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    For Dad and Kathy

And with apologies to everyone I "honored" by naming a bird after you. :) 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tennessee Free Land, October 1879 
 
    
Historians will begin my tale with when I lost my first war, or perhaps began my second. But, in truth, my life began with a far smaller enemy, though at the time, One I deemed most foul; and her name was Amora Freya Astarte, because the Temple Virgins of the Divine Shelter for Unwanted Girls named her so, in the belief and hope that naming a child after virtues of love and elegance might make it so. 
 
    Amora was living breathing proof that their theory was unsound, being by far the worst example of love or elegance one could possibly find this side of an incontinent hippopotamus, something I with perfectly sincere honesty and benevolent good will had but recently pointed out to her. This had the twin results of causing Amora to shake so hard her snot started dribbling down her chin, and me to drop the hoe I was holding- we had been assigned to work in the cabbage fields behind the temple- and head for the plausible safety of the woods across from the fields as fast as my rather long and spindly legs and well-ventilated shoes could carry me, as Amora had twenty-three friends, and last I counted, I had none. 
 
    
"Eryma Minerva Soteira" Mother Virgin Anya roared my name as I went past the kitchen window, But I, showing the courage and wisdom I was named for, ignored her and took a hard right over the fence and out past the rose shed (which smelled nothing of roses, mind you), ducked under the overhanging water basin, and with heavy breathing tucked my chin and mustered on to freedom, the graceful skips of a small herd of angry aquatic bovines behind me serving as some crude motivation. 
 
    
The woods my salvation was not a practical defense, girded with savage needles and dense undergrowth, but rather quite clean, open, and inviting; young white elms waved to me as I dodged between them. All undergrowth, and any old trees, had been burned clean here years before by the war.  We, as small children, had hidden in the root cellar when the thunders raged, and the brick walls shook. Now, as older girls, we were still forbidden these woods, as the Virgins feared we might find some lost human remains (I had three, in a box, under my bed) or unexploded cannon shell (sadly, none of those yet, or Amora would have been no more a). 
 
    
The war still raged, but many miles farther east, as the British Imperial Fleet ruled the eastern coast, but her armies could not press inland any farther. Our own navy, based in California, was too small to challenge the British, and any attempt by our armies to push on was met by massive shelling of the British Fleet. The war had been going all my life I could remember, and it seemed divine will that it would continue until I was broken scraps in a box beneath some other unwanted girl's bed. 
 
    
  Reaching the end of my breath, I broke off the main path, and made for the tallest tree I could find. Screeching up, I tucked my small frame on a branch perhaps some ten feet off the ground, behind the trunk, and made myself quiet as I could while I contemplated my brilliant tactical plan (as I took the name Minerva quite seriously): 
 
    
One. Anger the Mongrel Horde. Done.
Two. Make a great escape. Done 
 
    Three. Lead them into the woods. Done
Four. Most of the horde will not enter. Done (I hoped, or this would be my Gettysburg) 
 
    Five. Wait; when the horde breaks up to find me, get Amora alone. Working?
Six. Look up as a strange clacking is going on above me? 
 
    
Craning my head, I saw in the branches above a small nest, and over the edge of that nest, a very fluffy and undefined head with a pointed beak and two bright black eyes.  "Merk" it clacked at me again. 
 
    
"Why hello" I said, as I was raised to be polite. 
 
    
"Merk" It replied. 
 
    
"Are you hungry, I have some cheese" 
 
    
"Merk" most enthusiastic, this time. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the cheese from under my blouse, broke off a bit, and handed it upwards. It appeared quite the delight, as the creature, whatever it was smacked its beak with great pleasure, before Merking again for more, quite loudly. Enraptured as I was to have made a friend, I missed the obvious tactical problems, which is my only excuse for my surprise when Amora's thrown rock impacted into the back of my shoulder. 
 
    
I fell. 
 
    
I screamed. 
 
    
Then more birds shot down from the sky like black arrows, and everyone began to scream. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Treachery for Dummies 
 
      
 
    Part One 
 
      
 
    Imperial Prussia 
 
      
 
    Early October 1908 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    To Princess and Grand Duchess Catherine Sophia, Grand Commander, Armies of the Russian Empire: 
 
    Your Highness, 
 
    This morning we crossed the river Podkamennay, as at your command, against stiff enemy opposition. Casualties were serious but not debilitating, and the men remain in good spirit. The new Krupp's machine pieces proved devastatingly effective against the Witch's forces as you expected. The Cossacks believe we have destroyed over half the opposing numbers, and that the enemy has retreated deeper into the forest. I plan to pursue into the verge and entrap the enemy between my cavalry and my guns, mythical Maphnk be damned. 
 
    We should reach the calculated impact point within two weeks. 
 
    Yours to command, 
 
    Mikhail Demitrevich Skobevled, 
 
    Pskov Heavy Cavalry 
 
    August 9th, 1908 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared at the stark green door with quiet dismay; it seemed to simple a thing to lead to such perfidy. I was not certain what I had expected after my long and all too mysterious voyage but a three-level red brick building in the foreign business section of Kreuzberg was not it. I did not expect the Crimson Palace, or a medieval prison tower, but at least some sort of Gothic government office would have been nice. The gateway to my own private Hades should not have had a Turkish Pastry as its street level. 
 
    I checked the address for the four hundred and eighth time; then my gray cotton business dress, the small throwing knives concealed upon my person, my pocket watch, the time on my pocket watch, seven minutes had passed, excellent; and lastly to the roofs of the buildings where my small murder of crows watched over me like a flight of black winged angels. Well, if your idea of angels included practical jokes, a hunger for fresh meat and a love of skiing, which several of them were getting ready to do on the snow dusted slate tiles above.  At height, still more of my birds swirled in a complex prophecy around the roof of the building behind me. 
 
    I pulled on my oiled leather gauntlet and the largest of my birds came down to land on my arm, before waddling to her customary roost on my jacket shoulder. I had named her Lois after a beloved author; now she chimed her beak twice while looking me up and down with a critical eye, before reaching out pull a few wandering hairs into place. "Done.  Interview?" 
 
    "Yes, dearest" I stomped my boots twice to try and clear the snow before marching towards the door knocker with the best confidence I could muster, towing my gargantuan travel box behind me. "What is the worst that could happen? The funds they sent were quite sufficient both for the trip here and for the trip back home to Annapolis. At the least I have had an all-expenses paid vacation of the great cities of central Europe. Perhaps I shall find a romantic knight to swoon me an opera of tragic love." 
 
    I pinched her bill shut with my other hand before she could answer. "That was rhetorical." 
 
    I do not need a bird, brilliant or otherwise, to comment on my age, prominent nose, coffee colored skin, or eternally curled black hair. I had mirrors for that. Other women may have had beauty, class, and romance; I had wit, experience, and explosives. The latter, in my experience, solves more problems than romance does. 
 
    Serenaded by birdly sarcasm I waltzed with what small dignity I had left out of the cold morning and the equally bitter entry way; I was greeted by a dark varnished set of stairs down one way and the smell of fresh cinnamon bread coming from the other. Showing more strength of will than I normally had, Ignored the pastry cafe and headed up the stairs instead. The carpets were Turkish but faded, the door to the office open, the central desk covered in worn green felt, and the young man who rose up from behind it fit but with a painful looking acne right on the top of his prominent Prussian nose. 
 
    "Darf ich Ihnen helfen?" He asked politely. Well, I hope he asked politely. The German language could whisper sweet nothings and sound like an act of war. Rather than mangle what German I know or risk offense with my other tongues I bowed once, and then handed him my engagement card. 
 
    He examined it with care, before taking in myself and my companion, clicked his heels and having come to a decision, gesturing me to a chair to wait. Instead I shook out my legs, miming they were still cramped, and stood well away from the desk. His secrets, whatever they might be, were surely in no danger from me; I could barely even speak German, much less read it, handwritten, and upside down, possibly even in some sort of code; my poor old eyes could not even see the lines clearly from this distance, spectacles or no. 
 
    He smiled his understanding, and walked over to a stout looking door set into the wood paneled wall.  I stood, trying not to fidget too openly, and glanced at the book shelves, seeking what few minutes' solace I could find in a search for any old friends. They had a vintage edition of the Necrotelecomnicon, how strange; when alas the portal yawned open again, and he bowed once, motioning me to enter, and then closed the door behind me with an authoritative manner. 
 
    This room was much better apportioned, even if lit only by a few of the new electric lights. There were three men in the room; one, the man I suspected who would turn to be the Moriarty of my little excursion was seated behind the rather ornate desk; the other two were on well-padded chairs on the left; a third unpadded wooden seat was placed in front of the desk, no doubt awaiting my less august rear. 
 
    The three men were all well dressed in conservative suits; correction, two men and a woman, the bronze coiffed one on the left while dressed as a man, was upon further examination, in fact, an athletic woman, sporting a man's suit. All three had the characteristic chalk touched faces and fey eyes of the unnaturally young. I had to wonder, why then had the man behind the desk still had gray in his beard and a balding hairline? Could he not afford more of the medicine, or was he choosing to appear older to bolster his authority? 
 
    He pulled on that graying chin and spoke, "Please be seated. You are Fraulein Eryma Soteira? Of the Western Colonies?" 
 
    "Indeed I am." I replied 
 
    "That is not a Colonial name, is it?" his eyes were very dark. 
 
    "I am an Orphan. The nuns there gave great care to the classics." 
 
    He leaned forward in his chair. "Ah, a religious education. Do you then believe that your unusual gifts are proof of a divine ancestor?" 
 
    "I believe that the eggs I had for breakfast were too greasy and are in danger of causing intestinal troubles. Divine beings have no such problems." 
 
    The woman to my left smirked at this. Neither of the men so much as blinked. The second man, younger in seeming but perhaps not in truth, now added in a deep and Eastern European accented voice "what is the extent of these gifts? What exactly can you do?" 
 
    "As a 'queen' of lesser rank I may summon and command a kind of animal. My particular species, as you can see, is the black scavenger bird of the genus Corvae, better known as the Raven, Crow, or Jackdaw. I have with me now Lois, her mate James, a small group of their children, and about 30 or 40 native birds that have been attracted to my presence here in Berlin." 
 
    "And can you control all of these?" The first man asked. 
 
    "Those birds that have lived with me for many years, yes; as long as I make the commands simple enough to be understood.  The newer birds mostly follow me around, demanding handouts, fighting with one another for my attention, bringing small dead things as presents and largely acting like unruly schoolchildren. Or possibly courtiers" I smiled. 
 
    No one else did. 
 
    "Just to be clear," The first man said "The rumor, that a greater queen can inspire her familiars with more than animal abilities or intelligence? Is there any truth to such things?" 
 
    "As no great queen has been seen since the days of Boadicea; I cannot answer. My birds are smart, yes, and can be trained; but it is because all of that species is intelligent. While I do envy my mythical predecessors their gifts I do wonder about the use. Giant horses may have been useful against the Romans, but a horse is still only a horse. And I can hardly ride a giant raven into battle." 
 
    "What my birds can do" I continued "Is scout out locations, follow desired people and come back and report, carry messages and enter guarded areas unnoticed. I have had some experience doing such in the past during the last war; I thought that was why you were offering me employment now. If that is not the case...." 
 
    "What is or is not the case, Fraulein, is ours to decide" The older man growled back "We have paid good coin for your time. What proof might you have that your pets have the abilities you have claimed for them, that you are not some mere animal trainer?" 
 
    "The two men, dressed as manual laborers, who followed me out of the train station," I kept my voice calm "they were yours? One wore a brown felt cap; the other carried a cracked leather case? They were driving a black motor car?" This was the easy question to ask; normal skills could have seen the men, and they were not that competent. 
 
    "This is the proof of your more unusual abilities that we must pay so much for?" Indeed, he was not impressed. As he had yet to do more then pull on his beard I was beginning to wonder what would gain me a human reaction. 
 
    "Of course not, sir." Perhaps it was time for more aggressive action. "I was merely concerned about the health of my birds. The winter is cold here, flight is tiring, and grenades are heavy." 
 
    "Grenades?" Ah, this at least made his eyes widen. To his left, the other man stopped his twitching while the woman stared at me in a more challenging manner. 
 
    "The ones my birds are flying above the head of the rifleman lying flat on the roof of the building across the street, of course. As one of your men- the blond with the leather box- nodded to him as I left the taxi cab I did not disable him; but still, a woman must be able to protect herself." 
 
