
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
THE DRACHE GIRL

 


By Wesley Allison

 


[image: tmp_5a1677c33790656e28383d15d95345d1_AB_dUV_html_m103c76a0.jpg]

 


Smashwords Edition

 


The Drache Girl

 


Copyright © 2010 by Wesley Allison

All Rights Reserved. This book is not
transferable. It is for your own personal use. If sold, shared, or
given away it is a violation of the copyright of this work. This is
a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to actual people,
living or dead is purely coincidental.

 


Cover design by Wesley Allison

 


Cover Image Copyright © 2010 Joe Klune |
Dreamstime.com

 


ISBN 978-1-4523-6700-2

 


* * * * *

 


 


 


 


 


 


For Aunt Mary and Uncle Sam


Senta and the Steel Dragon


Book Three

 


The Drache Girl

 


By Wesley Allison


Chapter One: Senta and Bessemer



 


It was the second day of Hamonth, the first
day of winter, and a chilly breeze blew across the bay and into the
bustling colony of Port Dechantagne. A ship, the S.S. Mistress of
Brechbay had docked at the recently upgraded port and a row of
happy immigrants were descending down the gangplank. They stared
with fascination, mixed with a small amount of fear at the
dockworkers below them. Dozens of lizardmen served at the port.
Sluggish now that the cooler weather had arrived, they used heavy
winches to lift cargo from the deck of the ship and deposit it on
the gravel road beside the dock. Other lizardmen then scooped up
the crates, boxes, and barrels with hand-trucks and ferried them to
the nearby warehouses. Both groups of lizardmen were supervised by
human foremen.

People all along the dock stopped and stared
as Senta walked by. Hundreds of passengers leaned over the railing
of the ship and others on the gangplank pointed and gaped with open
mouths. Senta carried herself with a bounce that made her long
blond hair sail behind her like a proud banner in the wind. She was
dreadfully skinny, though the bustle beneath her yellow dress gave
her a little bit of a figure. She was a child soon to become a
young woman, and she was brimming with confidence. She was well
known in the colony and she thought that she was quite pretty too.
She had to admit though, that the people were probably not gawking
at her, but at the dragon which walked along next to her. It was
the size of a small pony, covered in scales the color of polished
steel. Every step it took was a study in grace, and from the tip of
its whiskered snout, past its folded wings, to the tip of its
barbed tail, it seemed to just flow along.

“They look as though they’ve never seen a
dragon before,” said the dragon. Had someone heard his voice
without seeing him, they would have thought it was a young
gentleman speaking. It was a rich voice, but still young.

“They probably haven’t,” replied Senta.
“Dragons are pretty rare.”

“Rare and very beautiful…”

“Oh do shut up,” said the girl, and then,
“There he is. Hey Graham!”

A boy about the same age as the girl and
about twice as heavy even though he was almost a head shorter, ran
toward them. He had on the dungarees and heavy shirt of a dock
worker, and both were stained here and there, no doubt from just
such a form of labor. His unkempt brown hair and freckled face made
his smile seem all the more genuine.

“Hey Senta. Hey Bessemer.”

“Hello Graham,” said the dragon.

“You look a mess,” said Senta. “You did
remember that we were supposed to go for lunch?”

“Sorry, I can’t go. I gotta work. I can’t
leave my crew alone.” He gestured over his shoulder at the group of
five lizardmen awaiting his return. Looking like a cross between an
upright alligator and an iguana, with skin ranging in color from a
mottled olive to a deep forest green, the reptilians was two feet
taller than the boy. They stood waiting, scarcely moving, and
giving the dragon and his companion surreptitious looks.

“I don’t care for those reptiles,” said
Bessemer.

Graham snorted.

“What?”

“It cracks me up every time you say that,”
Graham told the dragon. “Besides, you know they think you’re a god
or something?”

“I didn’t say they didn’t have taste.”

“Come on,” said Senta. “I’ve heard this
entire conversation already twenty times. If you can’t come with
us, we’ll just go get lunch ourselves.”

One of the lizardmen hissed something, and
then two others began replying in the local reptilian dialect.

“Up your trolley!” yelled Graham at them,
and then he too began to hiss in the native tongue.

The lizardmen turned and walked back over to
a pallet full of cargo, which they had evidently been in the
process of carrying to the warehouse. With what seemed to be a
great deal of unhappiness, but not a great deal of speed, they
returned to work. One of them hissed again.

“That’s right you! You keep your pecker on!”
yelled Graham. He looked at Senta and flushed slightly. “Sorry. Ma
says I shouldn’t use the language from the dock around the young
ladies.” He said the words ‘young ladies’ in a strained falsetto
imitation of his mother. “I’m sorry, but I can’t go. I didn’t know
the Mistress was going to be docking today.”

“Fine,” said Senta. “I’ll just dine with
Hero and Hertzel.”

“Hertzal’s working too. I just saw him take
his crew up on the crane. It’s probably going to be a late night
and we’ll probably be working this schedule for the next four days.
Look, I’m sorry. But I’ll make it up to you next week, Okay?”

“Fine,” said Senta, unhappily, and Graham
set off back toward his cold-blooded staff members.

“Don’t be so sad,” said the dragon. “You can
have a ladies’ luncheon. You can be all hoity-toity and proper. You
know how much you love that.”

“What about you?”

“I’m going hunting for my own lunch.”

“Just be careful. Watch out for predators
that are bigger and scarier than you.”

“There may be bigger, but there are none
scarier!” He emphasized his last four words for the crowd of
immigrants fresh off the ship who were forming around for their
first look at a living dragon. Bessemer took a deep breath and blew
three small smoke rings in their direction. The crowd, moving as
one, took a step backwards, even though none of them had approached
within a twenty foot radius of him anyway. Then, with one swift
motion, the steel dragon shot into the sky like an artillery shell
and disappeared.

Senta walked up the hill, following the
white gravel streets through the warehouses and workshops that
filled the area near the dock. She passed along the fence that
separated the militia barracks and parade ground from the
commercial storage facilities. Finally she passed through the gate
in the Emergency Wall that had once separated the colony from the
terrors of the primeval forest, but now separated the older part of
the colony from the newer.

Just beyond the gate was the town square.
This was the only portion of town that was paved with cobblestone,
and it had only been completed the previous summer. In the very
center of the square was a small area of grass, lined with flower
beds and set aside with small ornamental wrought-iron fencing. In
the middle of the grass was a large flagpole, flying now, as it
always did the red, white, and blue Accord Banner of Greater
Brechalon. Around the edge of the square were about twenty
buildings that comprised almost all of the community’s shops and
stores. Senta had been in every single one of them. She had been in
most of them many times. Today her stop was on the corner of the
square at Mrs. Finkler’s Bakery.

Mrs. Ada Finkler was a pleasant middle aged
woman, who had arrived on the second ship of colonists. Most
colonists to Birmisia were indentured for a certain time to pay for
the cost of their journey and to raise enough money to purchase
some land for a home or a business. Mrs. Finkler had done just
that, purchasing the land on the corner of Town Square and
constructing, with the aid of government loans, her dream. At three
stories tall, the building was as high as any building in town save
three, and being amongst such august company, it was a local
landmark. The ground floor was the bakery and many in the colony
relied on Mrs. Finkler’s bread rather than make their own. It also
featured seven tables, three on the inside, and four on the
outside, where patrons could dine if they wished. The first floor
up was the office and home of Mrs. Finkler. And for a woman who had
been a refugee from Freedonia just three years before, she was
quite proud of the ‘palatial’ size of her personal domain. The
second floor up was divided into four tiny apartments, which shared
a single bathroom. These Mrs. Finkler leased out.

Luncheon was being served at Mrs. Finkler’s
Bakery when Senta arrived. All three of the indoor tables were
filled, and all but one of the outdoor tables. A thin young girl
with very long wavy black hair and dark flashing eyes stood staring
at the unoccupied spot. Unlike Senta and most of the other women
seen around town, the girl’s clothing was simple and monochrome,
with none of the color and style that women were used to showing
off. A simple unadorned dress covered white linen work clothes,
topped off by a black sweater. She didn’t even have a bustle
beneath her tan dress. Senta walked over and stood next to the
girl. They had both turned twelve years of age and they were almost
the same height. Senta was quite a bit thinner than the other
child.

“Well Hero, I suggest we go sit down,” said
Senta.

“We can’t. Aalwijn says that the seats at
that table are saved for someone very important.”

“Are they going to use them and eat
lunch….Because it’s lunch time!”

“I don’t know,” said Hero quietly, looking
around. She had escaped to Birmisia from an oppressive regime in
Freedonia, and was particularly worried about scraping the boat of
someone “important”. Senta on the other hand, raised as an orphan
and adopted by the most powerful magic-user on the continent, maybe
two or three continents, didn’t much worry about anything
anymore.

“If they’re not going to eat, then the table
shouldn’t be saved for them.”

The two girls turned around to lean against
the brick pillars that held of the awning of the bakery, when they
spotted the woman walking across the square from Mrs. Bratihn’s
Dress Shoppe. Aalwijn Finkler had said that the table was being
held for someone important, and he was so very right. Senta could
think of only two women who would warrant the adjective more. The
young woman was quite beautiful with dark brown hair and deep brown
eyes. She was dressed in an uncommonly lovely, feminine gown, which
must have recently arrived from Greater Brechalon or even Mirsanna.
It had elaborate, flounced, pleated ruffles, elegantly styled in a
very pretty sky blue fabric. All the edges had pretty, embroidered
lace, except for the bottom hem, which was smooth. The bustle
created cascades down her back, and the pleated ruffles swished
provocatively as the young woman walked. She stopped directly in
front of the two girls.

“Good day, Mrs. Dechantagne,” said
Senta.

“Good day, Miss Bly. Are you having
lunch?”

“We were going to, but they seem to be short
a table here. They’re holding it for, I quote, someone important,
end quote.”

The woman laughed.

“Come, you two must join me,” she said.

Hero’s eyes went large. The woman laughed
again and then stepped over to the empty table. Senta started to
follow, but noticed that her friend hadn’t moved. She stepped back
and took her by the arm, leading her to the table. Senta sat across
from Mrs. Dechantagne and Hero sat on the side of the table between
the two.

Aalwijn Finkler brought a steaming pot of
tea and three cups. He was fifteen years old, with brown hair and
green eyes, and he would have been inclined to keep his long and
slightly crooked nose in the air around girls as young as twelve.
However one particular girl of twelve held quite a bit of
fascination for all the boys in Birmisia—the girl who walked the
streets with a dragon, and who could cast magic spells. As he
poured the tea, Aalwijn tried to look at Senta without seeming to
look at her, the result being that his head didn’t quite seem as
though it were correctly attached to his shoulders. As he walked
back into the bakery, all three females burst out laughing.

“That’s better,” said Mrs. Dechantagne, who
placed her hand over Hero’s. The girl immediately stopped laughing
and tightened up her shoulders. This made both the woman and Senta
start laughing again.

“Now Hero, what shall we have?” The woman
asked.

“I don’t know, Ma'am.”

“Come on, Hero,” said Senta. “You know that
wasn’t even a real question. This isn’t Café Carlo in Brech. They
have what they have. We’ve eaten here a thousand times.”

“And no more of this ‘Ma'am’ nonsense,” said
Mrs. Dechantagne. “You must call me Yuah. After all, I’ve known you
almost as long as I’ve known Senta.”

“Yes Ma'am.”

“He didn’t bring any sugar,” said Senta.

“I just want my tea to warm me up,” said
Mrs. Dechantagne, putting her cup to her perfectly formed lips. “I
suppose children must have sweets though.”

“We don’t need any sugar,” said Senta.
“We’re almost grown women, you know.”

“I like sugar,” said Hero, meekly.

Aalwijn returned with three large pewter
bowls filled with steaming hot stew. He sat them down on the table,
then went back inside, returning a second time with spoons rolled
in linen napkins and a cutting board. Sitting on the cutting board,
stabbed with a knife, was a third of one of his mother’s famous
five pound loaves of course grain bread, along with a small dish
full of soft, fresh butter, and a little glass jar of dark, golden
honey.

For a few moments there was silence, as the
woman and the two girls tasted their stew. It was filled with
carrots and potatoes, celery and onion, and was seasoned with fresh
parsley and thyme, all in a base made from red wine, stout beer,
olive oil, and anchovies. It had large pieces of tender meat that
might have been pork or dinosaur. The truth probably was that both
types of meat were present.

“Where is Zurfina the Magnificent?” asked
Mrs. Dechantagne, cutting thick pieces of bread for herself and the
girls. “I haven’t seen her for weeks.”

“At home,” said Senta, her mouth full of
potato.

“And what is she doing there?”

“Magic stuff.” Senta shrugged.

“I certainly hope she’s not neglecting your
education.”

Senta frowned. “I’ve got this humongous book
I’m supposed to read. Then she says I have to write about it. What
is the point of writing about a book? The book is already written,
right?”

“When you write about things,” said Hero,
quietly. “It helps you remember them.”

“I imagine it’s an easy way to see if you
actually read the book,” said Mrs. Dechantagne.

“I’ll bet you didn’t have to read books,”
said Senta. “I’ll bet you didn’t have to go to school at all when
you were our age, because you were just a servant.”

“Senta!” Hero whispered loudly, clearly
shocked, but if Mrs. Dechantagne was insulted by a reminder of her
common origin, she didn’t let it show.

“It just so happens that I had to study with
Master Akolos, the Dechantagne family tutor. I had to study just as
hard as the three of them, and let me tell you I got none of the
praise when my answers were correct. I suppose Master Akolos knew
where his bread was buttered. I studied right along with Master…
with Augie for seven years, Iolanthe too, though she was two years
ahead of us. Terrence was there too, but he went off to military
school after his… well, when I was still young. What is this
humongous book anyway?”

“It’s called ‘Matter and the Elements’ by
Phoebus somebody.”

“Phoebus Dodson?”

“Yep.”

“That’s quite advanced. What else have you
read recently?”

“I had to read ‘The Pursuit of
Perfection’.”

“By Dillan Westmacott, yes? I had to read
that as well.”

“And I read ‘Privilege and Sacrifice’ by
Kasia Garstone.”

“Oh well, that wouldn’t have been allowed in
the Dechantagne nursery, I’m afraid. I read it when I was older,
because I heard it was racy, but I’m afraid that’s not how I found
it. You?”

“Boring,” said Senta.

“How about you, Hero? Do you have a
tutor?”

“My sister Honor is teaching us. We have to
have class every night, because she is so busy during the day, but
I don’t mind.”

“And what books are you reading?”

“We have primers for levels one, two, four,
and five, and Senta lets me read her books, too.” Hero’s eyes lit
up and she grinned. “Sometimes we prop the book up in front of us
and read at the same time under Terrence’s tree.”

“Terrence’s tree?”

“Oh…” Hero became quiet again.

“That’s what everyone calls the big tree
next to the Governor’s Storehouse. It’s because your husband used
to sit under it all the time and write.”

Mrs. Dechantagne paused for a moment and
chewed on her lower lip.

“Yes, I suppose he did,” she said.

“Do you miss him?” asked Senta.

“Senta!” Hero whispered, loudly.

“Yes, I do,” said Mrs. Dechantagne slowly,
then. “But he’ll be coming home again soon.”

“And he’s going to be all fixed up too?”
asked Senta.

“Yes. I received a letter just the other
day. With the help of the Bishop of Brech and a powerful wizard,
they were able to restore his eyes.”

Despite this seemingly good news, the
animation seemed to have been drawn out of the beautiful woman and
she spooned several small bites of stew into her mouth, while
staring off toward the dress shop across the town square from the
bakery. Senta jumped as she was kicked in the shins. She looked
sharply at Hero, who with very large round eyes, was tilting her
head in Mrs. Dechantagne’s direction.

“So, um, is that a new dress?” said
Senta.

“Yes, do you like it?” Mrs. Dechantagne
brightened back up.

“I love the color. All the clothes Zurfina
picks out for me are black and white. I had to save up to buy this
dress myself.”

“Well, I think you look lovely in yellow,”
then looking at the other girl. “Hero, you look beautiful in
everything, but maybe we can go find a nice yellow dress for you
too, or a blue one. I would be more than happy to purchase it on
your behalf.”

“Thank you,” said Hero, quietly. “I’m sure
that Honor would say that wasn’t appropriate.”

“Your sister does so much for other people.
Surely she can’t object if someone does something for you once in a
while.”

“It’s not that. Honor says it’s
inappropriate to wear bright colors. She says we should be plain
and humble.”

“That may be Zaeri tradition, but there’s
nothing in the Magnificent Law about wearing colorful clothes,”
said Mrs. Dechantagne. “I know that as well as anyone. I’m a Zaeri
myself, you know. Would you like me to discuss it with your sister
for you?”

“I don’t think that would be a very good
idea….” said Hero.

“She means an account of how all the Zaeri
colonists like to talk about you—how you married a Kafirite and
turned your back on your own people and are probably going to be
baptized into the Church of Kafira any day now.”

“Senta!” whispered Hero loudly for the third
time.

“I didn’t say I believed them.” Senta
explained. “Obviously I don’t believe them. And while a lot of the
Zaeri believe it, I’d say only about half the colony overall does.
What’s half of thirty two and a half thousand?”

“Sixteen thousand two hundred fifty,”
offered Hero.

“So there you go.”

Mrs. Dechantagne, unbothered by a reminder
of her common heritage, and only slightly disturbed by highly
intrusive and personal questions, now looked as though a large
dinosaur had kicked her in the stomach. Her mouth opened and then
closed several times, but nothing came out. Finally she picked up a
piece of buttered bread and quite undaintily stuffed it into her
mouth to give herself time to think. Her eyes began searching the
town square for recriminating looks from other colonists.

“You know, Ma'am,” began Hero. “It sounds so
much worse when Senta says it. It’s just idle gossip and it doesn’t
mean anything.”

“It does mean something, Hero. Even if it
only means that I cannot buy you a blue or yellow dress, it does,
by God, mean something.” The rosiness began to return to Mrs.
Dechantagne’s cheek and a crooked smile came to her face. “It also
means that something will have to be done about it—at the highest
levels.

“Like Epic Pestilence?” offered Senta.

“Epic Pestilence.” The beautiful young woman
rolled the words around in her mouth. “Perhaps and perhaps not. I
will have to consult my many people. Just rest assured that
whatever evil scheme I decide to lay upon the colony, you two will
be safe.”

Senta smiled and while Hero did not smile,
she at least looked less upset. The three finished their stew and
their bread and Mrs. Dechantagne ordered three of Mrs. Finkler’s
five pound loaves of bread to go. When Aalwijn set them all three
in a pyramid on the table, it threatened to overturn.

“Give my best to your guardians,” said Mrs.
Dechantagne, giving each of the girls one of the loaves that seemed
nearly as big as they were. The beautiful woman in the sky blue
dress scooped up her own loaf and laid three silver one mark coins
on the table, representing an almost fifty percent tip. Then she
started off across the town square. She walked east toward the
Dechantagne home two blocks away. The girls walked west, in the
direction of Senta’s home. The two of them, one blond and dressed
in yellow, and the other with black hair and dressed in black and
brown, and each carrying an enormous loaf of bread, looked as
though they could have been the models for some of the fancy
porcelain salt and pepper shakers coming from Mirsanna.

“You should really be more careful what you
say to people,” said Hero.

“Zurfina says that’s a waste of time,”
replied Senta. “Zurfina says that powerful people can say anything
they want. They don’t have to mince words.”

“Didn’t you tell me that Zurfina almost fed
you to a pack of velociraptors?”

“Yep.”

“Then has it occurred to you that not
everything Zurfina says or does is the best thing for you?”

“Yep.”

“But you keep following her directions
anyway?”

“Yep.” Senta gave her friend a fierce grin.
“It’s more fun that way. Besides, I like to see the look on your
face.”

“You’re impossible!”

“Yep. Impossible, like magic.”

“Talking of which,” said Hero, suddenly
stopping on the side of the road. “You said you would show me your
new magic spell.”

“Okay,” said Senta. “Are you ready? This is
very ponderous. Uuthanum uusteros pestor!”

Senta spread her arms out wide and stepped
to the left and to the right at the same time. Suddenly there were
two Sentas standing side by side. Then each of them spread their
arms wide and stepped to the left and to the right. Suddenly there
were four Sentas, all looking exactly the same and all just as
real. In unison, the four blond girls in yellow dresses turned to
their right and began skipping in a circle around Hero.

“Senta. Senta. Which one is you? I mean,
which one are you?”

All four Sentas turned and grinned at her as
they skipped around.

“You’re making me dizzy… and a little
scared.”

One of the Sentas landed on both feet right
in front of Hero. The others continued to skip around her in a
circle, until they reached her front as well. Then they bumped into
the Senta who had stopped and were absorbed into her.

“Is there anything that doesn’t make you a
little scared?” The blond girl asked.

“Not very many things,” admitted Hero. “But
it’s not as though I had magical powers to protect me.”

A sudden heavy thump right beside them
startled both girls and they turned to see the steel dragon, who
had dropped out of the sky to land less than two feet from them. He
stretched his broad wings, now grown to almost twenty feet from tip
to tip, and then folded them with casual grace so that they were
tucked in close to his back. He looked at the two girls with his
large steely grey eyes, while his long snake-like tail curled
around in the air.

“Hello Bessemer,” said Hero, stepping
forward to scratch the dragon under the chin.

“So how come you’re not scared at all of
him?” asked Senta.

“Well, I guess I am a bit. But he’s so
beautiful; it’s hard not to be… I don’t know, enchanted, I guess is
the word.”

“That is so true,” said Bessemer.

“You know, he used to bite me all the time,”
said Senta.

“She used to put me in a cage,” whispered
the dragon, closing his eyes and leaning toward Hero, so that she
could better reach all the places under his chin.

“I hope you got something to eat, because
I’m not giving you any of my bread,” Senta told Bessemer. “And you
know that wasn’t me. That was Zurfina’s cage. She had a cute little
leash for you too.”

“Oh, I ate. I ate a nice warm-blooded
mammal.” He bared his razor sharp teeth ferociously and his forked
tongue shot out and back in. Hero pulled her hand away from his
head and stepped back, clutching both hands to her chest.

“Now look what you did,” said Senta.

“I’m sorry, Hero,” said Bessemer. “You know
I would never eat you. And I wouldn’t eat any of your friends
either. Probably.”

“Oh, very scary,” said Senta. “Now kiss and
make up.”

The dragon leaned his face toward the blond
girl, who in turn leaned toward him. He pressed his left cheek to
her right cheek and they both made “mwa” sounds as they kissed the
air. Then they pulled back and leaned forward again, and this time
she pressed her left cheek to his right and they gave each other
another air kiss. The dragon then rolled his serpentine neck so
that his head was completely upside down, exposing his chin. Senta
rubbed the steel colored scales that Hero had been unable to
completely reach.

“And I had a fish too,” said the dragon.

“We had stew,” said Hero.

“Potatoes?”

“Yes.”

“Carrots?”

“Yes.”

“Celery?”

“Yes.”

“And we didn’t have to pay,” said Senta.
“Mrs. Dechantagne bought our lunch for us, and she bought these
loaves of bread too.”

“Pretty blue dress she was wearing,” said
Bessemer, rolling his head back around.

“How do you know?” wondered Hero.

“Saw her walking home, when I was flying
around.”

“I wish I could fly,” said Hero.

“Oh, it’s ace, alright,” said the dragon.
“Where are you two off to now?”

Senta and Hero looked at each other. They
hadn’t made any plans and had just been walking along. For two
twelve year old girls in the colony there were uncounted
possibilities, but because they were two twelve year old girls,
none of the countless possibilities came to mind, and those that
did had no appeal. They both sighed at the same time.

“We could finish reading ‘Matter and the
Elements’” suggested Hero.

“Boring,” said Senta.

“It’s actually pretty good once you get to
the last third,” said Bessemer.

“You’re reading ahead?” demanded Senta.

“You read too slowly.”

“Fine. We’ll go to my house and get the
book. We can drop off the bread, too. Then we’ll go to Terrence’s
tree and finish reading. We can stop on the way and drop your bread
off at your house. And the dragon can just sit there and watch us
read.”

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to attend,” said
the dragon. “I have a very important nap to see to.”

The home of Zurfina the Magnificent and of
course of Senta, her apprentice, sat less than three hundred yards
west of the town square. It had a fenced in yard of six acres with
many large trees. The little winding walkway through the natural
pines and maples, made the yard seem like a quiet little forest.
There were a few houses in the area, though none were located on
lots touching the sorceress’s. Neighbors usually referred to
Zurfina’s house as a “tower”, though it was in actuality just a
small building, no larger in floor area than most other homes, but
rising to five stories. The ground floor was a kitchen, dining
area, and storage rooms. The first floor up was the living room and
Bessemer’s chamber. The second floor up was a bedroom and playroom
for Senta. Above that was Zurfina’s bedroom and boudoir. The very
top story was the sorceress’s private study, in which none were
allowed.

Senta opened the heavily carved pine door
and led the others inside. The ground floor, like the others was
mostly one big room, with particular areas set aside by room
dividers. Bessemer immediately shot over to a pile of fluffy
pillows in the corner of the dining area, turned around three
times, then curled up into a ball that seemed impossibly small.
Senta carried the large loaf of bread to the pantry and opening the
door, placed it inside. She closed the door then looked around the
room.

“I know that book is down here
somewhere.”

Every flat area in the room was covered with
dirty dishes, books, stacks of papers, clothing, full and empty
bottles and cans, and jars of preserved foods.

“We should stay here and clean up,” said
Hero.

“When Zurfina finally comes down, she can
just magic it clean.”

“Can’t you magic it clean?”

“Hmm.” Senta raised an eyebrow.

“Never mind. I don’t want you turning me
into a ham sandwich by accident.”

“If you turn into a ham sandwich our deal
about my not eating you is off,” said the dragon from the corner,
without opening his eyes.

Suddenly Zurfina walked down the stairs in
the center of the room. She had a pale green plaster smeared across
her face, including her eyelids which were closed, but she didn’t
seem to need to see to know where she was going. She made every
step in stairs without the least hesitation. Her hair was wet and
mussed, but the girls could clearly see the bald spot over her
right ear. The pale green plaster on her face was the only thing
that she was wearing. Her naked body was on display with her
constellation of two inch star tattoos, one above each breast, one
around her naval, and one on each hip bone. Still with closed eyes,
the sorceress reached the froredor, a magical ice box, opened it,
and took out a carrot. She bit the tip of the carrot as she turned
around and walked back to the staircase. The girls could now see
the fourteen inch moon tattooed at the top of her back, and the
eight inch flaming sun in the small of her back.

As soon as Zurfina had disappeared into the
ceiling passage up to the next floor, both girls burst out
laughing.

“Is that you, Senta?” called Zurfina’s voice
from above.

“Yes!” Senta called back.

“Clean up down there!”

Hero and Senta both burst out laughing
again.


Chapter Two: On the Dechantagne Family
Estate



Turning away from the street, Yuah
Dechantagne made her way up the stone walkway to the family’s home.
The huge, stately structure was the largest building in the colony,
and had taken the better part of two years to construct. Featuring
a large portico supported by four two story columns, a double
gabled roof and more than a dozen stone chimneys, every side of the
house was covered with large dual-paned windows. Walking through
the gardens and past the large reflecting pool, the fountain, and
the sundial surrounded by white roses, she paused to hyperventilate
for a moment before tackling the six steps to the portico. Standing
at attention outside of the front door was a lizardman, naked
except for a yellow ribbon with a gold medallion around its neck.
As she approached, the creature reached back and opened the door
for her.

“Thank you, Tisson,” she said, sweeping in
through the doorway.

Once inside, she walked through the foyer
and into the parlor, just in time to see her sister-in-law, the
Colonial Governor, slapping her hand across the protruding snout of
another lizardman. The creature wore a similar medallion and ribbon
as its counterpart outside, though it was a silver medallion on a
green ribbon. The reptilian was also slightly shorter and had
darker green skin. Even so, it towered over the woman that faced it
in the olive green herringbone dress.

“One more time and I’ll cut off your tail
and send you back to that mud hut you came from,” she snarled at
the lizardman. “Do you understand?”

“Yess,” hissed the reptile.

“What was that all about?” asked Yuah.

Iolanthe rolled her aquamarine eyes. “How
many times have I explained? They still don’t get it. When the
flower petals fall off, the flowers are replaced.”

“I think they like the flowers better when
they are wilted,” replied Yuah. “It must be a lizard
affectation.”

“Well, I’m not going to put up with it. Say,
where have you been all morning?”

“New dress.”

“Oh yes. Very pretty.” If there was one
thing Governor Iolanthe Dechantagne Calliere could appreciate, it
was a new dress. “The baby was crying a little while ago. I had
Cissy feed him.”

“Sirrik!” called Yuah. Another lizardman,
mottled yellow with brown stripes, stepped into the parlor from the
doorway which led to the library. “Go have Cissy bring down the
baby.”

Sirrik walked through the parlor and into
the foyer. The two women could hear the creak of the stairs as the
heavy reptilian then made his way up. Yuah set her large loaf of
bread on the coffee table and sat down on a divan, recently brought
by ship from Mirsanna. Iolanthe carefully sat down across from her
in a sweepback Prince Tybalt chair.

“I am surprised to find you still at home,”
said Yuah.

“I will be going to the office later in the
day.”

“Are you going to address the new arrivals?
I saw that the ship was being unloaded.”

“I will leave that to your father. He
actually enjoys that sort of thing, you know.”

“Yes, I know.”

The groaning of the staircase announced
Sirrik’s return. Following closely on his scaly heels was a smaller
lizardman, this one wearing a yellow skirt just above its tail. The
ridiculous garment was only about eight inches long, hiding nothing
because the reptiles had no external genitalia to hide. Nestled
carefully within the smaller lizardman’s arms was a small bundle.
The beast walked across the parlor and gently passed it to Yuah.
She carefully pealed back the blanket revealing the tiny, pink,
perfectly formed face of a baby boy. His tiny mouth was puckered
and his eyes were closed. He twisted slightly in his sleep, as Yuah
tickled his chin.

“Who’s mama’s big boy?” she said, in the
voice people reserve for babies, pets, and anything else that can’t
actually hear or respond.

“How long has he been asleep?” Yuah asked
the lizardman in the yellow dress.

“Haff hour,” said the creature, rolling its
yellow eyes toward the grandfather clock along the east wall.

“Half an hour?” confirmed Yuah.

“Yes.”

“He’ll be asleep for some time yet,” said
Iolanthe. “Why don’t you let her put him back in his crib?”

“No, I want to hold him for a while.” Yuah
turned to the lizardman. “You can go now. Why don’t you check back
at three?”

Both reptiles bowed and left the room,
Sirrik back toward the library, and Cissy through the foyer. Yuah
leaned back and gently bounced the baby boy in her arms while he
slept. She marveled at his dark eyelashes and the tiny bit of dark
brown hair just sticking out below the blanket.

At that moment a little girl, almost three,
in a bright floral dress ran into the room. Her blond hair seemed
thin around her chubby, round face, but was supplemented with a
large red bow on the top of her head. Bouncing along on her chubby
little legs, she was not quite in control of her body, and bumped
right into the stuffed arm of Iolanthe’s chair. She was up again
quickly, though she left the item she had been carrying, a doll
with a dress exactly like hers, lying on the hardwood floor.

“Auntie Yuah,” said the toddler, running to
the woman with the baby. “I want to give Augie a kiss.”

“Alright, but carefully. He’s asleep and we
don’t want to wake him.”

With the exaggerated movements that are so
endearing in the very tiniest human beings, the little girl reached
up on her tip-toes and puckered up her lips, stretching them out as
far as they could go, and kissed the baby, held out by its mother,
with a smacking sound. She then rolled back on her heels, almost
losing her balance and falling back onto the coffee table.

“Very sweet,” said Yuah. “Now go see
Mummy.”

“Don’t you dare jump on me,” said Iolanthe,
as the child trundled around the table toward her. “Your dress is
filthy. What have you been doing?”

“Making mud pies.”

“Making mud pies,” muttered the governor.
“Sirrek!”

The mottled yellow and brown lizardman
returned.

“Who is supposed to be watching Iolana?”

“Kheesie,” hissed Sirrek.

“Remind her that the child is supposed to
stay clean. If she can’t do her job, I’m sure that there are others
who can. And have her draw Iolana a bath.” Iolanthe turned to Yuah.
“If there is one thing you can count on the lizards to get right,
it’s bathing.”

