had already solved the living being problem that Royal's spell had, but they also seem to be limited to teleporting only one person at a time, and that was only with a circle of magi. 

Of course, that nugget of information was only gained by their spy network and was subject to error or misunderstanding.  Buck knew that Royal would desperately like to get his hands on that spell, in the hopes that deconstructing it would give him the key he needed to perfect his own spell, but it was a jealously guarded state secret among the elves and wasn't likely to fall into human hands without a fresh outbreak of war between the nations. 

Buck was tempted for a moment to risk it, but it was better to give his own magi more time to find a solution than to deal with the rivers of blood that would surely be a part of any war with the elves.  He did decide that if the elves broke the peace again, he would personally lead a raid on their capital in the hopes of securing that spell as part of the loot.

Buck was distracted from his musings as four of his daughters came out of their room in a laughing gaggle.  Buck blinked in disbelief. They were all dressed up to go out, and not for the first time he marveled that the little girls he remembered had all become beautiful young women. 

He felt a part of him screaming for it all to stop, and he desperately wanted them to go back to being precocious nine-year-olds, who thought daddy hung the sun for them each morning. They would take turns climbing on his lap in need of a cuddle when even their sheltered and secure little lives got just a little too much to handle.   He shook his head and rubbed his eyes. They always seemed to get dust in them when he thought about the girls growing up. 

"Where are you four off to in such a hurry?" he asked.

Scarlet turned to him all but bouncing with excitement, "Trevon, his little brother, and some friends of theirs from Venti are escorting us for a picnic in the park and later we are going to the theater."

Buck's brow wrinkled, "Who is this Trevon?"

Scarlet rolled her eyes at him, "Daddy, you know Trevon.   I introduced you to him at the ball.  He is Count Valens' eldest son." 

She saw Buck's brow draw down even farther and continued quickly before he had the chance to forbid them from going. 

"Daddy, it is just a picnic and a show.  As you can see, we'll all be together, and you know that the wemics won't let us out of the palace without at least an escort of six.  You have nothing to worry about."

Part of Buck knew that she was right.  Anything that six wemics couldn't handle, two of his girls going could shift into dragon form and handle with ease. Still, the dangers all changed when there were boys involved.  He opened his mouth to ask more about who else was going when Suzie laid her hand on his thigh to restrain him. 

She said quickly before his words could form, "It sounds like a lot of fun.  No wondering off alone with any of the boys, though. I don't have to remind you what gossip in the capital is like.  Otherwise, have a fantastic time and be back by ten bells."

Scarlet started in on negotiations, "But mamma, the show isn't over until after nine bells, and traffic at the theater is always a nightmare. You know that from when we went last year."

Suzie fixed her stare at her daughter, but Scarlet didn't flinch, so she sighed, "Very well, make it eleven bells, and those boys better be perfect gentlemen or I'm giving the wemics permission to eat them."

Avlene giggled, "I'm sure they will all behave, Mamma. Thank you."

She snagged Scarlet by the elbow and began to tug her toward the door.  Buck had no doubt that she was taking their victory and running before he could think better of it. 

He watched them all go and let out a long sigh, but before he could say anything Suzie was leaning over to kiss him on the temple.  "They'll be fine.  You remember what it was like to be that age, don't you?"

Buck snorted, "Yeah, that's what I'm worried about."

Vetta gave a light laugh from her chair near the fire, "Those girls have more chaperones than I ever did, and you know how hard it was for us to have any alone time.  It'll be fine."

Buck just sighed again at the two of them and turned his thoughts back to how to work getting family connections into Molium and Venti if neither of his human daughters were interested in the nobles their age from either kingdom.  If he could get them in the right families in each country, then a great grandson of his would be able to sit on a unified throne over all four kingdoms.  Barring accident or act of war, he and Merail at least, would even live to see it. 

Before he could calculate which families had heirs of the right age in each kingdom, they were all called to dinner.  He didn't eat badly at home, not by a long shot, but here in the royal palace every meal was an event.  Social and political ties were made or strengthened or sometimes cut each evening.  The food was absolutely amazing since the palace had switched to halfling cooking staff, and before he realized what was happening, he would get distracted by conversation and end up ready to pop by the third course.  If he ate like this more than a couple of months out of the year, he would get too heavy for Merail to carry.

Dinner that evening was being hosted by Lady Emil's family, and he knew that Vetta was looking forward to catching up with her old friend, which was why he felt a wave of dread when the wemics came in unannounced escorting a page from the palace's communications corps. 

The boy was obviously nervous as he cleared his throat twice in an effort to pass along the message without squeaking.  He was at that age when a young man's voice was most treacherous.  As the boy began to speak, Buck realized that wasn't why he had been so hesitant to speak.  Buck didn't have the reputation of shooting the messenger, but he knew many nobles who did.  He couldn't blame the boy for his caution. 

The boy concluded with, "Sir, they are requesting you back home as soon as possible."

Buck nodded, and the boy turned and all but ran to get out of range of the storm clouds he saw building in Buck's eyes. 

Merail spoke up, "We can be back to the palace just after night fall if we leave in the next hour."

Suzie and Vetta both looked concerned, but it was Suzie who asked, "Are the boys going to fight in this one?"

Buck shrugged, "I don't think we can reasonably keep them out of it without starting a mutiny.  Despite the size of the goblin horde, I doubt that the boys will be in much direct danger from them.  I just wish I knew how they kept slipping in so close without our patrols spotting them.  You heard him, Fort Dogface is completely enveloped and cut off.  That should take weeks of planning and moving supplies.  How in the hell are they accomplishing it in a matter of hours?"

He looked over to Vetta, "I'm so sorry, but dinner is off.  The planes have already been sent to pick you up, and we will leave as soon as they arrive." 

To Suzie he said, "We need to find Henry and send him to find his sisters.  No one will argue with him about it or get in his way.  If you can handle that, I'll get the wemics mustered and ready to depart." 

He kissed Vetta softly on the forehead, "I really am sorry that we have to cut this visit short.  I know how much you've missed our friends here."

She sighed, "I know.  It will be alright.  You handle the wemics while I send our regrets to Lady Emil and inform my brother of the latest news."

◆◆◆

On the Wing

Scarlet was having a fantastic time.  Trevon was so attentive; she was having the best afternoon.  Even Avlene was having a good time, and she rarely enjoyed being out with people she didn't know well. 

The picnic was so much more fun than the stuffy banquets, and the food was simpler and more like what she normally ate at home.  It lost most of the pretentious headaches that were so common in the capital.  Pomp and ceremony had its place, but living at the palace was all she ever got to do, but away from the palace with Trevon and his friends she was really having the time of her life.

They had just settled into the Valens’ family box seats when a loud commotion broke out at the theater's entrance.  Trevon and the other men were at the rail of the balcony craning out to see what the issue was.  Then a familiar roar sounded through the theater at a volume that rattled the very seat that Scarlet was sitting on. 

Before she could stop it, she moaned, "Oh, no."

And then she tried to shrink down into her seat.  All of the guys turned around and put all eyes on her.  She could feel her face burning as if it were on fire. 

Trevon asked, "Do you know what that is?  Are the wemics having a problem?"

Scarlet squeezed her eyes closed, then shook her head, "That isn't a wemic roar.  That's Henry.  I don't know what he's doing here, but I'm sure we'll find out."

She was barely done speaking when Henry came stomping through the aisle below them.  Avlene whined, "Henry!  What are you doing here?"

Henry didn't answer. Instead, he flapped his wings and was soon scattering the men gathered by the rail as he landed on it. 

"We're leaving," he roared. 

Before they could object, he said, "There’s a goblin horde attacking home.  We just got word about it twenty minutes ago. There isn't time to wait for carriages. Planes have already been sent for our mothers."

All four women were on their feet before he finished speaking.  They threw a quick goodbye to their dates while heading toward the door of the box.  All four men were still a bit dumbstruck by the speed at which things were happening. 

They walked the girls out and went into mild shock when the dragons transformed into their natural form. Scarlet and Avlene were struggling to climb aboard in gowns meant for sitting at the theater, not riding dragon back.  Trevon recovered his wits the fastest and sprang forward to assist Scarlet, with his brother and friends following not long after to assist Avlene. 

Both dragons and Henry were in the air in less than five minutes after reaching the street. Scarlet hated leaving the date so abruptly, and worried that her date might be too freaked out to ever want to see her again, but if her home was being attacked, her family needed her, and that made all other worries seem trivial.  Her thoughts were shared by her half-sisters, which was nearly unique in all of dragon kind and would have warmed their father's heart.  It was proof that the draconian indifference to extended family was cultural and could be corrected.


Bringing the Thunder

Logistics

Buck landed at the palace where David was waiting for him.   Even as his sons and daughters were landing around him, Buck was already issuing orders. 

"David, loyal David.  It is good to see you son.  We're going to need to get supplies into Ft. Dogface as soon as we can."

David scratched at his beard. Gone was the boy learning to lead, and in his place was a strong and competent general with decades of experience to call upon. 

"Uh, Buck, that would mean everything would have to go in by dragon back with the enemy shooting arrows, at a minimum, at all of you as you flew in.  There isn't room for cargo planes to take off."

Buck nodded, "I know, but I've had a little time to think about it as we flew back.  We're not going to fly it in on the dragons.  They just couldn't carry enough supplies to make a difference, and more than that we don't have enough to keep up with what we would need.  Besides, you're right, all it would take is one lucky arrow, and they'll be throwing enough at us that someone is bound to get lucky at some point." 

Seeing David's confused look, he gave him a very grim smile and explained, “Don't think Berlin Airlift. Think instead of the resupply of the 101st at the Battle of the Bulge.  You are familiar with it?"

David nodded, "I understand the theory, but we don't have any parachutes.  We've never developed them because rings of Feather Fall were available readily enough.  We never thought we would face an enemy moving fast enough to need to do air drops.  I'm sorry, we just never planned for it."

Buck shook his head, "I didn't think of it either.  Besides, the blame game doesn't win wars.  We're the largest producer of textiles in all of the Alliance.  If we don't have something that would function as parachutes, I'll eat my hat."

David's eyes went wide and he grinned, "Oh, fuck yeah!  It won't be carrying people anyway; we just need to slow it down enough to not have the crates explode on impact.  This will work!"

Buck gave an evil chuckle, "Yeah, it should.  We'll mix the supply drops with bombing raids, so the little goblin bastards never know what hit them.  It should send them running for cover instead of trying to shoot at our aircraft.  Not that we couldn't just release from out of bow shot, but who knows if they have a shaman or twenty, and I don't want them willing to risk peeking their head above cover to do anything about it."

David nodded, "Understood.  The planes are ready to go but making parachutes... that's going to take some time.  Any idea how big they need to be?"

Buck snorted, "No, but I'm betting that Brenda could calculate it for us pretty quickly.  We just need to know how many pounds of wind resistance we get per square foot of sail cloth, and then figure out what the loads we will be dropping weigh."

David nodded again and then got a wicked grin, "Armies in the here and now have absolute shit for supply lines, and goblins worse than most.  What do you say that we have a stray pallet of food fall in their camps once in a while?"

Buck frowned, "Supply the enemy?  I'm afraid that I'm missing your plan here."

David was already rubbing his hands together in malicious excitement.  "Easy, we get them used to snagging a free meal or two every time we do a drop.  Then, right before we hit them to relieve the siege, we fake trouble with one of the planes—maybe a smoke bomb out on a wing or something. Then we have it unload all of its cargo short of the drop.  Poisoned cargo, that is.  Take out a bunch of the little bastards right before we hit them?"

Finally, Buck was grinning too, "Oh, you are a wicked, wicked little man, and I think I love you.  We'll need to get with Avil and Lessa to figure out exactly how much they can cook up in a couple of days.  If we can put that plan into action, then yes, it is well worth a case of food or two on every run to get them used to it.  Not too much though... I still want the little bastards plenty hungry when we drop them the good stuff.  While you get that set up, I think Jafer and I need to do a fly over.  We'll need to know exactly what we're dealing with before we can plan a mission to break the siege.  Eventually, I want to find out who is helping these little fuckers because there is no way in hell that they are managing to sneak up on us like this every fucking time.  Once?  Fine, our scouts missed them, and they were just good, but this is twice now that huge numbers have turned up with no one the wiser ahead of time, and our people simply aren't that bad.  Hell, you know that you trained half of them."

David shook his head, "I don't know, Boss.  It's got to be some sort of magic.  Not too many of these wild humanoid races have all that much to do with magic.  If they did, humanity would never have displaced so many of them."

Buck grunted in agreement, "Fine, then get with your wife and have her talk to John about figuring out who could possibly be helping them."

David winced, "John's like eighty-two now.  I'm not sure..."