    At this, at last, the older man smiled. He stamped his feet and rose, shaking himself to some sort of decision. Patting himself once, he reached into a drawer under his desk and pulled out a small brass telescope. "Fraulein, I shall step to the front windows where I may get a clear view. If your birds are, as you say, flying escort for you, you may consider yourself employed. If not...." 
 
    He gestured to the woman, who disposed herself to stand behind me, with one hand in her jacket pocket.  I attempted to remain still and nonthreatening as possible; sadly, my dear Lois took the occasion to begin playing with the two wooden sticks I used to bind my all too sloppy hair.  As a study in intimidation I am afraid I quite failed. 
 
    I did so hope my future employer would return soon. Not, of course, that the no doubt highly experienced murderer behind me was having any effect on my composure, but that whatever it was I had to break my fast on the train this morning was starting to cause true distress. I attempted to adjust myself in a proper lady like fashion only to fail most audibly. Behind me, my executioner coughed to conceal her laughter. 
 
    "I do beg your pardon everyone," I stammered "My poor bird makes strange noises at times." 
 
    "Of course, Madame," The young man replied, "It was clearly the bird." Behind me my looming death seemed to definitely require some sort of cough lozenge. Possibly of the extra strong cherry variety. 
 
    "Excellent," the door behind me opened "Fraulein Soteira, you are indeed hired as agreed. Dame d'Aubigny, here, will take you to your new hotel, and provide for any requests you may have. Please plan for an extended trip abroad, of at least six months." 
 
    I stood, straightening my dress, and made as gracious and professional an exit as I could under the circumstances. Perhaps there is something to be said for the ways Germans cook their eggs, in it does give one a socially acceptable reason to vacate a business meeting in fair haste; but still, I do not recommend it for future use in international diplomacy. 
 
    I went to head for the hallway door, but Dame d'Aubigny- as I can only assume my would-be disposer was named- stepped past me, then turned and opened the door in a very old fashioned and gentlemanly fashion.  I flipped a mental coin, and as this person would be my 'escort' for the next few days, opted for civility. 
 
    "Ah, Dame d'Aubigny, will this hotel be far?" I asked 
 
    "Only twenty minutes or so, I have a motor car. And please, call me Julie." She smiled, and offered me her arm, like were two beaus heading forth to explore the misty vales of romance. 
 
    I stared at it. 
 
    "Ah," She shrugged, and lowered her arm. "My auto mobile is parked a block down on the left." Awkwardly, we moved down the stairs, my steps heavy in my snow boots, lifting my luggage in front of me; her steps almost padding behind me, more of a shadow then a presence. 
 
    As we reached the bakery level, I smiled up at her, before pointing at the water closet in the back of the establishment; she nodded, then leaned against the wall, with arms crossed under her masculine chest, to wait. 
 
    I walked through the tables, drawing some strange glances for the bird on my shoulder and my obvious foreign origin, but eliciting no audible comments. Whatever the relationship, the bakery was clearly used to strange goings on upstairs. Either that or the German people were the politest people I had ever met. 
 
    In the washroom, I latched the door before turning on the water to begin my absolutions. Lois moved my hair aside from my ear with her beak. 
 
    "Honestly, Eryma "She whispered "If we are going to operate on the continent, don't you think you should learn more than just Spanish, Russian, French, and Cherokee?" 
 
    "So, what did the papers say?" I muttered back. 
 
    "Letters, reports and funds. Does the name Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich mean anything?" 
 
    "No dearest, "I smiled "It means everything." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Murder by Murder, with Murder 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    It is an oft debated point in doctoral dissertations whom the first True Knight was; some argue for one of the great gladiators of the past, or perhaps a biblical figure. Others go farther back, to Gilgamesh, Endiku or some now forgotten Minoan. 
 
    We will likely never know for certain. What we do know beyond any doubt is the name the last true Knight that will matter to history. Sergeant Timothy James Robins could outrun a horse, leap over a man's head, and wrestle a bear; None of which mattered when he was struck by artillery fire yesterday at the battle of Rock Hill. 
 
    The age of the hero is over. We are all not but gristle for the grinder now. 
 
    -Editorial, New Angeles Times, January 9th, 1887 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What German eggs lacked in digestibility, Prussian bathtubs more than made up for in comfort, I decided. Poking one toe above the suds, I examined it for any sign of my growing moral corruption.  Yesterday I was a soldier, patriot, and alleged war hero; today, with not even the stroke of a pen, I am a traitor. There should be some sort of outer evidence, some glamour or skein or gnawing darkness to show the rot on my soul. 
 
    My toe, was, well, toey. 
 
    "James, are you certain the men who followed us here discussed nothing important?"  Lois's mate perched to my left, on the green veined marble counter top. He was a bit larger than his lady, with feathers of a deeper shade of blue and quite a bit heftier. This often resulted in him being forced to fly everywhere himself and not be carried, which he considered discrimination of a most sexist nature. I thought it to be simply saving my back from an early collapse. 
 
    "While I could not hear them clearly through the window'" Behind him Lois looked up from her newspaper, she was an inveterate cross word solver "I am certain from their gestures they were not discussing you. Well, not unless you have begun carrying pairs of cantaloupes in an awkward manner. Or possibly artillery shells." 
 
    I sighed. Glancing down my length, my shoulders, arms, knees, and the odd foot part parted the waters like angular islands. Perhaps someday my linear figure would inspire fashion? 
 
    Perhaps now I would live to see it. 
 
    "Did you have any success with your reverie last night? " James asked. 
 
    "No. As best as I could tell, our mysterious employers stay in rooms without windows.  They must be paranoid. Perhaps I shall try again. "I closed my eyes, stretched a bit in the now chilling water.  In the darkness, my vision blurred for a moment before twinning, and then splitting again and again; From Lois I could see the curling edges of her newspaper; from James a detailed view of the wall paneling; a veritable whirlwind in the outer rooms as hatchlings 16, 17, and 18 chased each other around the ceiling. 
 
    I stopped naming them after the third nest, alright? 
 
    Outside my view became dimmer and more scrambled the range and interference from the buildings clouding my sight.  A small flight of local crows wheeled above the hotel, the ground far below spiraling in their combined visions. Individual elements struck out at me; this man pushing his way through the crowd against the flow; that brightly colored flag thrashing in the breeze; a man in grey touching his cap as a bright red auto mobile drove into the next-door parking garage oh blast. 
 
    I blinked my eyes and thrust my body erect as fast as I could, reaching for the soap dish to steady myself, the almost boiling water steaming off me. "Stations, everyone" I called "The French chevalier from yesterday has just driven into the building." 
 
    "I thought she wasn't due until this afternoon" Lois said. 
 
    "She was not. This was meant to be a surprise, there for I shall be surprised. A bathrobe, I think, with my hair in a towel. Our French Chevalier is either a suffragist or a female adventurer, and I doubt the imperial court employs many of the former." I toweled myself off as is spoke, critiquing my many defects in the mirror. Crinkly unfashionable hair, more than tanned skin stretched over prominent ribs like burned sienna no there are no burns. The burns are not real. 
 
    "Ahem, dear. The knight?" 
 
    "Ah yes, thank you Lois. You are my angel as always. Now remember, you are all just normal birds, if a bit large, so act dumb. Plan six I think. Outriders go on my cue." 
 
    "Does that mean we can poop on the furniture?"  Child 19 chirped in. 
 
    "No child of mine shall ever do such a thing," Lois scolded "Just act the perfect buffoons.  Observe your father; he is a veritable genius at it. Downright sublime, in fact." 
 
    On cue the veritable genius jawed his beak to an absurd angle, before climbing half into my carry luggage, appearing for all that as some bizarre animal totem rising from the cracked black leather sea. The hatchlings rushed to join him, but the eldest stopped almost mid-flight. 
 
    "But mother!" 16 said "they might see you have been doing the crosswords!" 
 
    "Yes, love, which is why I made certain to misspell Quaezcoutoulous.  Of a certainty, I am an illiterate imbecile." Lois professed. "Twelve down, by the way, today was Viricide." 
 
    I was saved from the ensuing familial debate by a short brisk knock at the door. If one can judge a caller by their knock, then this was most likely my French military escort. Of course, the entire thing could be coincidence and it was the hotel concierge coming to deliver me chocolates from some mysterious phantom suitor, no doubt a be masked individual with a subterranean sewage domicile and a fetish for dulcet screaming. 
 
    "Who is it?" I called. 
 
    "Tis I, Madame, Dame d'Aubigny" 
 
    "Oh my, Dame, you are quite early. I am still in my bath. Can you perhaps return later?" 
 
    "I brought chocolates." 
 
    ".... Are you wearing a mask?" 
 
    "Non, Madame. I could perhaps acquire one if that is your desire. Dost fair lady prefer a practical mask, something for the holidays or perhaps for a more intimate operatic?" 
 
    "Will it involve screaming ladies dashing about in lingerie through secret underground lairs?" 
 
    "Now really, Madame, do you expect me to answer that question in the hallway?" 
 
    "Well we are entertaining the hotel staff at this point." I relented and crossed to open the door, my bathing robe clutched dramatically at my neck. Dame d'Aubigny bowed, top hat in one hand, heavy copper walking stick and an off-white paper bag in the other. She was wearing a bright yellow almost canary colored neck scarf and matching handkerchief that in the electric hallway light failed to soften the   military cut of her black suit or give life to her bleached skin. Her eyes today burned very bright indeed. 
 
    "Yes, yes do come in. Do you often bring strange women chocolates in the morning?" I waved in, gesturing to the white brocade chair beside the unlit fireplace.  I took the facing small red sofa chair, with my back to the retaining wall. 
 
    "It is perhaps a more effective a means of wooing then one might suspect. That and I could not help but notice the way you stared at the pastries; as wise Plato noted, those of divine blood often have strong appetites. I must confess; while my own talents are considered of less worth than yours I have been wont to wake with unusual hungers." Dame d'Aubigny did not have a charming smile, I noted. More of a carnivorous one; not a crocodilian one, I felt. Crocodiles did not truly smile; I once had the misfortune to discover. No, this was a knowing smile; a leopard or other feral cat might smile in such a way before pouncing from the trees on some clueless banquet below. 
 
    The inoffensive chocolates bag lay on the coffee table between us like some unexploded land mine. It would be dangerous to accept, rude to refuse; fraught with potential more than poison at this point I decided, but dangerous enough for all that. Dame d'Aubigny was after something, and not my somewhat expired virtue. 
 
    "Perhaps," I asked "You might tell me what you want." 
 
    "A test," She said." A test and an offer. While the Imperial court of Russia rules fully one fifth of the earth and lays claims to another, it does not rule quietly. You will need a native guide to navigate its treacherous waters lest you freeze in its cold abyss. I have lived there, and lived well, for over a century and a half. You will not find a more secure berth than I can offer." 
 
    "How generous. What is this test, if I may ask?" 
 
    "Every author or historian I have read claims the Queen to be the strongest piece; stronger than a knight, rook, bishop or possibly even a King, although a King may control a Queen. Queens and Kings are quite rare however, pieces of legend; I have met none, although it is said such existed in my youth. Even Great Catherine herself is only a Bishop, albeit a terrible one. Nations quake at her power." 
 
    "I can slay ten men in battle with ease, and even I would not challenge her."  She continued. "And yet the books say you should be stronger still. Your little show and dance yesterday impressed the diplomats, but I am made of sterner material. I am currently only a pace away; I can cover that distance faster than you can scream, and break your neck with one blow. Could you stop me?" 
 
    The silence after this statement was heart rending. 
 
    The mechanical click from behind Dame d'Aubigny even more so. 
 
    "A pistol?" her eyebrows shot up "Your birds can wield a pistol?" 
 
    "Of course not. The blow back would make any fire arm completely unmanageable at their size." I kept myself very still. Death, it seemed, liked top hats these days. 
 
    "Ah yes, of course." Dame Julie leaned closer, ready on her toes. 
 
    "It was the safety pin on the gas bomb. I shall wake sometime later with a terrible headache and some nausea. You will wake minus your eyes, tongue, and any other soft parts my dears might find appetizing. The gas works mostly on mammals, you see." Shadows flickered across the room as birds started flying past the window. 
 
    Dame d'Aubigny paused for a moment, weighing her chances. I attempted to maintain my inscrutability. She could surely kill me, yes, but could she then make it to the window and safety before my murder. murdered? Was it worth the chance? 
 