Yuah gave a half nod-half shrug of
acknowledgement; though the vast majority of her attention was
still on the sweet, perfect, angelic, little face of Augustus Marek
Virgil Dechantagne. At two months old, he was still so tiny and so
helpless that without trying, he activated that part of her that
seemed to want to do everything for him and to give him everything.
And he looked so much like his father. She held and cuddled him for
half an hour, scarcely noticing that everyone else eventually left
the room. Finally she was rewarded with his dark blue eyes opening.
As he looked back at her, she felt the pull of her milk, and
carried the baby upstairs and into the nursery to feed him.

Yuah spent the remainder of the day in the
most rewarding and pleasant role that she had ever had—that of
mother. She scarcely paid any attention to the comings and goings
of Iolanthe and the other members of the household. She cuddled and
hugged. She played peek-a-boo. She dismissed Cissy when she checked
in at three. She skipped both tea and dinner, having a snack
brought up to the nursery. Finally that evening, she dressed Augie
in his pajamas, and put him to bed. Before she retired to her own
room, which was just on the other side of the wall from Augie’s
crib, she crossed to the bed on the opposite side of the nursery
and kissed an already sleeping Iolana on the forehead.

Yuah’s own bedroom was the type of room that
she had dreamt of having as a child. Of course, growing up as a
servant in the Dechantagne household, she had seen such rooms many
times. Wallpaper with an intricate pattern of pink roses between
golden bars covered all the walls, reaching from the golden pattern
on the ceiling to the gold floral carpeting on the floor. Pink lace
curtains on both the windows matched the pink lace draped above the
big brass bed and above the large oval mirror of the vanity. The
intricately wrought bedstead matched both the small brass chair in
front of the vanity and the small stand in the corner which held
the wash basin and pitcher. Cissy followed her into the room and
stood quietly by as Yuah removed her new dress.

Though Cissy, like all the reptilian
aborigines was referred to as a lizardman or a Lizzie, she was in
fact a female of the species. Her silly little skirt was the
primary indicator of that fact, for most humans remained ignorant
of how to determine gender among their cold-blooded neighbors. It
also, like the medallions worn by the male lizardmen, indicated to
the local militia and the new police department that she was in the
permanent employ of human colonists, and so was allowed the freedom
to stay within the confines of the colony overnight, unlike the
laborers at the dock or those working on the streets. She was
slightly less than six feet in height, several inches taller than
Yuah. The skin of her face was a deep forest green which continued
down her back, punctuated with darker stripes just below her
shoulders. Beneath her long powerful jaw, on her dewlap, and
extending down her front, it was a lighter, pale green. Cissy, like
Tisson and Sirrek, and unlike most of the twenty or so other
lizardmen on the property, had been working for the household for
almost two years, earning Iolanthe’s trust and her husband’s too,
for what it mattered. Cissy even seemed to have won over Terrence,
and that was saying something.

When Yuah had taken off her dress and handed
it to Cissy to be hung up, she then turned and held on to the brass
bedstead, so the reptilian maid could unlace her Prudence Plus
maternal bust form corset. Stepping out of that and the rest of her
underclothes, she put on her nightdress and sat at the vanity to
comb her long brown hair, while Cissy put the corset away in the
closet and put all the rest down the laundry chute in the
hallway.

“I think that will be all, Cissy,” said
Yuah.

“Yes.” The maid turned and exited the room,
her long, armored tail, the tip of which was about a foot off the
ground, seemed to stay long after she had made her way through the
doorway. Back in Greater Brechalon, servants were required to
respond with a “yes, Miss” or a “yes, Ma'am”, but the locals were
unable to comply with this necessity having for all practical
purposes, no lips. They were quite capable of “yes, Sir” but the
royal governor had decided that having no form of address at all
was preferable to a masculine one for the ladies.

Climbing beneath the blankets of her large
bed, Yuah felt more alone than at any time of the day. Her husband
had been gone for almost eight months. When he had left, her
pregnancy was only beginning to show. Now a beautiful young son lay
in the room next door, having never seen, nor been seen by his
father. It was a long journey to Brech—almost two months travel
time each direction. So eight months was not an unreasonable time
to be gone. On the other hand, eight months was long enough to make
clear that Terrence wasn’t breaking any records in an effort to
return home.

The next morning, Cissy was again present to
help Yuah get dressed. Today she decided on a teal dress which
featured a very tight bodice and a plunging back. The butterfly
sleeves of white lace matched waves of lace which trailed down in
layers over the smooth satin skirt. A very large white bow
accentuated the bustle, and tiny white bow-shaped beads ran in a
single line down the front, from the relatively high neckline, all
the way to the floor. She chose long white gloves to accentuate the
dress and a matching teal hat, shallow with a very wide brim,
trimmed in blue, yellow, and white flowers. By the time she had
finished her makeup, Cissy had dressed Augie and taking her son in
her arms, Yuah made her way down the sweeping staircase and into
the dining room.

Yuah thought she had made it up early this
morning, but everyone was already seated at the long dining table.
Professor Merced Calliere, dressed in a white summer suit that his
wife had no doubt purchased for him, sat at the head of the table
and was already scooping forkfuls of eggs and sausages to his
mouth. At the opposite end of the table, his wife, the royal
governor, sipped her morning tea. The bright red dress she wore was
clean in style and far simpler in cut than Yuah’s teal dress. It
featured no lace or brocade or beading what-so-ever, but the
material which covered Iolanthe from the top of the neck to the
wrists and down to the floor was so smooth, and so fine, that Yuah
would have bet it cost a fortune, and was probably imported all the
way from Forlond.

Each side of the table had four place
settings, though for breakfast, not all of them were filled. Yuah
took her place to Iolanthe’s right. The two seats to her right were
empty. At the far end, next to her father, and perched on a stack
of books in her chair was little Iolana. The pretty little girl,
dressed in bright pink, had her blond hair carefully curled into
dozens of tiny ringlets, which framed her aquamarine eyes, tiny
freckled nose, and bow-shaped mouth. Directly across from Yuah sat
Mrs. Colbshallow. A handsome, though rather worn woman in her late
forties, Mrs. Colbshallow had been the family cook for the
Dechantagne household. Having journeyed to the new world, she found
herself in the rather queer position of being a human servant in a
land where servants were lizardmen. Since she clearly was above the
level of the Lizzies, she had sort of automatically assumed the
place of family member. While she was still in charge of all the
meals, she only engaged in the actual work of the kitchen when it
suited her. Next to her was her son Saba, in a neatly pressed blue
police uniform, with large brass buttons. The lanky boy who had
been a step-n-fetchit for the Dechantagne home had grown to a
handsome six foot three nineteen year old. His thick blond hair and
flashing moss green eyes were a welcome sight for most girls in
Port Dechantagne. Though he lived in a small house down the road,
he often took meals with his mother. Next to him was another empty
seat, and then next to that, to the professor’s right was seated
Macy Godwin. Another staff member elevated to family, Mrs. Godwin
had served as a governess and head maid at the Dechantagne family
home in Shopton. Now nearing sixty, Mrs. Godwin had settled in to
serve as the grizzled aunt neither the Dechantagne nor the Calliere
family had.

One of the lizardman waiters placed a plate
of eggs, sausages, black pudding, baked beans, sliced tomatoes, and
toast in front of Yuah. Balancing Augie in the crook of her left
arm, she picked up her fork and used the side of it to cut the eggs
into bite sized pieces. The local lack of chickens did nothing to
lessen the humans’ appetite for eggs and the local countryside
obliged. There were many birds in Birmisia, as well as dinosaurs,
and quite a few animals that seemed to fall somewhere in between
the two groups. Wild eggs had proven to be the most abundant food
source offered by the new land. Early on, the colonists had
scavenged them for themselves, but this had given way to trading
with the local lizardman tribes for them. Now, with the exception
of manual labor, eggs were the largest source of wealth for the
reptilians.

“I believe there is something wrong with
your dress, dear,” said Mrs. Godwin.

“Oh?” said Yuah.

“Yes, it’s missing the back.”

“Perhaps you have it on backwards,” offered
Mrs. Colbshallow.

“I happen to know that both of you saw this
dress at Mrs. Bratihn’s,” said Yuah. “You’ve just been waiting
until I wore it so you could play at being blinkered old
ladies.”

“It does show rather a lot of skin, for a
day dress,” said Iolanthe.

“Backs are all in, in Brech,” said Yuah.

“I think it looks very nice,” said the
professor.

“Oh shut up,” snapped Iolanthe.

When breakfast was over, Yuah bundled Augie
up in blankets and tucked him neatly into the baby carriage she had
ordered from Brech. It was baby blue, as befitted a boy, with a
cute lace edged sun shade and very large round wheels to make it
easier to go over the mostly unpaved roads of Port Dechantagne.
Picking up her teal parasol, she pushed the stroller out the front
door and waited at the bottom of the steps as Tisson carried baby
and all down to the level ground. It was cool and somewhat on the
breezy side, so she tucked the parasol into the carriage and pushed
on down the roadway.

Though she hadn’t quite decided on a
destination when she left the house, it wasn’t long before Yuah
realized that she was walking east toward the heart of the colony’s
Zaeri community. Here along the edge of the town, yards were large,
filled not with flower gardens but with rows of vegetables, and
houses were for the most part small one or two room affairs. White
gravel paved the road here as most everywhere else, but there were
few paved or even stone walkways. Here people walked across grass
yards to the front doors of their bungalows.

Three women were outside working, and
stopped weeding or turning soil in order to watch the woman in the
teal dress push along her baby carriage. Each of the three women
wore utilitarian dresses, which though they were the same shape and
covered a similarly large bustle, had none of the lace or
decoration of Yuah’s dress. They were made of coarse brown cloth
over white cotton under-dresses. Instead of hats, they wore bonnets
of brown linen. A fourth woman looked up from digging the weeds
from her garden as Yuah reached the point directly in front of her
home. She put aside her hoe and stepped quickly to the road side
holding out her hand.

“Mrs. Dechantagne, how lovely to see
you.”

Honor Hertling was dressed in the same
sturdy brown and white clothing as her neighbors. Her sleeves and
the front of her dress were stained with dirt, and she wore a beat
up pair of men’s work gloves. Twenty years old, with large, sad
eyes, a small nose, and raven hair, she was not classically
beautiful, and not just because of the ugly scar that ran across
her left cheek to her chin. She was cute though, in an indefinable
way. Yuah reached out to take her gloved hand.

“Oh, sorry,” said Miss Hertling. She pulled
her hand away and removed the glove, then grasped Yuah’s hand
firmly. “What a lovely dress.”

“You like it? A little bird told me that you
might not approve.” Yuah was suddenly aware that she was using one
of Iolanthe’s expressions.

“Mein sister and her friend.” Miss
Hertling’s accent suddenly became thicker. “I am thinking that the
Drache girl likes to stir up trouble. Would you like to come in for
some tea?”

“Thank you.”

Tossing her gloves onto a potting bench near
the garden, the young woman opened the door. Yuah parked the blue
baby carriage in the yard and lifting little Augie out, followed
into the house. The structure was very small and consisted of three
rooms. The front room, only about eight by twelve feet, served as
parlor, dining room, and kitchen, as well as any number of other
functions for which the Dechantagne household would have had
individual rooms. From the cast iron stove at one end of the room
to the shelf filled with canned goods at the other, the room was
impeccably clean. A single bookcase contained a dozen volumes and
was home to two small porcelain vases holding cut flowers. Bright
light shown in through the lace curtained windows. Augie began to
fuss as Yuah stepped inside.

“He’s probably hungry again,” she said.

“If you would like to nurse him now, you may
sit in the rocking chair, while I make our tea.”

Yuah set the swaddled baby on the chair as
she went about the fairly arduous task of freeing her breasts from
the many layers of her clothing. Though two of her three
undergarments had been fashioned with breast-feeding in mind, the
gorgeous teal dress had not. By the time Augie was able to begin
suckling, he was red-faced from crying and his mother was nearing
exhaustion. Yuah pulled the suddenly quiet baby close to her body,
now bare from the waist up, and reached with a free hand to accept
the cup of steaming tea. Miss Hertling turned the lock on the door,
which consisted of a small piece of wood with a single nail holding
it to the doorjamb.

“I wouldn’t want Hertzal walking in on you,”
she explained. “I think he might faint.”

“Isn’t he working at the dock?”

“Yes, but sometimes he comes home for
lunch.”

“Thank you again for your hospitality. I
suppose I would have had to walk all the way back home, or find a
spot beside a tree.”

“That probably wouldn’t have been a good
idea. I’ve seen velociraptors eating out of people’s garbage twice
this week. I doubt that one or two would chase down a full grown
person, but they always seem to multiply. I hate to think of one of
them getting after a baby.”

Yuah pulled Augie even closer. “I hope you
have notified the police.”

“I have. The militia too. They keep chasing
the beasts off and they keep coming back.”

Yuah turned Augie around to give him the
other breast. He cried for just a moment as she shifted his
position, and then happily went back to feeding. She brushed his
thin brown hair back away from his face.

“I don’t want you to think that I disapprove
of you or your clothes,” said Miss Hertling, pulling one of the
dining chairs forward to face the rocking chair, and sitting down
in it. “I just think that it is very important to preserve our
traditions.”

“There is nothing in the scripture or the
Magnificent Law that prohibits the wearing of colorful
clothing.”

“Yes, I know. But my sister and I come from
Freedonia. You must understand that in Freedonia, the Zaeri face
extinction.”

“You don’t really mean that do you?
Extinction, as in death?”

“Murder is being committed and sometimes
it’s sanctioned by the government. Those Zaeri who stay are being
discriminated against and forced to move to specially designated
areas. Laws are being passed that limit Zaeri rights and create
special Zaeri taxes. Those Zaeri who do leave, find themselves
unable to return. Things are only going to get worse, too. King
Klaus II has publicly called the Zaeri an unclean race.”

“That’s abhorrent.”

“Yes, but that’s the way it is. My parents
were killed and my brother, sister, and I were chased out of our
home. But they couldn’t destroy what we are. We are still Zaeri and
we are still alive. I think it’s important that we remember who we
are. We should maintain our traditions.”

“I suppose I can understand your feelings
about it,” said Yuah.

“Things must be strange for you though,”
mused Miss Hertling. “I hadn’t really thought of it before. You are
one of only a handful of Zaeri from Greater Brechalon. You must
feel as different from us, from the Freedonians, as you do from the
Kafirite Brechs.”

“Yes. I hadn’t thought about it either, at
least not much, but I have been feeling isolated lately. It’s
probably postpartum angst as much as anything.”

“Don’t disregard your feelings so quickly.
If only I had known you were interested in being part of the Zaeri
community here… well, I could have done something.”

“I don’t know if I am interested. For a long
time I didn’t want to be a Zaeri at all. When I was a little girl,
my mother took me and my brother to shrine every week. Then she
died. I was only five.”

“Losing a parent can shake one’s faith.”

“My father called a Zaeri Imam to cast a
healing spell. He did too, but it didn’t help. My mother got sicker
and sicker until she died. My father of course, refused to allow a
Kafirite Priest to bless her.”

“Do you think a Kafirite Priest could have
healed her?”

“I don’t know, but I’ve seen so many people
healed by their priests. If Kafira is not the daughter of God, how
can they work such miracles?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know how magic works.
I have seen Zaeri Imams perform miracles and I have seen it from
Kafirite Priests, and I have even seen it from a frightening blond
woman parading around in her underwear.”

Yuah laughed.

“I don’t know how any of it works,”
continued Miss Hertling. “Then again, I don’t know how lighting a
steam engine on fire makes it go faster either.”

“I’m sure my brother-in-law could explain
that one for you.”

“Perhaps.” Miss Hertling leaned forward in
her chair. “When our shrine is built here, I would like to invite
you to come.”

“Is it actually going to be built?”

“Yes, just up the road. The foundation is
already finished. It should be completed within the month.”

“But you don’t have an Imam.”

“That is true. But I feel confident that God
will provide.”

“Perhaps you could get one from Freedonia,”
suggested Yuah. “In fact, with all the strife there, so many
problems, there must be many who would like to come here to
Birmisia. They could start new lives here.”

“We are way ahead of you, I’m afraid. Don’t
believe that there is no discrimination here though.”

Yuah pursed her lips. “You don’t have to
tell me.”

“However, we have a great ally in your
sister-in-law.”

“My sister-in-law?” asked Yuah, and the look
on her face caused Miss Hertling to smile.

“Yes, the governor so much wants to see the
colony grow, that she doesn’t even mind that it is ‘a bunch of
zeets’ from Freedonia who are the new arrivals. She has, from her
own pocket, paid the advance costs for three more ships to bring
more refugees from Bangdorf. This after the Colonial Council voted
against funding them with public funds.”

“Knowing Iolanthe,” said Yuah. “She must
believe there is a profit to be made.”

“Oh, I’m sure that is the case,” replied
Miss Hertling. “Never-the-less, I expect that her name will be
expounded in song as the greatest Kafirite friend of our people
since Princess Aarya.”

Yuah laughed again. “Oh, I can’t wait to
hear that song!”

Augie was finished feeding, so she tossed
him over her shoulder and patted him on the bottom until he gave a
great burp. Miss Hertling held out her hands, and Yuah handed the
baby to her to hold as she put back on her clothing.

“Well, I suppose I’ve taken up enough of
your time.”

“Not at all,” said Miss Hertling. “I am so
glad that you came by. I do hope you will do so again. You should
come by for dinner. I can’t fix anything as fancy as the famous
meals of the Dechantagne household, but you won’t go away hungry.
And that reminds me. I have you to thank for the loaf of bread you
sent home with Hero. That was one more thing that I didn’t have to
do this week.”

“Don’t mention it.” Yuah stood up and took
back Augie from the young woman, stepping toward the door. Miss
Hertling turned the simple wooden lock and opened the door for her,
then followed her out. The baby was asleep again, as Yuah snuggled
him into the baby carriage. She then turned to see Miss Hertling
reach inside the door and pull out what at first looked like a
cricket bat, but then she realized was one of the lizardman
weapons, studded along the edges with sharp pieces of volcanic
glass, creating a sharp edge. The young woman closed the cottage
door. Then she stepped toward her.

“I think I will walk you home,” said Miss
Hertling, pointing down the street.

“Thank you,” said Yuah.

Fifty yards away, three two foot tall,
brightly feathered beasts were fighting over the remains of a small
animal. They snapped at each other with long teeth-filled jaws, and
‘squawked’ loudly as they attempted to use their sickle-like three
inch claws to pull the carcass away from one another.


Chapter Three: Staff



There was chaos on the shore. Practically
every citizen of Nutooka was pressed into the confines of the
harbor. Some screamed. Some cried. Some waved to get the attention
of the battleship off shore. No doubt all of them would have piled
into small boats and rowed out to the ship, if Captain Mould had
not already had all of the local boats scuttled. Even so, some of
the people on shore jumped into the water, to try to swim out to
the ship. The city of Nutooka itself was almost completely empty.
This was not surprising, once one looked at the size of the army
advancing upon it. For more than three years, the followers of the
Ape god Guma and their allies, the antiforeigner Red Sashes, had
built up their strength. Now they were ready to eliminate the
Brechs, whose single naval installation was, they felt, the
greatest blight on their great land of Enclep.

On the bridge of the battleship H.M.S.
Superb, the captain and his first officer watched the locals’
panic, while several other officers hunched over a map of the
region surrounding the port. Captain Mould was the youngest captain
in the Royal Navy of Greater Brechalon, and looked every inch like
a man capable of rising quickly in that prestigious service. His
sharp nose and neatly trimmed beard gave him the look of a
predatory bird which his black eyes did nothing to diminish. He
turned on his heel and looked at the men hunched over the map.

“Where are they exactly, Wizard Than?”

One of the officers, dressed no different
than any of the others save a blue bar on the sleeve of his stiffly
starched white uniform, waved his hand over the map and said,
“Uuthanum.” A hundred tiny red dots appeared grouped in three large
bunches on the map, indicating three massive arms of the
approaching army.

“Whenever you are ready, Commander,” said
the Captain.

“Aye, sir.”

Commander Staff seemed almost the polar
opposite of his captain in some ways. Light blond and clean shaven,
his freckled face made him look far younger than his twenty nine
years. His small nose and well formed mouth made him almost too
pretty. For all that, he seemed nothing less of a naval man of
action than his superior. He leaned over the ship’s phone.

“Sixteen degrees, eight minutes. Twenty two
degrees, five minutes. Elevation, make it five thousand yards. Load
high explosive.”

The entire ship shook slightly as the two
massive front facing turrets, each with three twelve inch guns,
turned into position. Once they were in place, Staff leaned back
over the phone.

“Lay down a pattern of fire.”

Six giant guns fired, rending the air with a
sound that thunder could only envy. Huge gouts of flame and
monstrous clouds of acrid smoke shot across the bay. As soon as the
flame was gone and the great sound began to die away, the guns
fired off again. And again. And again. Three hundred massive shells
were fired into the advancing army on the far side of the city of
Nutooka.

“Hold fire,” said Staff into the phone. The
thundering of the cannons ceased.

“Are they getting the message, Wizard Than?”
asked the Captain.

The wizard and the other officers watched
the red dots across the map. They began to spread out from the
three masses of their original formation into an even dispersion
throughout the jungle.

“Just what we hoped for, Captain,” said the
wizard.

“You know what to do, Mr. Staff.”

Once again, Staff leaned over the phone.
“Raise elevation to seven thousand yards. Load anti-personnel.”
Then turning back to Captain Mould. “Ready, sir.”

“At your discretion, Mr. Staff.”

“Lay down your pattern of fire.”

The six giant guns began firing again. While
the first three hundred shells had just grazed the advancing
forces’ front, this extended volley fell right in their midst. The
raised elevation spread the falling shells throughout the army. The
first wave of fire, laid down with high explosive shells which had
blown up upon impact, created huge craters in the jungle
battlefield and knocked down thousands of trees. This second attack
was made with anti-personnel shells, which burst upon impact
releasing tens of thousands of flechettes, needle-like bits of
iron, which then flew in all directions, slicing through the
warriors on the ground and their terror-bird mounts, like hot tacks
through butter. Captain Mould and Commander Staff stepped back to
lean over the officers and look at the map. The red dots,
indicating the cult fighters and the Red Sash terrorists were
disappearing from the paper. The red dots were fading away not in
ones and twos, but in hundreds, in thousands. By the time three
hundred shells had been fired, only a tiny fraction of the symbols
representing the enemy remained.

“All right Mr. Staff, hold fire.”

“Hold fire,” called Staff into the ship’s
phone. The great cannons became quiet.

“Mr. Rise.” The captain turned his attention
to the man inside the nearby wireless room. “Signal Major Black to
advance.”

Captain Mould stepped stiffly back to the
other officers watching the map. A line of blue dots began sweeping
across the map from the far right side. These dots represented the
contingent of Royal Marines, whose job it would be to finish off
the enemy and who ironically enough were dressed in their bright
red coats and white pith helmets. The captain nodded in
satisfaction at the outcome of the operation. With any luck, it
would be a permanent blow to the forces of instability in Enclep.
If not that, at least it would set them back years.

“Commander Staff, it looks as though you
will be able to make your rendezvous with the S.S. Arrow.”

“Yes, Sir.”

 


* * * * *

 


One month later, as the winter wind whipped
through his blond hair, Radley Staff climbed up the long rope
ladder to the deck of the cruise ship S.S. Arrow. The launch which
had carried him from the Superb turned, and the stout seamen rowed
it back across the choppy sea. At the top of the ladder, he climbed
through the opening in the railing and stepped onto the deck. The
purser was there to greet him.

“Welcome aboard. Glad to have you with us,
Commander Staff.”

“It’s just Mr. Staff now.”

“Yes, of course. The captain has asked me to
inform you that even though we only have a second class cabin
available for you, you will have access to all the first class
amenities.”

“That’s very nice. Thank you.”

The purser smile broadly. “The cabin boy
will show you the way.”

“Thank you.”

The cabin boy, a lad of about ten years,
lifted Staff’s duffle bag to his shoulder, and headed across the
damp deck toward an open hatch. Unlike the hatches on the
battleship, this one resembled the door of a building. Staff
followed the youth inside and then down three narrow sets of
stairs, up a long narrow corridor and finally through another door
into a small room. At six feet wide and sixteen feet long, the
second class cabin was actually larger than the first officer’s
quarters on Superb. The boy sat the duffle bag next to the bed, and
Staff handed him a silver ten pfennig piece. Saluting, the boy
left, closing the door after him.

Staff sat down on the edge of the bed.
Pulling the duffle bag strings open, he reached in and pulled out
the pieces of his wardrobe, setting them on the bed beside him. He
had made his way about halfway to the bottom, when he reached his
shaving kit. Sitting atop of it was the letter. He looked at it for
a moment, and then unfolded it. The fold lines were so pressed into
the paper now that they seemed the most permanent part of it. The
ink was faded, but still legible.

 


Dear Lieutenant Staff,

I wanted to let you know that I will be
marrying soon. Please do not write and please do not return. I wish
things could have been different. Good-bye.

Sincerely,

Iolanthe.

 


He must have read it forty five thousand
times, but he read it again anyway. Thirty five words. Not a lot of
wasted ones. Not a lot of wasted emotion, either. He folded the
letter back up and placed it along with his shaving kit, on the
small vanity next to the bed. Taking out the last of his clothes,
he put his socks in the single drawer, left the rest of his
clothing sitting on the bed, and taking his extra pair of shoes, he
stood up and stepped out the door of the cabin. He placed his shoes
in the hallway by the door and walked up the hallway toward the
ships bow.

He had passed five or six cabins when one of
the doors opened and a cabin boy stepped out. Staff wasn’t sure if
it was the same boy who had escorted him to his own cabin. The boy
looked up.

“I need my clothes pressed,” said Staff.

“Yes, Sir. Cabin?”

“213.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“And which way is the first class
lounge?”

“Straight ahead, Sir. Up the first staircase
on your right. Royal deck. Third one up.”

“Thanks.”

Staff followed the boy’s directions and
found the first class lounge with no problem. Though he wore a new
suit that he had purchased in Nutooka, he felt decidedly
underdressed. The dozen people in the spacious room already wore
their evening clothes though it was only sixteen hundred hours.
Four PM, he mentally corrected himself. A beautiful raven haired
woman, in an iridescent purple taffeta ball gown with beaded and
sequined trim sat at the piano, playing a wistful tune.

Most everyone in the lounge was seated in
the large comfortable stuffed chairs which were placed in large
groupings. No one was at the bar, so Staff set that as his
destination. The dark mahogany bar was massive, ornately carved,
and so polished that patrons could see themselves as though they
were looking into a mirror. The bartender was a small balding man
with a thin black mustache in white shirtsleeves. He looked up
inquiringly as Staff stopped in front of him.

“Whiskey. Rocks.”

A moment later the bartender placed the
drink in front of him. Carefully sipping, Staff was momentarily
surprised at how good it tasted. It had been a long time since he
had really fine Brech whiskey. The concoctions that sailors
smuggled aboard ship or found in port often left much to be
desired.

He turned and watched the piano player. Her
thick black hair was styled into a complex Mirsannan twist and
decorated with five or six small purple bows. Her dark eyes were
unfixed as though she were interested only in the melody she
played. Her thick lips were painted a deep purple that almost
matched her dress. Staff continued to watch her as he finished his
drink and ordered a second.

Two men dressed in expensive evening suits
entered the lounge and made their way across the room to stand next
to the former naval officer. Both were in their late fifties, the
first with thinning grey hair and a thick black mustache. The
second man was clean shaven, with jowls that shook when he talked,
and had a thick pile of white hair.

“Two glasses of fortified white,” the first
man ordered from the bartender. Then he turned back to his
companion. “I’m telling you now Shannon, you won’t be sorry you
came and you won’t be sorry we brought our crew with us. There’s no
time to waste.”

“I know,” said the jowly man. “I just hate
traveling in Hamonth. It’s bad luck, you know.”

“No. It’s bad luck to start a journey in
Hamonth. We’re already at sea. Did you ever hear that it was bad
luck to start a journey in Kafirius?”

“No.”

“Well, there you go. If anything, it’s good
luck. We’ve got to move quickly too, you know. The latest report is
that the railroad will reach Port Dechantagne by the end of
Festuary.”

“That soon?”

“Yes. Say,” the first man tapped Staff on
the shoulder. “Don’t I know you?”

“I don’t think so,” replied Staff, keeping
his eyes on the piano player.

“But you’re a navy man, right? An
officer?”

“I was.”

“Did you serve in Birmisia?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent. Allow me to make an
introduction. I’m Alastair Merchant, and this is my partner Wendell
P. Shannon.”

“Merchant and Shannon,” said Staff, turning
to shake hands. “Like the shipping lines.”

“The very same.”

“Radley Staff, late a commander in His
Majesty’s Royal Navy.”

“A pleasure to meet you. We’re on our way to
Birmisia to conduct a little business and we could use a man who
knows the lay of the land. Somebody who’s been there, knows how
things are done. Say, I’ll bet you even know the royal
governor.”

“We’ve met.”

“Fantastic,” Merchant turned to Shannon. “It
looks like fortune has smiled on us again.”

Shannon nodded.

“Don’t you have people in Mallontah who
could help you?” wondered Staff.

“Yes, we have an office in St. Ulixes.
That’s a shipping office though. In fact, we have people right here
on the ship that are going to open an office in Birmisia too. This
is going to be the beginning of regular service, you know.”

“You own this ship?”

“Yes, yes. We bought the Arrow Line last
year. Arrow and her sister ship Comet. We’re going to make as much
money bringing passengers over as we are shipping freight on the
continent. You wouldn’t believe how people in Brechalon and
Freedonia are lining up to come to the new world.”

“What do you need me for then?”

“Opportunity, my boy,” said Shannon.
“Opportunity.”

“Yes, yes,” continued Merchant. “There are
more opportunities to be had in Birmisia than just bringing over
passengers and freight. Lenahan Norich has already procured the
timber rights to six million acres. As soon as the railroad arrives
he’s going to be raking in marks hand over fist. We’ve been writing
to the royal governor about coal rights, but she’s being coy.”

“Don’t underestimate her,” warned Staff.
“She can be… formidable.”

“A real dragon-lady, I hear,” said
Shannon.

“Alright, what’s the offer?” asked
Staff.

“You come to work for us,” said Merchant.
“As what? President? President of M&S Coal. Thirty thousand
marks a year.”

“Thirty thousand a year?” Staff quickly
calculated the difference between the figure and the three hundred
eighty four marks a month of a naval commander’s salary.

“Plus an expense account.”

“Think about it, my boy,” said Shannon.
“That’s a lot of money for a young man like you.”

“Oh, I know it is.”

“Good,” said Merchant, holding out his hand.
“Do we have a deal?”

“Yes.” Staff took hold of his hand and
shook.

“Good.”

“I hope we haven’t splashed out thirty
thousand marks,” said Shannon. “How do we even know we’re getting
what we’re paying for?”

“Come with me,” said Staff, leading the two
men across the first class lounge to a group of thick comfortable
chairs on the far side of the room. Sitting in one of the chairs,
legs crossed, reading a newspaper through a pair of wire-framed
glasses, was a man slightly older than the former naval officer. He
wore a new black pin-striped suit, that even when he was sitting,
seemed a little baggy on him. An empty whiskey glass sat on the arm
of his chair. When the three men approached, he looked up.

“Alastair Merchant. Wendell Shannon,” said
Staff. “I’d like you to meet Terrence Dechantagne.”

The two shipping magnates smiled at each
other, then reached out their hands. Dechantagne, setting his paper
aside, stood up and shook hands with all three men.

“I didn’t know you were out of the navy,
Staff,” said Dechantagne.

“Just out,” said Staff. “Now I’m with
M&S Coal.”

“Don’t be modest,” said Merchant. “He is
M&S Coal.”

The four men sat and made small talk and had
a few more rounds of drinks. Staff knew that Terrence Dechantagne
had always been a man of few words. It seemed that now he was even
more so. In many ways he was a shadow of the man that Staff had
known, as though he had once been starved away to nothing. The
jagged scars on his eyelids were only visible when he blinked, but
there was something strange about his eyes. Of course, the former
commander had heard what had happened to him at the hands of the
lizardmen, so these eyes must have been a product of magical
restoration, but they looked as though they were seeing something
else, when they looked at you.