Buck cut him off, "Yeah, he is, but I also know that he has been drinking that magic health juice ever since they got some for May way back in the day.  I'm not asking him to do any spy work, just go back to the university and wrangle the irritable Magi.  He's good at that, and with his reputation and contacts, they won't be able to give him the run around."

David relaxed as soon as he realized what Buck had in mind, "Ah, good point.  Yeah, he's more than spry enough to raise a little hell back on campus." 

David gave a little chuckle, "Hell, he'll probably enjoy it.  I'll get with Julie as soon as we're done here."

Buck nodded, "Good.  I think we are done here, at least for the moment.  I really need to get eyes on this army before I can make any more plans."

David nodded, "Makes you miss the days of working cellphones.  Any chance that functional batteries can be made for them before this war is over?"

Buck shook his head again, "Brenda says we're a long way from making anything that delicate or reliable. Thinks it will take years if not decades.  I'm just glad we had enough chargers to be able to plug them in and still use them as computers."

David sighed, "Fair enough.  I'm off to get started.  Send a runner or call the switchboard if you need to find me." 

With that, he took off to start figuring out parachutes and sic John on the professors. Buck looked to his children who were all in human form now and standing around him as if they weren't sure what to do next. 

"Okay, well, you heard most of that.  Jafer, Varail, Merail, and I will head off to scout the enemy.  The rest of you need to grab as much sleep as you can because you'll all be flying a lot of recon missions over the next couple of weeks.  Maybe some close air support too, we'll just have to see exactly how these goblin armies want to fight this war."

◆◆◆

Ft. Dogface

Buck only flew to the tunnel leading through the mountain.  Merail could make it over the mountains, and Varail had been doing so as well for almost a decade now but taking the ground path would make them less likely to be spotted and would give him the chance to check their own fortifications and defenses firsthand. 

Even though they had just been through here a few days ago when they were pulling Fulda from the goblin’s clutches the first time, Buck hadn't given the infrastructure more than a cursory once over.  This time, while in too big of a hurry for an in-depth inspection, he decided to spend a few minutes and familiarize himself with the basic Standing Operating Procedures in case of an overwhelming horde. 

As expected it was exactly what they had put in place when dealing with the gnolls all those years ago.  It protected the walls of the city on the other side of the tunnel for as long as practical to give the residents time to make it through the tunnel and headed toward safety.  Then an ordered retreat through the tunnel made the enemy pay for every inch.  Finally, it allowed one third of the army through to the canyon before blowing the tunnel itself, trapping a third in the canyon to face local militias, the Duke's Own house troops, and of course hungry wemics and dragons.

A little less than a third would be crushed by the collapsing tunnel, and the final third abandoned on the far side of the mountain where they couldn't do much damage to the duchy as a whole.

The entire stop took less than thirty minutes before the Duke and his wife and sons were back in the air. 

They're a little too excited about this, Buck sent through the link to Merail.

Her reply was mostly reassuring emotions, and the mild admonition, We were young once too.

Buck snorted and replied, I remember.  That's why I worry.  

He felt the amused acquiesce return along the bond, and he decided it was time to quit screwing around.  After all, if the horde was as large as they were making it out to be, there was no sense in handing them the advantage of being distracted while flying over any advanced units that they may have put out.

It wasn't long before they saw a small trail of smoke rising into the air.  With a quick hand signal to Jafer, Buck banked to investigate.  Merail pushed to him through the bond, They made the turn and are right with us.

A few moments later, her keen eyes were able to locate the source of the trouble.  Honey, there is a pride of wemics down there mauling the invaders.

Buck growled, Are you sure there are enough gaps in their ranks that we can attack without risking friendly fire?

The irritated snort that followed let Buck know that his time as a mother hen had better be nearing an end, or he might have to walk back under his own power.  He felt the sheepish grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, but all he pushed to her was, Fine, you win.   Let's signal the boys and go make our presence felt.  We just can't hang around too much.  It has been a long flight from Avex, and I don't want either you or Varail getting hurt because we over did it.  Not when it isn't necessary.

Her response was quiet, And the invading wemics?

Buck shook his head, Not today.  I'm betting these goblins were up to mischief out on the plains and what we are seeing is just the wemics catching up with them.  For tonight, strafing runs on the goblins only.  If I had more time, I would make a point of interrogating the wemics personally, but the intel on the forth is more important.  So, what do you say that you and the boys make your presence well known, and then we get back on the job we are out here for?

She didn't respond to him with words, but more a general feel of frustrated acknowledgement, and he felt her start to change course.  It wasn't long until Jafer was right behind them, and Buck just signed to leave the wemics in one piece for tonight. 

No sooner had he gotten Jafer's signal that he had received the orders, than Merail was shifting to an all-out dive.

Their attack was fast and devastating to the goblins.  Buck could feel the smug satisfaction rolling off Merail as they reached altitude again, though her only comment about the whole thing was I wish goblins didn't taste so bad. 

Buck fought the amusement threatening to break out in laughter again.  He could see the smug look on his sons' faces as well and decided to fight it no more and simply grinned like a lunatic as well, as they made their way closer to their target.

The grin fell off his face when he saw what they were really up against.  The reports weren't kidding when they said that the mass of goblins were beyond explaining.  He was sure that it was a number, but it was high enough that he had no idea how to reasonably estimate it. 

And the horde wasn’t made up of just goblins either, a half dozen rock giants seemed to be acting as living catapults and throwing large stones in at the walls.  What really threw him was that someone had constructed heavy armor plates to strap to the giants to protect them from the rifle fire coming sportily from the walls around the base.  For goblins to think of such a thing was bad enough, that they somehow convinced the giants to wear the awkward contraption was another miracle.

By the time they turned for home, both dragons were tired and ready for the long day to end, but they each had a snack of either fool hearty or brave goblins to satiate their appetite.  As for Buck and Jafer, they were content to wait for Mr. Shaz to bring them a plate of bread and cheese from the kitchens when they got back.


So Many Goblins

I Hate Goblins

Bear set his cane against the ramparts and picked up the switch.  He waited until the first wave of goblins were practically in his lap before he closed the circuit and set off the improvised claymore mines that had cost two men their lives when they were set out last night. 

At seventy-two, Bear wasn't the fighter that he used to be, but no one would have known it by the evil grin that spread across his face as the first two rows of goblins turned into a fine orange mist and sprayed over the next six rows in the wave, driving splintered bone shards into them. 

It wasn't enough to kill them—that didn't really matter.  Once they were off their feet, the charging ranks behind them just stomped them into paste.

The next defensive ring was a wall of dry brush, piled three feet high and six foot deep.  It was easy to see that the small wall would do little to stop the advance, as the goblins in what was now the front two rows were simply shoved into the wall and smashed there, so that they would form a ramp of bodies for the remaining ranks to use to scale the small wall. 

Bear let out a low growl and then gave the signal.  At which point a group of archers with flaming arrows already knocked to the string stepped forward and ignited the dried brush. 

As the flames leapt up six to eight feet in the air, the charge finally faltered and that left a whole gaggle of disorganized goblins milling about.  They were not willing to brave the flames, but they also were without the tools to effectively fight the fire. 

The masses of troops were simply packed in too much for an effective retreat either.  That was when Bear blew his whistle and signaled the head of the artillery officer.  The mortars began to pound the milling goblin masses with high explosive rounds.  It wasn't just a peppering of rounds down range either.  No, the spot had been picked and pre-set for about a third of the way back into the middle of the goblin... uh.... formation—though that was really too sophisticated a word for what the goblins called battle lines.  Nor was it a simple collection of random shots, but instead was a highly coordinated barrage that rained a curtain of ordinance on the enemy. 

They had broken the mortar teams up into three units the entire length of the rampart.  Each rank fired offset of the one before it so that the hail of shells would appear to be never ending.  An average mortar team could fire four shots a minute.  By dividing up into teams and staggering their aim and their firing window, then drilling the hell out of them for years, shells were landing on average every four seconds, and with a precision unknown by any army of the here and now.  

The casualties inflicted were devastating, but even as they broke ranks and retreated, Bear could see the reserve units already forming up for another charge. 

Three times that day the goblins massed, and three times they were thrown back. 

When at last there were no more goblins massing for another charge, Bear muttered "I'm getting just too fucking old for this shit." 

As he hobbled painfully off of the ramparts leaning heavily on his cane, he realized that the last thing he wanted to do now was to deal with reports to the territory’s military governor.  That lack of desire, however, didn't manage to get in his way as he struggled to get to the governor’s office. 

Bear wasn't supposed to be leading defenses at this stage of his life.   He had retired more than a decade ago from doing anything more strenuous than chasing barmaids.  Yet, when he found himself stuck by the siege and leaders were needed, he found himself stepping up again, just as he had in the first hours after they arrived here. 

He just didn't have the energy that he had all those years ago.  Old age and easy living had robbed him of the vigor he once possessed.  All he had left was experience, and that was what this military governor was lacking in his front-line commanders.

Bear saw the man leaning over a table in his office that was covered with hand-drawn maps of the local area.  He looked up when he saw Bear enter the room. 

"You look like hell.  Grab a seat before you fall over.  Tell me, how bad is it out there?"

Bear snorted in frustration, "Fighting goblins is like fighting a twelve-year-old boy, or I should say millions of twelve-year-old boys." 

He let out with a loud groan as he fell into the offered chair.  When his breath was recovered he said, "This isn't about them beating us.  They simply can't, at least not while our ammo lasts.  When it runs out though, things could get more than a little tight.  Hell, it almost seems like the waste of a bullet as weak as an individual goblin is, but with the numbers they have out there... fuck, at that point rabbits would be dangerous."

The governor gave him a smile completely devoid of humor.  "What was it the Duke is so fond of quoting every time we get too confident about our technological edge?  Quantity has a quality all its own?"

Bear huffed a small laugh, "You know he didn't come up with that on his own, don't you? It was said by one of the greatest tyrants of our recent history back home.  Though, I suppose he was the one to introduce it in the here and now..."

The governor sighed, "No, I wasn't aware of that, but it doesn't make it any less true.  We're probably going to run out of food before we run out of bullets though."

No sooner had he said it than there was a great commotion outside, and they both dashed toward the door as Bear grumbled "What now?  Like we need something else at this point." 

He needn't have worried, and he felt his spirits lifting on the spot as he recognized the supply bundles parachuting from the sky for what they were.  He raised his voice over the surprised and fearful din kicked up by those on the ground not understanding what was happening. 

"Easy boys, that's mana from heaven.  Unless I miss my guess, dinner is served, courtesy of the Duke."

◆◆◆

No Excuses

Buck hated the goblins and wasn't really all that fond of over-eager, reckless sons who always seemed to rush into danger despite all of his orders to the contrary.  They wouldn't disobey him outright, but they always seemed to find a justifiable reason to put themselves in a daring rescue or risky attack to take advantage of a time-sensitive opportunity.  It was never something that he could hold against them, in fact, he used to engage in similar shenanigans. 

Even when Varail caught a fireball to the flank or when Royal had a lucky arrow open a long gash on his cheek, they still rushed headlong into the next situation.  Fortunately, both boy and dragon were perfectly fine after a couple of healing potions, not even getting a scar to brag about.  Still, it didn't stop his heart from leaping out of his chest every time they pulled one of their dangerous stunts. Buck supposed heroics simply looked different to a man when it was his sons on the line.

The troops had been running supply missions twice a day for the last three days.  The aircraft hauling in and dropping critical supplies to keep the soldiers at Ft. Dogface from getting overrun and the dragons flying escort.  The boys had staggered off to their rooms for the evening already, and Buck just sat before the fire in his office sipping on a tiny glass of the imported elven wine that one of the exotics merchants in Homestead Falls had started to import recently.  So, it was while he relaxed and settled in that the knock at the open door caused him to jump slightly.

John gave him a tired smile, "I don't mean to interrupt your brooding, but I've got news that really couldn't wait."

Buck's eyebrows rose, "You've found out what is helping these goblins to be so much more effective than they have in years past?"

John gave him a nod, "Yeah, but you're not going to like it.  Knowing is one thing, but being able to do anything about it," he paused for a long moment, "Well, therein lies the rub."

Buck frowned, "Just spit it out.  Let me worry about what to do about it.  I'll bomb the bastards so far back into the Stone Age that they will become their own ancestors."

John winced, "You better hear me out before making any war plans.”

At this he paused and looked down to the floor. Then he said, “It's the dragons." 

At Buck's stunned expression John continued, "Maybe it’s not all of the dragons behind it. I somehow doubt that this is an official policy of their council, but I also suspect that no one is trying all that hard to put an end to it."

Buck's frown deepened, "You have proof?"

John nodded.  "As much as I wish it weren't so, we do have proof.  One of the Magi tried a fairly advanced scrying and tracking spell.  It seems, at least on the surface, which is about as deep as such things go, that a blue and a red have put away their traditional rivalry to forge a tool out of several goblin hordes in the north.  It seems that one of their number got the bright idea to go all Attila the Hun and start uniting several of the hordes under his own banner.  A banner I feel bears mentioning of a red and a blue dragon intertwined."