    She stared into my eyes. Such a long look shows either desire or death, which was it? 
 
    She laughed. It sounded like Chrystal flutes chiming. 
 
    Death I decided, but not death today. No, when she attacked, there would be no warning, no test; she would come like a tide of shadow, a fatal whisper to carry me and mine away. It was a mistake, to show her what I could do so early in our pageant, but not such a mistake as she must think; she does not yet know all I can do. 
 
    "So then," my leopardess purred "You will do, indeed. We have some time until our later appointment; what shall we do?" 
 
    "What I shall do is get dressed. What you shall do is go downstairs and call us a cab." 
 
    "A cab? Why would I want a cab when I own a most excellent motor car?" Dame Julie waved her hand at the street below. 
 
    "Because someone other than me was expecting you, and I don't have time to check over your most excellent racing car for explosives; by all accounts Grand Duke Mikhailovich has ever been impatient and will no doubt wish to open his new toy early." 
 
    "As you command, Ma Chere Reine." Dame Julie half bowed to me from her seat. 
 
    "Ma Chere Reine?" I aimed an eyebrow at her. What was good for the goose, indeed. 
 
    "Would you prefer Ma Chatte? Ma Cherrie? Ma Sardine? Or...." Dame Julie smiled "Ma Car Beau?" 
 
    "I am neither a handsome horn or a pun, Dame." My eyebrow was having little effect, it seemed. I must re arm them with a higher caliber of lashes, perhaps. 
 
    "At least try to make the innuendo challenging, Ma Crevette." 
 
    "Fine." I grimaced "If I must be something, I shall be the colonial Ma Reine. At least I own the correct boots." 
 
    She laughed again, sharp notes falling like lost leaves. She swept from her chair, her stick striking her top hat in such a way it pirouetted through the air to land on her bowing head. Whistling with cocky confidence, she left my rooms, and they seemed the emptier for it. 
 
    I hurried to get dressed. What does one wear to see a terrible new weapon of war, I wondered? 
 
    And I ate the chocolates. 
 
    After having James scent them for poison, of course. 
 
    Cherry champagne. Oh my. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    What goes up 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    The individuals granted gifts greater than those of other men were often considered to be the children or grandchildren of gods; the fact that these gifts are in some ways inherited was simply believed to be more evidence of this, and therefor in the existence of those gods to begin with. For much of prehistory then, these 'divinely born', for purposes of study, to now be referred to as 'Homo Sapiens Mega ', or simply Mega for short, were simply known by the names of the gods they claimed to be the children of.  Someone with far more than ordinary human strength, for example, might claim to be a child of Heracles, Gilgamesh, or any other number of such Gods. 
 
    It was only with the rise of the Hellenic Empire and the ensuing rise of the ideas of natural philosophy, mathematics, and science, did the questions of what these people actually are, how they were born with their strange abilities, and how best to qualify them did other ideas of what to call them arise. Was being able to lift vast stones a greater gift than being able to outrun the fastest cheetah? What of those rarer gifts, such as being able to move metals with one’s mind, or create diseases and poisons from their own breath? 
 
    It was in the 14th century that Arabic polymath Ibn AL Haytham attempted to consolidate what by then had become a dozen different systems into a coherent whole, and suggested what would become the modern system, largely based on the potential uses for each 'class' of Mega on the battlefield, noted here in order of occurrence, from most common to least: 
 
    The Horse (modern version, Knight): great speed, can move rapidly around the battlefield. Specific individual sub groups include the archer, the sword, and the dancer. 
 
    The Chariot (modern version, Rook): Great strength or toughness, used to assault a defensive position. Sub groups include the juggernaut, battering ram, and cannon ball. 
 
    The Elephant (modern version, Bishop): the ability to strike at range, or in ways the enemy will not understand, or create fear among the enemy. Generally considered those who have mental powers over natural forces, such as the thunderstorm, plague bringer, prophet and necromancer. 
 
    The Counselor (modern version, Queen): the ability to summon and control beasts. These are so rare that there are no sub classes, rather instead are simply noted by the beast they can control; Boadicea, for example, would be called the 'queen of horses'. 
 
    The Lord (modern version, King): The ability to control people. By far the most feared gift, since Napoleon, there have been no Kings recorded, quite plausibly because they are not allowed to live to adulthood. 
 
    It has been suggested that queen and king are in some way the same thing, as their abilities work in the same fashion, and there seems to be some gender difference between the two, as in modern times, no male queen has ever been proven to exist.  The theory is, it is the same gift, just channeled slightly, by the biology of male and female forms. 
 
    "On the nature of the divines" By Professor John Bartlet, University of London, reprinted with permission, Reference for students of Modern Events, St. Anglos Press, 1831 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Scenic mountain pass drives are supposed to be romantic. Or exhilarating. Or at least intoxicating in their danger. This one – in a careening motor car driven way too fast by a knight far too confident in her ability for the conditions of the roads to qualify- I found simply vertigo causing. Closing my eyes did little good, the world still spun around my stomach like some drunken spindle and if I kept them closed too long, I began to see the action through the eyes of my birds twisting above and behind us, which was even worse. 
 
    "Now is this not better than a taxi cab, Ma Reine?" The grinning ghost chauffeuring me to my vehicular demise yelled above the engine noise. 
 
    "I still cannot believe you simply stole some poor man's sports car!" I gripped the door for dear life. I may have dented it a bit. 
 
    "Nonsense; I am a Knight of the Empire; I commandeered it for legitimate Imperial Business." Dame Julie grinned as she shifted gears again and started to drive faster. 
 
    "And then you bent his tire iron into a pretzel." Was she stronger than me? She was far faster, certainly. I should try making tire iron pretzels later and see what happens. 
 
    "So, he needed a reminder of his patriotic duty. I trust you have done far worse in the name of your King and Empire." 
 
    "Speaker and Country, well, yes. But the tree, turn left, turn LEFT." I closed my eyes in terror. 
 
    "I saw it. I have been driving since long before the invention of the motor car, you know." 
 
    The car cannon balled its way around the corner, leaving only two wheels on the ground, and what was left of the color in my hair behind it. I felt a moment of sympathy for those little metal balls in the Coney Island games of chance, before realizing they, at least, had some hope of a quick end to appease their torment. 
 
    "I thought immortals grew more conservative as they aged."  I hinted. 
 
    "Some do," Dame d'Aubigny replied "But do ask yourself, what are you selling your services and your soul for? Is it for vanity? Is it for health? Is it for fear of death? Why, the Empress Elizabeth has not left her palace in over a century. Can you imagine such a thing? To see the same people, eat the same food, walk past the very same walls, no matter how gilded, for a century? For her, it is an amber lined womb; for me, it would be hell itself. Do not ask for eternal life, as there is no such thing; Eternal youth, however, the Empire can grant; for the right price, of course." 
 
    She laughed. "Have you heard of the Doctor Verne? He thinks that it is possible to build a ship that will fly to the moon! To the moon! And to think I have lived to see such things." 
 
    I wiggled in my seat, pushing against the wooden floor board for comfort. "The Han say they sent a man to the moon almost two hundred years ago." 
 
    "Well, yes, but did he come back?" 
 
    "Not in any form a person could recognize. He may have rained upon the plains, I suspect. I have to ask, on another issue, I hope it's not too outré...." 
 
    She paused, slowing the motor car to bank under a low hanging tree branch, for which my fortitude was quite grateful. "Your question may be too outré? Ma Reine, I doubt anything you could ask I would consider Outré. I am quite wicked, as all the world knows. Plays have been written about me, and they left out all the salacious parts. When I fought my way into that nunnery in Belgium it had nothing to do with a sudden desire to confess my sins to the abbess, I promise you." 
 
    "Well no, not a nunnery; At least I hope none of the women there were nuns. I could not help but notice as we drove from the city a parade of sorts, but composed of young women, all in their bathing attire! Most shocking, I must say. In this weather! To dress in so little! I could even see their ankles!" 
 
    I was thrown forward as the motor car screamed to a stop, bitter smoke and choking dust flying all around us like some magician's theater trick. She turned her head and stared at me. Wiped the dust off her goggles with a man's red silk kerchief, and then stared again. 
 
    "Oh my," She said "Their bare ankles. It is most shocking." 
 
    "Yes, I know. And in this weather! “I was incensed. 
 
    "Why, their feet might have gotten a chill." 
 
    "You are not taking me quite seriously "I suspected. 
 
    "I simply cannot wait until you see the Imperial Court," she foreboded. 
 
    "Neither than can I. Is it true the Princess has the world's largest collection of object d'art? And should we be blocking the road like this?” I pointed back along the road where more traffic might come. 
 
    "She has a legendary art collection, um yes. " She got the vehicle rolling in the proper style again. "To answer to your question, the ladies on parade are political protesters. They believe that by dressing in their bathing attire they shall attract more newspaper coverage to their cause. It seems to work; but I am uncertain if the extra attention advances their aims any. I did once suggest to one of their leaders that perhaps they should be even more daring and protest in the nude. Sadly, the world is not ready for such things yet. Perhaps in the future we shall see such actions." 
 
    "Well I hope the world never declines to such degeneracy; although I am pleased to see the suffrage movement is alive and well, whatever their peculiar methods of advocacy may be. Has it taken any root in the Empire itself?" 
 
    "The Empire," Dame Julie said "Is perhaps unique in such matters. It exists in strata; the common people, married to their land for generations, have reached a level of cultural conservatism that borders on the geological. The larger cities, exposed to vast wealth and the moral corruption that education brings, have become almost European; and the aristocracy, which rules all with military power holds on to their moral authority with a strict allegiance to the values of duty and religion, all of which requires them to see a woman's place as the mother of a large family and not much more. And yet, above them all, rules a great family of women for the last two hundred years and more. The more conservative religious types explain this by saying the Noble House are descended from angels, and thus, are not truly women at all." 
 
    "I think I understand. It is quite the opposite from my native colonies, where those born gifted are seen as something less than Angelic. It was fortuitous that I had an athletic disposition and thus found gainful employment in the Military services; my other options in my youth were quite bleak. How do you suggest I comport myself then, in these strata? "
The car rounded another bend and began to hit smoother roads. I could only hope this was a sign my vehicular torment would soon end, possibly in a fashion not involving external combustions. 
 
    "Let me enlighten you with a small example. For several years now the House Minister for State Property and Foreign Affairs, Marshall Pyotr Arkadyevich Stolypin, whom you recently met, has been pushing for a reform of the land use rights, the obshchina. He has argued extensively that the common people be allowed to buy and sell their own lands, and be allowed to immigrate to the new lands now opening in the west and north. The university radical argue that this is unjust; rather, they believe the aristocrats should be abolished and the land given to the people in its entirety.  Now the arguments of the aristocracy should be obvious; but please, do take a guess at what the stiffest opposition to the good minister's plan is." 
 
    "The Military; which fears a rise in chaos if the common people are allowed to move about freely?" I hazarded. 
 
    "Nyet." She laughed "It is from the common people themselves! They have been told by their priests for generations, you see, that as long as they worked their family land and paid their grain taxes they would be given grace in the heavens. But still, it is not a situation without all hope; of the more than fifty million of peasants some four or five million have already taken the chance of settling the new open lands. The young, of course, are leading the way; it is to youth we owe the promise of any progress in the world. And on that note, so apropos, do we come to the point of this. Past this bridge, I believe, we shall reach the end of the forest, and from there you may see what you have come to see." 
 
    The bridge in question was red painted stone, fading and chipped but quite sound it seemed as we rattled across the slate paving.  I craned my head, looking through the planks for some clue, and wished for a moment's privacy so as to send out my feathered kin; but it was not to be. Instead I must rely on my more human senses. 
 
    My first impression as we headed down was of a blue expanse, clear water speckled by orange and yellow strokes of sun. My eye was drawn then to a beautiful white cathedral, placed like a queen in the center of a small town with a gray stone tower for her king and small white and rose houses for her court.  A shadow enveloped the Cathedral for a moment; and I glanced upwards, wondering if some rain was to spoil our so far artistic day. 
 
    I saw at first a thunder cloud, vast and dark, her top rippled with lightning; before it became closer, and I realized the flares were from sunlight striking metal skin, and the sound was from great propellers that beat the lake below as if the bellows of an angry dragon. The air ship- and it could only be an airship; man had never made anything else so large- turned and approached the town with implacable power. 
 