When the dinner bell was rung, Staff was
surprised that it was already eight o’clock. The four men got up
and made their way to the dining room. Merchant and Shannon were
dining with the captain, so promising to meet with him later in the
week, they took their leave. The diners had assigned seating, so
Dechantagne also bid him good night. Staff was led to a small table
set for four near the starboard side windows. A man and a woman
were already seated. The man looked to be in his sixties with thin
grey hair and deep blue eyes, one of which was a bit on the droopy
side. The woman, in her thirties, was strikingly beautiful, with
long blond hair. Her gown, with its wide black velvet shawl collar
and waist bodice, left her shoulders bare to her collar bone. Black
satin ribbon accented a gold and silver appliqué detail on the
neckline. Her skirt was layered taffeta generously trimmed with
rows of black and gold lace with a velvet trim. Seated as she was,
it stuck out into the aisle.

“Good evening,” said Staff, as the waiter
pulled out the chair for him.

“How do you do?” said the man. “I’m Raoul
Marchond, and this is my wife Matie.”

“A pleasure. Radley Staff.”

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you onboard, Mr.
Staff,” said Marchond.

“I don’t either,” said Mrs. Marchond. “I’m
sure I would remember you.”

“I just came aboard today.”

“From the battleship? No trouble, I
hope?”

“No, sir. Fourteen years in His Majesty’s
service. I was fortunate enough to be able to meet the Arrow. I’m
on my way to Birmisia.”

“Aren’t we all? Do you have any
prospects?”

“It seems so. I’m in coal.”

“Then we have something in common, Mr.
Staff. I’m in the business of steam engines. I’ve invested rather
heavily in a railroad from Mallontah to Birmisia, so I decided that
a trip to see the inaugural voyage of the train would make the
perfect second honeymoon trip.”

“I would have thought you would go to
Mallontah and then make the journey on the train.”

“Of course not, dear boy. It’s all freight,
at least for now.”

The waiter brought steaming bowls of chicken
soup and a large plate with thickly sliced dark bread and thinly
sliced gingerbread. As soon as they were finished with their soup,
the bowls were taken away and large bowls of salad in light
vinaigrette and topped with orange slices were distributed. The
three had almost finished with the salads when a fourth diner
arrived. It was the raven haired woman who had been playing the
piano in the lounge. Both Marchond and Staff stood as she was
seated.

“Miss Jindra,” said Marchond. “I was afraid
we weren’t going to see you this evening. Allow me to introduce Mr.
Staff.”

“Call me Amadea,” said Miss Jindra.

“Miss Jindra is a sorceress of some renown,”
said Mrs. Marchond, smiling at the reaction she received, as the
young man’s face went unaccountably blank.

Rare prime rib was served for supper with
baked potato and Staff gave over talking to tuck in. He hadn’t had
a meal this fine in years. He certainly never managed prime rib in
the officer’s mess. Dessert was trifle, and also ranked highly
among all the food that Staff had eaten in some time. It reminded
him though of his days spent ferrying a group of colonists across
the ocean on the battleship H.M.S. Minotaur, and of the nights he
spent dining with a strangely commanding woman with almost hypnotic
aquamarine eyes. His mind wandered from there to the evenings spent
strolling along a distant shore and a few stolen moments of frantic
lovemaking.

With dinner over, he excused himself and
walked outside. He leaned over the railing and watched as a pod of
ichthyosaurs raced along beside the ship. They were so much like
the porpoises of home waters, except for the vertical tails. After
a few moments, he felt a warm body next to him and turned to see
Miss Jindra in her deep purple dress.

“Mr. Staff,” she said.

“Miss Jindra.”

“I gathered earlier that you had a rather
poor opinion of practitioners of the art.”

He shrugged.

“Have you known many?”

“I’ve known a few—a few sorceresses and
quite a few wizards. You run across a lot of wizards in the
service.”

“And you don’t like them?”

He shrugged again.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I guess I find them to be
self-important.”

“Is it self-important magic wielders who
bother you? Or self-important women?”

He shrugged again.

“Birmisia is not the place to go if you
don’t like powerful women.”

“Don’t I know it?”

“Is it magic you are afraid of, Mr. Staff?
You know there is a sorceress in Birmisia who may be the most
powerful in the world. She is said to have destroyed an entire city
with a single spell.”

“That’s probably exaggerated,” said Staff.
“She didn’t do anything particularly amazing when I knew her.”

“You know her?”

“Knew her.”

“So you really are not afraid of magic.”

“I’m not afraid of magic. I’m also not
afraid of a steam train. That doesn’t mean I would stand in front
of one.” He tried to change the subject. “You have an interesting
accent, Miss Jindra.”

“My father was a Brech, but my mother was
from Argrathia.”

Argrathia, in the southeast corner of Sumir,
was one of the cradles of civilization thousands of years before
Magnus the Great had conquered the world. But now it was a
backwater country ruled by petty nobles and warlords. Its only
revenue was the plundering of its past.

Miss Jindra’s eyes shifted to look past him.
Staff turned to see Mrs. Marchond standing behind him.

“Mr. Staff, I was wondering if you could
join me for a drink.”

“Your husband?”

“Raoul has retired for the evening. He gets
weary on these long days at sea. Miss Jindra, you could accompany
us.”

“I think that I too shall retire,” said Miss
Jindra.

“Good night then,” said Staff to Miss
Jindra, and offering Mrs. Marchond his arm, he led her forward
toward the first class lounge.

It was three in the morning when Matie
Marchond climbed out of his small bed and stepped back into her
gown. She didn’t bother putting on her bustle or her other
undergarments. She simply rolled them into a ball, and tucked them
under her arm. Then she bent down to kiss him, biting his lower lip
hard enough, he thought, to draw blood. Then she stepped out into
the corridor and was gone. Staff waited a few discreet moments and
then stepped out the door, walking down the hall to the bathroom.
Taking a quick shower, he put on one of the complimentary robes
stacked on the small shelf, then carried his clothes back to his
room. There were no others in the hallway, and the gas lights were
very dim.

Staff slept in late the following morning,
having drunk more than he was used to, and having been up very
late. When he finally crawled out of bed, he found his clothing
hanging on the inside door knob, pressed, and his other shoes just
inside the cabin on the floor, polished. After he dressed, he
walked down the hallway to the bathroom, where he shaved. Breakfast
was long past and he didn’t feel like eating lunch, so he went to
the stern of the ship and sat on a folding chair on the sun
deck.

The day was anything but sunny. The wind was
up, just as it had been the day before. The sky was already
overcast, and as Staff sat, the temperature dropped steadily until
he judged that it was below forty. No other passengers showed
themselves, but the weather did not stop a waiter from coming out
and asking the gentleman if he wanted anything, in a decidedly
Mirsannan accent.

“What do you have for a hangover?”

“I’ll see what I can find, sir.”

A few minutes later the waiter returned with
a glass filled with a thick, red concoction. Staff sipped it.

“Kafira’s fanny! What the hell is in
here?”

“Two eggs, two anchovies, a clove of garlic,
a hot pepper, tomato juice, a twist of lemon, and a splash of
healing draught.”

“That’s supposed to cure a hangover?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Wouldn’t the healing draught by itself do
just as well?”

“Probably sir, but it would not be nearly as
beautiful.”

Staff drained the glass and handed it back
to the waiter, who disappeared. He sat in his chair and watched the
ocean roll past for several hours. His stomach did feel better
after the strange drink, but he did not develop an appetite, and so
stayed away from the dining room. Through the course of the
afternoon, several passengers walked out on deck for short periods,
but none stayed, and none of them were people that he knew. The
same waiter came out twice, and Staff had him bring cups of hot
tea. At last, he got up and went back down to his cabin, undressed
and plopped back into his bed.

Some time late in the night someone began
tapping on his cabin door. He at first ignored it and pretended to
be asleep. After several minutes, the knocking became more
insistent, so he got up and opened the door. Matie Marchond was
outside in the hallway. She had on a lime green dress, cut with
black lace across the waist and draping down the front, with a
black lace mock coat. Her bustle was so large that the rear of her
dress scraped the far side of the hallway, though she was leaning
as close to the door as possible. Staff looked at her for a moment.
Her lusciously painted lips were slightly open and she was
breathing heavily.

“Are you going to let me in, or do you have
someone else in there?”

“What if I do?”

She bit her lip and arched one brow. He let
the door swing open, and she swept into the small cabin. She
reached behind her and pulled something. Her dress fell to the
floor. Apparently only one of the dozens of buttons in the back had
been fastened. She unbelted her bustle and dropped it too. She wore
a tight corset matching her green dress, that covered her from just
below her breasts to mid-hip, but she had left the rest of her
undergarments somewhere else.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” asked
Staff.

“Shut up and kiss me,” she purred, clasping
his face in her hands and pressing her red lips to his mouth.

This time, he never knew when Matie left. He
slept right through, waking in the morning to a rumbling stomach.
He got dressed and shaved, as he had done the previous day, but
today made his way back up to the dining room for breakfast. Mr.
Marchond and Miss Jindra were already seated and sipping tea when
he arrived.

“Missed you yesterday, my boy,” said
Marchond.

“I was a bit under the weather.”

“I was just inquiring after Mrs. Marchond,”
said Miss Jindra.

“She decided to sleep in this morning,” said
Marchond. “Late night playing cards with the girls.”

The waiter brought what seemed like heaping
piles of food—porridge, scrambled eggs, sliced tomatoes, sliced
ham, sausages, black pudding, and potato farls. Staff ate like a
staved man. He sat back with his tea, facing his now empty
plate.

“That’s what I like to see,” said Marchond.
“A man with a healthy appetite.”

“I have no doubt that all of Mr. Staff’s
appetites are healthy ones,” said Miss Jindra.

“Well, so much the better.” Marchond tossed
his napkin on his own half eaten breakfast. “If you’ll excuse me, I
think I’ll cobble together a plate to take down to Matie.”

“Will you walk with me on the deck this
morning, Mr. Staff?” asked Miss Jindra.

He shrugged and stood up, pulling out her
chair for her. She walked out of the dining room first and he
followed, noting her white day dress. It was trimmed with black
lace and had several lines of black brocade running down the
bodice. The most striking feature was the short sleeves, which
barely covered her shoulders. Her white wide-brimmed hat, flipped
up on one side, was also trimmed in black lace.

“You are playing with fire; you know that,
do you not, Mr. Staff?” She said when they reached the promenade
deck.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

“Oh, I think you do. Affairs of the heart
can be very messy. And affairs with married women can be even more
so.”

“What do you care, Miss Jindra?”

“I like you, Mr. Staff.”

“Oh? You’re jealous then?”

She laughed. “Don’t get me wrong. You are
very cute. But I am not after your body.”

“Why don’t we leave off my business? Maybe
we should delve into yours.”

“What would you like to know?” she
asked.

“You’re really a sorceress?”

“Yes,” she smiled. “I specialize in scrying.
Do you know what that is?”

“Spying on people. Have you been spying on
me?”

“Of course not. And it is not just spying on
people. I find things that are lost. I get information for people.
I can look into their futures.”

“Like I said, spying.”

“Don’t be that way.”

“What way should I be?”

“I can see that you don’t want to talk to
me, so I will say good day.”

She left him standing by the ship’s railing
and walked to the far end of the promenade before disappearing into
an open hatchway.

Staff found a deck chair and sat down. The
day was slightly warmer than the previous two days, though just as
breezy. A few waiters were moving up and down the row of chairs,
though there were many more people here than there had been on the
sun deck the day before. He looked up to see Matie standing over
him. Her hair was carefully curled and she wore a day dress with
the same black satin ribbon and gold and silver appliqué detail, as
the gown she had worn when they met.

“Do you think you can do whatever you want?”
she asked.

“I don’t follow.”

“I don’t want you spending your time with
that little whore.”

“Which whore would that be?”

“You know who I’m talking about—that
sorceress.”

“You came around a couple of times for a
bang, Mrs. Marchond,” said Staff. “Don’t make it out to be more
than it is.”

Her face went dark red, and she turned and
stormed off in a huff.

Staff sat and relaxed for a while longer,
then went in to the lounge and had a drink. When he came back
outside, a man in a white jacket had taken his seat. Even Staff,
who was not particularly astute in matters of dress, knew that it
was far past the time for white jackets. He walked down to the far
end of the deck and relaxed in another chair until the luncheon
bell was rung. He found his table in the dining room, though none
of the other three assignees were there.

The waiter had just delivered him a Fostbeck
sandwich, with a large pickle on the side, and a bottle of
Billingbow’s soda water when a woman screamed. Staff looked up to
see Raoul Marchond, standing a dozen feet away, aiming a pistol at
him. For some reason, the event didn’t seem real, or at least it
didn’t seem as though it was happening to him. He just sat,
wondering how long Marchond had owned the old Rex and Stern model 5
.44 caliber, and why hadn’t he noticed before that the man was a
lefty.

“I’ll teach you to try to seduce my wife,”
said Marchond and squeezed the trigger. The weapon produced a huge
bang even in the large room, as well as a prodigious amount of
smoke. The bullet shattered the window two feet to the left of
Staff’s head. The second shot rang out, the bullet destroying his
Fostbeck sandwich and shattering his Billingbow’s bottle. A third
shot went straight into the ceiling. Staff, still seated, looked
back up from his sandwich to see that Terrence Dechantagne had
grabbed Marchond’s arm and forced it skyward.

Marchond seemed to be struggling for control
of the gun, but it soon became clear that there was something else
going on. The older man’s face had gone beet red and he was shaking
slightly. With his right hand he clutched his chest for a moment,
and then collapsed to the ground.

“Is there a doctor onboard?” said
Dechantagne, looking down. “Or a priest?”


Chapter Four: A New Dress and a New
Hairstyle



“Do you have a last name?” wondered
Graham.

He sat beneath a willow on a large rock ten
feet from the frigid water of Battle Creek. Hamonth was almost over
and the chilly winds had, for now, stopped. It was still cold
enough for a steady cloud of steam to make its way up from the cups
of tea, Senta had poured from the pot she carried in her picnic
basket.

“You know I do,” replied Senta. “You’ve
heard it a hundred times.”

“I guess I wasn’t paying attention. What is
it?”

“Zurfina says that if you are famous and
powerful enough, you don’t need more than one name. It’s like kings
and queens, and Magnus the Great.”

“My Da says everything deserves a name, and
people deserve a last name.”

“He does not.”

“Huh?”

“I bet he never said any such thing.”

Graham shrugged.

“Did he say it or not?”

“No.”

“You just said that he said it?”

“Yes.”

“I knew it,” said Senta. “You just go around
saying ‘My Da says this’ and ‘My Da says that’ and he never said
any such thing.”

“No!”

“No?”

“I only say that he said things that he
really would say, but he just might not have.”

“I always knew you were dodgy.”

Graham shrugged again and took a sip of his
tea. Then his brow twisted in thought.

“I bet you do the same thing,” he said.

“What?”

“You’re always going on about how ‘Zurfina
says this’. I bet you make it up too.”

“No.”

“No?”

“Never.”

“She actually said that bit about not
needing a last name?”

“Word for word.”

“Oh.” He sipped his tea again. “So do you
figure you’re famous and powerful enough, then?”

“Hmm?”

“Are you famous and powerful enough that you
don’t need a last name?”

“No, I guess not,” said Senta. “I don’t
think I like it though. I never knew anyone else with it. It’s
Bly.”

“Oh, right. It’s not that bad.”

“It’s better than Dokkins.”

“No. My Da says Dokkins is one of the finest
names in Greater Brechalon.” Then he added. “And he does say that
too.”

Senta stood up; balancing on the large rock,
then bent down at the waist and sat her teacup where she had been
sitting. She stretched her arms out to either side and balanced
herself, as she stepped in her bare feet from one rock to another.
She made a circuitous route back to the picnic basket and opened it
up. She pulled out a warm pot pie in a small ceramic bowl. She held
the pie out in her left hand and a fork in her right and balanced
her way across five more rocks to where the brown haired, freckled
boy sat and handed both to him.

“You know you’ve got a hole in that
dress?”

“Yes,” said Senta, sadly.

She looked down at the yellow dress. Though
the upper portion was shapeless and tube-like, matching her still
shapeless body, the bodice was brilliantly decorated with yellow
brocade and beadwork. The skirt portion draped out appropriately,
especially in the back, where with the aid of a bustle, it spread
back almost three feet. Unfortunately all around the hem, it was
worn from trailing along the ground, and a small hole had been
burned into the material about five inches to the right of Senta’s
right knee, when she had been warming herself by a wood stove.

She made her way back to the picnic basket
and took out her own pot pie, then stepped back over to her rock.
Holding her pot pie in one hand and picking up her teacup in the
other, she crossed her legs and sat down, allowing her dress to
cover the rock, so that she seemed to either be hovering above the
ground or to be standing but very short.

“This is pretty good,” said Graham,
indicating the pot pie. “What’s in it?”

“Pork and stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?” he demanded.

“Nothing weird. Potatoes and beets and
carrots.”

“Okay.”

They had been having a lot of picnic lunches
lately, though the weather would soon be too cold. Graham had held
to his promise to take her to lunch the other day, but one trip to
Mrs. Finkler’s was about the limit of his budget. Senta liked
making things for Graham, anyway. They spent almost all their free
time together, especially when, like now, there were no ships in
port. Something was beginning to be different though. Graham was
just, well he was just Graham. The only time he seemed to notice
that Senta was a girl, was when he was pointing out that she had a
hole in her dress. She thought that he must notice Hero was a girl,
with her dark eyes and her long, long, long dark hair. Senta ran a
hand through her own hair. It had grown long, but it wasn’t wavy
and it wasn’t thick. It was thin and pale looking. And she had a
hole in her dress.

Senta decided right then and there that she
would go to Mrs. Bratihn’s and get a new dress. It would be a
beautiful, colorful dress that would make her look like a woman.
Then she would find out if Mrs. Bratihn had an old copy of Brysin’s
Weekly Ladies’ Journal, so that she could look through it and find
a new hairstyle. It would be something with waves or curls,
something beautiful enough that all the boys would notice—even
Graham. Maybe she would find a hairstyle mysterious enough that
Zurfina would want to copy it. She was sure that she could magic
her hair into the new style, she magiced it clean all the time.

“More tea?” she asked Graham.

 


* * * * *

 


“It’s no use, dear,” said Mrs. Bratihn,
later that afternoon, looking down at the corset around Senta’s
ankles. “It’s just too big.”

“Can’t we try a smaller one?”

“There isn’t any smaller one. This is a
Prudence Plus angel bust form corset. There isn’t anything smaller.
You just don’t need a corset.”

“But I need to make my waist smaller.”

“Your waist can’t be smaller than it is. It
shouldn’t be smaller than it is.”

“I need a shape.”

“You don’t need a thinner waist. You need
bosoms, dear. And you’re just going to have to wait for those.
You’re still a girl. Don’t be in such a hurry to grow up.”

Senta stuck out her lip.

Mrs. Bratihn laughed. “I’ll tell you what.
We’ll put together a dress that will be very flattering.”

The dressmaker pulled out a huge book from a
shelf and took it to an old divan in the rear of her shop. Senta
stepped out of the corset and back into her yellow dress, which she
pulled up around herself. She sat down next to Mrs. Bratihn. The
books had two or three photographs of beautiful ladies in fine
clothes on each page and below them, were small swatches of cloth,
so that you could tell the color of the dresses in the sepia toned
pictures. There were lots of dresses—day dresses and evening gowns,
ball gowns, summer dresses and winter dresses. Senta had looked at
exactly thirty one of them.

“Ooh,” she said. “This is the one I
want.”

“That’s a nice one,” agreed Mrs. Bratihn.
“That’s popular right now in Mirsanna. Mr. Bratihn’s sister sent me
these pictures from Natine.”

There were two pictures, one of a woman from
the front, and another of the same woman in the same dress, taken
from behind. The bodice of the dress had a quilted two toned
chevron design from the top to the bottom, with a standup collar.
The three swatches of cloth fastened below the photograph were two
different shades of hand dyed green silk and hunter green
velvet.

“I like the hat, too,” said Senta.

It was a wide brimmed, velvet covered hat
decorated with black lace and feathers.

“Yes, this would be a good look for you,”
said Mrs. Bratihn. “That’s a lot of silk and velvet, not to mention
brass and feathers. For a dress your size, that’s going to be forty
marks. I’ve got plenty of black silk and I think I have enough
velvet. If I have to wait for the green silk though, it’s going to
be four months.”

“Four months?”

“Yes. I have an idea though. I have two big
bolts of blue silk just in from Enclep—sky blue and royal blue. It
will be beautiful, and it will be much more Brech looking than
green.”

“That sounds great,” said Senta. “I think I
like the idea of blue better. Is it still going to be forty
marks?”

“I can trim it back to thirty five, and I’ll
tell you what. I have some velociraptor feathers for the hat.
You’ll be very stylish.”

“That’s brill. How long before it will be
done?”

“We can have it ready in three weeks. But
I’ll have to have the money up front.”

Senta pulled open the small pocket hanging
from the waist of her dress, and took out a large gold coin and
three wadded up bills.

“I’ve got thirteen marks now, and I’ll get
you the rest by the end of the week. Is that okay?”

“Good enough. Let’s take some measurements
now, and I’ll get Mrs. Luebking busy cutting material.”

Do you have any copies of Brysin’s Weekly
Ladies’ Journal that I could look at?” asked Senta, after she had
been thoroughly measured.

“Right by the door on your way out. There
are two Brysin’s and a Somersby. Mrs. Dechantagne Calliere gets
them by ship, and then she gives them to somebody else who gives
them to somebody else. By the time I get them, they’re two years
old, and when I’m done, the only thing anybody wants them for is
the toilet. Help yourself. You can have them.”

Senta scooped up the two copies of Brysin’s
and the issue of Somersby Women’s Etiquette and Fashion, on her way
outside. It was starting to get dark already and a boy was lighting
the streetlamps—all six of them. She walked across the cobblestone
of the square, past Mrs. Finkler’s bakery and down the gravel lane
toward her home. By the time she reached the front door, it was
quite dark and a chill wind was blowing through the evergreen
trees. She looked around carefully for any wild animals, but she
didn’t see anything and the woods were quiet. She could hear a
music box playing in one of the nearby houses.

When she stepped inside, it was like
stepping into a different world. The room was warm from the fire
burning in the cast-iron stove and the glow from three oil lamps
made the recently tidied up room feel almost festive. A pot of tea
on the stove was just beginning to whistle, and three white
porcelain cups, painted with pink roses and green stems, sat on the
table.

“Get that, would you, Pet?” said Bessemer,
sitting on his pile of fluffy pillows with a large open book in
front of him.

Senta sat her magazines down and picked up
the teapot off of the stove. She poured the steaming water into the
three cups. Zurfina’s sterling silver tea diffuser had already been
filled with tea leaves, so she dipped it first into one cup and
then another.

“What are you reading?”

“Night of the Snake.”

“Is it good?”

“It’s supposed to be. I haven’t got very
far, but I’m already pretty sure that the snake did it.”

Zurfina stepped down into the room just as
Senta was finished brewing the tea. She wore a robe that covered
her from neck to ankles, but was composed of completely sheer black
lace. The girl dropped three lumps of sugar into one of the cups
and handed it to the sorceress. She put three more lumps in a
second cup and carried it over to the steel dragon, who reached up
and took it from her hands without looking away from his book. She
took a sip of her own tea, and then decided to add one lump.

“And what are you about today?” asked
Zurfina.

“We had a picnic at Battle Creek.”

“Which one is Battle Creek again?”

“It’s where you fought Wizard Kesi,” said
Senta. “Don’t pretend you don’t remember.”

“I have some vague recollection,” said the
sorceress, absentmindedly rubbing the bald spot above her ear. “You
weren’t up there this whole time? You’re so late that I had to have
Bessemer light the stove.”

“I was getting fitted for a new dress.”

“You have plenty of dresses right here. I
went to the trouble to lay one out for you this morning.”

“It was black and it was made out of
rubber.”

“It would have looked very
pinniped-like.”

“Aren’t I old enough to pick out my own
clothes?”

“You’re only ten.’

“I’m twelve!”

Zurfina looked toward the steel dragon, who
nodded in confirmation.

She sighed. “Do you think she is old enough
to make these decisions?”

“The technological intricacies of stove
lighting, I have mastered. I offer no expertise when it comes to
fashion or adolescent human female development.”

“Alright. But you don’t have an unlimited
budget. I’m not made of money.”

“She should have an allowance,” suggested
Bessemer.

“She shall have a stipend,” corrected
Zurfina. “As befits a student of sorcery. How about one hundred
marks per month?”

“Too much,” said Bessemer.

“Oh, so you are an expert. Fifty then.”

“Fifty is fine,” said Senta.

“And since you have fifty marks left just
floating around, I think I should have a stipend too,” said the
dragon.

“You’re not even four years old yet.” Senta
sputtered.

“Four dragon years.”

“Dragons live almost forever, which means
you’re like what, a baby? A premature baby.”

“Have you ever heard of a dragon who wasn’t
sitting on a hoard of riches?” he asked. “I feel so
incomplete.”

“Do you want a pretty dress too?” wondered
Zurfina.

“I want to buy Detsky’s other book, “Rabbits
Under the Fence”. This one’s pretty good. And I want another
pillow—a green one shaped like a turtle, so that I can cuddle
it.”

“Alright,” said the sorceress in a pose that
brooked no further arguing or demanding. “A twenty five mark
stipend for the dragon. You can both get your money each month from
the lower layer of the silver box.”

Senta went to the silver box and pulled out
the tray with knives, forks, and spoons in it, setting it aside.
The lower level was stuffed with money—coins from copper pfennigs
to large silver marks to gold decimarks. In between there were
bills of all denominations from single mark notes to five hundred
mark Tybalts.

“Don’t take more than you are supposed to.
Bad things will happen,” said Zurfina.

Senta picked out two gold decimarks and
thirty marks in various bills.

“Toss me my twenty five,” said Bessemer.

“You heard what she said,” said Senta. “You
get your own.”

“Good girl,” said Zurfina. “Now, what shall
we have for dinner?”

“Not hungry!” called Senta, who was already
running up the stairs.

She made it to the top of the second flight
without being the least bit out of breath.

“Uuthanum,” she said, and four flames
ignited on four oil lamps around the room.

This level of the house was divided into two
large rooms with the staircases going up and down between them. One
room was Senta’s bedroom. A large four poster bed sat against one
wall, a black rubber dress still lying across it. At the foot of
the bed was a large chest and on either side was a small nightstand
with a single drawer, supporting an oil lamp. In the corner, to the
right of the bed was a large oak wardrobe, and in the corner on the
left side, was a five shelf bookcase. Opposite the wardrobe was a
cheval glass. Opposite of the bookcase was a large claw-foot
bathtub, and beside it, sat a folding wooden rack for holding
towels. Senta opened the drawer in the nightstand to the right of
her bed and placed her money in it. She doubted that it was as well
guarded as Zurfina’s silver box, which no doubt had all manner of
dark magic warded upon it. On the other hand, the second floor of
Zurfina’s home had to be pretty safe too.

Pulling off her dress and tossing it on top
of the one that Zurfina had provided, Senta skipped over to the tub
and opened the tap on the faucet. That water began to flow forth
was the result of the house being connected to the town aqueduct.
That the water was warm and already scented was a product of
Zurfina’s magic. This, like so many magically infused things around
the house, had become so common, that Senta just took it for
granted. When the tub was full, she turned off the water, pulled
off her underclothing, and hopped in. She sank down so that only
her eyes and nose peeked out and shivered a little bit as the water
ran first into one ear and then the other. She closed her eyes and
relaxed. When she opened them, she was staring into the open pages
of one of her magazines.

“Is this what you were thinking of?” said
Zurfina, who was holding the open Brysin’s in front of her
nose.

“How did you know what I was looking
for?”

“Please, you can’t keep….” She didn’t hear
the rest, because she sank back down so that her ears were below
the water, but she knew what Zurfina had said. “You can’t keep a
secret from me, because I’m a powerful sorceress, blah blah
blah.”

Senta spat out a series of bubbles. Zurfina
turned to a different page. Senta lifted her chin.

“That’s ace, but it’s awfully complicated,”
she said.

“Not for us, Pet. We’ll do it first thing in
the morning, but you have to promise to wear what I set out for
you.”

Senta sat up. The air was chilly on her
shoulders, now that they were wet. She scrunched up her mouth and
lifted one brow.

“How weird is it going to be?”

“Not weird at all.”

“No rubber?”

“Fine,” said the sorceress, heading toward
the ascending staircase. “No rubber. See? Aren’t you glad you came
to me about this?”

“I didn’t come to you. I’m trying to take a
bath.” She sank back down under the warm water and rubbed the goose
bumps off her shoulders.

The next morning, Senta woke up to the smell
of sausages cooking two floors below. She sat up and stretched.
There at the bottom of her bed, as always, was the outfit that
Zurfina had set out for her. Today however, she had promised to
wear it. She started to get out of bed and immediately got back in,
as the chill air touched her skin. She prepared herself for a
moment, then jumped out of bed and ran across the room to the
wardrobe, pulled out a new set of unders, then ran back and slid
under the covers again. Completely under the blankets, she took off
her nightgown and slid into her camisole.

There was no getting around it. She had to
get out of bed to put on her clothes. Then she would be able to go
downstairs and get warm by the stove. As she dressed, she thought
that Zurfina had come as close to normal clothes as she was likely
to. She slipped into knee high black socks first, and then long
white bloomers that came down to her shins. Not one, not two, but
five petticoats, short ones, just below the knee, came next. Over
that was a knee length black dress, just short enough that the
petticoats were clearly visible, and of course the bottom eight
inches of her bloomers were in plain view. The dress had long
sleeves and a collar that went right up to Senta’s chin. Finally,
over the top of everything, she slipped on a white overdress,
sleeveless, and about eight inches shorter than the black dress.
Stepping over to the cheval glass, Senta had to admit that it was a
cute outfit, white on black on white on black, but it made her look
like a little girl. Strike that, it made her look like a doll.

Frowning for a moment, Senta ran through the
doorway and into the other room on the second floor of the house.
This room was well lit now from the morning light. It had four
large windows, where Senta’s bedroom had only one. The room was
sparsely decorated, with two bookcases along the wall and in
between them, an old, overstuffed chair. Just to the right of this
arrangement was the wood burning stove that seldom saw much use. In
the center of the room was a thick animal skin rug. Across from the
stove was a big chest that held the few toys that Zurfina had given
her in the three years that they had been together. Walking warily
over to the toy chest, Senta found her doll, the doll she used to
take everywhere, but she hadn’t even taken out in months. Sure
enough, it was dressed exactly as she was. Something was wrong with
the dolls hair, too. Grabbing it and running back into the bedroom,
she stood once again in front of the cheval glass. Sure enough, the
doll had the same messed up bed hair that she did.

“Who’s cooking?” said Senta, as she came
down the bottom steps of the staircase, still carrying the
doll.

“I am,” said her friend Hero, cracking eggs
into a heavy iron skillet at the stove.

Hero was dressed as she always was, in
simple black, white, and brown clothing. Today, she didn’t look all
that different from Senta, though Hero’s dress went all the way to
the ground, as all proper dresses ought.

“How come?” asked Senta.

“I got here a little while ago. Bessemer had
the stove going, and he said you weren’t up yet.”

“Well, make enough for everybody. Zurfina
likes two eggs.”

“Oh, I already ate,” replied Hero. “And
Bessemer’s gone.”

“Where did he go, then?”

“Didn’t say. I think he…” Hero put her hand
over her mouth. Senta couldn’t tell if she was stifling a laugh or
a gasp, but she turned around to see what the girl was gaping at.
She watched the sorceress descend to the bottom of the stairs. She
had on a black and white outfit just like Senta’s. If it made Senta
look like a doll, it made Zurfina look bizarre.

“Sunny side up,” said Zurfina.

Senta looked at her mistress, crossing her
arms over her chest, holding the doll to her so that it looked out
over her arms.

“If you’re going to do the same hairstyle as
me, you’re going to have to cover up your bald spot, you know.”

“Cheeky monkey!” snapped Zurfina. “Bald
spot, indeed.” She walked slowly around the room, rubbing the
location just above her right ear.