Buck slammed his glass down. The contents nearly splashed over onto the table.  "Damn it.  So, they take this wannabe goblin warlord and assist him in rising to the top of his little group of hordes. Then what?  He repays the dragons by stirring up the duchies northeast most border?" 

Buck lets out a long sigh.  "Okay, first things first, how likely are they to attack directly?"

John shook his head, "I think to do so would give them away to their actions and force the Wyrm Council to officially take notice.  I get the feeling from what they told me of the two dragons’ basic actions, they are taking a hands-off approach to all of this."

Buck grunted, "Hands off, right, until they aren't.  No, something must be done.  No excuses, something like this cannot go unanswered.  Hmm, it can’t happen tonight though.  I'll make no decision until morning after I've had a chance to discuss it with Merail." 

He downed the last of the wine in one go, and then said, "Thank you John for seeing to this.  Now, if you don't mind, I think it is time I go off to bed.  I have a lot to consider in the morning."


This Cannot Stand

The Right Messenger

Buck had all of the family in the planning session.  David was shrugging helplessly, "I can't really do anything until I have a target.  I'm as pissed about it as you are, but unless you want to declare open war on all dragonkind by attacking them at the Wyrm Council chambers themselves, we don't really have a proportional response."

Merail spoke up, "We cannot attack the Council in their own lair." 

Seeing several raised eyebrows from the military commanders gathered, she let out a groan, "It isn't because we couldn't win.  Maybe we could.  If I've learned nothing else from my time among you, it is to never underestimate my husband.  The problem is, even if we could win, the world as a whole would lose.  The nesting grounds are there.  It wouldn't just be the dragons that we fight there, but it would be declaring war on any dragons anywhere in the world.  That includes the Ancients, and if you doubt my word on them, feel free to ask your Duke.  He's the only human I've ever heard of to survive their valley. Believe me, you don't want them leaving that valley on a mission to avenge their lost species."

Buck put his hand gently on her shoulder, "No one is suggesting complete genocide of all dragons, not even all dragons who support the Council.  Leaving this provocation unanswered is a sign of weakness that we can’t afford."

Merail shook her head, "Not as much as you might think.  In the eyes of most dragons, humanity, dwarves, even elves, are viewed as mostly harmless.  If you don't carry out a foolish attack, it won't make you seem any weaker in their eyes." 

She knew she had said something wrong when she felt a level of fury raise up from Buck through their bond, the likes of which she had rarely witnessed outside of actual combat.

"Well, it seems that we will need to fix that problem as well, and this might be the perfect excuse to do something about their casual contempt of me and my people."

Buck bit off each word as if he were having to chew through dragon hide itself.  "It’s time for us to grab their attention and force them to take us more seriously.  We need to know where that red and that blue dragon are."

Merail wrinkled her nose, "Something smells off about that pairing.  We have a history of bad blood with the Blues, but the Reds haven't ever been an issue before.  They also don't have the temperament for these subtle behind-the-scenes games.  If a Red had a problem with Ft. Dogface, then it would come and level it himself."

Buck raised an eyebrow at her, "I think he would find that far more difficult than you make it sound.  That aside, I can only go on with what we've been told.  Is it possible someone who has it in for us has some leverage over the two dragons? Could they be using it to coerce them to work together?"

Merail frowned, "That would mean Council involvement.  Perhaps not officially or directly, but someone with the power to order the Reds and the Blues to bury their feud and work together... that is power just short of the Ancients themselves."

Buck grunted, "So, what you're saying is that we need more information before we end up just blindly lashing out at the wrong target.  Well, I can't say you're wrong.  Given that I'm in the middle of a war here, I can't very well go myself, but I need an ambassador to the dragons."

It was at this point that Henry spoke up, "I'll go." 

All eyes turned toward Henry.  It made him nervous, as did seeing his father start to speak too soon.  It almost always meant that he was going to deny the request.  So, Henry started to list off the things that made him the natural choice.  "I'm not one of them, not exactly anyway, but I speak their language and my grandsire is on that council." 

Henry made a face at the last, "Not that he would want anyone to know, but my grandmother is also there, and despite her early efforts to convince you to kill me, she has mellowed considerably of late.  Perhaps, she’s even mellowed enough to confide some inside scoop to me."

Buck took a deep breath and held it for a moment contemplating.  The boy was right. Things had relaxed between him and his grandmother.   Enough so that should he run into trouble, the old bat would be fairly likely to help him get free and get home. 

They have to grow up sometimes he figured, "Fine, you are my ambassador to the dragons, so long as they will accept you as such.  They don't have to like you, but they had damn well better take you seriously.  Find a way to be heard, or Son, as much as I wouldn't want to do it, I will recall you and send another in your place." 

He held the young man's eye for a long moment and hoped Henry understood how important this all was.  Then he concluded the topic by saying, "I can't deny that I want you speaking for us, but it is all too important to our combined futures for me to allow base nepotism to override common sense."

David grunted, "I'm sure Henry will do as good a job as can be done, but that still doesn't tell us where the two renegades are."

Buck fought an inward smirk as he remembered David the boy, who had been thrust into duties beyond his years.  He was always a composed boy.  Still waters run deepest and all of that, but this new confident tone so effortlessly used in the company of the highest local authorities made Buck want to smile with pride.  The boy had earned it on and off the battlefield and deserved to be commanding and demanding in nearly any company. 

Aloud Buck answered him simply, "Well, we have to give the council the opportunity to declare the actions of the two criminal, and then we will hand them over for justice."

David and Merail both snorted in amusement at the idea, but it was David who asked, "Okay, and what it they don't."

"Well, if Henry has done as good a job as I expect that he will, and they still refuse to sanction one of their own for crimes against us, then we will take action against one and all on the Council.  We will declare each of them personally complacent in the crimes of the two renegades, and I will take action personally at that point to get my pound of flesh from each of them." 

He grinned an evil looking grin at David.  Then softened, "I may not actually arrange for each of them to die or carry the scars of my displeasure, but I might instead send in teams to relieve them of a portion of their hordes.  The new teleportation device that Royal is building means that we should be able to move quite a bit, relatively quietly.  External power may be needed for all practical purposes for the devices to be economical in a commercial capacity, but any magical item can be made self-powered if one is willing to dedicate enough time and power to it.  A sizable percentage of the hordes of the Council members could repay that effort quite nicely." 

He turned to Henry at this point, "Don't even hint at that to any of them. If they are expecting a physical attack, an official dual perhaps, then they won't increase their protections on the real target.  Of course, nothing says that I won't take one or two of them in such a fashion just to make a point.  No, by the end of this mess, they will either turn over the renegades or they will learn to respect us, to even fear us, the hard way."

Everyone realized that if anyone else had made a statement like that it would have produced gales of laughter, but no one laughed among the grim-faced group around the large table.  Buck said it, and if it came down to it, Buck could be relied upon to find a way to bring it about.  In many ways, he was more dangerous than most magi in his ability to speak the future into existence. 

David simply nodded, "Let's all hope that it doesn't come to that, but it might be the only way to shake them up enough to treat us as equals."

Buck shrugged, "They don't need to treat us as equals. Just look how haughty the elves are.  They certainly don't see us as their equal, but they have learned to respect us, and yes, to fear our wrath.  Because of that, we have been able to negotiate and enjoy an extended period of relative peace.  Dragons need to arrive at the same conclusion that the elves have. No matter how much more powerful than us they are on a one-to-one basis, collectively we are a force to be reckoned with."

Royal said in a joking tone, "Like the Goblins."

That earned him frowns around the table, but Buck only nodded, "That may be more accurate than you think.  Perhaps, had we found a way to treat the goblins in a more even-handed manner, they wouldn't have been so easily swayed by a couple of dragons to rise up against us.  Of course, this course was set up long ago by people long dead and not here to reap the rewards of their hubris.  The goblins’ very nature would have made that a much harder path for us to have walked with them than the path between humans and dragons, but I still think it could have been done."

That left everyone around the table mired in their own musings.  When the silence stretched on, Buck finally said, "I think we've just about exhausted what can be accomplished at this point.  Jafer, I want you and Varail to fly in with this next supply drop.  Only this time, you're actually landing in Ft. Dogface itself.  You need to tell them that you want prisoners to interrogate.  The common goblin might not know anything, but maybe the dragons saw no reason to hide the situation from the average goblin either.  After all, if they dismiss humanity as a threat, how much less would they view the goblins?"

Jafer's eyebrows went up, "Excellent point, Father.  I'll oversee the interrogations personally."

Buck winced a little at the glare Vetta turned his way.  "Uh, Ft. Dogface should have trained interrogators.  You will let them do their job without their Duke's heir joggling their elbow.  Put yourself in their place, my son.  Would you want me hovering over you while you worked?"

This seemed to cool his enthusiasm and also win Buck a reprieve from Vetta.  She still wasn't happy that he was sending their sons into a war zone, but at least he wouldn't be exposed to torture.  Torture not only does something extremely twisted to the one on the receiving end, but it also leaves a mark on the torturer himself.  Even more so if the torturer learns that he has a taste for it.  One can never look at himself quite the same way again after that.  Buck knew that extremely well, and he didn't want that for his son. 

However, as his heir, it was unlikely that the young man would be able to remain above it for too long once Buck had turned over the crown to him.  Securing the safety of one's people could often be a dirty business, and it was one that left as many scars as open battle did.  It was hard for one who had not been under the weight of such responsibility to ever understand fully what it is like, but when failure meant the death or enslavement of many innocents, one had to do whatever one must, and then deal with the scars that were left behind. Usually that meant struggles in the dark of the night, when all the others were sleeping peacefully under the blanket of protection that you had provided.


Here Comes the Rain Again

I'm a Henry VIII, I Am I Am

Henry woke on the second day of his trip to the Wyrm Council.  Unlike his brothers and sisters, Henry wasn't a full-sized dragon, and so ended up being much slower than they were and it took him a day and a half to make the same trip that they could make in a day. 

He didn't really mind the extra time though because it gave him a chance to run through various scenarios in his mind before he found himself facing what he had every reason to believe would be a hostile audience.  His own grandparents had encouraged his mother to kill him on multiple occasions.  Dragons viewed him as a mutant, an abortion to be pruned from the gene pool before he could make more mutants like himself. 

Henry didn't know what they were so worried about. It wasn't like any female dragon would give him the time of day, or that he could catch one in a mating ritual even if she did express interest.  He was just too slow to catch them in a chase.

Slow or not, his brothers and sisters had all learned that his shorter wingspan gave him an agility in the air that no full-sized dragon could hope to match.  So, while running away was never an option for him, he was still absolutely brutal in an aerial battle.  His own father had spent hours with him going over air-to-air combat techniques—what he referred to as dogfighting.  It seemed a funny word to use for it, but Henry had studied the detailed descriptions of the skill in his father's library and put in the time mastering them against his own family in their regular training sessions. 

He couldn't count on beating them. After all, they were faster and stronger, but with his dogfighting skills and improved maneuverability, he could hold his own quite nicely.  As the runt of the clutch, draconic instincts pushed his family to brutally test him.  It wasn't that they didn't care for him, as he was fairly confident that they all did, even Serail who feigned to view his whole clutch with disdain.  The arrogant prick wasn't even the best fighter of them all—that honor would go to Varail, but he was the most adept at magic, both the humankind and the subtler magics that each of them had as dragons.

Even so, he was grateful for all of the hours of training that they gave him, bruises, and all because very soon he would find himself up against dragons that had no reason to go easy on him, and it wasn't like his diplomatic ties would mean much to them.  It was hard to negotiate with creatures that saw you as little more than prey.  His father had taught them to view him as prey that bites back after a few encounters that didn't go their way, but the reflected glory would do damn little to protect him if he were challenged. 

Even an appeal to his grandparents wouldn't accomplish much.  For, while they had decided that he shouldn't be killed, he was still always on borrowed time as far as they were concerned.  His grandmother had even grown to have some affection for him as he grew up, but that didn't extend to cutting him any slack.  Dragons saw life as a test.  A test that was never over, and each moment was taken as pass/fail.  You either win or die with damn little in between.

His father had also taken him aside early on and taught him to fight in much the same way that he taught his daughters.  He can remember the first time his father had explained it to him. He said, "Henry, my boy, you're always going to be smaller than the other dragons.  They will always have more speed and strength over you.  That doesn't mean that you can't fight them. It simply means that you have to fight smarter.  And fight sneakier.  Fight like a girl.  Even a small woman can bring down the biggest man if she plans it out right.  If she can catch him by surprise and strike while he is unprepared to defend himself, and if she can strike with unexpected strength—usually with a weapon of some sort—and strike with precision at a weak spot, she will survive. Your job is to find out where the weak spot is before the fight starts.   You're going to be overmatched in size, speed, and strength, so careful planning is crucial to your survival." 