    With nothing to give her perspective, it was impossible to determine the true size.  Not one but two massive airbags, each I thought perhaps the size of the Chicago Trade Tower, supporting in rigid tandem an armored gunship hanging between them like some flying catamaran.  I was in awe, no, bitter jealousy.  At that moment I knew what I wanted, and wept inside to know I should never have her. 
 
    "Graf Zeppelin," Dame d'Aubigny said "designed her for the German court, so that they may explore and extend their reach into the great dark unknown that is inner Africa. Sadly, the German court lacked either will or funds to finish the project. And while the Princess can be accused of some sins, a lack of vision or funds is not among them." 
 
    "What is her name?" A voice asked. My own, perhaps. 
 
    "That was the matter of some diplomacy. The original German name was quite unsuitable; and a proper male Russian name met with some resistance. A more mythological name from their shared culture was chosen then." 
 
    "She," Dame d'Aubigny continued ---"Is the Louhi." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Bombing the show 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    "When the second Revolution began in 1857, great hope was put forward in the native strength and courage of the men, and how they might win fair justice from Imperial England through purity of purpose even though they were badly outnumbered and outgunned even from the first blow. The Empire had its machines of war; The Free Colonies had their heroes, their McClellan, their Lee, their Jackson; Titans and giants of an earlier age. The latter alone was said to be of such fortitude cannon shot would bounce right off of him. 
 
    General Jackson was the first to fall, drowning in the mud and the gore of the Battle of The Pit, March 3rd, 1858. So many men died there no point was made in proper courtesy or burial; they simply shoveled the dirt onto the thousands of corpses below. The war would continue for Thirty-Two years, but all hope was long since decomposed." 
 
    – A history of the Second Rebellion, Dr. Arthur T. Miller, University of New London 
 
      
 
    The beastly automobile, having passed through the town much like a rampaging elephant through a garden maze, at last had the divine grace to stagger to a halt at the wooden docks by the lakeside. I would have liked to say I exited the infernal contraption with grace and expediency, but in truth my poor hams were too bruised and distorted by the trip to do more than lurch me erect in some semblance not quite callipygian. 
 
    I glanced at my inquisitor, who looked back with a smile entirely too satisfied at my discomfort. In the event The Grand Duchess ever decided to put her own hammer to heresy it was patently clear whom would be her Torquemada; She would need no water boarding, rack, screws or iron maidens, only her own unique skills at driving this thrice cursed auto particular to tear forth confessions. 
 
      
 
    One bronzed eyebrow quirked at me over eyes alizarin; "Come now, Ma Reine" She bowed, striking a pose of simple service "The trip was not that uncomfortable. Why, it was quite invigorating." 
 
    In the town behind us, the clock tower rang thrice; the stage was set, time to raise the curtain. 
 
    I ignored the good knight Dame Schadenfreude, and stretched with what strength I had left in me, before extending my arms in my best impression of a telegraph pole. I expected one heavy thump on my right arm, followed by two or three others on my left; and these I was blessed to receive; the Pteranodon on my left shoulder, however, was unexpected and caused an impromptu ballet with gravity, which I lost. 
 
    On the positive side, I learned by direct observation that the brick roadways of the town were in fine condition.  Why, even from less than an inch away I could barely see any cracks or loose dirt. Pawing for my fallen eye pieces with one hand, I turned my head to confront the unstoppable force now sitting on my back. "James," I growled "Go guard the trunk" 
 
    "Long trip. Tired" He laughed back, before –ooof- thrusting himself back into the air for the short hop to the streamer trunk strapped to the back of the auto mobile. I considered remaining lying down on these very comfortable bricks for a few minutes, then realized the Dame was likely not the only insane driver in the town this day and quickly pushed myself vertical. Although one could have some small hope that perhaps the Russians, Germans, Prussians, Austrians and assorted Italians were not as mad as the French. 
 
    Adjusting my spectacles, I could see I was in luck; of those in the brightly uniformed crowd who had noticed me, they were indeed some more civilized than the French. They were politely applauding my rhythmic dance performance. Perhaps the Grand Duchess would change her mind about an Agent Provocateur and instead hire me as a Vaudevillian?  The animal act would be easy, and I can juggle knives; even poisoned ones. 
 
    The chimes of cavalry boots on the paved stones behind me could only have been Dame d'Aubigny; a quick glance did indeed reveal that particular, one copper line arched in a slight moue of confusion, not believing I could be so clumsy but not understanding why I would wish to make such a fool of myself before my future employer. She hesitated one moment, before swooping operatically to lift me to me feet with as much ease as I might lift a small stray by the scruff. 
 
    She doffed her hat again, before giving me a far too thorough sweeping of the dirt from my extremities, paying most serious attention to my hips, thighs, bottom of my skirt, and any other place I might be concealing a weapon. It seems that if I can play silly buggers, so can she; or perhaps, she merely wished met to construe she can play them even better. Pride, paranoia, or professionalism? Perhaps all three? On these questions, our future grace must pro-pend. 
 
    More commotion broke these philosophical interrogations; from the crowd at the pier, a group of men marched towards us with some implacable intent. The lead man was a titan among weaklings, a very partisan of Slavic power, he simply walked unhurried through the crowd, and it parted around him, not as dogs’ part for their master but as waves part before a juggernaut of war. Behind him, some dozen officers of the empire marched, each a man of blood, power and wealth to dwarf the greatest colonialist; behind him, they were unnoticeable. 
 
    Alessandro Flamma, the Italian rook, Captain of The Imperial Foreign Guard. The man who was once hit at close range in the chest by a cannon ball, and threw it back; they spoke of his height, his mass, the way his stride left cracked the stones beneath him. 
 
    The newspapers never mentioned his soft smile. 
 
    He nodded once to Dame d'Aubigny, which she returned; there was respect there, but also wariness. It seemed even walking castles feared leopardesses. His voice did not match his size, far too high pitched for such a behemoth of a man "Julie. This then is the Colonial Queen?" 
 
    "Indeed, Alessandro. I conjure for you now, from the great untraveled verdant depths of the Western continent, a miracle of grace and form: Madame Eryma Soteira seduced here by vain promises of eternal youth. Ma Reine, may I make know to you my sometime student, Captain Alessandro Flamma? His first name is quite real; the latter, he picked out of some dusty and sepulcher history book." Dame d'Aubigny grinned at me. 
 
    "I thank you, Dame, for that most piquant of introductions. An honor to meet you Captain; Is not your name that of a famous roman hero?" I asked. 
 
    "Indeed" he replied "and it was not found in a book, but a graveyard near my childhood home. Albeit, a dusty and grim one. And as much as I would love to entertain you with some more banter with the Frenchwoman, I regret duty calls, and prince and peril await. " 
 
    One hand rose glacially to gesture us ahead of him; this was a man who thought ahead of everything he did, in a precision born of fear of breaking fragile things unwontedly. You know, small intimate things, such as fine china, glassware, and Human spines. What must it be like, I wondered, to have that sort of strength? 
 
    "Tell me," I asked as we walked "Have you ridden in that incredible airship?" 
 
    "I regret I cannot," He said " the engineers fear it is not wise; while the ship can surely lift me, that much weight in one small spot would shift the balance every time I moved. Perhaps, In the future, some even mightier air craft shall be built, and I shall fly. Tell me, have you flown?" 
 
    "In survey balloons, during the war, all too often. But nothing of the grandeur and power of that machine; I must confess myself quite enraptured." I said. 
 
    'Why, Eryma, with all these legions of birds at your command, cannot they tow you into the sky like some modern-day Icarus?"  Dame d'Aubigny teased. 
 
    "I regret not; while an average bird can draw two or three kilos, and my largest up to ten; One could do it with about 30 birds comfortably, but there is not enough room on me for that many birds to grip and flex their wings. The solution, then, is to build some sort of harness, with ropes for them to grasp, but then you still have the question of launch and the weights of the ropes themselves." 
 
    She stopped, and gave me that look again. "You have tried it." 
 
    "But of course," I said "sadly, no natural rope is both light enough and strong enough to make the design in any way feasible. And I even removed most of clothes first, to cut down on the weight." 
 
    I was rescued then from her next impropriety by the breaching of the crowd ahead of us, and the appearance of two men, perhaps the two most feared men in all the world: Karl Peter Ulrich, Grand Duke of Holstein, King of Finland, Prince of Sweden, ruler of Germany, France and Italy in all but name, Husband of Princess and Grand Duchess Catherine Sophia; and his chief right arm, Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich, commander of the Imperial Air Fleet. Grand Duke Karl was short and shallow face, looking unwell for an immortal, or as unwell as one who gets rejuvenation at whim or will can be.  Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich was taller than average, handsome, with beard well-trimmed and uniform shoulders ramrod straight. 
 
    It was clear which was the true military man, and which the political. And yet Grand Duke Karl ruled here, and throughout much of the western world, but not in Imperial Russia itself, or The Chinas; if he ruled in his own home, or his bedroom, it was by mercy of his wife, who could have him killed with but a single word. 
 
    Did that bother him? Did it break him? To be so proud a man, heir of legendary tsars of old, to be at the call of a woman, and his wife to boot? Rumors claimed she had barred him from her bedroom for decades now; other tongues wagged that he would rather tup a horse. Considering some of the pictures I had seen of his taste in mistresses, I had some thoughts about the latter. He graced me pleasantly enough now, and then stood at rest, waiting for me to bow to him. 
 
    I bit my pride, and curtsied as best the orphanage had ever taught me how. 
 
    He did not acknowledge me, but waited. 
 
    I considered standing, but thought better of it. This was another test, or perhaps a rare pleasure for him, to make an allegedly powerful woman grovel before him. He could not due this to his mother, less he loses his claim; to his wife, less he become charred ash. He could, I suppose, command Dame d'Aubigny to do such, but how tight was her leash held? 
 
    Five minutes passed, then ten; my legs began to throb, and upon my shoulders Lois and her children grew still, but like predator, not prey. I mentally hushed them, and then drew some slow deep breaths. This was humiliation, but I had born far worse during my service. I could outlast him. 
 
    Perhaps another ten minutes passed in exquisite position, when one of the men around me coughed lightly, then spoke in German. The Grand Duke answered in such, then barked some word at me, too fast and low for me to understand. 
 
    "Eryma," Dame d'Aubigny spoke "he gives you leave to rise." 
 
    I did, and smiled my gratitude. He sneered, and barked more rapid German at Dame d'Aubigny, who translated "And commands you to learn a civilized tongue. We do not speak English or Russian here." 
 
    I bowed again, in humility as best I could. 
 
    I heard rifles crack, and then something lifted me up and threw me against the crowd, knocking us all down like tenpins. My first instinct was canon fire, my second a bomb. I was wrong. 
 
    Dame d'Aubigny had swatted the bullets like so many wasps out of the air, smashed them with her heavy walking stick. She looked around for the shooters, but this densely packed medieval town left enough crenellations to hide the Marines. Behind me, Alessandro had cradled his principal in his arms, shielding the Grand Duke with his body as he rushed West through the parking lot towards the Tower gates and presumed safety. 
 
    Time enough for me to show my worth the streets pulsed than blurred into focus, The Imperial Army swarming in all directions, four men in civilian on the roof of the eastern building reloaded their weapons while ahead of Alessandro two others jumped out of a truck and ran crouched down the street.... 
 
    "Julie!" I Screamed "That roof there, the gunmen! Alessandro stop, that truck is a bomb! Lois, stop them!" 
 
    I moved to me feet, and half a dozen Imperial soldiers tackled me back down, not understanding me. I tried to push myself back up, tried to yell for Lois, when a giant slammed its hand against us all. The bomb. Did they hear me? Is Lois all right?? Do they have more than one?! 
 
    More voices yelling in German. Some of them men began to climb off me, jerkily. I now knew how pigskin felt. My heart froze for a moment, and then I roughly shoved the rest of the men off me, jerking my head to look for my family. 
 
    Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich strode towards me, with Lois and her children sitting on his arm. I took a sweet breath, then another. Searching upwards, I saw James organizing the local muster in a search pattern above the town. The Grand Duke knocked his shoes and said in halting French. "Madame, his majesty is safe; your warning was timely. My thanks." 
 
    His thanks would be worth much, I knew. My family was worth more to me, but I saluted as graciously as I could. A noise from Lois pointed my attention to behind me, where I turned to see Dame d'Aubigny dropping off the three-story brick house roof, a prisoner clutched in one hand by the neck, her mouth wide and chest bellowing from the exertion. 
 