“It’s not really that bad,” said Hero. Then
her eyes went large as she suddenly remembered to whom she was
speaking. She turned quickly back around to face the skillet.

Zurfina stepped close to the dark haired
girl and spoke into her ear. “I don’t have a bald spot.”

“She got it when that wizard attacked us,”
said Senta.

Hero nodded without turning around to look
at either of them.

“Come away from her.” Senta told her
guardian. “You know she’s afraid of you.”

“Yes,” said Zurfina. “I never get tired of
that.”

“Breakfast.” Hero’s voice was barely
audible, even in the quiet little room.

There was more than enough
breakfast—sausages, eggs, warmed bread, and hot tea—to fill up both
the sorceress and her apprentice. They ate at the table, and though
she had to be encouraged, Hero sat with them. As she was
comfortable neither in the seat to Zurfina’s right, nor in the seat
directly across from her, she pulled her chair very close to
Senta’s left, and faced the door.

Once breakfast was done, it was time for
magic. Hero took the dishes to the basin, but it was more to get
out of the way than because of any desire to help clean up. Zurfina
lifted Senta’s chin and looked down at her.

“You see them, of course?”

“The glamours? Sure.”

Floating around the sorceress’s head,
orbiting it as moons orbit a planet, were small colorful gem-like
objects. Though Senta could plainly see them, she knew that they
were invisible to anyone else. These were glamours—Spells that
Zurfina had already cast, and had placed in a kind of magical
storage, from which they could be released at any time. There were
dozens of red, green, and blue ones. There were quite a few clear
ones and half a dozen purple ones. There were two black ones. The
sorceress plucked one of the clear ones from the air and squished
it. Then she pointed first at her own head, and then at the girl’s.
Both their hair swirled around as though they were in tiny
hurricanes. When they stopped, both the woman and the girl had the
same, highly intricate hairstyle.

Their long blond hair was parted in the
middle and braided into three ropes. The braids were brought
forward over the crown of their heads. Throughout the braids and
evenly spaced across the rest of their hair were pearls. More
pearls were laid in the waves at their temples, and a black velvet
diadem, a band of cloth itself inlaid with pearls, was bound over
the tops of their foreheads, down the sides, to fasten at the backs
of their necks. The entire effect was striking, beautiful, and very
extravagant. Though the style de-emphasized the bald spot on
Zurfina’s head, it was still there.

“Oh my,” said Hero. “You look like
princesses.”

“Yep,” said Senta. “Princess hair. Doll
bodies.”


Chapter Five: Police Constable
Colbshallow



“Eat more,” said Mrs. Colbshallow. “You’re
skin and bones.”

“I’m full up, Mother,” said her son.

Saba Colbshallow was full up, too. He had
eaten a full breakfast this morning at the Dechantagne family home,
and sat back to enjoy his morning tea. Around the large pine table
sat his mother, Mrs. Dechantagne, Mrs. Godwin, little Iolana
Calliere and at the head of the table Professor Merced Calliere.
Mrs. Dechantagne’s baby was in the next room, being rocked in a
cradle by one of the reptilian servants, and Mrs. Dechantagne
Calliere, who normally sat at the other end of the table from her
husband, was not present at breakfast this morning.

“I’m sorry that I missed Mrs. C,” said Saba,
though he wasn’t sure if that was entirely true. He had known her
all his life, and had been in love with her from the time he was
five and she was a striking, sixteen year old beauty, until he was
seven and she was a very bossy eighteen year old. Then his
affections had been switched to Mrs. Dechantagne, who back then had
just been Yuah Korlann, and who had grown up to be a bit prettier
and much nicer.

“She’s quite busy this morning,” said the
professor, setting aside the book that he had been reading. “You’ll
be quite busy too, I dare say. Another ship came in last
night.”

“So I heard. Mirsannan freighter. Mostly
cargo, but I bet there’ll be a couple of poofs out causing
trouble.”

“Quite,” said the professor, saluting with
his teacup. “Don’t let us keep you from your duty then
officer.”

“Right.” Saba drained his teacup and stood
up, pushing in the chair as he left the table. He picked up his
constabulary helmet from the small table in front of the window. It
had gold braid around its base, a large gold star on the front, and
a gold spike on the very top. Of course it was navy blue, just like
his uniform.

“Look at my boy,” said his mother. “He looks
like a right man, doesn’t he? An officer of the peace.”

“You look just dashing,” said Mrs.
Dechantagne, which made Saba blush a bit. He bowed low to her,
saluted everyone else, and then headed out the front door, which
one of the lizardmen servants held open for him.

Saba was quite proud of his position as one
of the first two constables on the police force in Port
Dechantagne. In fact, he could well say that he was the first
constable, since he had badge number one, and Eamon Shrubb had
badge number two. Even though he was only twenty, Saba had worked
hard for this position. He had signed on to the Colonial Militia
when he was only sixteen, eventually becoming the youngest sergeant
at any time before or since. He had served his two years with what
he thought was distinction and had volunteered for an extra year.
Now he was a copper. Anyone who knew Saba recognized that few
deserved a spot in the new police department more than he did.
Anyone who knew the royal governor knew that she would not have
sponsored him for the position just because she had known him all
his life.

“Good morning, Constable,” called a woman in
a plain brown dress with a brown shawl thrown across her shoulders
and a brown bonnet on her head, pushing a wheelbarrow down the
gravel road.

“Good morning to you, Mrs. Eamsham. Do you
need a hand with that?”

“Heavens no. I was just taking the slop from
the neighborhood out to the pigs and dinosaurs.”

“That’s a good five miles pushing that
thing. You be sure and take several rest stops along the way.”

Mrs. Eamsham nodded and turned the corner
heading for town square. Saba continued walking into the
southwestern part of the town, where the homes sat on larger lots,
but were not necessarily larger themselves. The leaves had long
gone from the maples and the other deciduous trees, but the pines
and cedars were still glorious green. A chill wind whipped here and
there, but did nothing to Saba but turn his cheeks a little redder.
His wool uniform was exceedingly warm.

Suddenly he heard gunfire erupting from
directly in front of him. One, two shots. Then a pause. Then one,
two, three, four, five, six, pause. He looked up above the trees
and saw a flash of steel shoot across the sky.

“Oh, bloody hell!” he shouted and ran at top
speed in the direction of the gunfire. That he carried no other
weapon than a heavy truncheon, worried him not a bit. Two men with
military issue service rifles, but wearing expensive hunting
clothes stood in the middle of the gravel road.

“Guns down!” yelled Saba, as he skidded to a
stop in front of them. “Drop your guns now!”

“See here chap,” said the first man, his
accent labeling him as plainly as if he had worn a placard that he
was from Old Town Brech. He must have been very new to the colony,
because Saba made it a custom to get to know everyone, and neither
of these men he recognized.

“We’re doing nothing illegal,” said the
second man. “Just shooting some pests.”

“What exactly were you shooting?”

“We heard from some of the neighbors that
these velocipedes….”

“Velociraptors,” Saba corrected.

“Yes, them. They’ve been a menace lately, to
the point of endangering the local children.”

“Quite,” said the first man. “We went out to
put a few down and found a small group digging right into those
garbage bins. We shot a few and killed two, I think, but one took
off and flew into the trees.”

“If you listen to me very, and I do mean
very, carefully,” said Saba. “I just might be able to save your
lives. Lay your rifles down on the ground.”

“But I don’t under…..”

“Do it!”

The men leaned over and carefully placed
their weapons on the white gravel road.

“Nobody told you velociraptors don’t
fly?”

A loud whomp made all three men jump, and
they found themselves standing next to a pony-sized reptile with
twenty foot wings, and more importantly a mouth open large enough
to swallow a human head. Steel scales reflected the light from the
winter morning sky like shields and swords on a forgotten
battlefield. The steel dragon let out a huge roar, rending the air
with a noise that must have been heard all over Port Dechantagne.
Little puffs of smoke flew out of his mouth at the two men as well
as bits of saliva which burst into little sparks in the air.

“They bloody shot me!” The dragon’s four
word sentence disintegrated into another roar of rage.

One of the hunters started to bend over for
his rifle. Saba stepped on the gun and put his hand on the man’s
shoulder.

“Let me see your injury, Bessemer,” he said.
The dragon folded its left wing, and held out the right wing
showing an ugly lead mark on a shiny steel scale about midway
between the first joint and the shoulder.

“It doesn’t look that bad,” said Saba. “And
you know this was an accident. They were trying to knock off some
velociraptors.”

“So was I,” said Bessemer. “I didn’t expect
it would get me shot!”

“It was an accident, honest and truly,” said
the first hunter, shaking a little. “Maybe we can make it up to
you.”

“There was a time,” said Bessemer. “When the
only acceptable payment for this type of transgression was a virgin
given at midnight on the full moon.” Then he burst out laughing.
“Of course I didn’t mean you, Saba.”

The two hunters laughed, a bit nervously,
along with the dragon, happy that the anger he had arrived with
seemed to be going away.

“Well, no harm then,” said one.

“You daft fools,” said Saba, looking down
the road. “He’s the least one of your problems.”

By this time, neighbors from six or seven
close by houses had come out to see what all the shooting and
roaring was about. Saba saw it first, because he had been watching
and knew just what to look for—a black and white streak was racing
down the road toward them. And it was coming up quickly, headed
directly for the two hunters. Saba reached out and caught it as it
zipped by him, all spitfire and claws.

“Settle down girl,” he said, holding Senta
around the waist and lifting her feet, which were still running,
off the ground. She kicked and hissed for another moment and then
stopped. He set her down. She stuck out her index finger at the two
men. Saba grabbed her by the wrist. “None of that.”

He turned to the two men. “You’d best be on
your way home, in case the big one comes along.”

“The big one?”

“I’ll boil your giblets,” hissed the
girl.

“Bloody hell, man. Did you not bother to
find out about where you were going to be living? You’ve already
got Zurfina’s dragon and Zurfina’s apprentice after you. Do you
want to wait around for Zurfina herself?”

Both the men turned the color of porridge.
“The sorceress?” asked one.

“Yep.”

“We’ll… We’ll just head home, then.” The two
men bent down and picked up their rifles and scurried away at a
quick walk, glancing nervously over their shoulders as they
went.

“Run now!” yelled Senta after them. “I’ll
find you and then…”

“Little girls do not go around threatening
people,” said Saba, turning her by the shoulders to face him. “It’s
not even nine o’clock. You should wait till at least noon before
boiling people’s giblets. Trust me, I know. My mother’s a
cook.”

She stuck out her lip. “I’m not a little
girl.”

“Of course you’re not. You’re a very
frightening sorceress, with a very nice hairstyle, I might
add.”

“Thanks.” She blushed for just a moment and
then broke away from his hands to rush over to the dragon, throwing
her arms around his thick serpentine neck. “Are you alright,
baby?”

The dragon’s voice, which normally put one
in mind of a young man, went high and weak and pathetic sounding.
“I’ve got an owie on my wing.”

“And you just let them go,” growled the
girl, looking at Saba.

“He’s fine. Their only real crime is being
too stupid to own rifles. And if that really were a crime, I
wouldn’t have room to hold all the men I arrested.”

She scrunched her nose at him, and stuck out
her tongue.

“He really is fine. He was going to eat them
a moment ago. Take him home and put some silver polish on that
scale or something.”

“Come on, baby,” said Senta, leading the
dragon away by the head. “I’ll fix you all up and make you some
tea.”

“Okay,” said the dragon, pitifully.

“And you leave those men alone. I’ll be
watching,” said Saba, though the girl did not look back. Then he
turned to see the ten or twelve neighbors, watching. “Go on back to
your homes. Nothing to see here.” He spotted Rorin Lander. “Rorin,
there’re a couple of dead velociraptors down by Mrs. Madderchar’s.
How about disposing of them before the smell of blood brings around
something worse.”

“I’m on it,” said Rorin, starting back
toward his house to get his wheelbarrow and shovel.

“Never mind,” called the dragon, its voice
now back to its normal tone. “I’ll eat them.”

“Never mind Rorin,” said Saba.

“Right-O”

Saba turned north, going in the opposite
direction from Senta and the dragon. He passed three houses, the
third of which was the one he was sure had been leased by the two
rifle-toting newcomers. He hung around the front for a quarter of
an hour, strolling around nonchalantly, just to make sure that the
sorceress’s apprentice didn’t show up to exact any vengeance. He
mentally reminded himself that the same went for the sorceress
herself, though what he would be able to do if she was to show up,
completely eluded him. Taking a quick look at his gold pocket
watch, he continued on his way.

Walking north on the gravel road, which was
officially Bainbridge Clark Street, Saba passed a road crew of five
lizardmen and their human foreman. They were moving very slowly in
the cool morning air. Within a month, most would stop showing up
for work at all, and the repair of roads, building of sewers, and
installation of gas lines would be suspended for the winter as the
few Lizzies who did show up would be put to work on the docks. Saba
thought it fitting that the reptiles were repairing Bainbridge
Clark Street, as Bainbridge Clark the man had been instrumental in
stopping the lizardman army of King Ssithtsutsu, when it had
attacked the colony. He had later been Saba’s sergeant in the
militia, and a friend. Sadly, Saba’s first call as a constable had
been to find Clark’s dead body, in bed, at the home of Miss Tabby
Malloy; better than taking a lizardman spear or being eaten by
dinosaurs.

Bainbridge Clark Street didn’t actually end
at the Emergency Wall, because there was a road on the other side
of the wall, and it too was called Bainbridge Clark Street, but the
two were separated by the thirty foot tall structure. Thirty feet
to the left though was a small unobtrusive door that had been cut
into the wall about two years before, after a particularly nasty
problem with tyrannosaurs. The door had been placed there
specifically to allow emergency workers to move from one side of
the wall to the other, without having to go all the way to the town
square and through the big gate. Relatively few had keys to the
locked door, but Saba was one of those who did. He unlocked the
door, passed through, and then locked it once again with the
key.

On this side of the wall, the road sloped
down a hill toward the dock area. A few small buildings, offices
mostly separated it from the shoreline, while on the right were
numerous warehouses and supply buildings. At the top of the hill,
Saba stopped to take in the view. The Mirsannan freighter S.S.
Meninia Impertinenta was docked and two large cranes were lifting
freight from its cargo hold and setting it down onto the ground.
Half a dozen lizardman work crews were ferrying the freight from
there to two different warehouses.

Walking down the hill a little way, the
young constable turned from the bay and walked between a large
warehouse on the left and a long row of small apartments on the
right. This area was the lowest rent district in Port Dechantagne.
The little two-story, four apartment buildings were constructed all
of wood with dimensions of twelve by thirty six feet. Each of the
apartments had one room, either with a wood-burning stove, or a
fireplace, and the entire block of apartments—one hundred
buildings, four hundred apartments—were serviced by a block of
twenty water closets. When the apartments had originally been
built, they had been built with outhouses. Two years ago, these had
been replaced by small block houses, each of which had six WCs and
all of which had the latest running water facilities. Saba stepped
inside one of the WCs to relieve himself. He luxuriously washed his
hands and face, and then stepped outside to find a woman waiting.
She was slightly older than he was, about twenty, with bright red
hair and a brightly painted face. Under her pink dress, he could
see she clearly wore no bustle.

“Miss Tabby Malloy,” said Saba. “I was just
thinking of you this morning.”

“Oh? What were you thinking about me?” She
put her hand on her hip and struck a pose. She really was
attractive, considering—clean, nice, and as far as Saba knew, not a
thief.

“I was just thinking about… well, about how
pretty you are.”

“You know I would do a pretty young lad like
you, a virgin and all, for free.”

“And you know I’m saving myself for
marriage. But it’s good to see you’re doing well. Have a lovely
day.”

“You have a lovely day yourself, lad,” she
said. “I expect to be seeing you soon, whether it’s before marriage
or after.”

The road between the warehouses and cheap
apartments was Seventh and One Half Avenue, and as Bainbridge Clark
Street went down a hill, Seven and One Half Avenue went back
uphill. Trudging up the sliding gravel, Saba reflected upon the
promise of a trolley system, in the planning stages now for more
than three years. If he had a chance to bet on the probability of
any such system ever being completed in his lifetime, he knew on
which side of the line to place his money. Still it would be nice
to step up onto a Trolley and grab hold of the railing, whether it
was pulled by horse, steam engine, or triceratops. At the top of
the hill he leaned against a lamp post that hadn’t been here when
he last walked to work this way. So there was some progress being
made.

From the new lamp post it was only a half a
mile to the police station. For now the station occupied one of the
barracks buildings on the grounds of the militia base. These
buildings had been the original colony buildings, and were sturdily
built rectangular structures twenty five feet by two hundred feet.
There were thirty two of them, though the militia needed only ten.
So the others were either used as temporary storage, temporary
housing for new arrivals, or for city services that hadn’t yet had
buildings constructed, like the police station, or city hall, or
the office of the Royal Colonial Governor. The barracks that housed
the police station had once been divided into ten small apartments,
but Saba and Eamon, his fellow officer, had torn down a couple of
walls. What had been the first and second apartments was now one
office. What had been the third and fourth apartments was now a
large storage room. The rest of the apartments had been left in
their original configurations, though outward facing locks had been
installed on all the doors, and hen mesh had been fastened over the
windows, turning them all into cells. So far they had never had
need of more than one, but if needed, they had six available.

Eamon Shrubb sat in the office, leaning back
in the chair with both feet on the desk. He was flipping through
the pages of ‘Pilgrimage Into Danger’, with his face screwed up
into a strange shape.

“If you want to read that,” said Saba. “You
need to start with the lower numbered pages and make your way up to
the higher numbered pages.”

“I don’t want to read it. Why would I want
to read it? Where did it come from?”

“I’m reading it. I borrowed it from Mrs.
Dechantagne. She says I need to expand my horizons.”

“Who the hell is Delia Hume?”

“She’s a very famous writer. How come you’re
here so early anyway? Did Dot throw you out again?”

Eamon just made a noise, sounding about
halfway between a dog growling and a man coughing.

“What did you do to brass her off this
time?”

“Kafira knows.” He tossed the heavy volume
on the desk and put his feet down onto the wooden plank floor.
“Don’t ever get married. That’s my advice to you.”

“Yes, when I need marital advice, it’s you
I’ll come running to, with your two months experience.”

“Three months.”

“Hamonth doesn’t count as a whole
month.”

“Two and a half then.” Eamon stood up and
picked up his helmet from the desk. “Have you been down to the
dock?”

“Just looked over from the hill.”

“I’ll just take a stroll down there
then.”

He passed Saba on the way to the door. The
two men were about the same height, with Eamon the heavier built of
the two. He was also almost four years older than Saba, though he
treated the younger man as a peer. This might be because Saba had
attained a higher rank than he had in the militia, Saba a sergeant
and Eamon only a corporal. On the other hand, it might have just
been because men working together in jobs like police constable
felt a comradeship that transcended years. Saba, for his part,
treated Eamon as though he was a brother.

“Oh, hey,” called Saba. “Are you headed up
past the wall?”

“Might be.” Eamon paused inside the door and
shoved his helmet on his head.

“Have a butchers at the Lynnate house.
Newcomers living there.”

“I know. You think they’re up to
something?”

“No. But they shot Bessemer this
morning?”

“Is he alright?”

“He’s fine.”

“And they’re still alive?”

“For now.”

“Alright.”

He stepped out the door and was gone.

Saba sat down at the desk, taking off his
helmet, and pulled a folder full of reports from the top drawer.
There were records from more than a dozen incidents over the
previous week. The names, dates, times, and locations were all
filled in at the tops, but the descriptions had yet to be
completed. He picked up a pen and inkwell and began writing. None
of the incidents were very exciting. Mrs. Cora Gyffington’s cat was
eaten by velociraptors. Mr. Jon Cartier had his wheelbarrow stolen,
which was later recovered by the dinosaur pen. Mr. Lon Fonstan had
reported that all of his furniture had been stolen and replaced
with different furniture, but it turned out he had gotten pissed
down by the docks and went to the wrong house. Mrs. Ilona Yembrick
had on three different occasions had to chase lizardmen out of her
yard, and on another occasion claimed they were peeping in her
window. Mr. Illya Beaten had been hit by his wife with a frying
pan, after she found him in their bed with Miss Tahlia Emerborn.
Saba thought that with a name like Beaten, one had to expect that
kind of thing—at least his name wasn’t Chopt. And finally, Mr.
Ignacious P. Dittle claimed that the Drache Girl had cast a spell
upon him causing him to laugh uncontrollably for more than ten
minutes, and causing him to soil himself. By the time he had
finished all the reports, Saba’s right hand ached, and the chilly
morning had become the chilly afternoon.

He put the reports back in the folder and
carried them across the room to the file cabinet that sat under the
window, filing them with the completed reports for the month. Then
he stepped back to his desk, grabbed his helmet and popped it on
his head, and walked out of the office.

The temporary City Hall was right next door,
and with the exception of the lack of hen mesh over the windows, it
looked exactly like the police station. Saba stepped up two very
short steps and into the front office, which was only half the size
of his own. Miss Cadence Gertz sat at the receptionist desk. Her
black hair was pulled back into a severe bun, she had on
horn-rimmed glasses, and she wore a plain brown gingham dress. Saba
still thought she was very pretty.

“Good morning, Constable,” she said, smiling
shyly.

“Good morning, Miss Gertz.”

“What can I do for you?”

“I’m here to see the mayor, if he’s not too
busy.”

“Police business?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“I’ll see if he can see you now.” She got up
and walked to the door separating the twenty by twenty five foot
reception office from the mayor’s office, knocked on the door, and
then went in, leaving Saba for a moment, to stand and contemplate
brown gingham in a way that he never had before. She was gone no
more than two minutes. When she came back out again, she ushered
him into the presence of the mayor, closing the door behind
him.

“Good morning, Mr. Mayor.”

Zeah Korlann rolled his eyes, and then stood
up to shake hands with the young constable.

“If I had known being the mayor meant I was
doing essentially all of the Colonial Council’s work, I wouldn’t
have accepted the position.” He waved for Saba to take a chair.

“Somebody has to be the big man in charge,”
said Saba, sitting down, crossing his legs, and setting his helmet
on his knee.

“How is your mother? I missed her yesterday,
when I was visiting my grandson.”

“She’s fine. And how is Miss Lusk?”

“The same. I mean, fine. Miss Gertz said
that you were here on police business?”

“Yes, I need to requisition an item.”

“A revolver or a shotgun?”

“A typewriter.”

“Do you know how to type?”

“I’ll learn.”

“I’ll bet we could get Mr. Collit to find
one for us. Are there any funds in the police budget?”

“No.”

“Alright,” Mayor Korlann sighed. “We’ll find
the money somewhere.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Saba getting up.
“Would you happen to know if Miss Gertz has gone to lunch yet?”

Saba escorted Miss Gertz to lunch at Mrs.
Finkler’s Bakery as he had done on six previous occasions. But just
like those other six times, this could not be considered a date,
because Miss Gertz insisted upon paying for her own meal. Mrs.
Gertz was of the opinion that her daughter, at nineteen, was too
young to be courted, and ought not to be receiving gentlemen who
were Kafirites in any case. Still, the two young people had a
lovely lunch and did not mention Miss Gertz’s mother, or religion,
or police work. In fact, later, Saba could not remember what the
topic of conversation had been at all. All he could remember was
thick barley soup with onions and large brown eyes.

He arrived back at the police station office
to find Dot Shrubb in a pretty pink dress that highlighted her
copper-colored hair. She was a thin, but pretty girl, of seventeen
who had arrived in Port Dechantagne a year ago, without any family,
and had stolen the heart of Eamon Shrubb the first time he laid
eyes upon her.

“Saba,” she said, in the nasal voice of
someone who has been deaf all their life.

“Looking for Eamon?” he asked, keeping his
face toward her, so that she could read his lips.

She nodded.

“You two were fighting again.”

She punched the palm of her left hand with
her right fist.

“What about?”

She hesitated for a moment, and then made a
rocking baby motion with her arms folded.

“You’re expecting?”

“Huh?”

“Baby. You’re going to have a baby?”

She nodded, smiling.

“Then why were you fighting? Doesn’t he want
a baby?”

“Name,” she said.

“Kafira,” Saba muttered.

At that moment, Eamon opened the office
door. He paused about halfway inside, looking at his wife the way a
munitions expert looks at a bomb that didn’t go off as intended.
She looked at the floor. After a moment, the constable stepped
inside.

“You nesh berk,” said Saba. Eamon looked at
him in surprise. “You take your wife home and see to her. I may not
have two and a half months experience being married, but even I
know you don’t fight with a woman who’s expecting.”

“She wanted to name the baby Yadira.”

“What’s wrong with that?” demanded Saba.

“Come on! That’s the worst name in the
world.”

“My mother’s name,” said Dot.

“That happens to be my mother’s name, too,”
said Saba.

“Oh, yeah. I forgot about that,” said
Eamon.

“It’s not like Eamon’s a brilliant
name.”

“I don’t want to name it Eamon either. If
it’s a boy I want to name it Darsham, and if it’s a girl I want to
name it Daria.”

“Darsham Shrubb? Why don’t you just name it
‘kick my ass on the way to school’ and have done with it.”

Eamon ballooned his cheeks out and rolled
his eyes back to think for a moment. “It doesn’t sound that good
when you put it all together, does it?”

“Here’s my advice, Mr.
I’ve-been-married-two-and-a-half-months. Take the rest of the day
off and take your wife home. Make her a cup of tea and rub her
feet. Then let her decide what to name the baby. You can go get a
kitten from Mrs. Gyffington, and name it Darsham, or Daria, or
whatever the bloody hell you want to name it.”

“That’s right,” said Dot, taking Eamon by
the arm. Then she said, “Rub my feet,” leading Saba to believe that
she had missed most of what he had said.

“You don’t mind if I take the afternoon?”
asked Eamon. He turned his head slightly, so that his lips were not
visible to his wife. “If I rub her feet, she’ll be all
rumpy-pumpy.”

“Go!”

The two left the office, arm in arm. As soon
as they were gone, Saba stepped back through the supply room and
into cell number one. Setting his helmet beside the cot, he lay
down and took a nap.

When he got up again, it was completely
black inside the cell. He reached down and found his helmet as the
spike on top poked the palm of his hand. He stepped back though the
supply room and into the office, both of which were just as black
as the cell. There was absolutely no light coming into the window
from outside. He opened the door and stepped out, locking it after
him. The wind had died down now but it was getting cold enough that
Saba wished for his reefer jacket that was even now hanging on the
peg by his door at home.

Despite the weather, Saba decided to take a
pass by the docks. As he reached the bottom of the hill on Tenth
Avenue, he spied movement near the docked ship. It wasn’t unusual
that there should be someone out and about. It wasn’t all that
late, and he could hear talking, laughter, music, and other noises
coming from the apartments four blocks away. What was unusual was
that there was no light associated with the movement. There was no
moon out and it was hard enough for the young constable just to
find his way on the white gravel street. Why would anyone move
around a dock area, with all kinds of dangerous equipment, in the
dark?

Taking the left side of the road, Saba
hugged the edge of the buildings as he reached the corner with
Bainbridge Clark Street. He peered around the corner and saw a
dozen figures moving through the darkness. It was too dark to make
out faces, but he didn’t need to. The size and the shape both told
him that the figures were all lizardmen. They hissed quietly as
they carried six coffin-sized boxes away from the ship, south and
up the Clark Street hill. Saba couldn’t believe how fast they were
moving in the downright cold air. He followed.

The lizards moved not only quickly, but
quietly till they reached the Emergency Wall. Saba too was very
quiet, and pressed against the building next to him. He had the
authority of the police department with him, but he had nothing
more to enforce it than a truncheon. One of the reptilians produced
a key, a key which was supposed to be only available to the “proper
authorities”. The door, unlocked and opened, was passed through by
the aborigines and their crates. They locked the door after
then.

Saba waited by the wall four or five minutes
before unlocking, opening, and then passing through the door
himself. He closed and locked it behind him and stood looking
around into the darkness on the other side. It was inky, despite
the lights coming from a few houses among the trees. Everything was
quiet. The reptilians and whatever they carried had vanished into
the night. Saba zigzagged through gravel streets, checking around
houses and sheds and in among the trees, but he turned up no sign
of the lizardmen, so at last, chilled to the bone, he started off
in the direction of his own house a couple of miles to the
east.


Chapter Six: M&S Coal Company Ltd.



“I did everything I could,” said Terrence
Dechantagne. “I called for a doctor and a priest. A doctor and a
priest came. It was just bad luck that he died anyway.”

“As he was trying to shoot me at the time,”
Radley Staff paused to bring the whiskey glass to his lips. “I
consider it rather good luck.”

“Bad luck for him, I meant.”

Staff nodded.

“Sometimes bad things just happen,” said Mr.
Merchant.

“Quite,” agreed Mr. Shannon.

The four men sat at a small table in the
first class lounge, sipping their drinks and smoking cigars.
Outside, the railings had formed a thick decoration of long, pointy
icicles, and the deck was rapidly becoming obscured by a white
blanket of snow. The grey day was well on its way to becoming night
in spite of the fact that it was only four in the afternoon.

“Well, I do believe here comes your priest
now, Dechantagne,” said Merchant.

All four men stood up as the severe looking
woman approached in a black dress. Her graying hair was pulled
tightly back into a long pony tail and her lips were so thin, it
seemed as though the pony tail was pulling most of the skin of her
face with it. Her black dress was not a robe, not quite, and as was
almost all feminine attire, it was endowed with a prominent bustle,
but had no brocade or lace, just a priestly collar at her neck, and
a thin strip of white running from each shoulder to the floor. She
had a large and ornate golden cross on a chain around her neck.

“Mother Linton,” said Dechantagne. “May I
introduce Misters Staff, Merchant, and Shannon.”

Mother Linton nodded to each. “May I speak
to you, Mr. Dechantagne?”

He shrugged and stepped away with the
priest.

“So what do you say about this weather,
Staff?” marveled Shannon. “Whenever I think of Mallon, I think of
the jungle. I never expected snow.”

“I suppose there is a great deal of Mallon
that’s tropical,” replied Staff, “but Birmisia is cool, dry, lots
of pine trees. Even the summers are not too bad. That’s good from a
business perspective, too. Nobody wants to muck around in swamps.
That’s probably why Enclep isn’t better developed.”

“Good man,” said Merchant. “Always keeping
business in mind.”

Dechantagne returned to the table and sat
down.

“What was that all about?” asked Staff.

“It seems Mother Linton has been pegged by
the Bishop of Brech as the High Priest of Birmisia.”

“And?”

“And priests are no different than anyone
else. They all want something.” He waved to the waiter for another
drink.

“And what does she want?”

“Oh, it’s all Mother Church this and Mother
Church that.” Dechantagne picked up the cigar that he had left
smoldering in the ashtray when he had stepped outside with Mother
Linton, and he stubbed it out. Then he got up and walked out the
door, intercepting the waiter for his drink along the way.

“So, you don’t think he’s a major player?”
wondered Shannon.

“Oh, he may prove a friend to our business,”
said Staff. “But make no mistake, Mrs.… his sister is the one who’s
in charge.”

“Excellent. I’m glad to see you know your
way around,” said Merchant. “Have you had a chance to talk to
Buttermore?”

“The office man? I did. I didn’t have a
chance to meet all of his staff, or the engineers. Shame they
couldn’t be in first class.”

“My boy, do you know how expensive that
would be?” asked Shannon. “There are ten of them, and ten more
family members besides.”

“Don’t you own the ship?”

“Yes, but that would be twenty first class
passages that wouldn’t be available for sale. It’s not like we put
them in steerage. Second class is very nice.” Shannon’s face was
becoming pink.

“I know it is. I myself am in second
class.”

“Indeed.”

“We would have had you bumped up to a first
class cabin if we had known,” said Merchant.

“I don’t have enough baggage to need a first
class cabin. I’m fine where I am.”

“Very sensible,” said Shannon, his face
returning to its normal rather jaundiced hue.

“Well, Buttermore seems like a good man. He
knows exactly what we need to do. I’ll handle the connections with
the government and then we can get started. Of course, there’s
plentiful unskilled labor.”

“Excellent,” said Merchant. “If this all
goes as well as I’m expecting it to, we’ll have to send over our
short accountant to count all our money.

The dinner bell rang and Staff said goodbye
to his two employers and went to his table. The broken glass had
been repaired and the dining room looked none the worse for wear.
As usual, the darkly beautiful Amadea Jindra was already seated;
her heavily laced white dress was a study in contrast with her dark
olive skin. As Staff set down, he noticed the plunging back left
both her shoulder blades sensuously exposed.