Henry had taken that advice to heart, and it had helped him to remain one of the boys as far as the draconic siblings were concerned.  Even now, he was flying in with a heavy load, much heavier than he would normally like, but he had every trick he could think of in there, and more than a few extra supplies to enable him to improvise a solution in a pinch. 

Other tactics he had practiced so much that they simply flowed like instinct. Often, he wouldn't even consciously choose a given technique, but his body would just respond to the given threat so quickly that he couldn't remember making the choice to attack.

That wasn't the case a few hours later when the valley the dragons came into view and two large adult green dragons rose into the air to challenge him.  As soon as he saw them, he started to climb.  He wanted enough altitude to maneuver in. 

Thinking he was trying to run away, the dragons were soon climbing right behind him.  With their greater speed and size, the scene appeared in many ways to look like a pair of adults intent on chasing down a toddler.  There was no doubt that they would catch the kid and deliver punishment, it was a matter of only how long the kid could avoid the inevitable. 

Appearances are often deceiving though.  When they had gotten close enough to speak, the larger of the two called out, "You're not welcome here, Runt.  Leave now or I will shred your wings and leave your carcass for the ravens and buzzards."

Henry had known better than to expect a warm welcome, but he was expecting better than this. He confidently spewed, "I am here to see the Council as is my right. Leave or pay the consequence."

The second dragon was in range by this point and snarled, "Mutant, you have no right to request this. Leave or get left for the scavengers."

Henry didn't hesitate as he turned on them, "You asked for this." He folded his wings up close to his body and went into a full-on dive.

Thinking that he was trying to make a run for it, both dragons scrambled to follow his dive.  Henry had been counting on this.  He knew that some animals were never captured by simply chasing them, but instead the skilled hunter knew how to provoke them into chasing him. 

He felt the wind whipping past him as he neared the treetops.  This maneuver was as much about timing as anything else.  When he pulled it on his brothers and sisters, he always wanted them to have plenty of room to recover before they impacted the ground, but with these two... they could use a good face plant. 

Mamma Suzie had ripped him a new asshole the first time she saw him do it to his brother.  His father had understood the need for dragons to play rough, and he had patched things up for him, but part of him wished Mamma Suzie could see him now. 

It reminded him of how one of the teens had the old Herman and the Hermits song saved on his phone when they came through the event, and Henry had taken to it like a theme song when he was a new hatchling.  Even now he couldn't help but grin a bit as he started to sing, "I'm a Henry the eighth I am..." 

He spun in the air and flared out his wings to slow himself, not more than a couple hundred yards above the treetops.  Both dragons were closing on him in a full dive.  Henry drew his pistol that shot out ice bullets.  These were round enchanted to cast Create Ice upon impact.  It was a particularly nasty spell when applied to the right situation. 

His first round smacked into the wingtip of the lead dragon.  The bullet itself was a relatively small caliber and was unlikely to do much damage itself, however, adding eighty pounds of ice to the tip of one wing while in flight had devastating results, and sent the lead dragon spiraling off to the north.

The second dragon let out a roar to rattle the earth for miles around.  He was also incredibly close to Henry and forced him to do a quick evasive spin to avoid ending up in the larger dragon's teeth.  However, Henry was very agile and soon the larger dragon shot right past him, giving Henry a perfect open shot at the dragon's unprotected back.

"Second verse, same as the first..." Henry sang happily as he fired two rounds into the left wing of the dragon, causing it to also spiral wildly out of control. 

Henry did a quick loop'd'loop to examine his surroundings and added in a bit of a victory dance as well because he had little doubt that after that roar and his three shots being fired, every eye in the valley was upon him. 

Both dragons hit the ground hard enough to uproot trees.  Feeling fairly certain that they wouldn't be able to get back in the air and chase him down in time to catch him before he made it to the relative safety of his grandmother's cave in the valley, Henry shouted "Henry VIII I am, I am, Henry VIII I am!" as he circled overhead and then took off.

There were several angry dragons there to greet him when he reached his grandmother's perch.  Most were greens, but there were a smattering of blues as well.  The latter he figured were just there for his father's sake.  It was always fun to have hand-me-down enemies. 

Henry landed at his grandmother's feet and gave her a respectful bow of greeting.  The enormous mercury dragon simply raised an eyebrow at him, "Was it wise to attack the Council's security patrol, Hatchling?"

Henry met her raised eyebrow with one of his own, "Was that what they were?  If so, the Council needs better guards."

Four of the greens standing nearby heard this and let out a roar before charging him.  Henry noted in his mind as he turned that they shouldn't have roared—they would have had a better chance at taking him unawares. 

Putting out one hand, he cast a Wall of Force spell, tilting the wall at a forty-five-degree angle.  The first two smaller dragons impacted the wall and were thrown backward and into a third larger dragon, with all ending up in a pile almost back where they had started from. 

The fourth dragon wasn't nearly as lucky.  He too, impacted the wall, but as he was taller than the first two, his neck impacted the infinitely thin, infinitely strong, upper edge of the wall, at a full run.  As a result, the wall cut through his neck with the efficiency of a guillotine.  As the body flew backward spraying blood, the head rolled down the invisible wall to land near his feet.  

Grandmother blinked in surprise.  She looked at the head, and then back to him, and then to the head again.  "You didn't have to kill him," she said in a mild tone.

Henry answered her in a flat tone of voice that belied his thundering heart, "I didn't.  His foolish charge into a wall of force killed him. He’s a victim of his own arrogant imprudence."

He was a bit surprised to see his grandmother smile slightly, "I don't think that the Council will be happy with that answer."

Henry shook his head, feeling his heart slow down to something approaching a reasonable pace. He added, "They aren't going to be happy about anything I've got to say to them.  I'm here as a compromise between mother and father.  Dad's solution was to carpet bomb the valley until the Council learned to stay out of his business." 

Henry looked around at the clearing and saw that they had quite the audience, especially with the body count he had just racked up.  "Maybe we should speak inside before more people foolishly run into walls."

His grandmother blinked, still trying to take in what he had just said.  "Yes, perhaps we should.  Carpet bombing?"

She led him into her cave.  Until someone official arrived, no one would dare to enter her cave on their own, so Henry knew he would have ample time to explain things to his grandmother.


A New Tide

A New World

With Henry's little adventure, the whole world changed and only a small handful actually noticed.  Harry's little adventure upon arrival had set the tone.  The Council of the Wyrms was now taking him very seriously.  There were two dead dragons and two more injured and two obviously defeated in under half an hour—that would give anyone a reputation. 

Henry’s refusal to show contrition, and instead to deliver his father's ultimatum with complete confidence rattled all but the eldest two of the dragons on the council—one of them being a green and the desire for vengeance being very strong at the moment.  The other was a great wyrm gold dragon who was old when most of the current kingdoms of man were founded.  He couldn't comprehend how a mere hatchling and a deformed one at that, could stand there dictating terms to the Council of the most powerful beings on the planet and not die of fear.

Henry solved his quandary fairly quickly.  "My father did not think you would heed my words without a demonstration.  My mother, whom he indulges in most things, argued that you were not all too old, arrogant, stubborn, and stuck in your ways to be reasoned with, and before anything was done to endanger the hatching grounds, you should be approached with a reasonable solution." 

The roars of outraged dignity echoed off the chamber's walls.  Henry would only admit to it many, many years later that the only reason he didn't run at that exact moment was that he couldn't get his body to cooperate enough to do the job.  Luckily for him, paralyzed with fear and standing his ground looked similar when the lighting was just right. 

The tone shifted to one of unease as Henry began to lay out for them in detail what being on the receiving end of a carpet-bombing raid looked like. He painted a picture of the scale his father had planned and for the first time, most of them including the gold were really listening to him.  The old green was still ready to chew through armor and spit nails.  The rest were slowly coming around to the understanding that though their tactics might have worked twenty years ago, the world had shifted more rapidly than they could comprehend fully in their isolation. 

The rest of the informal interview was in actuality a careful dance to negotiate exactly how to avoid war.  Thus, the first crack in the unchallenged power of the dragons was created. 

There was still plenty of posturing and wording of their declaration, but in the end the offending parties were going to be put to trial and forced to face the Ancients in the Valley for what they had done. 

They were to be judged by their ancestors to continue on as one of the living or die in disgrace, with few who would mourn them.  Even the green, who was their most ardent supporter, did so with a pinched nose.  Never before had he believed that he would be arguing in favor of anything that would further the schemes of a blue, much less a red. 

Yet there he was, defending them before the court, and self-loathing took hold. Then he too finally gave into the inevitable.

◆◆◆

Washing Away

When Henry returned with such unexpectedly good news, Buck heaped praise upon the young man.  His mother felt a flush of pride and more than a little trepidation, for she knew that her son had added powerful enemies in his pursuit of his great victory. 

Unfortunately, little time could be spared for celebrations.  The narrow window between when the Council called in the two renegades and when the goblins could adjust for their absence would be upon them in no time.  Buck was in meetings with his general staff on a regular basis over the next three days.

Henry basked in the glory of his triumph for three days.  For the first time in his life, he was the envy of his brothers, both human and dragon.  He had never really understood what it was to find oneself in the spotlight for a good reason.  He had always stuck out in the past because he was a freak of nature, but even a short period of being nearly universally admired changed his perspective on things. 

The admiration didn't go away after the three days so much as it faded from prominence with the preparation for the upcoming attack.  He did notice that his family no longer treated him with the poorly concealed pity that they had in the past.  The dragon half no longer treated him as the fuckup younger brother who needed to be coddled and protected, and the human half of his family began to view him as an actual adult and worthy of all of the rights and privileges that new status entailed. 

The push against the goblin hordes hit them from all sides but one, and it hit them like a hammer striking an anvil.  The only way out, was soon squirting goblin refugees like juice from a grape.  Refugees was the correct term for them too.  Still reeling from the seeming abandonment of their powerful secret backers, they were no longer able to camouflage their movements and had lost any semblance of discipline and had resorted to an every-goblin-for-himself mentality. 

The path of least resistance to them was to the east.  Air raids struck down any band that tried to flee north or south, and west was blocked by the ranks of the now resupplied American army.  To the east lie the wide-open grasslands.  However, the remnants of the horde had only made it a half a day's march into the tall grass before they learned the hard way that wemic prides do not take well to invaders.  

The goblin hordes washed away like sandcastles on the beach at high tide. The mess they left behind would likely take years to clean up.  The true total of the dead may never be known. 

To make this land productive again as it may take a full lifetime, Buck thought as he looked out over a field of blackened tree stumps that used to be an orchard.  

The only positive in the entire mess was that the population of Avex had undergone a bit of an explosion over the last decade as food became plentiful and affordable.  Finding people willing to move and reclaim this land wouldn't be all that difficult.  Of course, that brings with it the decade-long search for rightful heirs and the civil suits that accompany that.  

That being said, Buck was of the opinion that it might be time to push northward into the wilds where the goblins came from.  With the might of the hordes crushed so effectively, there would be a vacuum there, and he couldn't let it fill with the remnants of the Gnolls or some other equally hostile group. 

He wasn't ready to go full manifest destiny but pacifying that area before he moved on and made this Jafer's problem was now high on his agenda. 

He felt strongly that Royal shouldn't be pulled out of his lab.  So, maybe it would make a good job for Henry, he thought.  After all, the reward for a job well done is often another job. 

Of course, he mused that it might also be good experience for young Aaron, who would be of the right age before long. 

Perhaps I'll assign him as Henry's aid d'camp?  All of Buck’s musings were pushed to the side as the latest reports came in from the front lines and demanded his attention.

◆◆◆

New Feelings

Fulda paced more than she ever had in her life.  She simply wasn't used to worrying about anyone else.  Ni never really went to war—not officially anyway. They were surrounded on three sides by primitive monster tribes inhabiting what was for the most part wilderness.   So, there were always low-grade raids and the like along the frontiers, but for the average citizen in the cities, the closest they got to war was internal power struggles between the nobility or the gladiatorial games.  To have people she cared about in harm’s way was becoming increasingly more difficult for her to endure. 

She worried for Jafer continually, but she was surprised to find that she also worried for Varail too, and Royal and Serail, and even poor Henry, poor lonely Henry.  She worried about him even when he was safe in the palace.  It had to be difficult for him to watch his siblings all pairing off and knowing that there is no mate for him among either the human world or the draconic.

After her fiftieth or so trip across the room Sharae said to her, "If Your Highness wishes for new carpets, I believe she can simply order them.  I do not think that the Duke is so frugal that you must first wear out the old carpet."

Fulda gave her amused friend a sharp look and then felt her shoulders slump as the impact of the words hit home.  She shook her head, "I'm a wreck.  A few short months ago, I didn't even want to be here. Now, all I want to do is sneak out to go find him and make sure he is okay."