    Well, half a prisoner. Possibly only forty percent? Everything below the ribs seemed to be missing, and ropes of entrails twitched behind her like some vermicular tail. Had the woman no sense of decency at all? I understood she was an uncivilized artifact, and French besides, but enough was enough. 
 
    I marched towards her, fuming. She laughed, saluted me with her cane, and then broke into a passable waltz, with the corpse arrayed like a suitor. The crowd began to applaud. I was not amused. 
 
    "Dame d'Aubigny" I extolled "You cannot possibly be serious. If you wanted a prisoner, why not take one alive? What possible use can half a dead man be?" 
 
    "Half a dead woman, actually" 
 
    "What? Is she disguised? And why?" 
 
    Dame d'Aubigny motioned for me to wait a minute, and then held the remains higher, while cutting the jacket open with a knife. The corpse, thus revealed, had a woman's shape but only scars where her breasts should have been. 
 
    A cancer survivor? 
 
    The crowd began to argue loudly. Several times I heard a word- Skoptsy. A name of some kind? I put my fists on my hips, and tapped my left foot. 
 
    "Skoptsy," Dame d'Aubigny sighed. "Central European religious fanatics. They believe all pleasure is sin, and so cut off their own sexual organs with a razor blade. As such, they consider the Imperial Family the devil herself. Most are pacifists, but some have committed terrorist attacks before. I don't know of them ever doing anything this bold however. They prefer to wait for the end of the world, which they believe will come to them soon." 
 
    "After today, very soon, I expect." 
 
    "Indeed," She said "His highness is safe?" 
 
    "Indeed," I began to shiver," The local birds are in pursuit of the rest of these Skoptsy.... perhaps we shall be in luck." 
 
    "Somehow, I doubt that" She said 
 
    I looked into her eyes, and we shared a moment of perfect epiphany, as only two born of ancient blood can. 
 
    "Food" she said. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "You," I instructed " will due me the courtesy of disposing of that first. And at least wash your hands." 
 
    "Of course, why I may even brush my hair first. Under the circumstances, I believe I can swing us an invitation to the Castle. They have most excellent Sauerbraten, and the cheeses are divine." 
 
    "That sounds lovely. By all means, let us head for the cheese." I hesitated "Please dear knight, tell me we can get there by some other means than your beastly auto mobile."
Dame Julie only laughed, and held out her arm for me to take. 
 
    And so we did. And if my birds amused themselves while I headed to dine by flirting around outside the castle, well, they were naught but birds after all. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Miles of soldiers 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
      
 
    October 4th, 1908

Personal log, Commander N Portlock, HMS Providence
Outbound from Sanak Islands, Alaska, to San Angelus, California
  
 
    I have ordered another change of course to be done as dusk falls, with running lights doused, as our pursuer continues to gain upon us despite all our attempts to gain speed. Mr. Chambers, my most experienced hand, has now stated quite plainly the vessel in question is not a pirate, despite her flag and blacked out name, but the CMS Jane Guy, a colonial frigate well known in these waters for her great speed and capable crew.
  
 
    I fear, if this is true, we shall be sorely outmatched in combat.

I have sent distress signals upon the shortwave, but we remain out of range for any reply.

If we can keep our distance for even seven more hours.... 
 
      
 
    But this is insane! Considering how badly we thrashed the colonialists in their last rebellion, to try again? How many cities must we burn? 
 
      
 
    And my poor Providence is no military target of great worth, starting a war over a transport? If they hope for some treasure I trust they will find joy in our load of socks, winter jackets, and uniform trousers. 
 
      
 
    No, despite her speed, this must be some sort of pirate. War would be insane. 
 
      
 
    
And those damned devil birds keep behind us. Carrion crows, they can smell a feast somehow.... 
 
      
 
    Hmm 
 
    “...., Schloss Drachenberg, Personal villa of Grand Duke Karl Peter Ulrich, Constructed in 1882- 1884 as the personal estate of one Baron Stephan von Sarter, banker and investor, then gifted to the Grand Duke by the Baron's wife after his untimely death.... Well known for its romantic design, impractical towers, Neo Gothic revival ceilings, and Greek and Roman classical tasteless but erotic nude statuary...." 
 
    " My dead Eryma?" 
 
    "Yes, Dame Julie?" I glanced from my pamphlet. 
 
    "You can stop reading the tourist brochure, we are almost there. I suspect it is possible I may have been here before, as well.... And lastly, no brochure writer would ever dare refer to the Grand Duke's gardens as tasteless." She smirked. 
 
    "But are they tasteless?" I asked. 
 
    "Utterly. No rhyme or reason to anything he collects; Only what amuses or arouses him. One would think that by age 190 or so, He would have grown either refined or blasé about the whole thing, but he just had a new fountain piece put in last month involving three rather flabby female nudes and a well-endowed squirrel. At least it was Venetian marble this time, and done with some skill. Sometimes I think he likes the ugly pieces the best." 
 
    She banked the auto mobile off the main street and turned into a well wooded cobbled stone street, heading up a hill. The stones rattled under our tires, and I had to wonder, “if the castle was modern, why not the road as well? "
"Well" Dame Julie replied " It is modern, but built to look ancient, or perhaps, a romantic dream of ancient. The outer walls at least looks like real castle walls, the inner.... Well I suspect one would not require an army to take it. The girl guides would suffice. There is, however, a real castle built quite close by; Burg Drachenfels." 
 
    "Oh, how interesting. Will I have time to view it?"
"Indeed, you can see it from here if you crane your neck a bit.... There, that gray stone ruin above? That is it."
I adjusted my hat and peered as safely as I could in the rollicking auto mobile from hades, and saw two jagged pieces of stone jutting above the dark green pine trees. Neither looked anything like a castle, even I could tell that much.
"Dame Julie, you must be fooling me. That is a rock." I said.
"Indeed Ma Reine, and a rock is what you get after 300 years of war followed by 600 more of people stealing the stones to build roads; why, it is entirely possible we are driving over the throne room right now. Or the middens. Take that insight as a point of philosophy or prophecy as you wish.... All our dreams shall someday be naught else but someone else's gravel." Dame Julie answered.
"It somehow lacks the poignancy of "Look upon my works, ye mighty, and despair" I started, and would have said more, but we at last crested the final turn and began the straight into the castle itself. White stone walls, about thirty feet high; with a red stone central house in the middle, perhaps three stories, and a very large round wooden door, set open, through which people were walking back and forth. The house was quite attractive, almost charming, with decorative arches and well set glass windows, but still.... Small, or too small, at least, for the ruler of Germany and Northern Europe.
Dame Julie pulled to the left, into a parking area, and blessings be upon all divines, gods, saints, and elder things lurking in squamous places, we at last stopped. I moaned twice before getting out, hand on the door, and straightening my clothes. A slight of shadow from above warned me, and I stepped aside quickly just as James was about to land on my shoulder again, leaving him to back flap quickly before almost smacking onto the ground.
"Foiled." He croaked.
"Ha" I crowed.
"Sigh" Lois covered her eyes with her wing
"Ahem" Dame Julie ahem'd " But we may wish to continue on, if you wish to not be late for dinner." And she gestured towards the central door. 
 
    "But of course, Dame," I began to walk there, boots clicking on the cobble stones " Is this to be an intimate dinner? How will all the Grand Duke's officers fit in this small a building?"
Dame Julie stopped. Looked at me. Then at the building, then at me, her eyes crinkling in amusement. "This is not the castle." 
 
    "Oh?" I looked around seeing only vast trees above the wall 
 
    "No." She smirked her leopard's smirk. "That is the tourist gift shop. Also, the bistro- they have excellent cream cheese cakes, with those little candied fruits on them- and very tightly cut uniforms for the young ladies on their serving staff."
“....with little candied fruits in them?" I asked
If it was possible, she smirked even harder, and waved me on. 
 
    I obeyed my knightly command, and walked on into the red stone lined tunnel; a quick glance at the windows set by the side stopped me. I walked in closer, stuck my eyes right up to the glass, stepped back, huffed on the glass, wiped it with my jacket, and peered again. The horror did not change in the least. 
 
    "Dame Julie?'" 
 
    "Your colonial highness?"
"Do.... They.... Allow children in this gift shop? With those statues for sale? And is one of them of you??" I pointed. 
 
    "Several, in fact. I am quite the figure of romance, you know.... Ah! The Rodin. I am quite proud of that one. He made me look almost heroic. Oh to the left, the two kneeling women.... I am the taller, and it is by Claudel."
"I suppose you were young and in desperate need of funds?"
"Does age 290 count? And why are you trying to delay?"
"Me?" I tried to look innocent. I may have failed. 
 
    "You" Dame Julie said, placing her hand upon my arm, pulling me through the end of the tunnel. 
 
    Leaving the darkness of the tunnel, the later afternoon sun blinded me for a moment; but then cut through the edges like blades, showing high castle towers- the tallest a good eight or nine or stories- Gothic vaults, large open window, three no four floors in the main hall, a wide-open entry green, central fountain with nude cast bronze figures doing unmentionable things in the spraying water. Elegant yet tasteless, wealth, power, and madness all entwined in a saturnalia of corruption even Baal himself could only but admire. 
 
    "It is but a farce, you know." Dame Julie said 
 
    "A farce?" I asked.
"Oh yes" she said "all this wealth, all this power, and his wife could end him any time she chooses, like a cockroach. Why, I am known far and wide as her deadliest assassin; and yet, not only am I allowed to visit as I wish, he even has to be polite and feed me dinner.... Now, for the last time, my dear, queen, what are you up too?"
"He and his court will seek to test me I think." 
 
    "Oh, most certainly" 
 
    "And you do drive so terribly fast." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "For the colonial ma reines." I spread my arms 
 
    And with a whisper of wings from all around, black birds began to drop from the clouds; not a few, or a few flights, but by the hundreds. 
 
    "Now" I said, as Lois landed on my arm, "I am ready.... for dinner, and then.... dancing." 
 
      
 
      
 
    My room at the castle was old dark wood and brilliant white canopies; I had spread the four-panel window as open as possible, both to let in air and birds. My travel case had been placed by the closet, all doors- even the secret ones- left open, with clothes and sundries placed with care. 
 
    I looked at the empty compartments, then at Lois "Anything left, dearest?"
Lois looked with Intent at James. James, by the dressing mirror, looked with intent at the wooden styling of the frame. He then lunged, head first; his beak went right through some small concealed hole. A sudden clunk came from the other side of the wall, then a faint oww of pain. 
 
    "Amateurs" I sighed. "Well it is one advantage we may have here, Catherine has forced peace upon Europe for most of a century now; we have had nothing but war for the same. Still, it's not the rival the master fears, but the lucky fool." 
 
    "True, but you should philosophize less and bathe more" Lois said, with small grunts coming behind her as James tried to pull his beak out of the mirror frame. 
 
    "Yes, one simply cannot be late, whether for dinner, dance, or disembowelment." I glanced it the washing room- ah a fine German tub, most excellent "Any sign of poison?"
"Worse," James checked his beak in the mirror for any scuffs of damage "floral scents. I sneezed all over the soap."
"Lovely," well at least I would smell unique. "This will be hostile territory, dears. If there must be mischief, we shall be the miss chief of it." 
 
    "As long as you know who isn't miss tree, as you are getting frond of her" James grinned. 
 
    "Oh dear, you had to start the puns, didn't you?” Lois hopped into the wash room, and closed the door behind us. 
 
    I turned the water on as hot as it would go, and climbed into the tub. Outside, dozens of birds began trying to talk over each other, each convinced they were the greatest wit since the bard of Avon. 
 
    "Yes dear," I told Lois "If they must listen in, let them listen to chaos.it will be good for them." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Dance, dance, dance, critters 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
      
 
    While it may be true that the discovery of draught of youth by the Norse woman Gunnlöð in the Sixth century changed the possible future of humanity, it was the perfection and industrialization of the process by the Russian Empire a millennium later that changed the true course of history. That technology, and its secrets, made St. Petersburg the one place one earth where a person could be certain to find youth, health, and potency; if they could afford the price. 
 