“Miss Jindra,” he said.

“Good Evening, Mr. Staff.”

The waiter brought a salad of leaf lettuce
and thinly sliced fruit. It was garnished with a peach cut into the
shape of a rose. A moment later, he returned with glasses of
sparkling wine.

“You must come from a wealthy family, Miss
Jindra,” he said. “To be able to travel first class passage alone
to Birmisia.”

“It’s considered rude to ask a woman about
her money.”

“That is true.” He shrugged. “I’m
uncouth.”

“That’s alright. You were trying to make
conversation, Mr. Staff. I think that is a move in the right
direction.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re not very good at it, you know.”

“Yes, I know.”

“I’ll wager you’ve not had to do it often.”
She speared some lettuce on her fork. “I would suppose you get by
mostly on your looks.”

“Polite dinner conversation is not really a
major requirement of naval service,” said Staff. “Neither are
looks. But what I was really getting at, is whether you might be
looking for employment once we arrive in Birmisia. You’re specialty
is scrying…”

“Spying on people?”

“Perhaps that was unfair.”



“Perhaps,” she agreed. “I must admit that my
finances aren’t what they could be. I spent everything I had for
this passage.”

“Maybe I can help then. I suppose you can
use you magic abilities to search for natural resourses?”

“I can find the location of anything,” she
said. “I see no reason that…coal?”

“Yes, coal.”

“I see no reason that coal should thwart
me.”

The waiter brought out a fine grilled sea
bass, with roasted vegetables, and a crisp white wine. The dessert
was vanilla ice cream, served with tea. Feeling quite full and
satisfied, Staff bid good night to Miss Jindra, and made his way
back to his cabin. He peeled off his clothes and hung them on the
hook on the back of the cabin door, then lay down and immediately
passed into sleep.

It was the middle of the night when knocking
woke Staff up. He stepped through the darkness and opened the door,
allowing the dim light of the hallway to spill inside. Matie
Marchond stood outside, looking just as strikingly beautiful in her
black mourning dress and veil as she had in evening clothes. She
pressed her face close to his.

“May I come in?”

“I don’t think that would be such a good
idea.”

“Just for a minute.”

He opened the door enough for her to pass
through and then closed it behind her. He found his matches in the
dark and lit one of the lamps, then turned to face Mrs. Marchond,
who was admiring his mostly unclad body.

“I’m sorry about what happened,” she
said.

“Are you really?”

She shrugged. “Not really, I suppose.”

“You had your husband try to kill me.”

“I was angry,” she said. “No woman likes to
be spurned.”

“Yes, well…”

“Now we can be free to enjoy each other’s
company. We still need to maintain a sense of decorum, at least
until I get back to Brech for the reading of the will. But we can
at least continue to see each other.”

“It’s my general understanding that when a
woman tries to have you killed, the relationship has reached a
downturn.”

“I didn’t try to have you killed, not
really. Raoul found out from someone that I had been to your room.
I told him that you tried to seduce me, but I turned you down. I
didn’t know the old idiot would try to shoot you. Still, no harm
done.”

“No harm? He’s dead.”

“I mean no harm to you. He had been having
chest pains for some time. I fully expected him to die sometime on
the trip.”

“It doesn’t bother you that he’s dead?”

“Bother me? I’m overjoyed. I put in my time.
Twelve years I’ve had to live with that old windbag and his
disgusting habits. Now I’m finally free.”

Staff nodded thoughtfully.

“And here we are.” She turned around and
presented him with the long row of shiny black buttons from the top
of her neck to the top of her bustle. Staff paused for a moment.
Matie Marchond was certainly beautiful. She looked back over her
shoulder, and then stuck out her lip when she saw that he wasn’t
reaching to unfasten her.

“You’re not still mad at me are you?” she
asked.

“No.”

“Then why not? I know you find me
attractive.”

“You’re beautiful. But you no longer have
the one quality that made you perfect.”

She frowned. “And what’s that?”

“You’re no longer married.”

The next morning, Staff put on his reefer
jacket and stood on the icy deck of the Arrow, watching the choppy
ocean waves rolling past and reflecting upon the possibility that
he might be cursed to know too many interesting women. It was no
longer snowing, but the wind was up and it nipped at his face and
hands. He looked up and down the length of the ship and saw no
other passengers, only one crewmember at the very stern removing
some icicles from above a cabin door. So when a voice spoke his
name, he nearly jumped. He turned around to find the severe face of
Mother Linton peering out of an open doorway.

“Could you step inside for a word, Mr.
Staff?” she asked. “It’s too frigid for me.”

“Good morning,” he said, stepping
inside.

“Mr. Staff, Mother Church requires your
assistance.”

“Oh?”

“Are you a religious man, sir?”

“I…” He paused. “I suppose.”

“That is good. You are returning to Birmisia
to make your fortune, having served there in the navy?”

“You seem well informed.”

“I have spoken to a few people about you.
That’s all. It’s all in the interest of the Church.”

“And what exactly can I do for you and
Mother Church?” asked Staff.

“The church in Birmisia has been without
priesthood for more than three years. I have been appointed to
oversee the colony’s spiritual needs, as High Priest. And those
needs are great. There is a large influx of Zaeri from all over
Sumir to Birmisia. If the church had been properly represented for
the past three years, then perhaps this would not be such a
concern.”

“Is it a concern?”

“Of course it is a concern. Those who cannot
accept the truth of Kafira’s message are a potential threat to our
culture and our kingdom, not to mention being an affront to God,
and his one true church. Birmisia is supposed to be a Brech colony,
is it not? Should the Zaeri population be allowed to grow
uncontrolled?” Staff watched to see if this question was
rhetorical, and indeed Mother Linton continued on.

“I tried to bring this issue up with Mr.
Dechantagne, but he seemed uninterested in the problems of Mother
Church. Knowing him as you do, perhaps you can tell me how to make
him realize the dangerous path that the colony is treading.”

“I doubt you will be able to make him see
any such message.”

“Why not?”

“First of all, were you aware that his wife
is Zaeri?”

Mother Linton pursed her lips. “I had heard
that she was a Zaeri. I would have thought that Mr. Dechantagne
would insist upon her conversion.”

“I doubt it. I don’t think that Mr.
Dechantagne cares much for the church, or for the Crown, or the
colony. I don’t think he would even be going back to Birmisia, if
he did as he really wanted.”

“But it’s his family’s stake, and he’s the
head of the family.”

“Yes, but he was badly injured in Birmisia.
From what I understand, his time there was particularly
trying.”

“A man should be more resilient,” she said,
then quoted. ‘The Lord is my strength and he shall hold me up. He
is my salvation and I shall praise him as God. I shall always exalt
him and shall never waiver’.”

“Odyssey 15:2.”

“I’m glad to see you know your scriptures,
Mr. Staff.”

He shrugged. “I think that you would be best
advised to speak to Mrs.… Mr. Dechantagne’s sister. She is the one
in charge.”

“I see.” Mother Linton made a face as though
she were sucking on a lemon. “So she is actually serving out her
appointment as royal governor. I was hoping that she was acting the
part ceremonially and leaving the real duties to her brother. It’s
unseemly for a woman to exercise such power.”

“You don’t approve?” asked Staff. “I’m a bit
surprised. After all, you are a woman in a powerful position
yourself.”

“I only do God’s will.” She reached out and
touched his shoulder with her fingertips. “Thank you for your aid
in this matter, and a blessing upon you. I do hope we will be able
to speak again soon.”

Mother Linton turned and walked down the
long corridor. Staff, standing beside the door to the open deck
suddenly felt chill and decided that a hot cup of tea and a shot of
fortified wine might be in order. He started toward the first class
lounge, in the exact opposite direction of that which the female
priest had taken.

The next several days were even colder,
windier, and the waves became even larger. Staff saw few people out
and about, even at meals. Indeed the dining room was almost empty
and those few people who were there didn’t look as though they
really wanted to be. Having been at sea since he was fifteen years
old, and having weathered all manner of storm from gale to
hurricane, he was not the least bothered. If anything, the cold
weather fueled his appetite even more. It was well past lunch, but
he was still hungry, so he decided to have tea in the common
lounge, just inside from the sun deck. He found a group of people
sitting at one of the large round tables in the otherwise empty
room.

He knew one of the men at the table. Edin
Buttermore had been hired by Merchant and Shannon to run the office
for M&S Coal in Birmisia. He was a chubby man in his late
thirties with thinning golden hair, parted just above his right
ear, and bright blue eyes. Staff had spoken with him several times
during the past week. Today he sat wearing a rather bright blue
suit, holding a cup of tea in one hand and a scone in the other.
When he saw Staff, he jumped up and waved him over.

“Mr. Staff,” he said. “What a pleasure.
Please join us. There are some people here for you to meet.
Everyone, this is Mr. Staff, our new boss.”

There was one other man, along with four
women at the table. The man was tall and gaunt, with a long,
hawk-like nose. He was mostly bald, though the hair he did have was
jet black, as was his rather cheap suit. Buttermore introduced him
as Mr. Saul Rutan. The women he introduced as Mrs. Caitleen Harper,
Mrs. Rosalyn Fandice, Miss Theadora Vanita, and Miss Franka
Rocanna. Mrs. Harper was a sturdy looking woman in her early
fifties. Though somewhat heavy, with streaks of grey in her brown
hair, she had the demeanor of a woman who had once had her fair
share of admirers. She wore a simple, though attractive white day
dress. Mrs. Fandice was about the same age. She was thin, with
tight skin stretched unflatteringly across her thin nose and sunken
cheeks. Her lips were so thin that they almost did not exist. Her
dress was so dripping in lace, brocade, and artificial flowers that
it clashed with itself. Miss Vanita was a heavily built woman that
looked as though she could have punched the lights out of most
sailors that Staff knew. Her heavily applied make-up made her look
less feminine, rather than more so, and she looked to have
purchased her dress in the same store that Mrs. Fandice shopped.
Miss Rocanna was quite pretty, with very dark eyes, full lips, and
dark red hair cut very short. She wore a pink dress with a darker
rose mock waistcoat.

“Won’t you sit down and join us, Mr. Staff?”
asked Mrs. Harper. “We were just discussing how excited we were,
moving to Birmisia and starting new lives.”

“And of course, starting a new company,”
added Buttermore.

“This looks like our entire office,” said
Staff, sitting between Mrs. Harper and Mrs. Fandice.

“Yes indeed,” said Buttermore. “I will be
managing the office, with Mrs. Harper as my secretary. Mr. Rutan is
the shipping manager. Mrs. Fandice is his secretary. Miss Vanita is
our file clerk, and Miss Rocanna is our receptionist.”

“Well, I’m certainly glad you’re all here,”
said Staff. “Don’t we have four more employees?”

“Oh yes, our four engineers.”

“They usually have tea together on a forward
deck,” said Miss Vanita, handing Staff a small plate with buttered
scone while Miss Rocanna poured him a cup of tea. “Though I doubt
they are today with the seas as high as they are.”

“Yes,” agreed Mrs. Harper. “Hardly anyone is
up and about today.”

“I wouldn’t be either if Mr. Buttermore
hadn’t insisted,” said Miss Rocanna, and she did look slightly
green around the edges of her pretty face.

“I will want to meet with the engineers. I
hope you can set that up for me Buttermore.”

“I will be happy to.”

“Two are married, aren’t they?”

“They are all married,” said Mrs. Fandice.
“Two are married to each other.”

“That’s right,” said Buttermore. “Mr. and
Mrs. Kane. Then there are Mr. Mouliets and Mr. Glieberman.”

“We should be in Birmisia within a
fortnight,” said Staff. “Which is a good thing, because it’s going
to take me a fortnight to learn who’s who.”

“I’m sure we’ll all be one big happy family
in no time,” said Mrs. Harper.

“Quite,” agreed Buttermore.

“Your wife didn’t join you for tea today,
Buttermore?” asked Staff.

“No. Like so many, Easton wasn’t feeling
well. Easton is our little boy. So Julietta decided to stay in.
It’s so cold out.”

“Now that I think about it,” said Staff. “I
believe Mr. Shannon said that there were ten family members along,
as well as ten M&S staff members.”

Buttermore counted off on his fingers.
“Let’s see. Easton and Julietta. Mrs. Rutan. Mrs. Harper’s daughter
and grandchild. Mrs. Fandice’s niece. The Mouliets’ and the
Glieberman’s. Yes. Ten and ten.”

“We must have a get-together then, where we
can all get to know each other. Perhaps it’s all the years I’ve
spent in the navy speaking, but I think our enterprise will
probably run all the smoother for it.”

“I would love to assist you,” said Mrs.
Harper.

“As would I,” said Miss Rocanna.

The simple affair took place one week later
and turned into a full blown party. Staff reserved the common
lounge from eight o’clock until two in the morning, paid for a
bartender and a plentiful supply of hors d’oeuvres. Fortunately the
weather was more cooperative than it had been, with relatively calm
seas. It was still cold though. Mrs. Harper had made and sent out
the invitations and Miss Rocanna had even managed to procure a
mechanical music box with half a dozen different popular tunes
engraved on wax cylinders.

“This was a wonderful idea, Mr. Staff,” said
Mrs. Harper, standing with her daughter and granddaughter.

Mrs. Melody Lanier was Mrs. Harper’s
daughter and looked just as she must have looked in her younger
days, with dark hair and a voluptuous figure that would turn any
man’s head. Likewise, her teen-aged daughter Wenda was a young,
thin, and happy version of her, before adulthood had put the lines
around her eyes or had put the grey in her mother’s hair. Mrs.
Lanier had lost her husband and Miss Lanier her father, when he was
killed in a boiler explosion, while working on the Greater
Brechalon and Northern Railroad. Mrs. Harper had encouraged her
daughter to come along with her and try to start a new life in
Birmisia.

“You’ve heard me speak of them, and here
they are,” said Buttermore.

Mrs. Julietta Buttermore was a very pretty,
if frail looking woman at least ten years younger than her husband.
She had very fine honey blond hair and clean, sharp features, but
dark circles under her large, amber eyes. On her hip, she carried a
chubby toddler, whose thick shock of golden hair perfectly matched
his father’s.

Mr. Rutan and his wife entered and sat
together in a corner, not speaking with anyone. Staff picked up a
tray of drinks from the bar and carried it to the corner, holding
it out for the couple. Rutan was wearing the same black suit that
he had worn when they had met, and Mrs. Rutan was wearing a very
simple black dress. She was a plain woman with a weak chin and a
very large nose, and looked older than her husband. Rutan picked up
one glass for himself.

“My wife doesn’t drink,” he said.

“Fortunately, this one is ginger ale,” said
Staff, handing one of the glasses to the woman, who nodded her
thanks. He then poured the four remaining glasses together into one
large drink and held it up in a toast, setting the tray and the
three empty glasses aside.

“To your health, madam,” he said. And so the
three shared a drink, but there was no further conversation.

Mrs. Fandice pulled Staff away from the
Rutans to introduce him to her niece. Loana Hewison looked so
completely unlike Mrs. Fandice that anyone would have questioned
whether they were related and sure enough, it seemed that their
connection was only through marriage.

“Aunt Rosalyn is my mother’s sister-in-law,
that is to say her brother’s wife,” said Miss Hewison, who was
without a doubt the most beautiful woman in the room. Statuesque
and striking, she wore a brilliant peach colored dinner gown. Her
long hair was arranged in a very complex style, with each strand
seemingly a different shade from very light blond to coppery red.
As Staff spoke to her, he realized that not only was her hair
multihued, but so were her eyes. One eye was deep brown and the
other eye was hazel.

“When my Uncle Henri passed on, my parents
sent me to live with Aunt Rosalyn,” the young woman continued. “And
when she had the chance to go to Birmisia, well, I just had to join
her. It’s so exciting. Imagine—a whole new world.”

“I hope you like it as much when we get
there,” said Staff. “You will easily be one of the most beautiful
women on the continent.” At which point, Mrs. Fandice steered her
niece away to another part of the room.

The most interesting part of the whole
get-together for Staff was meeting the mining engineers and their
families. Aakesh Mouliets and his wife Purna were Mirsannan and
proud of it. He wore the traditional yellow fez and great red coat
trimmed with ferret skins, while she wore an outfit made of layer
upon layer of silk. It had no bustle and, while not truly
transparent, was far more revealing of her form than the clothing
most Brech women would have worn, even to bed. Their ten year old
son Sudas on the other hand, had fully embraced not only Brech
attire but Brech culture as well. He wore a smart little grey suit
with knickers, and carried a large volume of poetry by Samson
Whitney.

The Gliebermans, Beeman, his wife Acadia,
and their six year old daughter Sherree all dressed in simple grey
and white clothes, and all three wore wire-framed glasses. In fact,
the little girl was the youngest person that Staff had ever seen
wearing eyeglasses. Her tiny dress was identical to her mother’s
except that the skirt was supported by layers of petticoats rather
than a bustle. Their rather austere dress led him at first to think
they might be Zaeri—a notion of which he was quickly disabused.

“Fortunately there are no zeets among our
group,” said Glieberman, and he pointed out the small, but no doubt
expensive, gold cross on a chain around his wife’s neck.

“My husband and I are both god-fearing
Kafirites,” said Mrs. Glieberman.

Finally there were the Kanes. Ivo and Femke
Kane looked more like brother and sister than husband and wife.
They were both about five foot eleven and both had sandy brown hair
and blue eyes. What’s more, they were both dressed in khaki. Mrs.
Kane wore no make-up and for that matter no dress, choosing instead
the same shirt, jacket, pants and knee high black boots that her
husband wore. Other women present, from Mrs. Harper to little
Sherree Glieberman flashed displeasure in their eyes at her choice
of wardrobe. Only Mrs. Mouliets, whose wardrobe was almost as
scandalous, though in a different way, did not glower. Mrs. Kane
however, seemed completely oblivious to this nonverbal
castigation.

“I’m glad to meet all of you,” said Staff,
getting the four engineers together in one corner of the
lounge.

“What an excellent idea, this party,” said
Ivo Kane, his teeth making a little whistling sound in the middle
of the word ‘excellent’. “I don’t think that I had met everyone
till now.”

“Yes, very nice,” said Aakesh Mouliets.
“However, the four of us will have our own work to do in Birmisia.
We will not have much time to socialize with these people.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Staff. “These
people, as you say, are going to be the backbone of the company.
It’s all well and good to find coal and hire lizardmen to dig it
out, but the office staff will be handling the sale and transport.
I intend to have a very close knit unit, working together, sharing
ideas.”

Mouliets didn’t say anything, but the
parsimonious look on his face spoke more loudly than words that
this would not be his choice in the matter. Beeman Glieberman had
the same sort of look on his face as well, though Ivo Kane seemed
much more guarded. Staff imagined that he disliked the idea no
less, but was far better than the other two at hiding his
feelings.

“I’m sure Mr. Staff knows what he is doing,”
said Femke Kane, the only female engineer with the company, and as
far as Staff knew, the only female engineer in Greater Brechalon,
She had a deep sultry voice that made her husband’s, with its
unfortunate whistle seem comical by comparison. “I’m sure he has
the complete support of our investors.”

“You are quite right in that!” boomed the
voice of Alastair Merchant, stepping up from behind to clasp Staff
on the right shoulder. A moment later another hammy hand slapped
Staff’s left shoulder indicating that Wendell P. Shannon was there
as well.

“Yes, Mr. Staff has our full backing,” he
said. “I know something of his service record and he’s a good man
to have in a difficult situation. More importantly, he knows
Birmisia. It’s a very different place, as different as anyone of us
has ever seen.”

“I quite look forward to the adventure,”
said Mrs. Kane.

“Good,” said Merchant. “We should be able to
see the coast of Mallon by the day after tomorrow.”

“One more round of drinks on me!” shouted
Shannon.


Chapter Seven: Graham and the
Constables



The S.S. Queen of Expy was the largest ship
yet to dock at Port Dechantagne, almost twice as large, in terms of
tonnage, as the H.M.S. Minotaur, the battleship that had brought
the first colonists to this shore. Her four massive smokestacks
were no longer pouring out giant black clouds as they had done all
the way from Greater Brechalon. The great ship was now, ever so
slowly, turning without the aid of any tugs, so that she could
connect to a dock that was so much more primitive than she was used
to. It all put Saba Colbshallow in mind of a very fat lady trying
to maneuver herself around in a bathtub.

“How long do you suppose before they can get
the gangplank up?” wondered Eamon Shrubb, who like Saba stood in
his heavy blue reefer jacket and blue constable’s helmet.

Saba consulted his pocket watch. The ornate
little hands showed ten thirty. A snowflake settled upon its glass
face, just above the six. He turned his face skyward and saw a few
more large white flakes falling toward him.

“A while,” he said. “Tea?”

Eamon nodded, and the entire police force
walked across the gravel road to the cart that Aalwijn Finkler had
set up to sell hot drinks and cakes.

There were exactly five vending carts in
Port Dechantagne, and all five were within fifty yards of the dock.
In addition to Finkler’s, there was Mr. Kordeshack selling fish and
chips, Mrs. Gopling selling smoky sausages, Mrs. Luebking, selling
scarves, mittens, and knit caps for those who had either not
brought warm clothing or were unable to find it in their luggage,
and Mr. Darwin, who sold purses, wallets, belts, and hat bands, all
made of dinosaur skin.

“Two teas,” said Saba, setting a ten pfennig
coin on the cart.

“Sugars?” asked Aalwijn.

“One.”

“Three,” said Eamon.

“Milk?” asked Aalwijn.

“No.” With no cattle in the colony and few
goats, the only milk available was in tins. While this was fine for
cooking, most people had given up milk in their tea because of the
metallic taste.

The snow started coming down more heavily as
the two constables sipped the steaming tea from the small, plain
porcelain cups. When they had finished, they set the cups in the
bin on the side of the vending cart reserved for dirty dishes. Saba
turned around and looked at the S.S. Queen of Expy.

“I don’t think it’s moved,” said Saba.

“What’s Expy?” asked Eamon.

“It’s an island.”

“Does it have a queen?”

“I don’t think so.”

“How come they named a ship Queen of Expy
then?”

“That’s just something they do.”

“I don’t think it’s moved,” said Eamon.

“Come on,” said Saba. “Let’s do a tour.”

“Together?”

“Sure.”

The two constables started off to the north,
walking past the warehouses, and reaching the end of Bainbridge
Clark Street, and the edge of Augustus P. Dechantagne Park. The
park occupied ten acres just past the narrowest part of the
peninsula, and was mostly composed of a large grassy area where
during the summer, people had picnics, and played football or
cricket. On its western edge was a copse of several dozen large
trees and rose garden with a gazebo, a reflecting pool, and the
base for a statue that had not yet been completed. The base was
four foot square and two feet high, and would eventually hold a
life-sized statue of the man for whom the park was named. It
already had his name embossed upon it, along with the phrase “Stand
Fast, Men”. Trailing through the park and the rose garden within it
was a winding cobblestone path, which Saba and Eamon took. They
stopped between the statue base and the reflecting pool, which was
completely frozen over.

“You knew him pretty well, eh?” asked Eamon,
indicating the spot where the statue would someday be.

“Yep. He was a great guy. He used to tell me
dirty stories when I was a kid, and he usually gave me a couple of
pfennigs when he saw me. That was big money for me then.”

“Sure,” said Eamon, who had grown up in a
poorer family than Saba’s. “Do you know what it’s going to look
like?”

“Nope. Nobody but Mrs. Dechantagne Calliere
knows. Knowing her, he’s going to be standing like he has a stick
up his ass, and he’ll probably be pointing forward or waving
heroically.”

“How do you wave heroically?”

“You know. Like ‘Come on, Men!’” Saba waved
invisible soldiers behind him to move forward.

“Okay.”

“You know they should have named this park
after Zurfina. She’s the one who saved our cake.”

“I’ve heard you say that before. It’s just
because you fancy her.”

“No. I’m serious. I was there. I know.”

“She really put it on the Lizzies?”

“Oh, it was bloody awesome.”

“But you do fancy her?”

“She’s too old for me,” said Saba. “Not that
I haven’t had the odd fantasy about her.”

“She’s not that old is she? I’ve only seen
her a few times, but she doesn’t look… forty do you suppose?”

“She’s a sorceress. She might be four
hundred for all I know. Still, you saw her, eh?”

“Yes, she’s a tidy one. It’s true. But, you
know… magic,” Eamon waved both his hands in the air for emphasis.
“I’d be afraid. She could do something to you. You might never
function properly again.”

“You know who wasn’t afraid? Him.” Saba
pointed to the statue base.

“Yeah?”

“That’s right. I was with him when he went
to visit her in Brech. I had to wait in the carriage for an hour.
Of course he wasn’t afraid of any of the women. If I saw him
sneaking out of one lady’s door, I saw him sneak out of a
hundred.”

“So maybe he does deserve a park?”

“Maybe so. I can think of a couple of statue
poses now that I think on it.”

Eamon laughed. “So who do you fancy
more—Zurfina or Mrs. Government?”

“Mrs. C? Come on.”

“I know you like her too.”

“I had a crush on her when I was a boy. I
suppose they both have their appeal, though in different ways.”

“Neither of them is Mrs. Dechantagne though,
eh?”

“Don’t start that,” Saba said,
straight-faced.

“Ah, touchy subject.”

“Maybe.”

“You need to quit mooning over married women
and find yourself a girl.”

“Maybe,” said Saba.

By the time they reached the northern edge
of the park, the snow was coming down heavily and already several
inches had accumulated on the ground. Beyond the park, on the tip
of the peninsula were dozens of large pens where the animals
belonging to the colony were housed. In these pens were large
barns, so that the animals could have shelter from just the type of
weather that was now falling over the land. The triceratops at
least, did not seem as though shelter interested them. They stood
like great lumps, munching happily on piles of brush, as the snow
fell down around them.

“Kafira!” said Eamon. “Oh, that smell!”

“Yes, it’s the pigs.”

The wind had changed, bringing the smell of
pig wallow from the east back into the dinosaur pens. Unlike the
snow, this influx of odor disturbed the great three horned
dinosaurs, which began tossing their heads up and down.

“I must have shoveled fifteen tons of
dinosaur poo,” said Saba. “But I wouldn’t work in that pigpen for
anything.”

“I always heard that pigs were clean.”

“Anyone who says that has never walked by a
pigpen. The sheep aren’t too bad though.”

“Hey guys!” called someone from just
ahead.

The two constables walked past the
triceratops pen, and blew a happy cloud of relief in the cold air
as the wind swung back around from the west again. The next pen was
the home of the colony’s iguanodons, and most of the green and
yellow striped beasts were in their barn. One specimen, more than
half grown at about twenty feet long and weighing more than two
tons, was running around on its hind legs, still hunched over with
its tail sticking straight out the back. Upon its back was a heavy
set pre-teen boy.

“Woo-Hoo! Look at me, guys!”

“Go boy, Go!” shouted Eamon. Saba slapped
him on the back of the head.

“Get down, Graham! You’re going to get
yourself killed!”

The iguanodon slowed and came to a stop just
on the other side of the fence from the two constables. Graham
tossed his left leg over the back of the great beast and slid to
the ground.

“Get on inside,” he said, slapping the beast
on its side. It honked, and then walked toward the barn. “It’s
alright. Stinky would never hurt me.”

“I know Stinky is friendly. I used to take
care of him,” said Saba. “In fact, I’m the one who named him. But
you could fall and break your leg. He might fall on you and crush
you. Look around. There’s no one here to help you if that
happened.”

“I had to come when nobody else was here.
Otherwise they wouldn’t let me ride him.”

“Well, there you go. Rules are made for a
reason.”

“Come on! Nothing’s going to happen to
me.”

“Why?” asked Saba. “Cause you’re so
jammy?”

“Huh?”

“I heard your girlfriend calling you Jammy
Graham.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” said Graham.
“She’s just my friend—who’s a girl. She’s my friend-girl, not my
girlfriend.”

“How come you’re not working at the dock,
Graham?” asked Eamon.

“Don’t need me till tomorrow. They’re not
going to put off any freight today.”

“Well, why don’t you head back with us
anyway,” said Saba.

“Alright, it’s past lunch time,” said
Graham. “Hold on a minute though. I’ve got to go make sure that
Stinky’s back in his enclosure.”

Saba and Eamon waited as Graham jogged to
the iguanodon barn. A few minutes later, they saw him closing the
barn door, and then jogging back to where they waited. He climbed
through the fence and stood beside them. Graham was on the short
side, not even reaching Eamon’s shoulder. He was a sturdy boy
though; no doubt from working on the docks, and muscles stretched
the sleeves and chest of his shirt.

“Kafira. Don’t you have a jacket?” asked
Saba.

“What are you—my mother?”

“Watch your mouth. Do you have a jacket or
not?”

“Yes. Hold on.” Graham retrieved a light
coat from the fence post thirty feet away, and threw it on. Once he
had returned, the three made their way southeast from the animal
pens.

“Might as well finish the circuit, right?”
said Eamon.

“Sure,” said Saba.

“I’m thinking of becoming a cop,” said
Graham. “I’ll bet the cops will all be riding dinosaurs in a few
years when Stinky and Sparky get big enough.”

“They look pretty damn big already,” said
Eamon. “They need a proper bridle though. You can’t steer them
without a bridle.”

“I can make them go where I want most of the
time. I steer them by pressing on their sides with my knees, and
talking to them. If they would put me in charge of training them
up, I could have them ready in no time.”

“Doesn’t your dad want you to work in the
lumber yard with him?” asked Saba.

“Sure, but my Ma’s not so keen since Da
sliced those two fingers off.”

“But she won’t mind you being a cop?”

“Na. Cops never get hurt.”

The area directly across from the park was
reserved as the colony cemetery, though relatively little of it had
so far been utilized as such. Though it had been denuded of ninety
percent of the trees, there were still several large copses amid a
park-like meadow. People used the cemetery in the summer for
picnics and outdoor fun almost as much as they did the actual park,
especially since it had easy access to a beach just to the east.
Snowflakes were falling even more heavily, and a pattern like the
waves of the ocean covered the empty spaces between the few trees.
Though it was close to noon now, the sun was just a slightly
brighter place in the cloudy sky.

The first building beyond the cemetery was a
large workshop built to hold the many inventions of Professor
Merced Calliere. It was a two story tall, dark and brooding edifice
of stone and wood, more than two hundred feet on each side. It was
usually easy enough to tell when the professor or one of his
helpers was there working. Most of the machines inside made an
ungodly racket. All was quiet now.

“I wonder where everybody’s at,” said
Graham.

“They’re all at home, snuggling by the
fire,” said Eamon.

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” replied Graham,
though he sounded as though he didn’t quite believe himself.

“You know as well as anyone how the weather
can change here,” said Saba. “If you expect to be a constable some
day, you’ve got to keep your eyes open and your wits about
you.”

They reached the fence marking the boundary
of the militia grounds, the snow now so thick that they would not
have recognized the border if it hadn’t been graced with a fence.
They cut right and made their way down Tenth Avenue, and back up
Bainbridge Clark Street until they reached the dockside. The Queen
of Expy had at last managed to wallow over to the dock and had been
fastened down with huge ropes, though she looked content enough to
stay where she floated. A gangplank, that was actually more along
the lines of a staircase than anything, now connected the ship with
the shore and the first passengers were making their way down
it.

“I wonder if Aalwijn has any hot water
left,” said Eamon.

“Let’s go offer some directions,” said Saba.
“See you later, Graham.”

The two constables walked down to the base
of the ship. There they could point the travelers from the Queen of
Expy toward Aalwijn Finkler’s hot tea and cakes, Mr. Kordeshack’s
fish and chips, Mrs. Gopling’s smoky sausages, and Mrs. Luebking’s
scarves, mittens and knit caps, and of course to Mr. Darwin’s many
dinosaur creations. They could also direct immigrants, most of
those on board, though not necessarily the first ones off, to the
apartments up Seventh and One Half Avenue, and to the militia base,
which offered overflow housing and could be reached by just going a
little further on that same street.

Most of the passengers on the ship were
understandably anxious to step once again onto solid ground, having
been at sea for about two months. They seemed to feel few qualms
about that first step occurring in a snow storm. The first people
off the ship who spoke to Saba were a very nice older couple with
three children nearly as old as Graham. He directed them to the
apartment office, after recommending some of Finkler’s tea and
cakes. The next person to come along was a kindly looking older
woman, not the type one would be expecting to arrive on a distant
shore alone.