She didn't have to say which him she was talking about; Sharae had noticed that she was seldom sought out these days because Fulda spent her time with Jafer whenever possible. Other than places where a chaperone was necessary for appearances, Sharae was no longer needed as Fulda was of the firm opinion that three was a crowd.

Sharae smiled at her mistress and lifelong friend, "He'll be fine.  He's a powerful man who has wemic bodyguards and a dragon for a brother—three dragons for brothers if you'll remember.  He's safer than nearly anyone else on that battlefield except maybe the Duke himself."

Fulda deflated even further and then smiled a small, twisted smile, "I am being a bit silly.  It isn't like he is helpless.  Still, I just want him back here with me where he belongs.  Then we can get this wedding out of the way, and we can start living, finally."

Sharae smirked, "At least he isn't making war on a human kingdom, so there will be no pretty young captives to catch his eye.  He doesn't seem the type to fancy any of the goblins."

Fulda waved that away, "Men and their distractions.  That doesn't really matter to me.  Well, as long as he doesn't get any ideas from his father and try to bring them into our marriage."

She shuddered a little and added, “Let him have his little harmless diversions, so long as they stay harmless diversions."

Sharae walked over to her and took her in a gentle hug, "Fine, how about we figure out which of these western nobles I should aim for—a Count at least I would think?"

Fulda gave a little giggle, "As long as it isn't Trevon Valens.  I think my new sister might have a few things to say to you about that, and remember, she too has a dragon in her pocket." 

Both women giggled, and it broke the tension.


Post Storm Clean Up

Mandatory Down Time

Avlene was happy to have her brother's all home from the war.  She had been only too happy to fuss over the new scars that they were showing off.  Most of them were minor, but Varail had a couple of scales missing that would take months to grow back in properly. 

She listened to their war stories, for the third time, and didn't complain.  After the fourth time though she amused herself by watching Fulda and the change that had come over her in the last few months.  She didn't know how anyone could go from hating someone as intensely as Fulda hated Jafer when they first met, to acting all starstruck and shy around him the way she did lately.  

She was happy for them because Jafer seemed to be fairly smitten with her as well. She just couldn't see how a person’s view of someone could change that much in such little time.  Airail, sister and bonded dragon tried to explain the appeal of a man displaying his competence and power, but Avlene just couldn't see her brother that way.  She loved him, sure... but she would always see him as the boy with mud on his face, even when he one day wore the Duke's crown.

For two whole days the Roger's family had more or less spent their time recovering from the chaos of the previous weeks.  When Buck called them all in, they were excited to get back into things.  Just because the fighting was over, everyone understood that there was still a mountain of work that needed to be done.  So, they were all understandably surprised when Buck put them all on two weeks of mandatory downtime. 

Serail tried to argue the point, but Buck overruled him.  Avlene knew that Serail and Royal too, were both in a hurry to get back to their lab, but surprisingly their father would not hear of it. 

"You've all worked very hard over these last few months and you haven't had any opportunity to work through any stress you have undoubtedly built up in your mind and body.  So, you have two weeks. What you do with them is up to you.  Though, I suggest a group trip to either Avex or maybe Ni, if you're tired of Avex. I know that you were just there, but you ended up spending most of your time tied to the palace, and you didn't get a chance to explore the city much..."

He shrugged.  "All I ask is that if you do choose to go somewhere, all of you go to the same place.  I feel better about you being out on your own if you at least have each other to depend on."

Fulda was in no hurry to go back to Ni.  She wasn't quite ready to hear her father's 'I told you so' about her excitement at her upcoming wedding.   Royal of course wanted to be wherever Princess Revella was, and to her amusement, Scarlet was in a rush to the telegraph room.  She was so anxious about a certain Count's son making it into the city for a couple of weeks. 

In the end, they ended up heading out for Avex.  Avlene would have enjoyed seeing Ni, but there was plenty of time for that after the wedding.  They realized only when they were all packed up to leave, with Fulda's ladies-in-waiting being ferried there on Avlene's two unbonded siblings.  It was rare that dragons would let anyone but their bonded familiar and his or her mates ride on their backs, but the exchange of a little extra spending money from Buck had the two willing to play mount for a little while.  

It wasn't until they were ready to leave that anyone noticed that Henry wasn't coming along. That Aaron was staying behind at his age wasn't that much of a shock, but Henry had performed some heroics in the war every bit as important as his brothers, even if he weren't out on the battlefield as often, so they expected him to go along. 

When she found him packing in his room she scolded him a little, "There you are!  What are you doing?  Everyone else is ready to go.  Why are you still packing after all of this time?"

Henry looked up and smiled at her, "I'm not going.  I've actually got a job to do.  You guys go on and enjoy yourself.  This couldn't really be put off."

She wrinkled her brow, “What job?  Dad says two weeks off whether we want them or not.."

Henry shook his head, "Job won't wait." 

He puffed out his chest and said, "You're looking at the new ambassador to the Wyrm Council from Avex.  Dad just cleared it with King Covel this morning.  The Council was asking for me, by name." 

Again, he let out a long and low warbling sound that Avlene quickly interpreted as a smug and self-satisfied chuckle.  It was so hard to read Henry sometimes.  His blended facial features and unique anatomy meant that often the non-verbal cues that were so much a part of normal communication were all but completely lost with him.  She wondered if it would help him or be a challenge for him in his role as ambassador.

From the end of the hall she heard Royal call out, "Get a move on you two.  We're all waiting on you!"

Avlene rolled her eyes and got another warbling noise out of Henry.  She stood up on her toes and kissed him on his cheek.  "Congratulations on your new job little brother.  I'm sure no one could do it better." 

Before he could answer her, Royal was calling out again.  Shaking her head Avlene just waved to Henry and said, "I'd better go.  From the sounds of it, even Airail might leave me if I don't get a move on.  You'll do great, as long as you don't let any of those crafty lady dragons add you to her harem." 

She winked playfully at him and skipped out the door before he could fully react.  Her little brother, an ambassador... the gods had a sense of humor. She just hoped it wasn't a vicious and malicious one.

◆◆◆

Catching Up

Birch was waiting for him when he woke up that morning.  Buck inwardly groaned when he saw the look on the man's face.  Something of his dread must have made it to his face because Birch smiled at him broadly, "It will be a busy day.  Sorry, but with the war over, everything that has been put off or pushed back, now demands your attention.  I've tried to prioritize things some, but in the end, it is your decision, and I can only decide so much.  For example, where is the wedding in your plans?  Soon, while things are so chaotic, or wait and run the risk of the bride waddling down the aisle... at least judging by what I have observed of those two lately."

This time Buck didn't hide it.  He let out a long sigh, "Yeah, they do seem to have embraced this whole marriage idea, haven't they?  Well, it won't be the first time a bride came down an aisle in the family way.  In some cultures, which is simply the way it is done, so that there is proof that the marriage will be fruitful.  Besides, I don't think we have to worry about that.  I've had a long-standing arrangement with Avil—each of our children has had access to contraceptive potions since they came of an age to worry about it.  I trust that Jafer will have that much under control.  It is more important that we alleviate the real suffering that this war has caused.  If we don't handle it first, we'll end up ignoring it and letting it become accepted as the new normal. One wedding will certainly lead to another as Royal seems intent on Revella, and unless I'm reading things completely wrong, Scarlet won't be far behind them.  The boy's father hasn't approached me yet, but I think that is just because his son hasn't quite worked up the courage to believe the signals that Scarlet has been sending.  I didn't really notice them either until Suzie and Vetta pointed them out to me.  So, it’s fairly safe to say that he hasn't figured it out yet.  Attending two weddings with Scarlet is bound to wake him up.  She knows how to be direct if she thinks that the situation calls for it."

Birch bowed his head slightly in agreement, "Her Grace has brought it to my attention."

Buck let out a sad sigh and rubbed his hand over his face.  "Birch, I remember when the girls would mob me as soon as I came through the door in the evening.  Daddy was the center of their world.  Now, one by one they are starting to think about families of their own.  Where has the time gone?"

Birch let out a rueful chuckle and rubbed his own hand over his bald head fringed with hair that had gone steel gray.  "I often ask myself the self-same thing, Your Grace.  If you come up with an answer, please share it with me.  Until then, we do have plenty to do."

Buck gave a small groan, then smiled and indicated the pile of files on his desk, "Well, what is first on the agenda then?"

◆◆◆

Pillow Talk

Suzie missed not having the kids around.  It did mean that she got to spend a little extra time with Aaron, and that was a good thing.  Being so much younger than the others, he often felt left out when he wasn't old enough to be included in their adventures. 

It wasn't that the house was empty…the palace always was a buzz of activity between the servants and the myriad of houseguests that were at hand, but without the bulk of their children tearing about the palace, it just seemed to have lost its purpose. 

Suzie was sitting at her vanity, brushing out her hair for the evening, and glaring with dismay at the streaks of sliver that seemed to appear out of nowhere.  Unlike Vetta, who had a small army of beauticians assembled to try to keep the ravages of time from plaguing her appearance, Suzie had determined to grow old gracefully, or at least as gracefully as her pride would allow. 

As the years kept marching on though, she felt it harder and harder to hold on to her convictions.  Especially when she looked at Merail and saw that she hadn't seemed to age a day.  That was hard to accept.  Vetta at least was fighting the same battle, even if they chose to fight it in different ways. 

Merail, however, wouldn't be fighting this battle for hundreds of years yet.  Nor would her husband.  She thought sadly to herself about whether or not Buck would still want her when she looked as her grandmother had before she left.

She felt the anxiety spike, and she pushed it away.  That day was still some years off, and there was no reason to bring it any closer by worrying about something that she couldn't change.  She was taking the same potion regimens that May and John were taking, and they were still healthy and they were almost ninety now. 

She thought about what would happen when they retired from the Duchy.  She agreed with Buck that they should turn the running of things over to the kids when they were ready, or as ready as one could ever be for a job like this.  The thought that she, coming from a white trash family in the wastelands of west Texas, would be a duchess one day made her laugh.  Even now, she wasn't sure if she wanted to laugh or cry at the absurdity of it all, but she had grown into her role. 

She realized it when visiting with the people in the factories and shops of the duchy.  They looked at her as if they were counting on her to keep all of the horrors of this world away from them and their families.  Even after the disaster of the goblin invasion, they still trusted her, or maybe they trusted Buck, and because of that they trusted her.  It was crazy, there was so little that she could actually do after all.

She heard the door to her dressing room open and smiled when she saw a very weary but still quite handsome Buck walk up behind her, leaning down to kiss her on the neck.  "Hiya sexy.  You about ready for bed?"

She loved the deep rumble of his voice when he tried to talk softly.  She reached up and took his hand, "Sure M’love.  I just got a little lost in thought.  I take it everyone else is already tucked in?"

He smiled, "Not yet.  We were waiting for you.  You know how it is climbing into bed early.  With the time dilation spell on it, it is just too easy to fall asleep waiting for the others to join you."

She laughed, "Yeah, easy to get in a quick nap while you wait."

He chuckled, "Oh, as long as today was, I think if I fell asleep all three of you would have a hard time waking me back up."

She stood and gave him a quick hug, "Come on then.  I don't want everyone waiting on me."

When they all did get settled in the bed, her mind wouldn't shut down.  She asked Merail, "I got word that the kids made to Avex fine.  Any word from Henry?"

Merail yawned, "No, and there won't be yet.  It takes a day and a half to get there, and then it takes two days for a pigeon to make it back here with word.  We really should see about getting a radio set up there."

Buck heard her yawn and found himself yawning right along with her.  "Not as easy as it sounds.  It's a long way to the Council, and even with a powerful signal, you still have the curvature of the Earth to consider.  It would take at least one, if not two relay stations.  Plus, down in that valley like they are, it wouldn't be easy to get a signal.  We'd also need to figure out a way to have them generate power locally." 

He yawned again as he said the last words.

Suzie snuggled down on his left side and laid her head on his shoulder, "Get some rest.  You've had a long day.  We can talk more after everyone has had a little nap." 

She jumped slightly as she felt Vetta's hand close over her own where it rested on Buck's chest.  She felt a little squeeze and when she looked up, she could see that Vetta too had spent a little time in thought with the house so empty. 

She wasn't going through this alone.  Buck and Merail may not be noticing the passage of the years, but Vetta was, and it brought her a strange sense of comfort.  Never would she have believed that Vetta could bring her comfort when they first met, but over the years, in many ways Vetta understood more than either of the others.

It was a strange thing to share your life with people you knew would outlive you by centuries.  She just gently squeezed Vetta's hand in response and then felt a smile tug at her lips as she heard Buck's breathing shift from deep relaxation to sleep.  She closed her eyes and joined him in the dream.