    The brilliance of Catherine was in leveraging that technology, not just for wealth, but political power and influence; Imperial China could not be bought for any price, but it was freely given in return for promises of everlasting youth to its ruling class. 
– Dr. Albrecht Wilmath, Professor of Political science, University of New England, 1906. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The knock at my chamber poor- at precisely ten minutes to five- came like an artillery shell; I could not help wondering if it was so hard because the castle's door were so think, or if the castle's doors were so thick because they used mammoths as serving persons, possibly well-dressed mammoths in shiny uniforms. 
 
    I quickly patted down my evening attire, and checked my hair in the mirror- thank heavens Lois is skilled with combs and pins- before opening the door with some care. To my surprise, I saw not a person or a mammoth, but a solid wall of black linen, girded by golden braided epaulets, shiny brass buttons in two ruler straight lines, a crimson sash, and several medals clustered on the right. 
 
    Looking up, I saw the shyly smiling face of Captain Alessandro; glancing down I saw even more of Captain Alessandro.... Quite a bit more. I must admit, I stared. 
 
    "Ahem." Captain Alessandro seemed a bit embarrassed "I am to escort you to dinner, Madame." 
 
    "Ah excellent" I took his arm, as Lois settled on my other shoulder "I am quite famished." 
 
    "Well the Grand Duke lays an excellent table, although tending to traditional German dishes- he likes to make it clear the distance of his own court from that of Russia, or that matter, other lesser courts of the empire. I hope you like sausages. Roast sausage, brined sausage, sausage soup, pickled sausage, and sweet sausage pie for dessert." He led us down the hall, towards the great marble and oak stairs at the far end. 
 
    "I never sausage a thing" I admitted. 
 
    He stopped and stared. 
 
    "My apologies, I lost my sense of humor sometime before the siege of Baltimore." I said. 
 
    "Ah" he replied, nodding. "Wordplay. Yes, that is popular these days; but sadly, your English is my fourth language. If you wish, you may gesture your left hand, and I shall know when to laugh on cue." 
 
    "Now Captain, I think you are sporting me."
"Perhaps, perhaps. But in truth, I am no poet or great verbal wit." He said.
"Ah, but what are you are you then," I asked "When not a soldier?"
"Before my gift became clear, I had dreamed of being a painter. I still dabble. May I perhaps someday paint you?"
"I would be honored.... As long as I don't have to wear those pants. Aren't they a bit.... Uncomfortable?" I motioned to them. They were almost obscenely tight, and transparently thin. 
 
    "Yes, I do miss the short trousers of my youth. Very practical; but sadly, out of fashion, or so I am told. As a positive benefit, at least, people can tell I am not a Skoptsy. Or if anyone else is, for that matter." He seemed abashed "Eventually, as with all other shames in life, one gets used to it." 
 
    "They are very fashionable, I admit. In my years in the service, we had no time for such things; all our uniforms were cheap, brown, mud stained, and meant to be worn big enough that after you were killed the next fool could have them. Mustard gas cares little for the lines of one's figure."
"Yes, we have those outfits as well, Madame, but for tonight this is a very different battlefield. More elegant but still deadly. Although the Princess and Grand Duchess Catherine did command you sent on with all speed, my master the Grand Duke will test you first, to see where you might possibly fit into things for him. I was not always so tall, you know" He gestured to his more than seven feet in height. 
 
    "I am not certain I understand the import of that." I said. 
 
    "The miracle machine does not just give longer life and health; it enhances the person put into it. As a young man I was among the strongest rooks in Europe, as an immortal I have grown to become a living titan- there are no other rooks who can stand against me in single combat in the world that I am aware of. You, Madame, are already a queen of unknown powers; my master is cautious, far more so than his wife. Despite your service this day, should he believe you an enemy, you will not be allowed to head on to the heart of the Empire." He stopped before a pair of massive black wood doors, and was saluted by the guards at the sides. 
 
    "One last thing." The Captain continued "My master requested and required that I give you this warning, and will wish an answer; when we enter, if you do so on my arm, he will see that you wish to be under his- and my- protection. If you enter the dining hall alone, he will comprehend you do not." 
 
    "Thank you for your honesty Captain," I said "But in that case, I had best walk in alone." 
 
      
 
    The main dining hall was elegant, with double high black iron wrought glass windows, delicate yellow wood walls, and small intimate white covered tables, placed diagonal to each other; set for four persons each, the double line paced along the hall meant there could be, at most, two hundred people in the room now staring at me. 
 
    It only felt like 2,000 then. 
 
    At the end of the hall, upon a raised dais, Grand Duke Karl, master of Northern Europe, sat beside an empty throne; one place left perhaps forever empty, for his absent wife, in her own capital city in Russia. Was it there as a reminder of his power, or his weakness? And was a full plate laid before it every night just in case she chose to attend? 
 
    I would have put a tack on the seat, myself. 
 
    To his left sat a young woman dressed in sapphire blue, who kept her eyes down and away from the floor show I had become; not a woman of power, then, merely the amusement of the hour.... And one seat beyond her, in his most stiff and proper military uniform, sat Grand Duke Aleksandr, Commander of the Imperial Fleet, and his eyes were direct enough. Which was two Grand Dukes, perhaps two more than any room should ever contain. 
 
    I bowed to my royal host. He deigned to nod back. 
 
    With a light cough, Dame Julie, dressed in a dark blue military long coat and those far too tight linen breeches, stood from her table just one step below the dais, and pulled a chair out for me; I could see another chair and place empty to her other side, this one obviously meant for a larger frame than most mortal men would need. 
 
      
 
    Well, then, time for a cozy little dinner, by dusk and candlelight, with intrigue and assassinations to go with our canned delights and assignations. I should rethink that, it sounded wittier in the back of my mind before I brought it to the front of my mind.... Am I intimidated? 
 
    Never. 
 
    Head up straight, eyes front, walk directly to my place and ignore all the stares as I pass, and ignore even more the hands of the starers as the clutched their dining ware; honestly, to interrupt the soup course with a backstabbing, how rude. One should at least wait for the red meat course and the steak knives. So much more effective than butter knives and spoons. 
 
    Dame Julie bowed again, and kissed my proffered hand with a bit more attention than was polite, before helping me to my chair. She shook herself all cat like and settled to my left; Captain Alessandro adjusted his larger than normal chair to take both spots across from us, and very slowly eased himself down into it. I had to wonder how many he broke every year, and if he be happier with something stronger- a solid block of granite, perhaps. 
 
    I glanced at my plate. " So, it is not sausage soup?" 
 
    "Drat, you were warned" Dame Julie said. 
 
    "It seemed but fair. But considering the weather, I suspect it will be grilled potato soup today.... The Grand Duke likes a heartier start when it turns cold and rainy." Captain Alessandro replied. 
 
    I chanced a sip.... Yes, garlic, potato, cream and.... "Cheddar cheese?" 
 
    "Dreadfully British of us, I know" Dame Julie smirked, " But we cannot subsist entirely on the blood of innocent virgins, despite what the papers say. Not enough calories to keep a body warm in winter on that diet.  Also, far too salty." 
 
    "Long pig is best roasted with fruit or Ibarra, or so I have been told." I kept my face as straight as possible. "I am part Aztec after all." 
 
    The poor captain coughed into his soup. 
 
    Dame Julie only laughed. 
 
    Steps at my back, perhaps it was the bread service, I turned.... No, not a servant, an older man, late 40s or 50s, still mortal, with a uniform jacket decorated with so many medals it was a miracle he did not fall over. Flanking him, two younger men, both with the same over styled mustaches; junior soldiers then, with their commander, or perhaps sons. 
 
    "Madame, my apologies for intruding upon your meal, but I wonder If I might be allowed to speak with you for a minute?" The older man glanced at the Grand Duke as he said this. The Grand Duke looked at the Captain for a moment, saw what he wished there, then nodded. 
 
    So the dance begins, I thought. 
 
      
 
    "By all means, sir?" I said. 
 
    "Colonel. Colonel Zardov, Imperial Light horse" He introduced himself. 
 
    "An honor to meet you, Colonel, perhaps the servants can bring you a chair?"
"I regret" he said, "This meeting is not that pleasant. Please allow me to explain; of the miracle machine, resources are scarce, and even on a good year at most twenty spots are available. Most are reserved for the rulers of the Empire and its allies, some are sold to the grandest bidder, and a few- a paltry few- every year are given to loyal soldiers as rewards for great service. I was promised one earlier, and my family was on its way to receive it, when we were informed our place, paid for, in decades of blood and pain, was to be given instead to an outsider. To you Madame, to you." 
 
    "I see." I said " But can you not wait for next year? You are still in good health." 
 
    "I gave it," his voice broke " To my wife. She has the consumption, you see. My family saved that grant for many years for such an emergency. Can you not stand aside?" 
 
    "I am sorry for the pain of your family," the two young men stared at me with true hate, sons then, " But I have my own rock to bear." 
 
    "I understand" He bowed " Please forgive me, but I have no choice then but to challenge you to a duel of honor. Would Madame prefer blades or pistols? I am considered a master at both, I should warn you. And would dawn be acceptable." 
 
    "Dawn is fine. And do all three of you intend to keep challenging me until I am dead?" 
 
    "They...." He sighed "Love their mother." 
 
    "Then by all means, let us cut down on the unneeded deaths, and make it blades at dawn. Should be quite the show." I turned back to my soup. 
 
    It was getting cold, after all. 
 
    Grand Duke Karl barked something in German. Dame Julie rose, and gestured to me to do likewise. 
 
    He spoke to her, she turned to me, and said " The Grand Duke noted you are scheduled to leave for Russia in three days with the zeppelin.... (more German) and commands you to his service while you are here." 
 
    
"But of course," I bowed again "how may I serve?" 
 
    Other than roasted, that is, with or without chocolate.
More German. I must learn that language. 
 
    
"These religious zealots have become a problem " Dame Julie said " And one my own people have not yet solved.... I am told of your power, so find them. Or the next challenge you face may come from my champion, not just my loyal soldiers." 
 
    I glanced at Dame Julie. " He means you?" 
 
    
"No" Grand Duke Aleksandr said, standing, " He means me. Now do enjoy the soup" 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Pointy end goes where? 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
      
 
    To:Count Kazimir, Collegiate assessor, Ministry of Medicine 
 
    From:Kapitan Abram Ahkathov, commander, 6th harvest camp, Harbin 
 
      
 
    Good sir, I have received your instructions as to increasing the volume of the harvest, and even aside from the humanitarian issues, I suspect volume is not our problem, it is quality. 
 
    I have attached below my analysis of volume loss due to harvest speed, bottling error, and problems in refrigeration during transport, and if you will care to examine them, I believe you will see that we could achieve a seven percent gain in material production by solving the largest problem, i.e., time in refrigeration; either by developing a shorter transit route, a more direct rail line, improved refrigeration, or even a secondary refinement station here in China. My officers have taken the liberty of drawing up some possible proposals for the latter, if it you please you.
Yours to command, Abram Ahkathov
By my own hand, signed August 21st, 1908 
 
      
 
    To:Kapitan Abram Ahkathov, commander, 6th harvest camp, Harbin
From:Count Kazimir, Collegiate assessor, Ministry of Medicine 
 
    Trains and factories are expensive. In China, lives are cheap, women most of all. 
 
    Proceed as ordered. 
 
    -Kazimir 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If this were a romance novel, I would wax with enthusiasm and verbal orgasms all about the glimmering dawn light coming through my castle window, with small song birds chirping small song bird chirps in some chirpy, chirp chirp way. Instead it is the crack of dawn, my birds are still snoring- I had them up all night running errands- and here I was, washed, dressed in my loose combat pants and simple white shirt, looking through my steamer chest for the sixth time, hoping that I had somehow missed my saber the previous five times. 
 
    I was sure the Russians or the Germans would give me a proper fencing blade for this; after all, Grand Duke Karl wanted a show, not a vaudeville routine- but I wanted my saber. It has seen me through more battles than I care to count in my twenty plus years of combat service. My arm knew ever knick, every scrape, every spur like my own hand.... Or perhaps even better, As I noted a new hangnail on my pinkie, someday I really need to become elegant and refined like all the other women. 
 
    Perhaps now I would have time. 
 
    A quick rap at the door meant it was almost time for the show to begin. 
 
      
 
    Well, it was not the good captain again, that was for sure. I opened the door- I so did miss spy holes- and pretended surprise to see Dame Julie, looking quite formal in her well-cut uniform, with one hand raised in front holding a small tea pot. The other was behind her back, holding a strange rolled parchment, containing, I trust, either secret plans for a rebel base or the good doctor Nobel's finest experimental powder. Well, a woman could dream, I suppose. 
 