“I’m here to join Professor Merced Calliere
and his family,” she said in an ancient sounding patrician accent.
“Do you know him, sir?”

“Everyone knows the professor, Ma'am. May I
inquire of your name?”

“Of course,” she said. “I am Mrs. Malgorzata
Calliere. I’m his mother.”

“I wasn’t aware you were expected,” said
Saba. “I spoke to the professor yesterday, and he didn’t mention
anything about a visit from his mother.”

“Oh, he doesn’t know, dear. I decided to
dispose of my properties and move to Birmisia to be with him and my
grandchild.”

“Well, we should get you to his home as
quickly as we can. The temperature is dropping and we don’t want
you to catch a chill.”

“You’re so kind. But what about my
luggage?”

“I’ll see that it’s all taken care of.”

Glancing around for a friendly face in the
growing crowd, Saba spotted Hertzel Hertling listening to Graham as
he no doubt detailed his many adventures on dinosaur back.

“Hey, Hertzel!” he called. Hertzel looked up
and then came running over.

“Do you have your bicycle and cart nearby?”
Hertzal’s bicycle, which actually was owned by the Port Authority
of Birmisia, was a rather ordinary style two-wheeler, but trailing
behind it was a small wagon with a lid. It was not a steam
carriage, or even a horse drawn car, but with the lid closed, a
person could sit on the wagon and be wheeled fairly quickly though
the gravel streets.

Hertzel nodded. Saba waved an indication
that he should get it, and he hurried off to return a minute later
with the makeshift rickshaw. Sitting the small and unnervingly
frail woman on the back, Saba checked that she was clothed warmly
enough for her journey several miles on the back of a bike. He
stepped over Mrs. Luebking’s vendor cart and bought a long blue
scarf and a pair of blue and white mittens, which he helped the old
lady get into.

“Now Hertzal,” said Saba. “Not too fast.
Take her directly to the Dechantagne house. Once she’s safely
situated, come back and let me know.”

Hertzel, who never spoke, nodded again and
started off, standing up on the pedals to get the necessary
leverage to drive his bike, complete with elderly passenger through
the deepening snow. Saba had scarcely finished congratulating
himself for solving the task of making sure the professor’s aged
mother didn’t perish in the snow, than he was confronted by
another.

A large group of people was forming just
across the street from the dock, in the circular dispersion pattern
that usually indicated a brawl in the center. As often as not, when
Saba waded through the individuals to reach the center of such a
formation, he found an empty spot, as the rowdies, discovering that
constables were on their way, melted into the crowd. This was not
the case now though. Four men, obviously just off the ship were
facing one twelve year old boy who stood in front of two lizardmen.
The two reptiles, rolled their yellow eyes this way and that, and
Saba recognized fear at being so encompassed by humans. The twelve
year old boy, and it could only have been one twelve year old boy,
had his fists balled up, ready to fight, and his freckled face was
red with anger. It seemed that every single voice in the crowd was
yelling something, but no single word could be made out.

“Quiet!” yelled Saba, and he saw Eamon
pushing his way forward on the opposite side of the altercation.
“What the bloody hell is going on here?”

“These four wankers thought they’d gang up
on a couple of Lizzies,” said Graham.

“The boy doesn’t know what he’s talking
about,” said one of the men.

“We was just having a little fun,” said
another.

“Right,” said Saba. “Eamon, take these four
gentlemen across the street while I talk to this lot.” He raised
his voice. “Everyone else, move along!”

For a moment, no one moved. Then Saba
reached down and unfastened his truncheon from his belt.

“You heard the constable,” said someone
nearby.

“That’s right,” said someone else. “We’ve
all got things to do.”

The crowd slowly dispersed. Saba looked at
Graham, whose face was as close to beet red as a human could in
reality be. The two reptiles were different colors. The first was
Saba’s height, which put him at about the average for lizardmen. He
was a deep forest green color with mottled brown starting just
below his chin and spreading down his dewlap to his stomach. The
second lizardman was several inches shorter and its skin was
lighter green, and relatively smooth. Saba suspected that this one
was a female, though he still couldn’t always tell the difference.
The only clothing that the two wore were belts and a few odd bits
of jewelry.

“Let’s see your identification,” he
said.

“Come on, Saba,” wailed Graham. “They came
down in case any freight was unloaded.”

“Quiet you.”

Both lizardmen held out their right arms.
Each wore a bracelet, made of string, with a wooden emblem
attached. The wooden emblem on the first lizardman’s bracelet said
“Cheebie: Serial Number 08719 BL”. The second said “Swoosy: Serial
Number 11995 BI”.

“Alright Cheebie. What happened?”

“Nussing,” said the darker reptile, still
looking around anxiously.

“Come on. You don’t have to be afraid.”

“Nussing.”

“And Swoosy here doesn’t speak Brech at all,
right? Graham, ask him… her, what happened.”

Graham spoke to the creature in its own
hissing language. The reptile hissed back a single syllable
reply.

“She says those four wankers boxed them in,
started shouting at them, then when they tried to get away, they
took a whack at them.”

“Said all that?”

“That’s right.”

“Come on, Graham. I may not work with them
every day, but even I know a few words of spit-n-gag. It sounded to
me like she said “nothing happened”.

“Maybe that’s what she said, but that’s not
what happened. I saw the whole thing.”

“You know these two?”

“I know Cheebie. He’s been on my crew.”

“Alright,” sighed Saba. “You two, be on your
way. You should head out of town. No unloading today. Do you
understand me, Cheebie?”

The lizardman nodded, then turned and led
the other through the snowy street, up the hill toward the south.
Saba watched them moving ever so slowly through the cold and had a
sudden vision of himself walking home naked in a snowstorm. He
crossed over to the other side of the street, where Eamon was
talking with the four newcomers.

“These fellows realize that they’ve maybe
gotten off on the wrong foot here in Birmisia,” said Eamon.

“You lot are planning to stay then?”

“We’ve come for the work,” said the one who
had spoken first before. “We’re railroad men.”

All four of them looked like the type of men
you would see loading trains and trucks back in Brech City, or
doing delivery work of some kind. The point was that they were
average guys, not some hoodlums escaped Mernham Yard.

“Look fellows, the boys and I just got off a
ship voyage that lasted more than two whole months. We might be a
little inclined to get pissed. We might be a little inclined to
make rowdy. But we’re not bad. We’re going to be productive members
of this colony.”

“I’m so happy to hear that. You see, Police
Constable Shrubb and I have a bet going on how many from each are
killed within the first two weeks. Look at your lizardman
friends.”

The group of newcomers, along with Eamon and
Graham watched the reptiles, now quite far up the street but still
moving at their incredibly slow pace.

“Now these are our least dangerous
problems—our Lizzie friends.”

“Yes, they don’t look too dangerous,” said
newcomer number two.

“They killed more than one hundred and
fifteen men the first month we were here. You see, in the summer,
they move much, much faster. And when they are out in the woods,
they’re not subject to our laws against carrying weapons, not that
they really need any with mouths and teeth like those. But they
have them, spears and swords, and they can find you wherever you
are, because they can move in complete silence and they can see in
the dark. And these…these…are the least dangerous thing we have to
deal with around here.”

“Now lad, we didn’t mean…”

“That’s Police Constable Colbshallow. And if
any of you cause any trouble again, I’m putting you in lock up and
not letting you out until the governor herself insists.”

“Alright Constable.”

The three men headed back to the ship and
went back up the gangplank. Saba turned his attention once more to
Graham. The problem wasn’t that Graham thought he was cock of the
walk. The problem was that he knew he was cock of the walk. He was
a twelve year old who knew everybody and knew everything that went
on in town. He had few enemies and many friends, including a
sorceress’s apprentice and a dragon, not to mention a couple of
constables.

“What are we going to do with you?”

“Oh, come on, guys. My Ma says I can’t get
in any more trouble.”

“I am sorry Graham, you know what they
say—‘punishment follows swift on guilt’. You must face your
punishment like a man. You’re going to have tea with Eamon and
myself.”

Graham’s face brightened. He was clearly
hoping for Finkler’s Bakery, though tea at the Dechantagne’s would
be so good that it would be worth all the associated washing.
“Where are we eating?”

“We’re having tea at my house,” said Eamon,
proudly.

“Is Dot cooking?”

“Yes she is.”

“Cruel and unjust punishment!” wailed
Graham. “I’m only a wee child. I don’t deserve to die.”

“Come on you,” said Saba leading Graham by
the scruff of the neck.

The home of Eamon and Dot Shrubb was a small
cottage just southwest of the town square. Other nearby houses,
including Zurfina’s tower a quarter mile away, might have been
bigger, but none looked cozier, as smoke rose from the chimney
creating a picturesque view. Snow covered the roof and formed
little piles at the tops of the green shutters. Even the little
plank fence had snow draped over every flat surface. During the
summer, the small yard was filled with flowers, but now everything
was billowy whiteness.

The three young men stepped inside the door
one after another, stamping the snow from their boots and doffing
their coats and helmets. Graham, who was hatless, shook the flakes
of snow from his sandy brown hair. The warm air smelled of
blueberry muffins and the small table was set with dishes for
three. Dot, her coppery red hair hanging loosely over her
shoulders, wearing a bright blue dress with a white apron over it,
was moving through the tiny kitchen area, filling a tray with all
the necessities. She didn’t turn around when the three entered and
seemed unaware of their presence.

Eamon reached over to the window next to the
door and pulled the curtain aside, flooding the room with light.
Dot, noticing the change, turned around and smiled at her
husband.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hello Sweetyspot,” said Eamon, taking three
steps to transverse the house and kiss his wife on the cheek. “I
brought one more mouth to feed.

“Fine,” said Dot, gesturing for her guests
to sit down and then bringing the loaded tray to the table.

She set out a plate with a dozen large
blueberry muffins, a small tub of fresh butter, a plate with a
little stack of sausages, and a small bowl with slices of
pineapple. Even Saba, who often dined at the Dechantagne household,
recognized how dear fresh fruit was this time of year.

“Wow, pineapple,” said Graham.

“Courtesy of that Mirsannan Freighter,” said
Eamon.

“The Meninia Impertinenta?” asked Saba.

“Yep. The first mate gave me a couple of
nice pineapples while I was walking the dock…” he trailed off. “I
probably should have given you one of them.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Saba. “I don’t
have a wife at home.”

Dot set a fourth place for Graham, and then
they all sat down to enjoy their afternoon meal. Despite what
Graham had implied about Dot’s cooking, everything was delicious.
Of course, it did turn out that she had purchased the muffins from
Mrs. Finkler, and all she had needed to do for the pineapple was to
slice it, but the sausages were done just right. When they
finished, all that remained were a few crumbs on otherwise empty
plates, and cups of tea, with which they chased away the last
memories of the outside chill.

“Thank you, Dot,” said Saba. “That was
delicious.”

“You need a wife,” said Dot.

“Where did that come from?”

“You know. If you had a wife, then she could
fix you tea every day.” Eamon filled in the conversational
introduction that his wife had skipped. “Dot doesn’t like to use a
whole lot of words, because she thinks her voice sounds funny.”

Dot slapped him on the shoulder.

“I didn’t say I think it sounds funny. I
think it’s sweet.”

“Wife or Girlfriend,” said Dot, looking back
at Saba.

“Just who did you have in mind for me,
then?”

“Mattie Beaten.”

“Doesn’t she have a boyfriend?”

“Shaydon Gyffington is courting her, but Dot
doesn’t like him.”

“He smells like cat pee,” said Dot. “Maybe
Cady Gertz.”

“We had lunch together again the other day.
If I married her though, I’d have to convert to Zaeri and my mother
would die of a heart attack.”

“Hey guys!” shouted Graham. “There’s a
fire!

Graham was sitting with his back toward the
front door, so that he was looking out the small window above the
sink. Both Saba and Eamon turned to have a look. Flames could
clearly be seen a short distance away. Dot turned around to look
behind her, and see what her three guests were looking at, just as
those three guests jumped up and headed out the door. Of the three,
only Saba remembered to grab his coat off the peg.

Racing around the house through two feet of
snow, they hopped the fence in the backyard and raced through the
trees toward the closest neighbor on the western side. The little
cottage, the same size as the Shrubb home, though not nearly as
kept up looking, now had flames covering the roof. It would be only
a matter of moments before it collapsed. Graham made it to the
house first and ran to the front door, which from their point of
view, was on the left hand side. Then he stopped, unsure what to do
next. Eamon and Saba reached him a second later.

“It’s too late,” said Eamon.

“One quick look,” said Saba, and kicked the
door open.

He stuck his head inside, and then stepped
away from the burning building. Eamon had to drag away Graham, who
was all for jumping in to save somebody. The three had just reached
the edge of the street when the roof on the little house collapsed,
sending flames shooting out and up.

“Is this Mrs. Yembrick’s house?” asked
Saba.

“That’s right,” replied Eamon.

“She’s not in there, right?” asked Graham,
his eyes round.

“I’m afraid she was,” said Saba. “There was
somebody in the bed.”

“Why didn’t we go in and get her?” Graham’s
body, full of adrenaline, was starting to make his voice
squeak.

“The bed was completely afire,” said Saba.
“I couldn’t tell who it was, only that someone was there. I think
it must have started in the bed.”

“Mrs. Yembrick must have knocked over her
bedside lamp,” offered Eamon.

“Maybe.”

An alarm in the distance signaled the fire
wagon, though it seemed there would be little more than ash by the
time it got there. At least it didn’t appear the fire would spread
into the snow-covered trees. Saba motioned Eamon to take Graham
away from Mrs. Yembrick’s yard, while he took a walk around the
perimeter, just in case there was someone else around who might be
injured. The snow in most of the yard had melted away from the heat
of the fire, even though it was only a few minutes from the time
Graham had spotted it until the roof collapsed. However in the back
left corner of the yard, furthest from the structure, the snow was
still on the ground, and Saba noticed something strange. Several
large four toed tracks were pressed into the snow. A lizardman,
perhaps more than one had been here, and it had only been a short
time ago.


Chapter Eight: The Return



Stepping out of the S.S. Arrow’s mid-deck
hatch and onto the gangplank, Radley Staff looked around at the
peninsula on which Port Dechantagne was built. He was amazed at the
growth of the little colony. When he had left, a little more than
three years ago, it was nothing but a few barracks buildings in a
clearing in the woods. Now it was a real town. From where he stood,
he could see hundreds of buildings, warehouses, apartment blocks,
businesses, and the rooftops of more building off between the
redwoods. A large dark cloud hung amid the white clouds, formed by
hundreds of fireplaces and stoves. The smell of wood smoke overcame
the smell of the seashore. He stopped for a moment and enjoyed the
scene. Someone behind him cleared her throat. He turned around to
find Miss Jindra, in a shimmering white and teal day dress with
waves of white ruffles down the front. She wore a matching teal hat
with a lace veil and carried a parasol, though she seemed unlikely
to need one.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to hold
you up.”

“That’s quite alright, Mr. Staff. I’m
surprised you haven’t debarked yet.”

“I waited to avoid the rush.”

“I’m afraid I was expecting more,” she said,
looking with a raised brow at the nearby buildings.

He followed her gaze.

“Really? I was thinking just the
opposite.”

He turned back around to face her and
started. Miss Jindra was just where she had been, but a second
woman stood directly behind her—a woman who hadn’t been there only
a second before. Though her hairstyle was different, Staff
remembered the charcoal circled grey eyes and the wry smile. He had
thought he remembered her scandalous dress too, but what she had on
now went beyond the bounds of decency. Black leather covered only
the lower half of her breasts, leaving her two star tattoos clearly
visible. The dress reached down only to the top of her thighs. Two
thick straps attached to a tight leather collar which seemed to be
holding the whole thing up. Forget fitting a corset beneath this
ensemble. One would have been hard pressed to fit a piece of lace
in there.

“Well, Lieutenant Staff, I do declare,” said
Zurfina in her unforgettable sultry voice.

“That’s Mr. Staff,” he corrected.

Miss Jindra spun around, getting a piece of
her voluminous dress caught on a spur of the railing. There was a
loud ripping sound as a four inch tear was opened in the beautiful
teal cloth.

“Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,” said Zurfina,
placing a hand on each of Miss Jindra’s shoulders. Looking around
the olive-skinned woman’s head, she said in a loud whisper. “Too
long a dress. Bound to happen sooner or later.”

“What exactly do you want, Zurfina?” asked
Staff. “I’m flattered, but surprised that you came to meet me.”

“Oh you are a pretty boy, but it’s your
friend I’m here for.”

“Miss Jindra?”

Miss Jindra started to speak. “I don’t…”

“Don’t spoil the moment,” said Zurfina,
placing a finger on the woman’s mouth.

“Perhaps I could bring her around to your
home later,” said Staff.

Zurfina flashed him a smile that was only
slightly more than a smirk. Then suddenly she was gone. Miss
Jindra, her voluminous white and teal dress with matching teal hat
and her parasol, were gone too. There was nothing to indicate that
anyone had ever stood on the gangplank behind him, except for a
single teal colored thread, clinging to a spur in the railing.

For a moment, Staff thought about finding
Miss Jindra and rescuing her. On the other hand, she had never
expressed a need or a desire for his protection. He didn’t really
know her all that well. She was only a dinner companion, assigned
by the ship’s purser at that. And it was not as if he had any
knowledge of how to deal with a sorceress or knew Zurfina’s
address. So he shrugged and continued down the gangplank, across
the dock, and into the street beyond.

It was cold and snow clung to the ground,
the roofs of buildings, and the branches of trees, but the street
had been cleared by the heavy traffic. People were moving up and
down the street. Some of them he recognized from the ship. Others
must have been locals. People were buying food, hot drinks, and
scarves and mittens, from vendor’s stalls. He was mildly surprised
to see a green-skinned lizardman moving slowly along among the
crowd of humans.

“Been a long time since you saw one of them,
huh,” said a small voice.

Staff looked to the edge of the street and
saw a blond girl seated on a crate. She wore a very fancy blue
dress and a wide blue hat. She was much older than he remembered,
though he did remember her well.

“Senta, isn’t it?”

The girl nodded.

“Are you waiting for someone?”

She nodded again. “Captain Dechantagne. I’ve
been sitting here all morning waiting for him, but he hasn’t come
off the ship yet.”

“Did someone send you to meet him?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think anyone
else knows he’s here.”

“How did you know?”

She shrugged.

“And you just decided to meet him?”

“Yes. When you make a long journey by
yourself, somebody should be there to meet you when you
arrive.”

Staff grunted, and then changed the subject.
“Zurfina took a young woman off the ship.”

“She was a magic user, I expect.”

“Yes. Where do you think she took her?”

“I don’t know.” Senta placed her elbows on
her knees and cupped her chin in her hands. “Maybe they’re at our
place having tea.”

“It’s too early for tea.”

“Lunch, then.”

“How did you know she was a sorceress… a
magic user… whatever?”

“Zurfina comes down to the dock for the
first time in more than a year, to snatch a woman off a ship?”
Senta shrugged again. “Besides, I can feel the magic. And if I can
feel it, you know Zurfina can.”

Staff stood looking at the girl in silence
for a long moment.

“You still have your little dragon?” he
asked at last.

“Yes. He’s around here somewhere.”

Another long moment passed.

“Which way is the city hall?”

“Haven’t built it yet. Temporary is up in
the barracks though.”

“Thanks.”

Staff left the girl where she sat and walked
up the gravel road toward the barracks buildings. Though the
barracks were familiar enough, looking the same, other than a thick
coating of snow on the roof, than the last time he had seen them,
the many structures that lined either side of the road in between
the barracks and the dock were all new. One particularly large
structure sat beside a huge pine tree. Noticing a small sign on the
door, he veered over to that side of the street while maintaining
his same general direction. The sign read “Governor’s Storehouse”.
He continued up the hill and passed a small gate in the wooden
fence surrounding the militia base buildings.

The temporary city hall was easily found,
though it looked just like the many other barracks sitting next to
it. It had too had a small sign on the door. Staff stepped inside
and found, seated at a desk in a twenty by twenty five foot room, a
young woman in a brown gingham dress with horn-rimmed glasses and
her hair pulled back into a severe bun. She looked up inquiringly
from a mechanical typewriter.

“Radley Staff to see the mayor,” he
said.

“Lieutenant Staff,” greeted Zeah Korlann,
when he had been notified by the young woman of his visitor. “How
truly wonderful to see you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mayor. It’s just Mr. Staff
now.”

“Out of the navy? What brings you back
here?”

“Business.”

“Yes, well, this really is a land of
opportunity. I’m glad you’re up to the challenge. I think a man
like you can go far here in Birmisia.”

When Staff left a little more than an hour
later, quite a few things had been worked out. The mayor had
promised to put him in contact with the owner of the newest
building in Port Dechantagne, a two story office at number six Pine
Street. According to Korlann it would be the best building
available for the headquarters of M&S Coal. The apartments in
the first story up would allow Staff and perhaps some of his
employees to have lodging close to work. The mayor had also given
him the names of four local residents who might have rooms to let,
though he made no promises. The influx of colonists had been so
great that rooms were hard to come by, the apartment buildings were
overflowing, and Staff noticed for the first time as he exited the
temporary city hall, that there were quite a few tents set up in
the snow around the barracks buildings. As he stood outside the
door, deciding what he should do next, he heard unmistakably female
voices approaching.

“I swear that woman is driving me to
drink.”

“More so than otherwise, you mean?”

A second later, around the corner stepped
Iolanthe Dechantagne and Yuah Korlann. Iolanthe Calliere and Yuah
Dechantagne, Staff mentally corrected himself. Iolanthe was wearing
a green velvet dress with at least seven ornately ruffled layers,
and a white lace collar with a black bow. Yuah wore a gold dress
with a broad band of blue at the knees and a waterfall of lace
draping from the shoulders and down over the bustle. Both women
wore hats covered in flowers that matched each of their dresses and
carried matching muffs. The two women saw Staff at the same moment
and both stopped dead in their tracks.

“Radley,” gasped Iolanthe.

Then the three of them stood silently gaping
at each other. At last Yuah stepped forward.

“Mr. Staff, how lovely to see you again,”
she said, removing one hand from her muff and offering it to
him.

“Mrs. Dechantagne, you look more lovely that
I remember.”

“Oh, pish-posh. I’m getting to be an old
lady.”

“That madam is sacrilege.”

She smiled.

Iolanthe still stood where she was. Her face
had gone from the pale of alabaster to the pale of ash. Her mouth
was agape, and she looked as though she was unable to breathe.
Staff stepped forward, taking her right wrist in his hands, pulling
her hand from her muff and enfolding it in his own.

“Mrs.… It’s very nice to see you again.”

“Commander Staff,” said Iolanthe, at last,
taking an audible breath. “I didn’t realize you were in the
country.”

“I had always planned to return.”

Iolanthe bit her lip.

“I’m here on business,” he said, releasing
her hand and turning back to Yuah. “I just spoke to your father and
he was very helpful in offering me advice on how to get everything
off the ground now that I’m here.”

“He does excel at giving advice,” conceded
Yuah. “What business will you be running.”

“Coal.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, I have some very wealthy backers and a
complete staff ready to go to work. I will need the royal
governor’s office for all the permits and tax papers and what not,
but I’m sure you may offer me some insight into the governor’s
state of mind.”

“I… Oh, I….permits…” Iolanthe swayed just
for a moment. Yuah took her by the shoulder and held her
upright.

“I’m sure that my sister-in-law will be able
to offer you all the assistance that you need. What do you require
first?”

“Your father has pointed me in the direction
of an office building with apartments, though I may need somewhere
to live until I secure it.”

“Well, that’s easily settled,” said Yuah.
“You simply must come and stay at the Dechantagne home.”

Iolanthe moved with what seemed like
hesitation toward the front steps of the temporary city hall and
sat down on the wooden planks so hard that it appeared she might
fall back.

“The Dechantagne home,” said Staff. “Your
home, you mean?”

“Yes. Well, technically it’s Terrence’s home
because he is head of the household, but we all live there—me and
my son and Iolanthe’s family, the servants—and a few extended
family members.”

“Are you sure you would have room for
me?”

“Oh, there are plenty of rooms. You will
scarcely be noticed at all. And you would be more than
welcome.”

At this, Iolanthe could simply take no more.
Her strangely beautiful aquamarine eyes rolled up into her head and
she flopped back so hard that her skull smacked against the wall of
the building, knocking her seemingly unconscious. Then she rolled
over and off the steps to land face first in the snow drift just to
the right of the door.

Both Yuah and Staff rushed over to help her.
Staff rolled her body over and lifted her at the shoulders. Yuah
brushed the snow from her face.

“I should take her to see the doctor. Her
corset is probably just too tight, but you never know.” Yuah
suddenly remembered that she was speaking to a man and covered her
mouth with her hand. “I mean… oh bloody hell, I don’t know what I
mean.”

“I have her,” he said. “I’ll take her
inside. They can send for medical attention.”

“That’s fine, but I can’t leave her with
you,” said Yuah. “I mean I shouldn’t leave her… alone… without
me.”

“I promise she’ll be fine, and you really
should go down to the dock to receive your husband.”

“Terrence is here?” Yuah suddenly turned the
same pale color that afflicted Iolanthe. “He’s home?”

“Yes, he arrived on the Arrow with me. I
think he’s been waiting for someone to show up and welcome him,
before he steps ashore.”

“I’ve got to…. What should I…”

“You already know what you should do,” said
Staff, looking into the beautiful young woman’s chocolate brown
eyes. “Go and meet your husband. It’s been a long, long time. Go
meet him.”

“Yes, it’s been too long.” Yuah stood up and
grabbed her dress around the knees with her left hand and raising
it above her ankles, she tucked the muff under her arm and took off
with determination through the snow drifts.

Staff scooped up Iolanthe into his arms. He
stood up and opened the door in front of him, and stepped through.
The young woman with the severe hair in the outer office jumped to
her feet. While she ran to get Mayor Korlann, Staff set his charge
down in one of the waiting chairs along the left wall. Iolanthe
blinked a few times then opened her eyes, just as the mayor came
rushing in.

“I’ll go and get the doctor,” he said. “Miss
Gertz, get the governor some water.”

“I’m fine,” said Iolanthe.

“We will let the doctor decide that,” said
Mayor Korlann, and throwing on his coat, he rushed out the door.
The young office woman followed suit, leaving Staff alone with the
woman who had occupied so many thousands of hours of thought over
the past four years. He was kneeling beside her chair, just as he
had been since he had deposited her there.

“You look extremely beautiful, if not
particularly robust,” he said.

“You look… What are you doing here?” she
asked.

“As I said, I’ve come here for
business.”

“You’re not here. This is just a dream. I
passed out in the snow. I’ve hit my head and knocked myself
senseless and now I’m dreaming about you.”

“Do you always dream about me?”

“If you’re a dream, you already know the
answer to that.”

“I guess that proves I’m not.”

“You shouldn’t have come. You’re ruining
everything.” She suddenly slapped him hard across the face. He just
looked at her.

“I was always coming back,” he said.

“Not in time.” She grabbed his face and
pulled him to her, smothering his mouth with her thick lips.

She kissed him deeply, and for a moment, he
allowed himself to be kissed. Then he kissed her back. He was
swallowed up in her kiss, in her smell, and in her taste for a
several long moments. Her lips and her tongue and her breath were
like molten happiness, and he felt a desire surging within him that
no other woman had ever been able to ignite. Then he heard people
approaching through the thin walls of the building, and with more
regret than he could ever remember feeling, he pushed away and
stood up, straightening the collar of his heavy coat. Mayor Korlann
entered with the shapely form of a woman Staff vaguely remembered
as the doctor who had come with the original settlers. The young
office woman came in a second later carrying a metal cup filled
with water. The doctor knelt down next to Iolanthe.

“Well, you seem to have everything in
order,” said Staff, moving quickly to the door.

“Thank you, Mr. Staff,” said the mayor.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. Quit fussing over me,”
Staff heard Iolanthe say, as he stepped out the door, and with
suddenness he hadn’t noticed all day, felt the chilly air outside
cut through his clothing and his skin and into his bones.

Making his way out of the confines of the
militia base, Staff followed a section of the gravel road that
seemed particularly familiar, though the buildings around it
didn’t. He stepped through the large opening in what they now
called the emergency wall, and which now divided the town of Port
Dechantagne. Once on the other side, he found himself in a
cobblestone town square. At its center was a small snow covered
area surrounded by a small ornamental wrought-iron fence, brushed
with white. The flagpole in the middle of this area was flying the
red, white, and blue Accord Banner of Greater Brechalon. There were
about twenty buildings around the perimeter of the square, and on
the far right corner was a bakery with dining services, so he
walked briskly across the pavement and was seated at one of the
three indoor tables just before the luncheon rush. A sandy haired
girl of about fifteen, wearing a white apron over a simple ivory
colored dress stepped up to him.

“Today we have egg salad sandwiches on
pumpernickel rye or fancy herb bread,” she said, setting a pewter
tankard of water on the table.

“What kind of eggs?” asked Staff
suspiciously.

“Bird or dinosaur. Whatever the Lizzies
brought in this morning. My Da says one’s as good as another.”

“Is the egg salad any good? I ate dinosaur
meat when I was here last, but I’ve never eaten a dinosaur egg
before.”

“Everything Mrs. Finkler makes is really
good. The fancy herb bread is just like they make in Mirsanna. Hey,
I remember you. You were on the ship that brought us here—the
Minotaur. You were a captain.”

“Lieutenant,” he corrected her. “Now I’m
just a mister. Mister Staff.”

“Yeah, Staff, that’s right. You were always
telling my brother to quit climbing on the guns.”

“What’s your name?”

“Gaylene Dokkins.”

“Yes, I remember your father. He worked the
powered saw.”

“That’s right. My Da says he literally built
this town but Ma says that’s not right, because he didn’t hammer
any of the wood together himself, he just cut it, so she says he
‘illiterately’ built this town.”

Staff laughed. “I take it that both your
mother and father are doing well?”

“They’re the dog’s bullocks, except for
those two fingers that my Da cut off. The whole family is doing
better than we ever did in Brech, fingers notwithstanding. I guess
it’s lucky my Da decided to come and that he convinced my Ma to
come too. At first he wasn’t going to because he said that Lady D
was a beastly hag, but I recon he likes her well enough now.”

“Lady D?”

“That’s what we used to call her. Now we
just call her the government. I guess that’s good, because
otherwise people might think we were talking about Mrs. D who is
very nice to everyone, even if my Da says she can’t decide which
side of the street to walk on.”

Staff nodded and smiled. He wasn’t sure he
followed the part about the street and Mrs. D, undoubtedly Mrs.
Dechantagne, but he understood the part about the beastly hag. He
was surprised to find that it at the same time insulted and
satisfied him.

“I’ll try the sandwich with the fancy herb
bread.”

“Right-O,” said Miss Dokkins and she walked
back to the kitchen to deliver the order.

By this time all of the tables both inside
and outside of the little café were full. Staff supposed that the
food must be very good for people to sit out in the cold and eat,
and he was not mistaken. When the young waitress returned with his
meal, he found the thickly sliced savory bread filled with egg
salad, seasoned with onion and garlic and dill and paprika. There
was a large pickle and a small bowl of steaming lentils on the
side. Everything was delicious.

As he ate, Staff examined first the people
sitting at the other tables and then those walking down the street.
It was an interesting mix. Though everyone was dressed warmly in
the cold weather, a number of different styles could easily be
distinguished. Some were dressed in typical Brech fashion, which
called for highly ornate dresses for the women and simple but sharp
suits for the men. Others wore the very simple monochromatic
clothing that one associated with Freedonia. There was even a
decidedly Mirsannan influence, most notably in the extensive use of
silk and velvet. Yet there was something decidedly Birmisian about
all of the people too.

Then there were the aborigines. Even if one
was used to seeing lizardmen walking down the street, it still
would have seemed strange to see them do so in the snow. Though
Staff saw only about a dozen lizardmen as he was eating his lunch,
while he saw at least a hundred human beings pass, it still seemed
like they were thick. Most were just walking down the street, going
from one place to another, in their slow plodding gate. One went
into a storefront across the street, some kind of ladies’ shop, and
exited carrying a package wrapped in brown paper with twine, with
which it disappeared around the corner. Two others passed through
the town square, from north to south, each carrying a large
suitcase. Finally one lizardman wearing a ridiculous yellow skirt
around its waist walked by hand in hand with a human child, bundled
up in a heavy coat with a fur-edged hood.