Splash in the Puddles

Avex

Revella was trying on the third dress this morning.  Her ladies-in-waiting were smirking as she tore about the room frantic for 'just the right look.'  She settled on the deep royal blue dress made from the new imported fabric that came from over the sea. It was called “velvet.”  

She admired herself in the mirror, then was struck by a horrible thought.  She asked her ladies in a pensive voice, "I had decided on this dress because the fabric is so soft and exotic, but will he think that I don't like the fabrics from his district if I wear this to meet him?  Textiles are huge business in the American duchy after all."

The verdict was split between groans that she might be trying on yet a fourth dress, and giggles that after being the one pursued her whole life, she was concerned about what a man might think of her choice.  Revella couldn't quite keep the whine out of her voice as she said, "Of course I never worried about it before.  It was unlikely that any of those men would be more than a dance partner for a couple of dances a month.  It has now been settled; Royal is the man that I am going to be bound to for the rest of my life.  I need to make a good impression on him and certainly not give insults."

Her eldest lady-in-waiting was the 'bad girl' of their little group.  It was always Nivia who suggested the thing that always seemed to land them in hot water growing up.  So, it was little wonder that it was Nivia who spoke up.  With a naughty leer she said, "One look at you in that dress Your Highness, and the only thing on his mind is how nice it would look on his floor."

In Revella's relatively sheltered life she wasn't exactly used to bawdy jokes of that sort, and it took her a heartbeat to comprehend what Nivia was implying.  There was no question when she got it because her whole face flushed, and her cheeks felt as if they were on fire.  "I'm sure Royal isn't like that!" she said defending her future husband.

Nivia's smirk grew broader, "From what I've heard of the Rogers men he most certainly is.  Look at his father, you'll have to be careful or he'll have you two other women in your marriage before year's end."

Revella cringed inwardly over that comment, not that she would let Nivia see.  She knew that many of the nobility had mistresses.  Her own brother had a literal harem after all.  She wanted to say that she was resigned to it as a reality of the world that couldn't be changed, but she couldn't help the gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach whenever she let herself think of it. 

To Nivia she simply said, "Fine, maybe he is like that! He is a man after all.  It is the worst kept secret in Avex that most nobles keep mistresses on the side.  You can't fault Duke Rogers for choosing to be open about it and at least give all of his lovers the benefit of his name.  It is far more than most nobles do in Avex."

Nivia reached out to comfort her, "I know.  I was only teasing you.  Well, not about his reaction to seeing you in that dress."

She winked at her princess and childhood friend and added, "I have to say that of all the noble families in Avex, the Duke runs his household the fairest and most compassionate that I have seen.  Of course, since one of his wives is literally dragon, this might help hold him to a higher road than most.  After all, how many husbands need to worry about their wife gutting them with her claws before eating them in their first lover's quarrel.  Oh, and that brother of his, Henry...hmmm, it might be worth getting eaten for a night with him.  I think I would die a happy woman."

That sent up a gale of nervous laughter.  It made Revella relax, as she gave up and laughed along with the others.  Leave it to Nivia to say the unmentionable. 

Shaking her head in amusement she confessed, "You can have Henry.  He terrifies me.  I am so glad that I wasn't promised to one of the dragons.  I mean, they all look handsome in their human form, but the entire time you were with them, you would know that lurking underneath was a fire-breathing monster."

Nivia smiled a genuine smile at Revella this time, "That's half of the excitement.  I trust that any son of Duke Rogers will have received the proper training in how to treat a lady.  The apple doesn't fall far from the tree as they say."

Revella smiled at that.  She agreed with Nivia's assessment of the Duke and his family.  By nearly all accounts, even those of his rivals, no one spoke ill of the Duke's treatment of his family. 

She was about to bring their attention back to her dilemma over the dress when an urgent knock on the door stopped her.  When her maid answered it, a palace page could be heard breathing hard and gasping as if he had run the whole way to her room with whatever message he was obviously dying to deliver. 

Taking pity on the boy, she asked the easiest question for him to answer.  "What is the news?"

The boy gulped down and got a good steadying breath of air before he replied, "Your Highness wanted to be told when young Master Royal was close. He has been spotted flying in from the east."

Revella ran over to the window, and in the distance she saw a small squadron of dragons approaching.  It could only be Royal as no one had ever seen more than two dragons in one place other than the Rogers arriving.  Time for fussing over the dress was up, and she realized that she needed to get down to the landing pad to greet him in person and welcome him to the capital. 

When one of her ladies asked her tentatively if she shouldn't wait for him to come to her, so as to not appear at his disposal, Revella nearly lost her dignity and snorted at the girl.  "Time for playing coy is over.  It has been decided he will be my husband, and I will treat him as such.  What wife when long parted from her husband, especially while he has been away at war, does not greet him warmly upon his return?" 

That was all there was to it. The small entourage was soon on its way down to the landing strip where both dragons and planes arrived in the capital.

◆◆◆

New Side to the City

Varail and Serail each gave the other a side eye glance when the Princess greeted their brother with what they were sure the royal family would consider an indecent amount of enthusiasm.  Not more than a warm embrace and a kiss on either cheek, but as royals went, that was bordering on the scandalous. 

Not that Covel would mind, considering, but tongues would be wagging at court for the rest of their visit, Varail knew.  He and the other dragons shifted into human form as soon as practical as they caused less of a stir among the locals that way.

Once at the palace, the couples all split off.  Even Scarlet, who had been searching the crowd as if she expected something to happen, went off smiling and clutching a telegram that was waiting for her.   He looked to Varail, Scarlet's bonded pair, but Varail just shook her head smiling.  "She just got word that Trevon will be arriving tomorrow.  She had sent him a message but hadn't heard back before now.  She will be useless for anything fun as long as he's around."

Varail chuckled sympathetically at his sister.  He and Serail had commented already on the effect the whole mating business had on their brothers.   Seemed Scarlet wasn't going to be different. 

Varail looked to the rest of his siblings, "Seems they are going to be distracted most of the trip.  What do you say?  Should we explore the town?  We don't have the official responsibilities on this trip, or even the wemic guards to follow us around everywhere and scare off any fun."

Airail was quick to jump on the idea, and Serail too was willing to put aside his studies and his books to enjoy an evening out with his family.  Avlene said, "I'm coming too, and don't you dare try to leave me."

Varail chuckled, "We wouldn't leave you sis, but stick with one of us at all times.  We don't have the wemic guard with us, and if you wonder off alone, bad things can happen."

Varail grinned, "Especially where we're heading."

After settling into their rooms, they all met back up at the palace gate, and with a quick word to the guard on duty to be certain they wouldn't find themselves locked out in the evening, and then they were off.  They went straight to the Farmer's Daughter, a rowdy establishment that served the lesser nobility and the wealthiest merchants as a place to blow off a little steam and indulge in the common vices not practiced by the light of day.  As such places go, it was both clean and safe for the men that is. 

Varail hadn't anticipated the uproar bringing his sisters along would cause.  It had nearly started a fight before they even made it through the door.  Some old codgers had mistaken Airail for a working girl and had grabbed a handful of her ample backside.  When she called out, more in surprise than pain, Varail realized what had happened and he saw red.  She was his sister, and not to be pawed at by some drunkard who thought he had the coin for it. 

With a roar, Varail backhanded the old fool and sent him reeling.  At which point his two rather dull looking bodyguards decided that they really should earn their pay and not allow their patron to suffer more abuse and humiliation.  Only Serail's hastily conjured fire flickering up his hands prevented the pair from an education that would make them desperately sorry they hadn’t skipped class. 

The guards backed off to attend to their master, who was only now rising from the cobblestones and getting unsteadily to his feet.  The establishment's doorman and bouncer began to say something, when another short balding man stopped him. 

Varail could hear him hiss in a harsh whisper at the door man, "That is Duke Rogers' sons, and while I haven't seen them as often, I'll wager those are his daughters as well.  Ye'd do well to find out before you do anything hasty like that."

The doorman squinted at Varail and asked, "Is what he's tellin' me true?"

For a moment Varail really missed Henry.  No one ever asked questions like that when he was with them.  "I can shift into my natural form and walk through your place here if you need proof." 

He saw the flash of anger on the doorman's face to be spoken to that way, but then the threat sank in a half a heartbeat later and the anger melted away and he went very pale.

Stammering the doorman managed to say, "Th... that won't be at all necessary.  I'm certain that my boss would very much like to keep the Daughter here in working order.  Please, come in.  First drink is on the house, my treat."

For a brief moment of triumph, Varail enjoyed the man's abrupt change of tone, but as anger and the heat of the moment subsided, he felt a bit guilty for threatening a man who was just doing his job to keep trouble at bay.  Apologizing was out of the question of course.  Dragons don't apologize to anyone.  Well, unless Mamma Suzie was angry and demanding it, anyway. 

Instead, he simply nodded, "Thank you.  We appreciate your gracious hospitality."

Then he tipped the man a small purse of coins he kept on himself for small bribes and the like.  It was likely what the man made in a week here guarding the door, and certainly more than the drinks he had promised them.  With his conscience soothed, he led his family inside. 

He grabbed a table, and his brother Terail made a bee line for the gaming tables with Airail and Varail following in his wake.  The unprecedented presence of noble women in the establishment unsettled the whole room, but after an hour or so, most realized that they were only here to partake of the Farmer's Daughter's services as well and went on with their carousing. 

It was at that point when Varail's link with Jafer started buzzing with Jafer's um, excitement.  He realized that he must have let things slip out to show on his face because Serail asked, "You too?" 

Varail snarled a gruff laugh, "Yeah, I suppose I should have known.  Been like this for weeks now." 

As dragons, they were both too young for their own bodies to flood them with the mating imperative, but in human form they had experienced the normal rites of passage of most young men their age. 

This came through their bond with their brothers if not always personally.  However, tonight they were in just the right place to indulge and satisfy their curiosity. 

Varail was the first to give in and with a low growl tossed the serving girl up over his shoulder, and after tossing the tavern keeper another small pouch of coins began to carry her giggling and struggling up the stairs to the rooms set aside for just such use. 

He hadn't made it to the dark hallway that led to the private rooms when he heard another woman's shriek of surprise and then heard the heavy tread of his brother Serail's boots on the stairs.

It seemed that both of them were giving into their carnal human needs that same night.


Henry Only of His Kind

Lord Ambassador

Henry approached the Council grounds with care.  He had a pistol in each hand. After last time, he wasn't taking any chances as to exactly how much difference his new title brought him.  He had made an enemy of the green dragons last time to add to the blues who were none too fond of him.  If the reds also sought to blame him for the fate of the recently sentenced dragon behind the goblin invasion, then he had more enemies here than he needed. 

Even so, part of him was thrilled at the opportunity to prove himself.  His genetic mix had fallen in such a way as to make his blend of human and dragon heritage undeniable.  In many ways it had isolated him from both races, making him in effect the only of his kind. 

Among the humans, the challenge was to prove that he was not a monster, despite what he knew only too well was a rather monstrous appearance to their eyes.  Among the dragons, the challenge was quite different.  Here he needed to project power, to prove that he was worthy of being accepted among the dragons.  Too many viewed him as an aberration, a defect to be killed from the gene pool, just a withered branch on the family tree to be pruned at the earliest possible convenience. 

His last trip to the Wyrm Council had gone a long way in gaining respect if not acceptance.  He had only been forced to kill two dragons, injure two more, and be seen to defeat an additional two.  His prowess in combat wasn't really in doubt at this point, but even so, when the dragons on patrol around the Council grounds approached him, he was on full alert and waiting for either or both of them to test him again. 

To his surprise, the two silver dragons remained a respectful distance from him, and in polite if overly formal terms informed him that they were his escort to the Council.  Even so, it wasn't like Henry was fool enough to relax his guard until he had the landing site in view. 

Only his grandfather waited to greet him.  Many people would see that as a slight or an insult, but Henry knew that it was the elders on the Council making every effort not to experience an embarrassing repeat of his last arrival.  Dragons were stubborn and proud, and many were gripped with fiery emotions that made them difficult to rule, even with the iron talon that the Wyrm Council was famous for. 

The practice was so extreme that it had even wormed its way into other languages in the form of terms like 'draconic'.  Dragons were notorious for holding grudges, and he had two whole clans as declared enemies.  Limiting those who would be there upon his arrival only made for good security. 

As he flared his wings to land at his grandfather's feet, he holstered both pistols in one smooth motion.  It wasn't because he believed himself out of danger, but rather because he wanted his hands free and available to cast more nuanced magic than been enchanted on his bullets.  On the ground, the spells he had stored on those bullets would be considerably less effective in the challenges he would face, and he knew it.

Even so, no enemies crazed with bloodlust emerged from the surrounding forests.  Seeing him scanning the area, Henry noticed a small smile threatening to overtake his grandfather.  Aloud all he said was, "Welcome to the Wyrm Council, Lord Ambassador." 