    "Dame Julie, come in, come in.... You certainly take up less room in the doorway than the good captain does." I motioned her in. 
 
    "And the bedroom.... He does wish to tup you, you know." Dame Julie replied. 
 
    "Well that is a.... Direct.... Way of putting things. Quite sublime and erotic. I do wonder, not that you do not know him much better, but surely he has access to much younger and prettier women than I." 
 
    "Perhaps, but power is its own aphrodisiac; but beyond that, he has grown too large and strong for normal women to handle with any pleasure. The poor boy has become quite the stoic these passing years; I suggested he try oxen, but alas, it did not amuse him." 
 
      
 
    I shut the door behind us, and took a few moments to think of a response- any response - other than 'what?'. 
 
    "Moo?" I pointed at myself. 
 
    Perhaps ' what?' would have been better. 
 
    Dame Julie only grinned, then bowing, handed me the paper wrapped object with a flourish. My hand recognized the weight, and with a cry of joy " Ploinky!" I ripped off the paper to reveal my old blue leather sheathed saber. 
 
    "Ploinky?" Dame Julie asked " You.... Named your sword, Ploinky?" 
 
    
"Well yes," I said " it's the sound he makes when he hits another piece of steel." 
 
    Dame Julie took a moment to digest this verbal tidbit- ha, that is a point for me this time- before saying " There are also, in the hall, a small bag with what I believe will be the correct sizes of linen breeches, gaiters, socks, and fencing boots." 
 
    "Thank you again, but these old marching clothes have been with me- wait- you failed to mention blouse, pants, jackets?" 
 
    "Oh no, in Europe, one duels are fought with no upper clothes at all; one of our doctors some time ago had deduced that the number one cause of loss of life in such events was threads cut into the wounds, causing infection." 
 
    I blinked. " Even the women?" 
 
    "But of course," she grinned " It is half the spectacle. I almost lost a nipple to a lucky fool, once." 
 
    
"Please do not offer to show me the scar. Well, not that I have Ploinky, shall we be off?" 
 
    " But of course. Your birds will not attend?" Dame Julie asked. 
 
    "Oh, let the poor dears sleep. They spent half the night searching the town for your Skoptsy, and the rest smuggling a Winston 30 odd six recoilless sniper rifle into the castle. Really, I do work them too hard some days." I led us out into the hall, closing the door again behind us as quietly as I could. 
 
    "I cannot tell when you are serious or not, Ma Reine; I confess myself quite confused." 
 
    "Then I have won that point as well." I said 
 
    She leaned in close "You do know the colonel intends to kill you, do you not?" 
 
    "Oh yes, that seems quite clear." I began to walk to the stairs 
 
    .
"So, you are so confident you can kill him, then?" 
 
    "Not at all, I simply intend to pick him up bodily, spin a few times, and throw him through his own sons. I find beating a schlep with another schlep tends to prevent requests for repeat performances." 
 
    "Ah. The light dawns, she said, enlightened. Just how strong are you, really?" she said, enlightened. 
 
    "Not as strong as the Captain, I am certain, or as fast as you; but I can hold my own." 
 
    "We shall see.... As will the Grand Duke Aleksandr, he will be watching as well." Dame Julie warned. 
 
    "Yes, and what is he? He moves too heavy for a knight, but not nearly enough for a rook." I asked. 
 
    "A Bishop, like his mother.... He is quite.... Charming." I began to think an evil grin was Dame Julie's default expression. 
 
    "Lovely" I said. Well, time to ploink. 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The Duel was to be held in the back gardens, apparently. Or at least that was the direction Dame Julie was leading me; for all I knew the Grand Duke had a special dueling salon, complete with easy to wash tiled floors, gutters for the blood, dangling hooks on chains, and a fine selection of ravenous wild apes to feed the losers to. 
 
    I was curious, so I asked. 
 
    "Sadly, tis but the garden," Dame Julie answered "Ravenous man eating wild apes are a pain to keep, and the alligators simply do not thrive in this climate. Much too cold for them. Although I suppose if I tossed several of the legal advocates in a pond it might have the same effect.... And here we are" 
 
    The "here" was perhaps 200 yards in length, with a wide paved open area pinned between two fountains, statues in cast metal and carved stone, and dozens of flowering plants I simply had no idea what they were, except possibly pretty.  The sisters at the orphanage would be ashamed, although their education did allow me to recognize that one bronze as being Danae of Argos.... Although I suspect that was a more modern interpretation of 'shower of gold'. 
 
    Or perhaps not, the Greeks were a strange people. 
 
    Intruding into this secret garden were about 300 people, most milling to either end of the paved center; many were dressed as if for a winter party, with fur coats, full dresses, and walking sticks. Servants in the Grand Duke's livery crept back and forth, platters of aperitifs and decanters of liqueurs being quietly offered to their 'betters'. 
 
    I wanted to grit my teeth. I also wanted some snacks. Hypocrisy, they name is Eryma Minerva Soteira. 
 
    At the far fountain stood the Grand Dukes and their retinues. In front of them, wearing only his white linen breeches, gaiters and boots, stood the Colonel ....and his sons. 
 
    They must be freezing. I glanced down. Yes, they were freezing. 
 
    Well point for me before this even began, my heavy wool uniform and combat boots was far more practical. I strode towards the middle of the plaza, where a circle had been marked down, taking what was clearly meant to be my place at one end. The Colonel bowed to me once, then marched boots clinging on the stone out to face me. 
 
    I expected Dame Julie to be the referee, as she was well known even in the colonies as the finest sword in the world, but she stayed her place; instead Grand Duke Aleksandr handed his great coat to a waiting officer and strode into the circle, as if he owned it. 
 
    The Grand Duke looked at me, taking in my non-European clothes and weapon; in response, I bowed, once in reply to the colonel, then once again to each Grand Duke. 
 
    "Madame Eryma," Grand Duke Aleksandr began "I see you have elected a nontraditional weapon, which is your right as the challenged party; however doing so means Colonel Zardov may choose a nontraditional weapon as well, and he is a well-known master of several. You may elect to exchange your infantry saber for a traditional dueling weapon now, if you wish." 
 
    "I thank you, and the Colonel, for the honor of the offer, But I prefer my own blade" I replied, "As long as the colonel has no objection."
"An objection? Hardly" The Colonel gestured, one of his sons brought out not one but two unsheathed swords; they were long, single edged, with no hilt to speak of and definite curves at the tips. 
 
    I had never seen the like. 
 
    "Very well." Grand Duke Aleksandr continued " As this is a nontraditional combat, the rules are simple; leave the circle, either by choice or force, and lose. Battle ends at surrender or death. No one may interfere, and Madame Eryma, this includes your birds. I Shall enforce the latter, with prejudice. This your last chance; does either wish to abandon the field?"
The Colonel said No, I merely shook my head and raised my blade en garde. 
 
    "So be it. On the count of three, you may begin" The Grand Duke stepped back out of the ring " One, two and begin!" 
 
    I stepped sideways, and crouched down into the crab position, as I did so the Colonel gave a great shout, and came directly at me, swinging the two blades around himself in some figure eight pattern, almost too fast for me to see. 
 
    What in the seven hells?
Fine, let him wear himself out then. Juggling tricks never won any wars I knew of.
He led with his right, in one of those blinding cross cuts, I lunged against his blade, pushing it down and away from attack, and his second blade swept up and under straight across my sword arm, cutting my sleeve and drawing blood from the top of my arm. 
 
    "Madame " The Colonel said, stepping back "you are an amateur. Please surrender now." 
 
    I grinned, before launching my own attack; he blocked the first, but barely, the force clearly coming as a surprise, my heavy blade and more than normal strength pushing him back a place. The second blow he was prepared for, rolling with it like a circus acrobat to come up to my left; both of his curved blades sang as the crossed against my side in a scissors cut. 
 
    Again, he stepped back, surprised; that cut should have ended me. As it was, I was bleeding clearly, but not in any way deeply. 
 
    The Colonel glanced to his left, looking at Captain Alessandro for a moment. 
 
    "So," He said," You are like him, then. The eyes, the throat, or perhaps the arteries it shall have to be then." 
 
    Well enough of that. Too many strikes and he would just bleed me out. 
 
    I closed, taking the fight directly to him, ignoring the small strikes as they came, waiting for my chance. He fought back, tumbling, moving, keeping his distance; it was a race then, which would bring the other down first- my blood loss or his exhaustion. 
 
    It was geometry that ended the duel; I could move him, he had not the strength to move me. Forced against the edge of the circle, he had to stand his ground, and it was there I caught him, or at least his swords, using my hands to hold his blades in place. 
 
    He tried to throw himself free, instead I yanked him back, and unwilling to release his blades his body followed, meeting his face directly into my too hard skull. His nose and jaw broke, stunning him, and I followed through with a frontal kick directly to his chest, the force tossing him directly out of the circle and a dozen feet farther, bowling over his sons like waiting ten pins. 
 
    To hell with my modesty. 
 
    I pulled off what remained of my shirt, using the parts not yet ruined to mop up the blood off my wounds, quickly checking myself. Most of the cuts were superficial, not doing more than slicing the skin, but the side slash against my ribs had gotten a bit into the muscle, small silver threads jutting out between the skin where strands of muscle had been cut. 
 
    "Madame Eryma, congratulations on a .... Unique victory." Grand Duke Aleksandr said.
"Thank you, your highness." I replied. "Is the colonel badly injured?"
"The surgeons are seeing to him now." Aleksandr continued "Perhaps, now that you are warmed up, you might enjoy a stiffer challenge? Just for the sport, of course."
 "And whom would that be? " I asked.
"Why, me of course." He raised his hand in some strange sorcerer's gesture. 
 
    Some force hit me like a cannon shot, throwing me just like I had the Colonel a minute before. I flew across the yard, rolling like some tumbleweed before landing, gasping, at the feet of marble statue. 
 
    I choked for breath, trying to find myself for a minute. Coughed once, then again, trying to push myself up on one arm.... Two black cavalry boots thudded beside my head. I looked up.
"Your arrogance" The Grand Duke Aleksandr said "has been amusing so far.... But it ends now. As great as you may be, Europe is a far larger lake then your colonies. Whatever your intentions may have been coming here, my family is your master now. There will not be another demonstration. I bid you good day." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Fizz-Ex Lessons 
 
      
 
    Interlude:

To:His Honorable James Peachtree, Governor, Her Majesty's Colony of Massachusetts 
 
    From:Dr. Humphrey Lathrop, Chief Physician, Danvers Colonial Hospital for the Criminally Insane 
 
    RE:Patient Inmate 0709-301 
 
    Good sir; May it please her majesty, the requested and lawfully judged medical operation has proved a success. While the inmate was difficult and uncooperative to the last, the skills of the attending physicians, Doctors Marsh and West, was up to the task, and the restraints both physical and electrical were entirely effective. 
 
    Inmate 0709-3301 has been turned from a dangerous rebel and a terrorist into a useful and productive citizen, although her use will be limited, of course, to the most basic of menial work and will require full oversight for the rest of her natural life. 
 
    She will be ready for public display as an example to others as you requested, at your time and command. 
 
    All my regards, 
 
    Dr. Humphrey Lathrop, August 9th, 1905 
 
    PS: Her last words as such, should anyone have a ghoulish curiosity, were " My birds shall bleed you for this." 
 
    Quite over dramatic, don't you think? 
 
      
 
    "It is still entirely impossible!" Lois threw her pen down in disgust. 
 
    "I thought," I grunted in pain from my bathroom sink, as James added another stitch into my side "You had it figured out this time. Static electric buildup, you said." 
 
    "I thought," Lois craned her head around the bathroom door "I thought, yes. I was wrong, the range is simply too great; against the resistance of the air, the amount of charge is simply far too much for a human body, even a gifted or augmented one, too hold. The waste heat alone would cause him to combust." 
 
    "But mother," One of the hatchlings chimed in "If the Grand Duke does not use electricity or magnetism what could it be?" 
 
    "Gravity" another said "It could be Gravity!" 
 
    "No, dears" Lois replied. "Eryma was pushed away, not pulled towards, and anyway, while no one truly understands how gravity works, it must have something to do with mass. I am beginning to believe in the supernatural." 
 
    "Maybe that is it." I said. 
 
    "Really, dear?" Lois glared at me, in some disgust. 
 