“Would you happen to know where Pine Street
is?” Staff asked the young waitress, when she returned to fill his
water.

“Sure. That’s just right over there.” She
nodded in the direction of the ladies’ shop on the far side of the
town square. “Pine Street, over there, and Bay Street, over here,
both go south out of the square. First Avenue goes east and
west.”

“So where would I find number six Pine?”

“It’s just the next spot over, around the
corner and across the street from Parnorsham’s Pfennig Store.”

Suddenly a great steel colored monster fell
from the sky, landing with a loud whomp just outside of the window.
It was a dragon, the size of a horse, with a twenty foot wingspan,
a long sinuous neck supporting a ferocious horned and whiskered
head, and a long barbed tail that whipped the air. Staff jumped up,
knocking his plate, and the spoon resting on it, off the table.
Quite a few of the patrons in the café were startled too. But the
teen-aged waitress stepped out the door to face the beast with
nothing more than a handful of dinnerware in one hand and a pitcher
of water in the other. Staff felt more than saw the creature’s
solidly steel colored eye catch his own as it idly flicked the air
with a long forked tongue.

The young waitress stepped up close to the
creature, far closer than Staff considered safe, and spoke to it. A
moment later, she came back inside the bakery and walked back to
the kitchen. The dragon made its way across the town square to the
building that Miss Dokkins had identified as Parnorsham’s Pfennig
store. It moved so gracefully that it seemed to just flow across
the ground, like water in a river. Staff tried to think of the most
graceful thing he had previously seen, a cat, a leaping deer, a
ballet dancer, but none of them came close. The dragon stopped in
front of the store, reached up with one hand, and tapped on the
window. A man came out the door and began talking to the
dragon.

Staff realized that he was still standing
and looked around to see that the other patrons had all returned to
their own seats. Most of those in the outside seats though were
still watching the curious behavior of the steel colored creature,
just as he was. He sat down and bent to pick up his fallen plate
and spoon. In the meantime, the man from the Pfennig store had
returned with a package that he handed to the dragon. The beast
turned and lithesomely walked back toward the bakery café. Staff
had to stop himself from standing up again. It stopped right
outside and again the man felt the strange metallic eyes on
him.

Miss Dokkins stepped back out the door, this
time carrying a small bundle wrapped in white cloth. For the first
time, Staff realized that the dragon was carrying, in addition to
its package from the Pfennig store, a lady’s purse. It was small
and covered with beads and lace and was the type of accessory that
a woman took to the theater or a dinner party, not one that she
carried around during an average day. For most women it would not
have been big enough, and in the hands of the dragon it looked
ridiculously small. But the creature opened it and daintily
extracted several banknotes, which it handed to the waitress, and
in exchange received the wrapped bundle.

A scant moment later the dragon took to the
sky. It didn’t seem to tense up as it prepared to leap. For that
matter, it didn’t seem to leap at all. One second it was there, and
the next, it was gone, launched into the atmosphere like a shell
fired from a battleship’s deck gun. Miss Dokkins stopped by several
patrons in the outdoor seats, and then came inside to stand beside
Staff.

“That’s seventy five P,” she said.

“What did it want?” asked Staff, making no
move to extract the money from his pocket.

“Hmm?”

“What did the dragon want?”

“Same as you, except no pickle” she said.
“He always comes on egg salad day.”


Chapter Nine: Life among the
Dechantagnes



Yuah Dechantagne reached the intersection of
Bainbridge Clark Street and Seventh and One Half Avenue and looked
up at the S.S. Arrow resting at the dock across the street. She
stopped, unsure whether she should charge across the street and up
the gangplank or wait where she was. Wiping the cold from her
cheeks, she found them wet with tears.

“Good, you’re here,” said a voice beside
her, and she turned to find Senta sitting on a crate only a few
feet to her left.

“Senta, what a lovely dress.”

“Thanks. You too. He hasn’t come off the
ship yet.”

“Come off…oh. Do you think I should..?”

“He’s coming down in a minute.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”

Yuah stood for several minutes looking at
the ship. Was Senta right about his coming ashore soon? She
wondered what would happen when he did. Then she saw him—tall,
dressed in a black suit with a heavy frock coat and a black
coachman hat. He carried a large suitcase in either hand as he
descended the gangplank, at a slight angle to fit the luggage
between the railings.

Before she even knew it, Yuah was moving
toward him. He looked up and saw her for the first time, just as
she launched herself the last few feet toward him. She held on
around his shoulders, her feet completely off the ground, and
buried her face in his neck. Tears began streaming again from her
eyes. She felt his body shift as he dropped his luggage and put his
arms around her tentatively.

“I didn’t know anyone would be here,” he
said.

She tried to say something. She wasn’t sure
what it was. It might have been “why didn’t you write to let me
know you were coming”, or it might have been “I would always be
here to meet you”, but all that came out of her mouth was a sob. He
pulled her away by the shoulders and looked at her.

“It’s alright,” said Terrence. “I’m here.
Everything’s fine.”

“I didn’t think you were coming back,” said
Yuah.

“Where else would I go,” he said, which was
not quite the reply she either expected or wanted, just then.
“Where’s the baby?”

“He’s at home. I was going with Iolanthe to
her office, and I heard… Your eyes are different.”

“Yes.”

“They’re still blue, but they’re different.
They’re darker.”

“Yes. Sometimes it’s like looking at a
stranger in the mirror. Is that Senta?”

“Oh, yes.”

Terrence took his wife’s hand and together
they stepped across the street to where the girl sat, leaving his
two suitcases where he had dropped them. Senta stood up to meet
them, smoothing out her heavy blue velvet dress, covered in
decorative tassels, braids, and gold buttons.

“Hello,” she said.

Terrence pulled the girl to him, hugging her
with none of the hesitation that he had shown with his own wife.
Yuah looked at his face and saw that his eyes were closed. He
rested his chin on the top of the blue velvet hat, knocking it
slightly askew. After a moment, he released Senta and stepped back
to look at her.

“You look all grown up,” he said.

She beamed.

“Where’s your boyfriend?”

Senta pointed down the street to a group of
lizardmen pulling luggage from a great pile and putting the
individual pieces onto small carts. A pre-teen boy with brown hair
was supervising them. He glanced in their direction and nodded his
head, though he didn’t wave at them.

“He looks a little shifty,” said Terrence.
“I’m not sure he’s good enough for you.”

“Oh, I know he’s not,” replied Senta. “But
what are you going to do? Anyway, I’m off. I’ve got to see what’s
up at home.”

She turned and walked down the street in the
direction of the reptilian work crew. Terrence watched her for a
moment with a peculiar look on his face.

“What is it?” asked Yuah.

“It’s just… it’s the first time I’ve seen
her… with these eyes.”

“It’s the first time you’ve seen me, too.”
She was starting to feel jealous.

“It’s a…” Terrence nodded and looked her in
the eyes. He swallowed. “It’s the… It’s the lizardman city.”

Yuah felt herself melting.

“Oh, yes. She rescued you, didn’t she?”

“She was just a little girl,” his voice
cracked.

Yuah pulled him to her and wrapped her arms
around him protectively. She kissed him tenderly on the lips.

“Come on. Let’s get home. You need to see
your son. More importantly, he needs to see you.”

“What about my suitcases?”

“We’ll have them delivered.”

Graham Dokkins promised to see to the
luggage when they stopped to ask him. Then they walked back up the
hill and south through the gate into the town square. Many people
were out despite the cold weather. In addition to colonists about
their daily business, there was the influx of travelers from the
Arrow. Many of the longtime residents stopped and stared at the
Dechantagnes, and for his part, Terrence stared right back at
them.

“It’s so strange,” he said. “It looks so
different. I mean I was right here when this square was dedicated,
but it doesn’t look the way I pictured it.”

Yuah took his hand and pulled him along.
They went east down First Avenue, the street here still mostly
covered with snow. The giant pine trees on either side creating
what seemed a dark and mysterious passage. Terrence stopped to look
at a large house on the right side of the road. Thick pillars of
smoke came out of two chimneys and the sounds of children’s
laughter escaped the slightly opened windows.

“That’s a nice little place. Who lives
there?”

“That’s the Bratihn’s.”

Terrence shifted uncomfortably. “How long
has Lawrence been back?”

“About two months.”

A distant whistle sang out in a lonely
“whoot-whoo”.

“The train?” marveled Terrence. “It’s
here?”

“Not yet. I think Iolanthe said it was sixty
miles away. They should have it here in a fortnight.”

“Imagine that. A train all the way from St.
Ulixes.”

“Yes, your sister has spent almost all of
your money subsidizing track construction.”

He laughed. “She knows what she’s
doing.”

“Maybe,” she smiled and they continued,
turning south once again on Maple Street.

After a few minute’s walk, they could see
the massive façade of the Dechantagne house peaking through the
trees. Yuah stopped and pointed to it.

“Does it look like you thought it
would?”

“Yes, I suppose it does. It looks warm.
Everything here looks better than I thought it would.”

“What did you expect it to look like?”

“I don’t know. Savage, I guess. Not
civilized.” He looked down at her. “That’s a nice dress.”

“Thank you.”

“It looks expensive.”

“Oh, it is. We can hardly afford it.”

“That’s not what I meant. I’ve never seen
you in an expensive dress or a fancy dress.

“You haven’t seen me at all since before our
wedding day. The last time you saw me I was your servant, not your
wife.”

“You look exactly the same as I remember you
though. Except you’re not flat-chested anymore.”

She slapped him on the arm, and they shared
the first laugh together in a long time. It might be, she
reflected, the first laugh that they had ever shared together. It
lasted only a moment though, because his new blue eyes suddenly
went cold. Yuah turned to see what he was looking at. Two lizardmen
crossed the street at the intersection just in front of their home.
They were carrying a large steamer trunk.

“They’re everywhere here,” he said.

“There aren’t any more of them than there
were nine months ago, when you left.”

“I didn’t have to look at them then.”

Yuah took Terrence’s hand and led him the
last fifty yards to their home. The gardens were covered with snow
now, the reflecting pool frozen over, and the fountain empty of
water. They reached the bottom of the steps and Yuah squealed as
Terrence suddenly scooped her up and carried her to the top of the
steps. Once there however, he stopped and unsmilingly set her back
down as the door was opened for them by a particularly large
lizardman with a yellow ribbon sporting a gold medallion around his
neck.

“You remember Tisson,” said Yuah.

Terrence nodded briskly, and then stepped
inside. She followed. In the parlor Mrs. Godwin was sitting in the
rocking chair with Augie in her arms. She slowly rocked back and
forth and hummed. With a smile, she lifted up the baby for Yuah to
take. Yuah cradled the child in her arms, gazing with love down
into his chubby pink face.

“Here he is,” she said, turning to present
her son to her husband.

“He looks like you.”

“Don’t be daft,” she replied. “He’s your
bleeding doppelganger.”

“Yes, I guess he is. Poor lad.”

Holding the baby with one hand, Yuah took
Terrence by the other and led him upstairs to the nursery. She sat
him in the rocking chair and placed Augie in his lap. She pulled
the small folding rocker from the corner and sat next to him. They
rocked back in forth in silence for more than an hour. When Augie
woke up, she nursed him, and when he was full and satisfied, she
handed him back to his father, and he looked up with fascination at
the strange man holding him.

Yuah had finished getting her dress back on,
and Terrence was holding Augie, when Iolanthe walked into the room,
practically filling it with her green dress and her presence.

“You look wonderful, brother,” she said,
stepping over to Terrence.

“Thanks. You too.” He handed the baby to
Yuah and gave his sister a quick hug.

Iolanthe turned around to Yuah and opened
her eyes wide, mouthing the words “I’m going to kill you.”

Yuah frowned and shrugged. “I’m going to see
if Mrs. Godwin wants to take Augie for awhile.”

Mrs. Godwin was no longer in the parlor, but
Cissy was back, hanging up Iolana’s coat on the peg beside the
door.

“Hi Auntie Yuah,” said Iolana, looking from
behind the lizardman’s tail.

“Hi Sweetie,” she replied, then to the
lizardman, said. “Can you watch both of them for a little
while?”

“Yes,” said the reptilian, taking the baby
in her clawed hand and leading the little girl in the other toward
the library.

Back at the top of the stairs, Yuah met her
husband and her sister-in-law.

“How long till we eat?” asked Terrence.

“It’s tea now,” said Yuah. “Are you
hungry?”

“No. In fact, I was thinking I would take a
nap.”

“A wonderful idea,” said Iolanthe. “Your
room is at the end of the hall.”

“Yes, I’ve been here before.” Terrence
walked out the door of the nursery and went to the bedroom.

Iolanthe grasped Yuah by the elbow.

“You and I have to talk.”

“What?” demanded Yuah, as she was guided by
her sister-in-law down the hall, to the right, and into Iolanthe’s
study.

“What did you think you were doing, inviting
Radley Staff to stay here?”

“What did you expect him to do? Sleep in a
tent on the militia base?”

“There are people doing that.”

“Not him. You know you couldn’t let him do
that.”

“I know nothing of the kind.” Iolanthe stuck
out her lip. “You know why he can’t stay here.”

“Of course I know. But that’s ancient
history.”

“It’s not any kind of history,” hissed
Iolanthe. “It’s my life.”

Radley Staff arrived at the Dechantagne home
about an hour before supper. Terrence had gotten up from his nap
and the two men sat in the parlor and compared notes about the
changes that had taken place in the colony since they had last been
there. They were thus engaged when Professor Calliere arrived home.
Yuah stayed close to her husband.

“Gentlemen and lady,” Calliere greeted them
warmly, shaking first Terrence’s hand and then Staff’s, finally
kissing Yuah on the cheek. “It’s good to have you both back; though
I must say I wasn’t expecting either of you.”

“What have you been up to, Mercy?” asked
Terrence.

“Funny you should ask that.” Calliere leaned
toward the other two men. “I received a package today from the
Adjutant-Generals’ office. One of their wizards is arriving in a
few weeks to look around.”

“Do you think it’s wise to let him near the
Result Mechanism, considering the last wizard to use your machine?”
asked Terrence.

“I really don’t plan to let him interfere in
my business. Anyway, it was just bad luck that the wizard you
picked out was a lunatic and a monster. Staff has worked with
wizards in the navy. I’m sure he can vouch that most of them are
decent sorts.”

“Well, that might be pushing it a bit,” said
Staff. “But I think that the government does at least have control
of most of their own. Just the same, it might be a good idea to
tell the governor, and see what she thinks would be the prudent
course.”

Calliere rolled his eyes. “Yes, of course my
wife will have full knowledge. I’m sure she will want to consult
with her sorceress.”

“Zurfina? Can she be trusted?” wondered
Staff.

Calliere said “No,” at the same moment that
both Terrence and Yuah said “Yes.”

There was a moment of silence, which Yuah
broke.

“What is the difference between wizardry and
sorcery, Professor? I must confess that I don’t quite understand
the distinction.”

“Mind you that I’m an expert on neither,”
said Calliere. “Here is what I do know. Sorcery and wizardry are
two different ways of accessing magical spells. Sorcery is an
innate ability that few are born with. Wizardry is a skill that can
be taught and learned. I’ve seen powerful wizards and equally
powerful sorcerers. Mark my words though; technology is the new
power that will replace both kinds of magic. Now if you’ll excuse
me, my dear, I have to wash before dinner.”

“I thought you didn’t get on with the
sorceress,” said Staff to the Dechantagnes after the professor had
left the room.

“Yes, well… depends on the situation,” said
Yuah.

“You’re not getting into anything with her,
are you?” asked Terrence. “I saw you consorting with a sorceress of
your own on the ship.”

“She was just a dinner companion,” said
Staff. “I’m here for the coal.”

There was something of an awkward shuffle at
the dinner table that evening. The spot at the head of the table
rightly belonged to Terrence as head of the Dechantagne family.
During his long absence, Iolanthe had assumed the seat, though by
Brech tradition, she should have sat at her husband’s right hand.
Terrence didn’t seem to care much one way or another, but Yuah
insisted that he receive his due. So as several reptilian wait
staff brought heaping trays of food to the table, Terrence sat at
its head. Yuah sat at his right. Next to her sat Mrs. Godwin, then
the professor’s mother the elder Mrs. Calliere, and then little
Iolana in her bright red dress. At the far end of the table sat
Professor Calliere, with Iolanthe to his right. Next to her sat
Saba Colbshallow, then his mother, and finally Radley Staff.

A pork roast with potatoes, onions, and
carrots was the major feature of dinner. There were also boiled
chestnuts with melted cheese and breadcrumbs seasoned with caraway
and parsley, winter squash fried in melted butter, and Mrs.
Colbshallow’s own dinner rolls. It seemed as if there was a
mountain of food, but it disappeared quickly from the large white
porcelain platters.

“This is the best roast I’ve ever eaten,”
said Saba Colbshallow.

“Quite right,” agreed Professor
Calliere.

“How do you find our Port Dechantagne now,
Mr. Staff?” asked Yuah.

“It’s certainly not dull,” he replied from
directly across the table. “It’s been quite an eye opening day. I
mingled with the locals. I saw a dragon. And I had a lovely
conversation at the local dining spot. I seem to recall that you
were part of the conversation.”

“Oh, well, I seem to be the subject of quite
a bit of the talk around town.”

“Who would want to talk about you?” wondered
Iolanthe from the other end of the table.

“Pretty young women are always a topic of
conversation,” said Mrs. Godwin, pausing to wipe a stray drop of
wine from her chin. “I’ve had quite enough of people always talking
about me, I can tell you that.”

“That reminds me of what I heard from Mrs.
Eamsham today,” said Mrs. Colbshallow.

“No gossiping at the dinner table,” said
Iolanthe. “I want to hear about my brother’s many adventures in the
great city.”

The heads of the diners all turned toward
Terrence.

“Oh, good,” he said. “Nothing I like better
than talking about myself.”

Yuah chuckled. She was the only one who did,
but then she was in the best position to know the irony of such a
statement. Of all the people at the table, it was probably Terrence
who least wanted to talk about himself. Of course, he wasn’t much
of a talker, regardless of the subject.

“Well, what did you do in Brech?” demanded
Iolanthe.

“Yes,” said Yuah. “What did you do?”

“Nothing much.”

“You were invited to Crown Street, weren’t
you?” asked Iolanthe.

“Yes, I met the Prime Minister.” He looked
at his sister. “You and I can discuss my meeting with him,
later.”

“How exciting!” exclaimed Mrs. Colbshallow.
“What was his wife like?”

“She seemed nice.”

“I hear she has a face like a horse,” said
the elder Mrs. Calliere.

Saba Colbshallow snorted and Iolanthe pursed
her lips.

“Did you go to the theater?” asked Mrs.
Godwin.

“No. Sorry.”

“You went to the Great Church of the Holy
Savior, of course?” asked Mrs. Colbshallow.

“I was obliged to.”

“Well, I hope you at least did some
shopping,” said the elder Mrs. Calliere.

“I did pick up a few things.”

“I’m full,” said a tiny voice from the other
end of the table, reminding everyone that a child was there.

Yuah thought that this must be the quietest
that Iolana had ever been.

“Iolana, come here to Auntie,” she said.

The conversation continued around the table
as the little girl in her bright red dress climbed down from her
chair and stepping past her grandmother and Mrs. Godwin, slipping
up and into her aunt’s lap.

“Do you remember your Uncle Terrence?” she
asked the child.

The little girl tucked her face into Yuah’s
shoulder shyly and didn’t say anything. A single eye peeked over
her auntie’s lace covered bosom at the frightening man. Yuah gently
stroked her blond hair.

“Don’t be shy, dear.”

“I can’t believe how big she is,” said
Terrence. “Talking real words, too.”

“You can talk right to her, you know,” said
Yuah.

Terrence flashed her an annoyed look, but
then spoke directly to the child.

“I’ve got a present for you.” Then he looked
up into his wife’s eyes. “I have a present for you too.”

“I should bloody well hope there’s more than
one,” murmured Yuah.

She looked down at Iolana, who seemed no
more excited about meeting the strange man who just happened to be
her uncle than she had been a moment ago. Then she looked across
the table at Radley Staff, who seemed stricken. He was staring at
the little girl, his face pale and sweaty and his pupils
constricted, as though he were choking on a bite of his pork
roast.

“Are you alright, Mr. Staff?” she
whispered.

He nodded, and then glanced around the table
as if to check that no one was watching him. Most were watching the
professor, who was explaining how steam engines worked. Terrence
looked from his wife to Staff, questioningly, but Yuah just shook
her head at him and got up to take Iolana to the nursery. She
happily chose to forgo dessert to get out of Iolanthe’s way. She
suspected her sister-in-law would be in quite a mood, but she was
fortunate enough not to see much of her the rest of the
evening.

She delivered Iolana to Cissy in the
nursery, where Augie was already sleeping. Cissy had taught Iolana
a number of what the professor called “lizzie games,” played with
blocks of wood with people and animals of the region drawn of the
sides. Small strings of symbols indicated attributes of the people
and animals the blocks represented. From the small amount that Yuah
had viewed, it seemed a bit like chess—at the same time both
simpler and more complex. Iolana loved to play, and by now had come
to expect that on the nights Cissy put her to bed, she would get
to. When Auntie Yuah put her to bed, they followed the more
traditional recreation of a storybook. This seemed acceptable,
though not preferable in the child’s mind.

Yuah was perfectly happy to place her niece
in Cissy’s care, because she had to get ready for bed, and she had
scheduled herself almost three hours to do so. A quick bath taken
standing in an eight gallon bucket washed away the smell of
fire-heated rooms, and thick wool clothing. The Brech custom was
for women to be completely hair free below the neck, a condition
achieved with a straight razor, which was normally a part of
morning toilet procedures. Terrence’s unexpected arrival
necessitated a change to the evening duties. Then copious amounts
of lotions had to be applied for the whole body— a new lotion made
of Aloe Vera plant resin and iguanodon liver oil scented with
orange for her feet, hemp with butter oil for soft smooth legs,
palm oil lotion with jasmine and lavender for her arms, a lotion of
petroleum jelly and lanoline for her sensitive nursing breasts as
well as winter chapped hands and face. Finally with more than a
little embarrassment, she applied her latest acquisition over her
stomach, her derriere and her front bits. It contained Wild Orchid
Extract, rose petals, and snails, and powdered triceratops horn,
all suspended in olive oil. All of these concoctions had to be
rubbed completely into the skin, before she could take the time to
give her hair four hundred brush strokes.

Yuah had purchased a new nightgown from Mrs.
Bratihn specifically for the night her husband returned. It was
long sleeved, and draped well past her knees, but was made of a
light Mirsannan silk and trimmed with lace all around. It was very
light and translucent. She thought it was rather scandalous, like
something Zurfina would have worn, and blushed when she looked at
herself in the mirror. Later, when Terrence entered the room, she
pretended to be asleep, but watched him get undressed. He climbed
into bed with no nightclothes at all.

That night Terrence and Yuah spent the night
together as man and wife for the first time in almost nine months.
After they made love, she tried to get comfortable. She wasn’t used
to sleeping in the same bed with anyone else, and had not really
gotten used to sleeping in the same room with a man. It wasn’t that
he took up that much space, it was more the idea that he was there.
When morning came, and her husband got up and dressed, Yuah was
happy and finally asleep.

Yuah didn’t really wake up until late in the
morning, when Cissy brought Augie in to nurse. She stayed in bed
and had Cissy close the door. After the baby was fed, she kept him
there with her and played with him, more contented than she had
been in a long time. For once no one bothered her, and she and
Augie eventually both dozed off into a luxurious mid-day nap.

When she finally did get up, she fed Augie
once again and placed him in his crib in the nursery. Kheesie was
playing on the floor with Iolana, so Yuah left her to watch the
baby as well, and summoned Cissy, who had been cleaning the
nursery, to come to the bedroom and help her get dressed. After
donning the myriad of undergarments required of Brech women, and
having the lizardman cinch down her corset as far as it would go
and then a little bit more, Yuah slipped into her blue dress with
the plunging back. She felt a little thrill that she had not felt
when she had worn it before, and attributed it to the knowledge
that her husband would now see her in it. She slipped into her
black shoes and had Cissy fasten them with the button hook.

“What time has it gotten to be?” she
asked.

“Haff tast newn.”

“Half past noon? Then lunch is already
over?”

The lizardman nodded her head.

“Keep an eye on the children, please. I
don’t know if Kheesie can handle the two of them at once.”

“Kheesie good. I watch. Hoonan kid hard
work.”

“Yes, a human baby is hard work.”

Yuah practically skipped down the staircase,
which might not have been the best idea, because she felt
light-headed upon reaching the bottom. After a moment to catch her
breath, she walked back to the kitchen, where a flurry of activity
was going on. Mrs. Colbshallow sat in a chair in the corner,
supervising as five massive lizardmen cleaned the dishes from lunch
and put the left-over food in the ice box. Iolanthe had vowed to
replace the ice box with a magical froredor, but it seemed like a
wasteful expense when the window ledge was covered in snow.

“Is it too late to grab a bite, Mrs.
Colbshallow?” asked Yuah.

“Of course not, dear.” Then Mrs. Colbshallow
barked out a series of orders half in Brech and half in the
lizards’ native tongue, that sounded to Yuah like. “Sssss pork
sssss tititit sandwich ssss kikikik ssss now.”

One of the reptilians pulled a plate of pork
from the ice box and began cutting off pieces with a large knife,
while another cut two slices of bread and coated them with
mayonnaise.

“Don’t sithisis the cress,” said Mrs.
Colbshallow and it took Yuah a moment before she remembered that
“cress” was a Brech word.

The first lizardman placed the pork on the
sandwich along with several large pieces of cress and presented the
plate to Yuah.

“I’m sorry, but we’re all out of tomato,
dear.”

“That’s quite alright,” she replied, then to
the reptilian. “Thank you, Suzak, is it?”

“Sasson,” said Mrs. Colbshallow, pointing to
each of the creatures in turn. “That’s Suzak, Kinter, Carnine,
Shirry, and Tiny by the stove.”

“Thank you Sasson,” said Yuah. “I don’t know
how you can tell them all apart, Mrs. Colbshallow. I can recognize
some of them, but they do tend to look alike don’t they?”

“It’s really not that hard, dear. You’ll get
the hang of it.” Mrs. Colbshallow then hissed out another series of
sounds at Kinter who had forgotten to put away the excess pork.

Yuah took her food into the dining room and
sat down alone at the great table. A moment later, Sasson, at least
she thought it was Sasson, brought her a cup of tea. She sipped it
and thought of what a wonderful morning it had been. Just as she
finished her lunch, Yuah heard a series of honking sounds coming
from the front of the house. She thought at first that a group of
triceratops had wandered into town. This had in fact happened on
more than one occasion. But the honk of the dinosaurs was deeper
and more resonant than the one now, so she set down her teacup and
went out the front door. In the street, at the far end of the front
garden, sat two shiny steam carriages. Terrence sat in the driver’s
seat of the foremost, while Saba Colbshallow sat in the other.

“Oh my goodness,” said Yuah, walking quickly
down the front steps and across the yard. “I never thought I would
see a steam carriage again.

“Or smell one,” she added as the coal smoke
from the twin smokestacks swung in her direction.

“That one is Iolanthe’s,” said Terrence. “I
received her order in Decius and when I went to purchase hers, I
decided to get a second.”

“They’re beautiful,” said Yuah. “They must
be brand new.”

“They couldn’t be newer if we were in Brech.
This is the first time they’ve ever been fired up. I believe
someone said something about wanting presents.”

“What?”

“This one is yours,” he said.

“Mine? But I don’t even know how to drive. I
could probably count the number of times I’ve even been a passenger
on my fingers.”

“It’s easy. Go get your coat on, and we’ll
go for a drive.”

Yuah ran inside to put on a coat, scarf, and
gloves. She pulled her hood over her head and buttoned it down.
When she came back outside, Saba had pulled Iolanthe’s steam
carriage around to the side of the house and parked it, and
Terrence had moved over into the passenger side of his… of hers… of
their vehicle. He patted the driver’s seat with his hand.

“I don’t have any driving goggles,” she
said, arranging her dress so that it didn’t bunch on the leather
seat.

“You don’t need any. We have a
windscreen.”

“Alright, what do I do?”

“Put your left foot on the clutch and your
right foot on the decelerator.”

“Okay.”

“Push the shifter into first forward gear,
then release the brake.”

She did as directed.

“Take your foot of the decelerator and move
it to the accelerator. Then gently release the clutch as you press
down with your right foot.”

The steam carriage lurched forward and shot
down the street. Yuah shrieked in alarm, but she pulled her foot up
off the pedal and the vehicle rolled on at a speedy but no longer
steadily increasing pace.

“See, it’s easy,” said Terrence. “Now you’re
coming to the end of the street. Press the decelerator and make the
left turn.”

Yuah pressed down her foot, but instead of
the intended pedal, pressed the accelerator. She shrieked again as
they shot forward. She turned the steering wheel to the left, and
the steam carriage turned, but not nearly enough. Terrence reached
down and pulled the brake just as they slammed to a stop in a large
snow bank beside the road. They were both thrown forward, Yuah
hitting her breastbone on the steering wheel and Terrence hitting
his head on the glove compartment latch.

Looking at her husband, Yuah started to
cry.

“What’s the matter?”

“Blood,” she said.

Terrence rubbed the goose egg on his
forehead and looked at the small smear of blood on his hand.

“I’m fine.”

The steam engine began to whistle and he
climbed out and walked to the back to open the pressure relief
cock. When he walked back to the passenger compartment, he helped
his wife climb across and exit from the passenger side.

“I guess we have to walk home,” he said.
“I’m going to need help to get this thing unstuck.”

“I’m never going to drive again!” wailed
Yuah, her tears starting once again.

“Why not?” asked her husband. “You’re
already a better driver than Iolanthe.”


Chapter Ten: A Constable’s Duty



Saba Colbshallow rapped his knuckles on the
front door of the five story structure, again, louder than he had
before, but there was just as little response as there had been the
first time.

“Police constable!” he called. He waited a
bit longer, and was just about to leave when he heard a distinctly
sultry voice from inside.

“Who is it?”

“Police constable,” he said again.

The door opened and Zurfina stood in the
doorway, her strange little leather dress displaying a good portion
of her breasts with their star tattoos as well as her long legs.
Her thigh high boots had such high heels that she could almost look
Saba in the eye.

“Yes? What is it?” she said, with the air of
someone who had just been interrupted in the middle of something
vitally important.

“May I come in?” he asked.

With an exaggerated sigh, the sorceress
turned her back and walked into the house, leaving the door wide
open. Saba followed her in and looked around the large room that
formed the lower level of the structure. It was, he thought, a
surprisingly mundane looking combination of kitchen, parlor, and
dining room. The place was tidy and organized, none of the
furnishings looking particularly worn or new, expensive or poor.
Zurfina waved her hand and the door slammed shut behind him,
causing him to jump a little.

“Well?”

Saba swallowed. He had known Zurfina for
four years now, and found her just as wondrous, mysterious, and
fascinating as he had when he was sixteen. He had of course grown
up to be a police constable, but she had grown to be a legend. She
was an attractive woman: not as beautiful as Mrs. Dechantagne of
course, not as charming as Mrs. Dechantagne Calliere was at least
capable of being, and nowhere near as adorable as Miss Lusk.
Neither did she have the curvaceous figure of Dr. Kelloran. But as
writer Geert Resnick wrote in his novel “The Pale Sun”, “the
painting that most draws one to it, is not the most beautiful, but
the one hanging to the wall by the most tenuous thread.” Zurfina
held the same appeal as a fast horse, an unstable bomb, or a canoe
in a river filled with crocodiles. And there was power. Power was
always appealing.

Zurfina sensed his hesitation and moved to
stand very close to him.

“Now, little Saba,” she said, with
exaggerated slowness. “What brings you to see Zurfina the
Magnificent.”

Saba had perfected his stare, a piercing
look that let those he was interviewing know that he would brook no
nonsense. He gave the sorceress one of these stares, but it didn’t
seem to work as well as it was supposed to. She stepped a little
closer and he suddenly realized he could smell her breath. It was
minty.

“Little Saba.” Her charcoaled grey eyes
seemed to be looking at something just below the surface of his
face.