It was said stiffly, in the cold overly polite tone that they often used in formal occasions—especially those occasions when they were forced to communicate directly with someone they would much rather kill. 

For the mostly solitary dragons, the stress of being around so many dragons meant that they had needed a language that was so archaic and formal that no insult could be easily given without making a genuine effort.  So maybe it wasn't only his presence that was throwing the elder dragon off his stride.  Either way, he was the only one there to greet the new arrival. No others joined them, either for peaceful purposes or they were simply in the bushes waiting to attack. 

The silence began to grow uncomfortable, even for the elder dragon who obviously wasn't overjoyed to have him standing there with a legitimate claim to the family tree.  Finally, his grandfather said, "Lord Ambassador,"

He hesitated before continuing, "I hope you know that you're the first to have such a title." 

Henry grimaced. He had known this was true, but mentioning it was in poor taste if nothing else.  Not for the first time he wondered where the dragon was going with this. 

"No other race," his grandfather continued only to stop himself for a moment and then amended, "No other entity has ever earned such a title.  None have proven themselves worthy of a formal seat at the Council.  It is completely unprecedented.   You bring honor to your people and your family in being the one chose, of all the possible creatures... It is a credit to your father and yourself."

When he stopped speaking, obviously looking more than a little worn by the statement and all that it implied, Henry decided to poke the angry dragon, just to see exactly how much he could get by with.  "Uh, a credit only to my father…not my mother though?" 

He knew that both of his grandparents had been more than a little put out with his mother.  After all, it was her rash actions in tying herself to his father that had started all this mess in their eyes. 

The low growl probably told Henry all he needed to know, so he was surprised by the response he received, even if a little delayed as the dragon sought to keep its own roiling emotions under control. 

"Yes, my progeny as well.  Young and impulsive she may be, but in this instance, perhaps I misjudged her."

Henry almost hit the floor in shock and desperately wished he had recorded his grandfather’s words for his mother to hear.  Dragon families weren't close, and his disapproval hadn't given her the 'daddy issues' that his father said often happened with humans.  Even so, Henry knew that she would very much enjoy the feeling of vindication that this report would bring. 

To his grandfather he said, "Perhaps, in time, you will see your way clear to telling her so."

The older dragon snorted, "She has never sought, nor needed my approval before.  Why should now be any different?"

Henry almost didn't say anything, but then quietly so that only he and his grandfather could hear the words he explained, "Because in her time with my father, she has learned a few things about the value of fathers in the lives of their children.  It is never too late to build a bridge that neither of you knew you would need."

With that, the elder dragon sat back on his haunches and thoughtfully absorbed the advice his young grandson had given him.

◆◆◆

Out of the Question

Henry's welcome by the Council Members had him longing for the 'warmth' of his grandfather's greeting…if he could call it that.  Half of the members wanted him exiled or executed immediately, the other half, as much to spite the first half as not, wanted to see him honored and treated as an equal.  None of them really believed him an equal and most of them simply viewed him the way a human might be a large bear—too dangerous to ignore or provoke, but not really on the same level. 

He found it most disturbing that the reds had crossed the traditional lines and were backing the gold dragons in this.  He soon learned that it was out of animosity for the greens and the blues, whom they blamed for starting this whole mess in the first place by attracting the attention of the few dangerous humans, who had they been left to their own devices would have been content to inflict themselves on other humans and stayed out of dragon affairs.

Henry wasn't sure that they were right, but he couldn't completely ignore the thread of truth in their reasoning.  It took him years before he could say that he finally understood the nuances in dragon politics.  Over those years though, he took great pains to secure the position on the Wyrm Council.  He was under no delusions that it would ever have a voice with the dragons on dragon affairs, but eventually he did arrange for access to all official Council meetings. 

He had used the human's ability to create large ranches to raise livestock to secure that concession.  When cattle drives began to cross the grasslands to supply the dragons with an abundant food source, he noticed a shift in the treatment he received from the metallic and gem dragons. 

This also greased the wheels for his next big win as an ambassador: his own cave complex for an embassy.  It was a real embassy, native and protected by Avex soil.  And all of which came after some years.

His first coup for the humans was much simpler, each of his siblings had a dragon representative attend their weddings.  It seemed like a small thing, but in human circles it was seen as a major steppingstone to normalized relations with the dragons.

It was the existence of the embassy though which changed Henry's personal future forever.  Granting the embassy, in effect giving away a portion of the Council grounds, no matter how small, incensed the more radical elements.  Ultimately, this led to an assassination attempt on Henry by the greens. 

Due to his paranoia and more than a little luck, it failed.  Alone, it would have been a blip in the road, however, one of the dragons attempting to kill him, didn't die.  Henry managed to render her unconscious and take her prisoner. 

There were months of negotiations after that.  The greens believing her dead, demanded her remains for proper funeral rights.  Of course, the gold and silver dragons were offended that the sanctity of the embassy was breached, viewing it as a violation of their given oaths, argued for Henry's right to do with the traitor as he pleased.  They thought that they meant her remains.  When it came to light several months later that she was alive and held prisoner, even they wavered.  Though, they all agreed that they wanted her to walk the Valley of the Ancestors in trial for her misdeeds. 

They couldn't understand why Henry was stubbornly refusing and risking their support by doing so.  They eventually confronted him bluntly on the issue, "Why would you risk everything you've built, only to continue to maintain the burden of a prisoner that your embassy was obviously not built to securely house?  Should she get away in the middle of some night, your life would be at risk all over again."

Henry tried to stonewall the elder gold's question.  When the silver, red, and half the dragons on the Council pushed for an answer, his position weakened. 

Then the red elder's question turned sinister, "Do you think that your King would really risk war with the Wyrm Council over this one little prisoner?"

Henry stood straighter and put his cards on the table, "Yes.  He would.  As soon as my father learns that he has grandchildren in her as yet unlaid eggs of the prisoner, he would certainly drag the King to war to protect them."

The silence following that statement was deafening, but not so much as the explosion of surprise, outrage, confusion, and disbelief that broke out in shouts from more than a dozen throats moments later.  The elder green was livid and drew himself up to strike at Henry.

"You!  You dare to force yourself on a dragon?"

Henry's hands began to glow with power as he readied himself for the attack, but it didn't come.  As the red elder and the elder of the shadow dragons both moved to intercept. 

Henry raised his voice so that all could hear him over the chaos that the council meeting had devolved into.  "She tried to murder me on native Avex soil.  Her life is mine to do with as I will.  I have chosen not to take it.  Even to pardon her and not seek retribution.  The price for my generosity is her part in providing a future for my kind.  No longer will I be the only of my kind."

The green elder swore a blistering tirade.  "There is no way that one of my own would consent to that!  She would rather die first!"

Henry just nodded, "Fortunately her consent wasn't required. She is my prisoner to do with as I choose.  The eggs should be laid within the week.  At which time, she will be set free."

Chaos erupted at his words, but Henry was done with the debate.  He simply retreated back to the embassy and fortified for an attack that he feared might be coming. 

Luckily for him, Royal's teleportation pad had been perfected in the previous years.  He was able to teleport living beings at will now.  If he should choose it, his father could supply him with soldiers and weapons from the safety of his home duchy.  It was with only a little trepidation that he sent a letter detailing the situation to his parents. 

He knew that his mother would insist that he was too young. After all none of his brothers or sisters would be seeking to mate for another fifty years or more.  Henry, however, wasn't like them.  Henry was the only one of his kind, and had he let this opportunity pass, he knew that he would not have got another one.  So, up for the task or not, he had seized the opportunity for what it was, and he refused to apologize to anyone for it.

It was in fact a turbulent week.  The open assault on the embassy never materialized, but he really didn't dare to venture out of it.  Only four eggs resulted from his efforts, but to Henry they were the most valuable things on the planet.  With his father's assistance, he had them moved through the teleportation pad and to the same hatchery that had brought him into the world. 

Then he released the green dragon, as promised an hour after she could stand again, but before she regained enough of her strength to attempt another attack on him.

Two hours later, he formally submitted his resignation of the post.  His brother Terail was at his side with letters from King Covel appointing him as Henry's replacement.  Henry felt a little bad dumping the current mess off on Terail, but the latter seemed excited about it.  Terail saw it as an opportunity to prove his own worth. 

Henry no longer had anything to prove.  He was more than content to return home and care for his hatchlings.


End of Shift

Loose Ends

Buck had shifted more and more of the day-to-day running of the duchy to Jafer's hands.  Fulda was heavily pregnant with their second child, while joking privately that she was now doing the work of three women.  As a family joke, they all found it minorly amusing, but everyone knew that Vetta and Merail had little to do with the running of the duchy. They had instead focused on pushing several of their commercial ventures, or in Vetta's case, lobbied for their interests in the capital, given her contacts there. 

Merail and Vetta had each trained up their replacements in the years since Henry had returned.  The Princess Revella had more or less seamlessly assumed the majority of Vetta's roles, while Merail's efforts had been eagerly snatched up by Birch Draven's eldest daughter and her husband, who happened to be the son of none other than the Lady Emil. 

He found himself staring out the window at the small city that had grown up around the old truck stop.  It wasn't quite a modern city from his perspective, but it did have most of the more modern conveniences.  The reliance on imported American know-how had been waiting for years, as the leading edge of progress was now mostly carried on the shoulders of locals raised and educated in the last two decades. 

In many ways it had progressed past the knowledge of the older Americans.  Still at an approximate level of the early 1970s, it wasn't so much beyond their understanding as the mixing in of magic had so altered the workings, that no engineer from back home would have a chance at unravel how it all worked precisely.  However, that it did work and was growing even more rapidly than Buck's wildest imaginings was undeniable. 

The concept of distance had been nearly made irrelevant in the last half a dozen years, at least since the teleportation pads were improved to allow for living beings to use them safely.  Buck had tried to keep that under wraps for a military advantage but was forced to use it with both Henry's crisis with the dragons and later in the resupplying of an army facing a vicious blizzard as they were cleaning up the land vacated by the defeated goblin tribes. 

Once it was known that widely, it wasn't long before every major town had at least one teleport pad linking them to Grand Central Station in Avex, and from there back out to the wider world.  It was estimated that more than a quarter of a million people used the system every day.  Even his daughter-in-law used it to allow her to work in Avex, while still living with Royal as he worked in a research lab at the University. 

In ways like this the capability of Avex technology surpassed Buck's home world, yet in others they lagged far behind. One such example was with computers.  Outside of the electronics brought over with them from the old world, little progress had been made so far in building a local electronics industry.  Simple machines that were roughly the capability of Alan Turings machines of World War II had been created, but the need for them simply hadn't justified wide scale production. 

With the computers and cellphones brought over from the America that was, most of the critical use cases were supplied with capabilities far in excess of the best that could be built locally, so building locally was not lucrative enough to justify the expense of research and development.  That wasn't to say that computer science wasn't studied, only that most of it focused on how to squeeze the most out of the machines that they had, rather than research into building more locally.

Buck’s eyes drew out to the skies over the area set aside for the wemic pride.  He watched as Henry was flying with his own children.  Two boys and a girl survived hatching.  One of the boys took after his mother more and had a very traditional dragon-like body structure, while the other two were much more like Henry in all except coloring.  Where Henry was a light gold color from the gold dragon and mercury dragon mix in his DNA, the children ended up a livid lime green. 

Buck found them extremely cute, but he was willing to confess that part of that might be the doting grandfather in him.  They certainly wouldn't be nearly the ambush hunters that their mother was, simply because nothing in the natural world was quite that brilliant shade of green.  Even so, Buck had high hopes for their future.  They were being taught human values and human skills, all without denying or suppressing their Draconic nature.  Where they would find mates in this world, he had no idea, but that was a problem for the next century, not for today.

The herd of wemics that they were flying over had grown and changed as well.  Their numbers had grown beyond Charl's wildest imaginings.  Thinking of his old friend always made Buck sad these days.  His old friend had gone out as any Alpha Prime of the Wemics would have wanted to go, but Buck still missed him. 

Buck had a lot of ghosts following him around lately.  It made him worry about what the future looked like.  Eventually losing Suzie and Vetta worried him more and more each day as he saw the first signs of age appearing despite the best that human magic could do.  He had hoped that one of the children would have bonded to them but none had, and it wasn't the sort of thing that could be forced, coerced, or even nudged in the desired direction. 

Aaron too was still unbonded but as he was just entering the University, Buck knew that he had time to find an answer to the question that stalked everyone alive. 

Buck suddenly realized the dark turn his thoughts had taken and forced himself to stand and move about in order to break the hold such thoughts could get on him.  He also belatedly recognized the worried feelings seeping in from Merrail.  He must have been leaking his thoughts or at least his emotions.  It wasn't as if he could keep any of that sort of thing from her.  Anything hidden down deep during the day would only make its way into the shared dream deep in the night.  It forced a level of honesty that each of them had cursed from time to time, but it also meant that there weren't deep dark secrets eating away at the bonds between them. 

Deciding to get a jump on the dreams, Buck stood up and left the office.  The kids had everything in hand. There wasn't any reason that he couldn't knock off early and meet his wives for lunch.  Maybe he could even spend a little time with the grandkids later in the afternoon when their lessons were over for the day. 

Yes, it was right for the kids to move into their roles now that they were adults, and that meant he had time for the most important part of life.  As he left his office behind, not only had his mood lightened, but he was whistling a tune he had not heard in more than thirty years.

◆◆◆

Brothers from Another Mother

Aaron had only been at the university for a few months, and his time there just wasn’t’ going well.  Oh, he was an excellent student or at least a very talented one.  Many would even say gifted, but that was in itself the problem.  His accomplishments had earned him the ire of even upperclassmen with far more training and better access to spells than he had available to him at this point in his education. 

As a result, bullying became a real issue. Even with his wemic bodyguards, it was clear that their job was to see to his safety not make other children play nice with him.  So, while he was physically safe, he was often still the target of scorn, ridicule, and cruel practical jokes. 

In that kind of a fight, Aaron was practically useless.  In a physical fight, he was a force to be reckoned with even without the wemic guards. His father had seen to that with countless hours spent training with Weapon Masters from every corner of the known world. 

Even in a magical fight, he was a real contender because even though he lacked much of the formal training that he was here to learn, he had an impressive amount of raw power and the mental discipline to focus it. 

Economically, he was from the wealthiest family in the known world.  What he lacked was the innate cruelty to match the vitriol of the scathing verbal assaults and the public humiliation.  In short, there wasn't a mean bone in the boy's body.  He might think of a witty come back, twenty minutes after he needed it, and that was just another humiliating torture of its own.

Of course, the university staff protected him where they could, after all his family was incredibly important.  This 'special treatment' as they saw it, only fueled their animosity toward him.  For the most part, it only meant that the bullies would find ways to isolate him from the protective watch of their professors, and then they would berate him, or set up a practical joke that was nearly impossible to trace back to the spiteful little shits.  Even though everyone knew who had done it, knowing and proving were often two different things.

Just such a situation was going on when Scharail flew in to give him a message from Henry.  The dragon heard one of the boys laughing and tauntingly said, "That's why you can't get a date even with all of your daddy's money, pencil dick."

Scharail dove down to where the boys were taunting Aaron and executed a combat landing that shook the very ground.  All of the boys jumped back, more than a little intimidated by the dragon.  After all, no one ever really knew when one of them would turn on you and eat you.  At least, such was the general perception of the Duke's pet dragons. 

In a mocking tone Scharail growled, "That wasn't a complaint I heard from your mother while she was sucking his dick."

His words shocked all of the fear from the would-be little tyrant and he sent a blast of raw magical energy slamming into the young dragon. He yelled, "Don't ever talk about my m...."

The young delinquent didn't get the chance to finish the sentence though.  The unthinking little thug had just crossed a particularly important line and took the attack from verbal to physical.  Part of Aaron had been hoping for this for a long time yet he was sorry to admit it, even to himself.  This thought didn't stop him from lunging forward with a snarl that would have done any wild animal proud, as he leaped into action. 

Taking even the wemics by surprise with the speed of his attack, Aaron found himself within striking distance and launched into a six-strike combination that he had drilled himself on for so many hours. All the strikes simply flowed as if they were one movement.

The first strike was a devastating and disorienting blow to the throat, while the remaining three strikes deprived the insecure idiot of consciousness.  The last two strikes met with empty air as the fool was already on the ground, but Aaron didn't really realize that so much as finished out the combination as he had tens of thousands of times before in practice. 

He was a little surprised that the attack had worked every bit as effectively in the real world as it had the sparring matches.  Once he had convinced himself that it really was his bully laying dazed at his feet, he used one booted foot to kick the bastard onto his back and be certain that he wouldn't be waking up any time soon. 

Aloud he simply scanned the small crowd that had gathered many times before to see his embarrassment. Now they were amazed that Aaron was no longer the target. 

Wild-eyed he addressed the group, "He crossed the line.  Run your foolish mouth all you like, and I won't attack over the words of a fool, but take this to the level of violence, and you get to learn the hard way exactly how good I am at it.  I may not be able to match you with your snide little comments, sarcasm, and ill manners, but I can kick your asses.  One at a time or all together, it makes very little difference to me." 

He motioned to the body lying at his feet still limp and lifeless, "Be sure to take your trash with you when you go." 

The wemics guarding him let out a low growl as if to punctuate his statement, and the crowd scrambled in an all but panicked flight to leave, barely remembering to grab the unconscious loudmouth, a mouth that he wouldn't really be using while it was wired shut by the medical Magi on duty.

Scharail had made it back to his feet by this point and wobbled up to him on unsteady legs, "Whew, that one hits like a ton of bricks."

Aaron shrugged, "He is third in our class for a reason.  Still, I think that he might just have learned a painful lesson that will make for a longer life for him.  His mouth was always going to bring him to a bad end."

Aaron looked at Scharail and the dragon looked back, and a moment later everything was different.  They were in each other's heads and Aaron blinked twice stunned by what was happening. 

He had been bonded.  Scharail hadn't asked, but Aaron could feel through the bond that it had just never occurred to him.  Scharail had found his human, as far as he was concerned that was just how it was supposed to be.  Everything that his father and his aunts and uncles had told him about it, was that when he had found the right one, he would know.  Aaron could see that he was truly the one, and that it had been the right choice.  Still, being consulted would have been polite.  He just shook his head to clear it and pushed back the influence of the bond so he could think more clearly without all of Scharail's thoughts and emotions overrunning him. 

After reality set in, a smile crept across his face as he realized he was bonded to a dragon, his dragon.  He had always been a little jealous of his older siblings but none of his own brothers or sisters had bonded to him.  This felt right though, in many ways, they were now just brothers from another mother. 

He had a feeling that Scharail's sharp wit would also keep the bullies on alert… too defensive to single him out anymore.


Wander Lust

Next Phase of Life

With the children as settled as Buck could arrange for them, he knew that he needed to get away for a while.  It wouldn't work to have the old duke jostling the elbow of the new Duke of America.  The shadow he cast as the first Duke of America would be long enough as it was. 

So, he gathered up his wives and the necessary supplies, including one of Royal's teleport pads. There was no reason to be inaccessible should his children need them after all, and they left early in the morning while the sky was only in its pale gray, pre-dawn glow. 

He had transformed into the gold dragon to help carry supplies and not over burden Merail, and with Suzie on his back, and Vetta on Merail's, they headed east toward the rising sun.

They traveled past the mountains of the Wyrm Council, and they continued to explore.  Halfway through the second day, they found themselves at a new eastern sea.  Flying along the coastline they could see dozens of little villages dotting the landscape.  Some were human, others obviously were not, but none were larger than a couple hundred buildings at most. 

No one really wanted to settle among other people at this point.  They had the teleport pad and could return home to visit with family if they needed other people. What they really wanted was seclusion and a place to simply explore each other without the demands of the outside world.  Buck reflected that back home they had a term for it: empty nesting, and for the first time, he really understood the appeal of it. 

Eventually, they flew over an island in the mouth of a rather significant river.  There were two small villages on the southernmost coast, but they appeared to be colonies of rock trolls.  Buck had little doubt that two dragons could quickly encourage them to relocate, and the island would be perfect for their new home. 

As he descended on the eastern most point, he couldn't help but appreciate the vast ocean before him, and he knew it was a view he could enjoy for decades. 

Their first night in their new surroundings was just another rough camp, but by morning he was busy uprooting giant pine trees in his dragon form, while Merail would drag them over to the building site.  With any luck, the first room of their log cabin could be ready for them in time for them to take shelter that night.  Teleporting in their bed would likely need to wait until the next day, but the basic comforts of home should be available by the end of the week. 

Buck tried to imagine his life if he hadn't stopped at that truck stop on that fateful day, but it just eluded him.  So long ago, and so alien to his current life, his life before coming here seemed more mist and dream than reality. 

Back in human form, he took a seat by the fire that Suzie was so carefully tending.  He took a deep breath of the clean ocean air, distant from the smells of city life that had pervaded the palace in the latter years. 

He smiled at his wives, "This will become home soon enough.  Here we can learn to simply enjoy life.  No more duty or ambition, or worse the ambitions of others.  That is the children's headaches from here on out.”

He snuggled up to his wives and looked out at the vast ocean and all its possibilities. Then he said, “Tomorrow, I think I will go fishing." He smiled at his wives as they all settled in and smiled in complete contentment.

Though they had a lot of work to do before it became home, he knew that with the four of them, anything was possible and the promise of tomorrow looked brighter than it had in a long time.
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World Wright Inc.

While experimenting with multidimensional travel in an attempt to master hyperspace, a team working for a private/public partnership finds themselves stranded in an alternate universe. In this Bronze Age meets Fantasy world they find that they are not the first unintentional immigrants from Earth. With no way home, they begin to make their way in this new world full of strange customs and harsh realities far removed from their early twenty first century lives. Eight highly educated and accomplished, but woefully ill equipped scientists try to build new lives for themselves out of only what they can scavenge from the wreckage of their badly damaged vessel or build from scratch using only the very primitive tools available to them locally. Will their fledgling company flourish or flounder in the land of warring city states? 

Refugee

This group of near future mercenaries realize that they may have taken the wrong job when their employer and only ride back to their own reality is suddenly killed. Now stranded in a world both familiar and alien, they find themselves cut off from all communication or resupply from their home, and no way to return. Six men lost in a beautiful but bizarre world. The find them selves Refugees. Marooned on a world filled with dangers both familiar, and unknown. Can they make it home? Can they survive here long term if they can't? Could you? Time to find out with the Refugee series. 

Castaway

While investigating what he thought was the find of the century, Dag finds himself moving from an archeologist studying history to becoming an unwilling participant in the past. Learning by experience that there is a gigantic difference between knowing that something was done, or even having a basic understanding of how, and having the practical knowledge needed to do it. Dag finds himself a lone castaway in the prehistoric fertile crescent, will he remain alone and isolated, or will he build a civilization he can accept as home? 

Tomorrowverse

A somewhat optimistic look into a potential near future. Follow a diverse cast of characters as they make their way through a future world of seasteading micronation city states, cryptocurrencies, technological revolutions and even a bit of political and economic intrigue in an attempt to build a world worth living in, for themselves and perhaps for all of us. 

Legacy

After a lifetime of fighting for king and country, when civil war reared its ugly head, the most famous general in living memory wanted to remain neutral. To his deep regret, he learned that there is no neutrality when your bloodline and your reputation, mean that a sizable portion of the kingdom is looking to you to fill the empty throne and restore stability to a war torn land. With no forces of his own rallied for the fight, when the enemies strike for his family estates, there is nothing left but a desperate flight. The general and his top staff draw off pursuit and disappear from the pages of history, while his family, also with kill orders hanging over them, try to vanish into the countryside. Will the children survive to claim their inheritance, or will the father's mistake cost them everything?

This is the story of four young people growing up in hiding, and what they must do, as they become adults in a world where their very existence is a threat to those who currently have all the power. Will they rise to regain their rightful place, fade into the relative safety of obscurity, or find their way to a shallow, unmarked early grave?

Shard Event

A spin-off from the popular "Realty Shard" series, the "Shard Event" series details four would be treasure hunter-Shard seekers, who end up becoming shards themselves. Cast into an alien Ice Age alternate reality with no way home, and only the gear they have with them, our four wayward adventure seekers, find far more adventure than they had ever planned for. Will they survive? Thrive? Or is it just a cold, and lonely grind, until they fall victim to fang and claw? 

Reality Shards

In the multiverse, various worlds occasionally bump into one another. In such collisions random items are sometimes displaced into other universes. These items are known as Reality Shards, and imbued with various unique mystical powers. Possession of Reality Shards is usually a mixed blessing. While granting amazing powers, they are also highly coveted by the unscrupulous, often leading to a life on the run for all but the most powerful and organized. 

Nomads

Coming home can be the start of a whole new kind of battle. Many people, but especially veterans, find themselves having difficulty adjusting to our rapidly changing world. Erratic, and often irrational social changes, combined with rapid technological change, and economic upheavals, force many to adopt unconventional strategies in order to survive, and hopefully to thrive, and with a little forethought and ingenuity, perhaps even maintain some level of freedom, while the rest of the world seems destined to be gradually herded in to an ever more dependent and controlled life. This is the story of people, like many you may know, trying to find their way, in a world that may not be too dissimilar from our own, in a future, that may be coming to a world near you. 

Stone Chronicles

Peter Stone has the keys to the multiverse. What does he plan to do with it? Go walkabout. Come along with Stone and his friends as they wander the multiverse. 
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