He swallowed.

“Police Constable Colbshallow,” he
corrected.

She leaned forward so that the tip of her
nose was only an inch from his.

“Little Saba,” she repeated. “There’s
something you’ve been dying to tell me.”

“No there isn’t.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I’m here about a Miss Amadea Jindra.”

Zurfina leaned back and scrunched up her
nose. “Now what business is that of yours?”

He retrieved the notepad from his coat
pocket and flipped it open. Turning so that he had better light to
read by, he took the opportunity step away from the sorceress.

“It was reported that you kidnapped, um…
acquired Miss Jindra from the deck of the S.S. Arrow four days ago,
and no one has seen her since.”

“I say again, what business is it of yours?”
Zurfina spoke distinctly, chopping each word as if came out of her
mouth. The temperature of the room dropped several degrees.

“You cannot simply snatch people off the
street…” His voice trailed off as he noticed the sorceress’s eyes
flashing.

Zurfina folded her arms across her chest and
raised one eyebrow. At that moment the door swung open and Senta
walked in. Her bright pink dress peaked out from beneath a heavy
white overcoat, with a fur trimmed hood. She was carrying a large
bed pillow under each arm. She kicked the door shut with the heel
of her shoe, and walked over to stand next to the sorceress. She
looked first at Zurfina and then at Saba.

“Okay,” said Senta. “What’s going on?”

“Little Saba was just telling me what I can
and cannot do.”

“Well, this isn’t going to end up well, and
you know who will have to clean up the mess? Me, that’s who. Here
are your pillows,” Senta shoved the pillows into Zurfina’s
hands.

Once the sorceress had taken the pillows,
Senta took Saba by the hand and led him toward the front door.

“Let’s talk outside. I love the smell of
pine trees and chimney smoke.” She led him outside, closing the
front door behind her. “What exactly are you doing?”

“Conducting police business.”

“Stopping me from taking care of those
wankers who shot Bessemer has gone to your head, eh?”

“This is my job. This is what I do,” said
Saba. “I protect the public peace.”

“And do you ever think about how you would
do that job if you were turned into, say, I don’t know, a pig?”

“A pig?”

“Maybe a pig. Could be anything really. I
thought I was about to see a Police Constable shaped lawn ornament.
But then I don’t have Zurfina’s wide experience and peculiar
wit.”

“Well I have to go back in and talk to
her.”

“Did they have to take your brain out to
make that helmet fit?”

“That’s not funny little girl. I have to
find out what she did with Miss Jindra.”

“I’m not a little girl,” said Senta. “And
Miss Jindra is just fine. Did you think that Zurfina did her in or
something?”

“That was one possibility that came to
mind.”

“Miss Jindra is fine. She’s staying here
with us.”

“I would like to hear that from her.”

“Fine. I’ll bring her around to the police
station. But if I were you, I would stay away from Zurfina. She
thinks you’re cute, but she doesn’t like anyone giving her
guff.”

“Alright. You bring Miss Jindra around to
the station. Mind you, it’s today I want to see her.” Saba raised
an eyebrow. “Zurfina thinks I’m cute?”

“All the girls think you’re cute, except for
me. I think you’re a bit of a twit.” Senta turned and opened the
door, stepping quickly inside.

Saba put his booklet away in his coat
pocket, and was just about to start away when he heard a voice
raised inside the building.

“Just what do you think you’re doing? Do you
think you can just do anything you want?” He was more than a little
surprised that the voice belonged to Senta. “I have to live here
you know!”

Feeling that he had already heard more than
he should, Saba walked down the narrow pathway to the snowy street.
The snow drifts along the side of the road were four feet deep in
some places, but the roads had been largely cleared by spreading
salt. It hadn’t snowed in almost a week, and Saba suspected that it
wasn’t going to any more this winter. A sudden breath of wind
reminded him that it was still a long way until spring though.

In the distance, Saba heard the whistle of
the train, and he decided it might be a good time to walk down and
take a look at the new station. Built at the very southern edge of
the community, the station was just over two miles southeast of
Zurfina’s tower. It could have been a nice walk through the trees
at another time of the year, but a glance at the vacant area across
the street convinced him that such a path would prove impassable
now. So he stuck to the roadways, making a left and a right and a
left as he came to each intersection. Houses were spaced far apart
here, but there was still the feeling of being in a town.

The southernmost east and west roadway was
Forest Avenue, which was appropriately named, as it marked the
boundary between the colony and the great forest of impossibly tall
redwood trees, large spruces, massive maples, and bay trees that
stretched for hundreds of miles, just beyond. One could argue that
it wasn’t much a true boundary, as a good portion of the colony was
still covered over by a patchwork of forested lots. But it was
definitely true that the colonists considered the land beyond
Forest Avenue to be “wild”.

Saba walked along this last stretch of road
until he reached the train station, which was the only thing
located on the south side of Forest Avenue. The station itself
wasn’t much to look at. It was a small arched roof building ten
foot by forty foot, built on a platform so that it would be level
with the arriving and departing trains. The platform itself was a
much larger project than the building which sat upon it. Thirty
feet wide and more than one hundred feet long, it was more than
four feet above the ground in most places. Beyond it was several
miles of tree stumps, land that had been denuded for the colony’s
timber needs. The area just beyond the station would be used for a
switchyard, where trains could turn around, rearrange cars, and do
whatever else it was that trains did in such places. Saba found it
a little difficult to envision how it would look when it was
completed, but it would be completed soon.

There was no one around. The station was
waiting for the tracks, being laid even now by the construction
train only a few dozen miles away. Saba found the stillness a bit
unnerving. It was not too far from here that two years before a
pack of tyrannosaurs had attacked his militia squad. There were no
tyrannosaurs now though. There was life present. Half a dozen
polacanthus females were browsing through the man-made clearing,
biting off the ends of those bushes that stuck out of the snow.
Saba could tell they were females by their dull colors. Just a
little bit shorter than a horse, these thirteen foot long dinosaurs
were heavily built with pointy spines poking out at forty five
degree angles right and left from the top of their neck to their
mid-back for protection. From their hips to the ends of their
tales, they had smaller spiny plates that served the same purpose.
The spot right above their rear hips was covered by a flat bony
plate. It was this flat spot which encouraged some of the colonists
to think that the polacanthus might be a suitable beast of burden
and several of them had been captured and were now living in the
dinosaur pens at the opposite end of Port Dechantagne. It was the
feature at the other end of their bodies which caused Saba to doubt
their suitability for any human enterprise. Their very small heads
apparently housed a very small brain. The six creatures now milling
beyond the train station had little room in their attentions for
anything but the stray branches of rhododendrons which might appear
before their eyes.

Saba continued past the station and had gone
less than a quarter mile, when he heard a scream ahead. Just around
the corner of Bay Street, he saw several velociraptors moving
around in the street. It took a moment before he saw the object of
their interest, a woman in a white dress and matching white coat
with a hood, that made her blend into the background of snow. She
screamed again as one of the vicious feathered creatures snapped at
her. Saba ran forward, shouting and pulling his truncheon from his
belt.

The velociraptors, startled, scattered as he
reached the young woman, but they didn’t go far. Saba knew that
once they had decided upon their prey, they would be loath to give
up on it. One had run into the trees, but three stayed on the
roadway watching and squawking. It was only a matter of time before
their sounds brought more of the creatures from the woods, and he
didn’t relish fighting off a dozen of the small predators with only
his club.

He grasped the young woman by the arm and
pulled her along toward the closest house, a hundred and fifty
yards away. The fur-trimmed hood of her coat hid her features from
him, but a few strands of blond hair trailed along as he hurried
her down the street.

Saba continued to look back as he urged the
young woman forward. The velociraptors followed and grew
increasingly bold, snapping their long jaws at the couple’s heels.
By the time they reached the front of the house, one had come close
enough that Saba’s club made solid contact with its head. Dashing
up to the front door of the dwelling, he shoved on the doorknob,
hoping that the door would not be locked, and was rewarded when it
flew open. He stepped inside, pulling the woman in after him, and
slammed the door shut.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“I hate this place,” she sobbed. “I want to
go back to Brech.”

“At moments like this, I’m not too fond of
it myself,” he said.

He knew the family who owned the house, the
Wissingers, but they appeared to be away from home. The front room
of the tiny three room house was dark and quiet. He found an oil
lamp on a small table just left of the door, with a box of matches,
and lit it. Then he made a quick scan of the house for weapons,
though he was pretty sure the Wissingers would not have a firearm.
Middle-aged Freedonian Zaeries, Zossef and Magda Wissinger had been
among the second shipload of immigrants to arrive in Birmisia.
Though they had no family besides each other, they usually let out
one room of their home. Saba seemed to recall that they had a
family of four living with them. He wondered where they all were
now.

“What are those things, for Kafira’s sake?”
said the young woman, pulling back her hood.

Saba had heard women described as
breathtakingly beautiful before, and while on occasion women had in
the past made it difficult for him to breathe, it was never until
this moment because one was beautiful. The young woman now
illuminated by a single flame of the oil lamp could have been the
very definition of beauty—perfect lips, a well-formed nose, and
large eyes—one hazel, the other deep brown. Her hair was a huge
mass of waves in every color of blond, from the lightest ash to the
deepest honey. Saba stared until he was reminded again of her
question.

“Well?” she asked.

“Velociraptors. Think of them as our
wolves.”

“Good God, and I was trying to coax them
closer. I just thought they were birds.”

“Well they are… sort of. Anyway, I figured
it was something like that. They usually shy away from people,
unless they’re injured or obviously weak. Once they get interested
though, they can be pretty tenacious.”

“They don’t actually kill people?”

“Sometimes,” Saba nodded. “Almost always
when they’re already hurt.”

The young woman looked stricken.

“Somebody should have given you the gen
about them.”

She looked toward her feet.

“They might have. I’m afraid I wasn’t really
paying attention. I just wanted to get out and see the
countryside.”

“New arrival, eh? Who are you staying
with?”

“My aunt and I are renting a room from Mrs.
Likliter. My name is Loana Hewison, by the way. Thank you for
saving me.”

“All part of the job,” said Saba, thanking
Kafira for the job.

He looked out the window.

“I see four, no five of them out there. We
might as well sit down and relax. When the Wissingers get
home—they’re the ones who live here—when they get home, they should
scatter.”

“How long do you think that will be?”

“I don’t know. I can’t imagine where they’ve
gone.” He smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Of
course. They’ve gone to shrine.”

“Shrine?” wondered Miss Hewison, looking
around. “They’re Zaeri?”

“Yes. Why? What were you expecting?”

“I… don’t know. I’ve never known any
Zaeri.”

“Yes, well,” said Saba, heading toward the
cabinet next to the cast iron stove. “I’ll bet they have tea.”

They had tea, they had a kettle, and they
even had water. The fire in the stove was easily brought back to
life by stirring the coals and tossing in a couple of logs from the
wood box. Saba fixed two cups of tea and handed one of them to Miss
Hewison. The little room was warming up from the heat of the stove
and she had taken off her coat.

“Thank you.”

“I hope you don’t give up on Birmisia just
yet,” said Saba. “After all, every place has its dangers. I grew up
in Brech, and there are a few places where velociraptors would have
been an improvement.”

“I think that may be an exaggeration,” she
said, taking a sip.

“Maybe. And maybe not.”

“Well, I can see that a young lady should
not be without a protector.”

“True enough, at least this far from the
center of town.”

Saba heard shouts coming from outside and
peered out the window to see the velociraptors scattering and a
group of people approached the front of the house. Saba helped Miss
Hewison on with her coat and the two stepped outside just in time
to greet a surprised Mr. and Mrs. Wissinger and their four
boarders.

“I hope you don’t mind our taking refuge in
your home,” said Saba. “Or drinking your tea.”

“You are always welcome, Saba,” said Mrs.
Wissinger.

“And refusing shelter to anyone when those
birds are out, would be inhuman,” said Mr. Wissinger.

“How long have they been in the
neighborhood?” wondered Saba.

“I hadn’t seen any of them for a few weeks.
But you know how they are.”

Saba nodded, and then remembered his
manners.

“Mr. and Mrs. Wissinger, may I introduce
Miss Hewison.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Miss Hewison,
her attitude indicating that she had noticed that she had been
introduced to them and not the other way around.

Mr. Wissinger introduced his boarders.
Koenrad and Adabelle Tice seemed like an pleasant young couple. Mr.
Tice was average height and had a large mustache. He was friendly
in a thump-one-on-the-shoulder sort of way. Mrs. Tice had tired
eyes and a nice smile, and she looked like life with two young
children was wearing her out. Their son Ascan was ten years old and
loud, while their daughter Willa was eight and shy. Saba and Miss
Hewison were invited back in for lunch, and though Saba wasn’t
quite sure how she did it, Mrs. Wissinger made it impossible for
them to say no.

After lunch, they bid goodbye to the
Wissingers and the Tices, and Saba escorted Miss Hewison to the
Likliter home, which was a quarter mile north, and where she and
her aunt were renting a room. Miss Hewison was quiet during most of
the walk.

“I’m afraid I don’t really know your name,
PC,” she said at last. “I heard Mrs. Wissinger call you Saba.”

“I’m sorry. My mother would be stricken if
she found out I had forgotten my manners. I’m Saba
Colbshallow.”

“Then I’m very pleased to meet you PC
Colbshallow.”

“May I ask you one other thing?”

“You may ask me as many things as you like,”
he said.

“Are you a Zaeri?”

Saba looked at the young woman, trying to
see what motive she had for asking. The only thing he could see on
her face was simple curiosity.

“I’m not, but I would be proud to say so if
I was.”

Miss Hewison nodded.

“I think today was the first time I’ve
actually ever met any Zaeri.”

“Well, I dare say it won’t be the last, that
is, if you decide to stay in Birmisia.”

They reached the Likliter home. It was a
nondescript cottage built in a little clearing and was now
practically buried in snow drifts.

“Thank you again for saving me,” she
said.

“Do you think it would be possible for me to
call on you in a non-life-saving capacity?” Saba asked.

“I would love it, though my aunt would
naturally have to chaperone.”

Saba looked at the window and saw an aging,
thin face peering out.

“Naturally,” he said.

Miss Hewison went inside the house and Saba
continued north. He went all the way through the town square and
through the great gate in the emergency wall and to the militia
base. Once there, he entered the office of the Sergeant on duty.
Sergeant Amoz Croffut was seated at the desk, his eyes focused on a
stack of paperwork.

“Feel like going out and shooting some
pests?” asked Saba.

“Do I.” said the Sergeant. “How many men do
we need?”

“A couple more. Whoever’s handy.”

Croffut summoned two militiamen and passed
out four B1898 magazine-fed bolt-action thirty caliber service
rifles from the weapons locker behind his desk. Then the four
uniformed men headed back the way that Saba had come to the street
corner between the Wissinger’s house and the train station. There
they found the velociraptors lurking between the tall pine trees.
The men spread out, careful so that their line of fire would not go
in the direction of the homes in the area. They picked targets. At
a signal from Saba they began firing, and the dry cracks of the
rifles echoed through the cold air and between the snow-covered
trees.

The shooting lasted no more than two
minutes, but in that time, the four men managed to shoot and kill
ten velociraptors. Only one got away as it raced between the trees
at the incredible speed the animals were capable of mustering. Saba
had a shot at it, but the direction of his aim would have put the
bullet soaring toward of a group of houses several blocks away.
There were plenty of trees between that might have stopped an
errant missile, but it wasn’t worth the possible danger to human
life. He had to let the brightly feathered beast escape.

Leaving the carcasses of the creatures would
only have been an invitation for more of them. As the men well
knew, velociraptors needed no more invitation to freeload around
human habitation than they had already. Worse, the smell of blood
might attract deinonychus or utahraptors, their larger cousins. Few
large carnivores had been seen in the past year near the town and
nothing as big as the tyrannosaurs which had once plagued the
region. Saba was content for that situation to stay the way it was.
The four men gathered up the bodies, which were surprisingly light,
less than thirty pounds each, and tied them with twine to two long
fallen branches. This way they were able to carry them back toward
the center of town to Mr. Darwin’s shop.

A grey-haired bespectacled man, Mr. Darwin
had arrived at the same time Saba had, with the very first group of
colonists to settle Birmisia. He ran a business making goods from
dinosaur skin and exporting colorful feathers from the strange
birds in the region back to Greater Brechalon. For Mr. Darwin,
velociraptors were a triple benefit. They had colorful feathers
that could be sold, skin that could be tanned and made into goods,
and they could be dressed and cooked, providing meat that many,
Saba decidedly not among them, enjoyed.

Saba and his militiamen companions delivered
the beasts to the back of Mr. Darwin’s shop, just outside town
square, and then returned to the base to put away the rifles and
unused ammunition. The police constable said goodbye to the others
and walked across the base to his own office in the police station.
When he stepped inside, now thoroughly tired and cold, but pleased
with himself, he found Senta and an attractive and exotic looking
young woman waiting for him.

“Miss Jindra, I presume.”

“It’s about time you got here,” said Senta.
“We’ve been waiting a long time.”

“Sorry,” he said.

“It hasn’t really been that long,” said Miss
Jindra.

“Only forever,” said Senta.

Saba took off his coat, hung it up, and then
walked around his desk to sit down in his chair. He took off his
helmet and sat it on the desk.

“I think I would like to speak to Miss
Jindra alone, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” said Miss Jindra.

Senta stuck out her tongue at him, then
stood up and walked out the door.

“I’m sorry if I caused you any worry,” said
Miss Jindra, once the girl was gone. “Zurfina assured me that it
would be fine for me to stay with her.”

“Oh, it is fine. Radley Staff asked me to
check and see that you were alright.”

“I am, as you can see, fine.”

“And you’re not being held against your
will?”

She laughed delightfully.

“You’re not being forced to say that you’re
alright, when you really aren’t?”

She laughed again. “Could you tell the
difference?”

“Probably not. Though from my experience,
Zurfina doesn’t feel the need for that kind of machination. Still,
better to ask the obvious question just in case you get the
unexpected answer.”

“I’m not being forced to do anything. I am
staying with Zurfina and her ward, until I can find a place of my
own. Granted, our introduction was a bit of a surprise. I’m not
used to being teleported.”

“Few people are, I would imagine. Why did
she grab you right off the ship like that?”

“Zurfina was… concerned when another
practitioner of the arts arrived. I suppose she wanted to evaluate
the threat level to herself.”

“Well, now that sounds like her,” said Saba.
“I gather you aren’t a big threat?”

“To Zurfina, no. I have my talents, rather
specialized, but I’m not in the same class that she is. Few
are.”

“Well, I suppose those are the only
questions that I have for you,” said Saba. “I just wanted to make
sure that everything was in order. I’ll let Mr. Staff know that you
are fine. He may want to stop by and see for himself.”

“I doubt that. Mr. Staff has returned to
where he should be.” A kind of faraway look passed across her face,
as her dark eyes lost focus. “He’s been adrift like a gourd on the
sea. Now that he has returned, he will never leave again—not
willingly.”

She seemed to return to the here and
now.

“Your specialized talent, I take it?” said
Saba.

She nodded. Then she stood up brushing the
creases from her deep purple dress. She walked around the corner of
the table and stood next to where he sat.

“May I see your hand?” she asked.

He hesitated a moment and then held out his
hand palm up to her.

“Uuthanum,” she said, as she brushed her
fingertip across the surface of his palm. He felt a chill run down
the length of his spine.

“Police Constable Saba Colbshallow,” she
said in a breathy voice. “You have met someone today who will
become very important to you—someone who will become the center of
your life.”

“And would this person be you?” he
asked.

“Quiet. I see trial’s ahead for you and
great pain—the greatest of pains, but also great happiness.” Her
voice returned to its more normal conversational tone. “And no,
it’s not me, though you are a cute boy.”

“Yes, all the sorceresses I know seem to
think that.”

The door opened and Senta stuck her head
inside.

“Is the interrogation over?” she asked Saba,
then looked at Miss Jindra. “Did he have to use the cop club on
you?”

“That’s all I needed,” said Saba. “You two
can go back home. Everything seems to be in order.”

“Thank you, Police Constable,” said Miss
Jindra. “I appreciate your concern.”

“Of course. Just doing my duty.” Saba stood
up. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Jindra.”

Miss Jindra nodded and then stepped out the
door. Senta poked her head back into the room and stuck out her
tongue at him again. When he returned the expression, she broke
into a big grin, and then disappeared, closing the door after
her.


Chapter Eleven: Crime and Punishment



It was ten days later, on the fifth of
Festuary that the construction train, loaded with hundreds of
workmen and laying track as it went, reached Port Dechantagne. By
the time the train was within eyesight of the station, there were
already more than two hundred people standing by to watch history
in the making, and when the last track was laid that would bring
the train and all future vehicles like it, parallel to the station,
there were more than twenty thousand spectators, standing on the
station platform, filling the entire clearing, and lining the
street in both direction as far as the eye could see. Most of those
present were unable to see much of anything because of the crowds,
however many of the children and a few of the adults discovered
that climbing a large pine tree offered an excellent viewing
opportunity. Forty feet off the ground, in the massive pine
directly across Forest Avenue from the train station, four twelve
year old children and a large steel-colored dragon perched on
branches and watched the activity below.

“I’ve never seen so many people in one place
before,” said Hero.

“It’s a pretty big crowd,” agreed Graham.
“I’d rather come back when the first real train pulls in. Trains
are ace, but this one hardly moves.”

“How fast do they go?” wondered
Bessemer.

“Really fast. On a straight shot with full
steam, I’ll bet you couldn’t even catch it.”

“Hey you guys, be quiet,” said Senta. “Mrs.
Government is going to speak.”

The royal governor was indeed standing on
the station platform ready to address the crowd. She wore a bright
blue dress with a tuft of brilliant white lace over the bustle and
cascades of white lace down the skirt. She was flanked on either
side by the other movers and shakers of the colony including Mayor
Korlann, Miss Lusk, Dr. Kelloran, Terrence and Yuah Dechantagne,
and Hero’s sister Honor, as well as the new High Priest, Mother
Linton. Even Zurfina, who usually eschewed crowded gatherings, was
present. It was she who had provided the magical megaphone which
Governor Dechantagne Calliere now brought to her mouth. It was much
smaller than similar devices Senta had seen used by ship crews and
officials at cricket matches, only about eight inches long, but
when she spoke into it, everyone in the area could clearly hear the
governor’s voice.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” she said. “Welcome
to the dedication of the Port Dechantagne train station. I have a
few very brief remarks.”

“Oh boy, here we go,” said Graham. “Any time
they say they’re going to be brief, they’re not.”

“They who?” wondered Senta.

“Speech-makers, that’s who.”

As far as the children were concerned,
Graham’s suspicions were well-founded. Mrs. Dechantagne Calliere
spoke for more than twenty minutes, recounting the history of the
colony from the arrival of the battleship Minotaur, followed by the
refugee ship Acorn, through the great battles with lizardmen and
the destruction of the lizardman city-state to the southeast. She
went on to the recent expansion of the town, and continued with a
list of the businesses that would soon be opening in the colony and
the benefits that each would receive from the arrival of the
railroad line from St. Ulixes. By the time she was done, all four
of the children were completely bored. They were certainly in no
mood to listen to additional speeches, but more speeches seemed to
be on the agenda, because no sooner had the Governor stopped, than
she passed the megaphone to Mother Linton.

“This is bloody awful,” said Graham. “Let’s
go do something else.”

Hertzel nodded his agreement, though whether
he was agreeing that it was awful, or that he wanted to do
something else, or both, was unclear.

“What do you want to do?” wondered
Senta.

“Let’s go ride the dinosaurs,” suggested
Graham.

Hertzel nodded again.

“I don’t think that’s safe,” said Hero.

“Of course it’s not safe,” replied Graham.
“It wouldn’t be any fun if it was safe.”

“Alright,” said Senta. “But you boys have to
help us down.”

The two boys helped Senta and Hero, both of
whom were prevented from being truly arboreal by their large
dresses, from branch to branch, finally lowering them to the
ground, by their hands. A moment later the boys dropped down beside
them.

“Are you coming?” Senta called up to the
steel dragon.

“No, I’m going to listen to the
speeches.”

Shaking their heads at the inscrutability of
dragons, the four children tromped through the snow, walking
between the trees of the forest lot so that they could come out on
the street beyond the massive throng of people. They stepped out
onto Bay Street about a mile north of the station and they followed
it another mile till they reached the town square, which was as
empty of human life as they had ever seen it. A single lizardman
was crossing from east to west, carrying a little package.

“I wonder if anyone is at Mrs. Finkler’s
this afternoon,” said Hero. “I wouldn’t say no to some hot tea
before walking all the way to the dinosaur pens.”

Graham stopped to think and Senta laughed
aloud at the expression he managed to screw his face into. It was
obvious that he wanted to get out and ride the dinosaurs before any
responsible adult had a chance to get there and stop him. On the
other hand, he was as cold as the rest of them, from sitting in the
brisk air high in a tree for a good long time, and then walking
miles through the snowy streets.

“If you only had a steam carriage,” said
Senta, in a teasing voice.

“Yes,” he grabbed hold of the fantasy with
both hands. “Do you know how quick we could get from the train
station to the dinosaur pens in a steam carriage like the ones
Captain Dechantagne brought for his wife and his sister?”

“How quick?” asked Senta, who despite
growing up in the great city of Brech with hundreds, perhaps
thousands of steam carriages roaming the streets, had never
actually ridden in one.

“Well, pretty darn quick! Hero, figure it
out. That’s about seven miles distance, make it eight, what with
all the turns in the road and all the walking people …”

“Pedestrians,” offered Senta.

“That’s right,” said Graham, not missing a
beat. “I figure you could get forty miles per hour down a few of
these straight-a-ways, but this is gravel, and you’ve got to keep
it slow on the corners. Otherwise you might end up in a ditch like
Mrs. Dechantagne. Figure an average speed of twenty miles per hour.
How long would it take us Hero?”

“From the Station to the dinosaur pens,”
said Hero. “Twenty four minutes.”

“Yes!” Graham yelled out. “Twenty four
minutes. We’ve just got to get one of those steam carriages. We
could save up and buy it together to share.”

“How much does one cost?”

“Captain Dechantagne told me that they cost
2500 marks each, chock full of special features and the latest
trends, mind you. And it cost 500 marks to ship them to
Birmisia.

“So we could each chip in half of our income
each month until we had enough,” said Senta. “That would be twenty
five marks from me.”

“I could put it ten marks a month,” said
Graham. “But Hertzel has more need of money at home. He could put
in five marks a month, but he still gets an equal share.”

“Fair enough,” said Senta. “And so does
Hero. How much can you put in to fund the enterprise, Hero?”

“Two marks,” said Hero, quietly.

“It that all?” wondered Graham. “That’s not
much.”

“None of us are really putting in very
much,” said Senta. “Even if we manage to save all the money we’re
talking about here, it would still take us over five years to save
up enough to buy a steam carriage and get it shipped all the way
here.”

“Five years!” wailed Graham. “It might as
well be a hundred. I’ll be seventeen in five years. That’s too old
to have any fun.”

“I guess you’ll just have to ride your
dinosaur,” said Senta. “Come on. Let’s see if tea is being
served.”

Mrs. Finkler’s was not completely empty.
Aalwijn was there and patrons sat at two of the indoor tables. They
all looked like new arrivals. One table held three women, one
middle aged, one younger but looking so much like the first that
she was obviously her daughter, and the third a dark-haired girl
only a little older than the four friends. It was just as obvious
that she was the daughter of the second woman. At the other table
was a couple with a toddler. All three had blond hair, and though
the woman was thin and sickly looking, the man and the child were
both chubby and rosy-cheeked.

Senta, Hero, and Hertzel sat down. Graham
spun his chair around so that he could straddle it and rest his
arms on the chair back and his chin on his arms. Hero rubbed her
hands together to bring back the circulation. Senta looked over to
see what the other patrons were having. Lunch today was obviously a
stew, but she had already eaten.

“Four teas, please,” she told Aalwijn, when
he came to take their order. “Hey, how come you’re not at the
station?”

“Somebody had to stay to serve,” he said.
“So Gaylene and I flipped for it.”

“She probably cheated you,” said Graham.
“She does that.”

“No, I did the flipping.”

Aalwijn left to get their order and returned
with a tray loaded with a pot of hot water, tea strainer already
dipped inside, four cups, and honey. He set it down and continued
on his way to check on the other patrons. Senta passed out the cups
and poured tea into each of them. Graham and Hertzel loaded their
steaming cups with large scoops of honey. Senta and Hero added
modest amounts to their tea.

“Do you think your sister is sweet on
Aalwijn?” Senta asked Graham.

“I hope not.”

“Why?”

“Look at him. His eyes are all over that
new-comer girl.”

All four turned in Aalwijn’s direction and
sure enough, he was staring in fascination at the dark-haired girl
seated at the other table. After a moment, he saw that they were
looking at him, and stumbled off toward the kitchen.

“Boys,” said Hero.

Senta nodded.

“What?” demanded Graham.

The two girls shared a look, but said
nothing else on the subject.

When the four had finished their tea, Senta
set four silver ten-pfennigs on the table and they left the bakery
café. No other patrons had come in while they had been there, and
the seven diners who had been seated when they arrived were still
seated. The town square still looked completely abandoned.

“I’d like to go over to Mrs. Bratihn’s,”
said Senta.

“Oh, come on,” pleaded Graham. “I want to go
to the dinosaur pen.”

“Why don’t you two go ahead, and we’ll join
you,” suggested Senta.

“I really don’t want to go to Mrs.
Bratihn’s,” said Hero quietly, looking down at her own black coat
and brown dress.

“Why not?”

“I just don’t. Can’t we go to the dinosaur
pen with the boys?”

“Go ahead with them,” said Senta. “I’ll stop
at Mrs. Bratihn’s and be along in a few minutes.”

Hero nodded, and hurried off to catch up
with Graham and her brother, who were already several paces away.
Senta turned and crossed the town square to the Dress Shop. Mrs.
Bratihn called out from the back when the bell rang over the door
and a moment later came out to the front.

“Good afternoon, Senta,” she said. “Why
aren’t you at the train station dedication?”

“It was boring. You?”

“Well,” she laughed. “I guess I find that
sort of thing boring too. Lawrence is there, and he can tell me
what happened tonight at dinner. So what can I do for you?”

“I need another new dress.”

“That’s the third one in a month. At this
rate you’re going to be a better customer for me than Mrs.
Dechantagne.”

“I’m going to buy lots of dresses,” said
Senta. “I want a whole closet full.”

“That’s wonderful, dear. What did you have
in mind?”

“Anything that’s not black.”

“I had a bolt of lavender silk come in on
the Arrow. I was thinking of making something stylish to put in the
window—something with some darker purple velvet.”

“Miss Jindra has a purple dress that is
really nice. You can see her shoulder blades.”

“Yes, all the women want to show off their
shoulder blades now,” said Mrs. Bratihn. “It’s very daring. We
could make one like that for you.”

Senta reached around to feel her back. She
wondered how her shoulder blades would look. Stuffing her hand into
her pocket, she pulled out a wad of bank notes and peeled off
enough to pay for the dress. She had not even come close to
spending her first month’s stipend, and now she already had
another.

“Do you need to measure me again?” she
asked.

“No dear. I doubt that your measurements
have changed appreciably since last week. I do want you to look at
some dress styles though, so we can be on the right track.”

Mrs. Bratihn went into the back of the shop
and returned with her huge dress style book. They sat looking
through the pages and picking out things that they thought ought to
be added to a dress, as well as things they thought ought never to
be added to a dress. Senta was aided in this by a very distinctive
idea of what she wanted. The more it looked like the dresses worn
by Mrs. Government and Mrs. Dechantagne, the better the dress was
as far as she was concerned, and the less it looked like those
ladies’ dresses, the less she liked it. Within ten minutes, the two
had hashed out enough details for Mrs. Bratihn to get started.

Waving goodbye to the dressmaker, Senta
stepped out into the cold and made her way across town square and
through the great gate. She turned west down Second Avenue though a
section of some of the first houses built in the colony. Though
they were less than four years old, they seemed primitive compared
to the more recent construction. Most were tiny, one room cottages.
There were few people about here too, though Senta saw a man
shoveling snow, and a woman shaking out a rug on her front step.
When she got to the corner of Bainbridge Clark Street, Senta turned
right and began skipping down the hill.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19309
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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