    "Not magic, but the other magic. Stage magic. He made some gesture before his attack, and while I have seen people do so before it's really just for dramatic reasons. What if instead it was a signal to someone else?" 
 
    "A second Bishop?" Lois said. 
 
    "Think about it, dear. Run your numbers; if there was a second one behind me, could they create some sort of voltage force between them, like a spark plug? I don't believe in spirits or magic, but I do believe in tricks. Very useful for confusing an opponent, tricks. I do believe we have done quite a few of them ourselves over the years." 
 
    "Like the specter! Oh, we want to play the specter game!" The hatchlings chorused. 
 
    "Ahem. " James put down his needle, and pulled up the bottle of antiseptic." Do we really need to figure this out? He is not a god, no matter what he may think. The Specter (he deepened his voice into a breathy husk) has .... Ways.... In .... The.... Darkness." 
 
    I was wrong. The antiseptic did not hurt; it hurt a lot. I gritted my teeth and tried not to whine. It would have been a bad example for Lois's kids. 
 
    "It would be nice," I ground out " To have some idea what he can do so we can plan ahead. Does he take time to charge? Is there a range limit? How damage resistant is he? And what does this say about his mother, Catherine herself? Legend has it she routes armies." 
 
    "Legend has it" Lois said " So do we."
"Yes," I said "but we cheat." 
 
    A knock came at the chamber door, and a call of 'Madame Eryma?' 
 
    Dame Julie. Wonderful. 
 
    "One moment!" I yelled. 
 
    "Places, everyone" I told my crew "The show must go on." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "Wait" Dame Julie raised her brows "You, actually, want me, to drive you somewhere? In my automobile? Perhaps you should rest more."
"Yes, to the pharmacy located at Bad Honnef and Konrad appen.... Adden.... However, you pronounce it." I said, wincing as we walked out to the castle parking lot. 
 
    "Konrad Attleborough on Wheatley auto way, yes, I know it, but the castle has its own pharmacy, and if you don't trust that, I am sure we can find others closer.... Not to mention open, anything on Konrad will be closed by the time we get there." 
 
    "Perfect. And yes, my birds did find three closer, and one of them even did have a late-night visitor, but it was a quite desperate young woman pounding on the front door, with a sick child at home. The visitors to the pharmacy on Konrad came in by the loading door, at three am, with large packages, and paid the police men who were patrolling the area a fair amount of money in order to stand at the end of the street and do a fair amount of nothing." 
 
    "The best sort of work to have, I would think. But what horrible things could these poor criminals done to attract our attentions?" Julie asked. 
 
    "Mastectomies, I am hoping. Also castrations, and other fun surgeries.... All of which require medicines. " I winced again, getting into the automobile. My side was going to be a problem, it seemed. 
 
    "So," Julie pulled us out onto the road and ignited her driving lights " Either it is the Skoptsy, or criminals, whom you hope the Skoptsy purchase their medicines from, as they would have difficulty doing so legally." 
 
    "Yes, and as it's getting dark, we have time for you to drive more reasonably.... The police men complained of the time last night, they expect the daily shipments a bit earlier normally."
"Aha interesting.... Especially as you do not speak German. The criminals and police men were all English?" she accused. 
 
    Damn, damn, damn. 
 
    "No" I confessed "The local birds speak German." 
 
    # 
 
    By the dark and foggy night, I crouched on top of the slated roof of the townhouse, staring down at the snow dusted alley three stories below me. My birds, nearly invisible in the black sky, flew circles above us; all I needed for the perfect penny dreadful drama was a black mask, a cloak, and a gargoyle to lean upon. I glanced to my left, and took in Dame Julie's maniacal grin. 
 
    Well, I had a gargoyle, but I was not going to lean on her. 
 
    The click of boot heels on the winding alley below told me the two police men were returning, this time one with a pretzel and the other with.... Some sort of meat tin? This was their third meal of their shift, at least. 
 
    "That" I whispered "Is why they turned to crime". 
 
    "Are canned sardines that unlawful in the colonies?" Dame Julie whispered back. 
 
    "They should be. But seriously, they eat more than we do. Possibly more than Captain Alessandro. The cliché is downright painful. " 
 
    "The truck is coming" Dame Julie pointed. 
 
    I turned my head to look. Slowly, with lights turned off, a medium sized van came down the street, I stared hard to see the writing on the side.... " Fizz Ex?"
"A very popular stomach medicine, here in the sausage stew capitol of the world." 
 
    The truck braked, then carefully- with no signal- turned and backed partly into the alley. The driver left the engine running, hopping out and to the back of the vehicle, I heard the metal clank of a door open and the long draw of a loading ramp drop. 
 
    "So.... Do we want the Police men, The criminals, The pharmacy men, or the truck?" Julie asked. 
 
    "Ahh Julie" I felt my lips pull back into my own devil's grin. Checking my saber, I raised my left hand; at this signal, James and a baker's dozens of locals dropped down into the open van door. 
 
    "We want them all." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    On the Fritz 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude:

The first impact occurred approximately 6,700 years ago in what is now modern day Mugla, Aanatolia, Ottoman Province. We know from recorded history that the first Temple of Zeus was built there; archaeological excavations have shown it itself was built on the ruins of a much older structure, that was then built on the impact crater. 
 
    Of the original impact object, only traces have ever been found.
The second impact, of about 2,400 years ago was in northern Asia, on the slopes of Mount Sutai in Outer Mongolia. As the area is barely inhabited, it was only discovered in our own era by a joint Russian/ Chinese expedition in 1759. Whatever was recovered there, only Catherine knows, and she is not telling. 
 
    The third impact, in Libya, and the fourth, in Norway, where both in this era, and thus much more directly observed by the peoples of the times, and it is from these early astronomical records that Sir Issac Newton was able to make his famous predictions; calculations which have been confirmed by our own most recent and accurate astronomical data. 
 
    The "Finger of the gods" is indeed returning, my lords and ladies, and as it closes back into the sun it has begun starting to break off fragments again. 
 
    It will pass by our world during June of 1908 
 
    I say, without any hyperbole, recovery of whatever artifacts it may leave us this time is the greatest military task of our generation; the partial recoveries of the past, by primitive people, changed the destiny of our race. What possible horrors or wonders could our modern science teach us from a full examination? 
 
    It must be ours. Our survival as a people demands nothing else. 
 
    - Sir William Caudwell, speech to Parliament, British Empire, January 1906 
 
      
 
    The fat officer, I soon learned was named Fritz, which was quite possibly the least original name for a German police officer, ever. His slightly smaller comrade in pretzels was named Schultz, and the two did such an excellent job of securing the roadway that neither noticed the strange and estranged noises coming from inside the cargo van, or the sound of the engine going from idle to actual motion, or even the rather loud clank of the vehicle being moved into gear. 
 
    Fritz finally did notice the sound of the brake release, and realizing someone was trying to steal the van he was supposedly guarding, drew his side arm and stuck his head in to investigate. He may have expected thieves, criminals, or the Spanish Inquisition, but he did not expect a rather gigantic black raven sticking it's face one inch from his own and screaming the battle cry of the colonies as loud as avian-ly possible directly up his nostrils. 
 
    Fritz screamed. 
 
    My birds screamed back, even louder. 
 
    The van jerked once- in reverse, knocking over half the criminals who were still unloading- a raven cry from inside of “the other drive gear!” and then scraping the brick sides of the alley, tore off down the street, just missing Schultz as he threw himself out of the way. 
 
    He kept his pretzel, too. I was impressed. 
 
    "Eryma" Julie turned to me, staring in shock "Your birds can drive??"
More crashes and crunches came from down the street. 
 
    "No." I said, "But they can putt two under par." 
 
    "Fore!" Julie yelled, drawing her sword, then leaped off the 40-foot drop, landing right in the middle of the startled criminals. 
 
    I considered flaring my cape dramatically and leaping after her. Then I remembered I had no cape and wasn't a Knight, and went to look for a saner way down. Dame Julie would have to deal with all dozen men by herself. It was a terrible pity of course; she might get injured. She may even get a hangnail. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "Seven" I counted, after grabbing one man by the shoulders and bodily ramming him into the brick wall. He seemed staggered but not defeated, so I rammed him two more times for good measure. 
 
    "Eight" Dame Julie replied, disarming another by the simple expedient of pulling his arms halfway out of their sockets. Even I had to take a moment to wince at that one. Did the woman do everything with extreme violence? At this rate I was beginning to fear she ate her morning waffles with a chainsaw. 
 
    “Nein!” Barked the last criminal, as he pulled some badly made revolver out from under his coat, hands wobbling so badly I doubted he could hit the wall, much less either of us. 
 
    He looked, realized all his friends were on the ground, either unconscious, bleeding, or both, and that neither of us was breathing that hard. We looked back. Some remaining moment of sanity touched his frontal lobe, and he took the better part of valor by screaming like a banshee and running away as fast as his legs could carry him. 
 
    Dame Julie laughed, and I frantically threw myself in front of her, knocking both of us to the side. 
 
    That woman was incredibly strong. And fast. If I hadn't a warning, I never could have stopped her. 
 
    "What?" she growled in my face. 
 
    "Let him go. My birds are following.... We want information, and for that, we need the master, not the thugs." I pushed her back. 
 
    "Ah.... And what if there is no master?" she asked. 
 
    "For this complex a setup, with bribed police men? There is a brain somewhere. And while our runner may not go there directly, he will have to report in somehow. Come, we should search this pharmacy.... does your brief as a knight of the empire allow you to acquire a warrant?" 
 
    "Yes," she strode to the pharmacy loading door, and pulled back her leg "It is called my boot." 
 
    With a thundering crescendo the metal loading door flew off its hinges into the dark pharmacy interior. I glanced around the edge.... " Do you think they know we are here?" 
 
    "Of course, not" Dame Julie said, " I am a living legend for my subtle demeanor." She charged into the darkness, sword held high. 
 
    I stayed back, concerned about making a target highlighted by the glow from the alley lamps. How did that woman live to be over a century, much less three? I understood the idea of taking life by the horns, but this was ridiculous. 
 
    A few moments, and with no ensuing screams, flying entrails, or bullets, I considered it wise to enter. Dame Julie had turned on the lights, showing a fairly large cheap concrete built back room, many wooden crates, including ones just like what had been on the truck, and shelves of various glass bottles and pill boxes. A wooden door, now unbarred, led to what was probably the shop front. 
 
    Of more importance to me, the back counter contained shelves of ledgers and manifests. Clues, as we call it in the amateur detective business. Now all I needed was an accountant that could read German. Also, some dry boots would be nice- that rooftop had been snowy- but mainly an accountant that could read German. Someday I would have to write an adventure story of my own, just to throw in the line ' Unleash the accountants of war!' in a proper cheesy fashion. 
 
    "Heroin" Dame Julie said. 
 
    "Pardon?" I replied. 
 
    "They were smuggling Heroin. That's what the brown powder in the cases was, I believe. The Grand Duke will be pleased, he hates such drug use, as it renders the populace unfit for labor. But it is not the religious fanatics he was looking for; they would sooner light themselves on fire than touch such an evil. Literally." 
 
    " The left hand often does not know what the right hand does" I replied "Someone gets medicine for the Skoptsy, and someone helped them get weapons and explosives.... we need to continue working our way up the ladder. Did you capture anyone?" 
 
    "Just the idiots in the alley," she grunted “The ones in the store, they left, probably as soon as they heard the noise outside... This seems a lot of drugs just for this neighborhood. You said they got a shipment last night as well?" 
 
    "I did indeed." I pointed to the dates written in the ledger, that much at least I could read " This I think was the distribution center, not the point of sale; the brought in the drugs here, from the river, then repackaged them and sent them by truck to other cities and towns, disguised as legitimate drug shipments. " 
 
    "There are, " I continued, holding up my hand, one finger at a time " Three points of investigation from here: One, the amount of cash this place must have taken in means their banker was probably corrupt as well; and second we have those who fled and where or to whom they fled too. " 
 
    "And third?" Dame Julie asked. 
 
    "Hmm?"
"You said, three points, Eryma" 
 
    "Well yes." I thought for a moment " Tell me Julie.... If you were a crime lord engaged in things that could get you executed, would you put your warehouse right near the Grand Duke's personal estate?" 
 
    "Well they may not have had a choice...." She drawled, hand on her chin. 
 
    "And how did the Skoptsy get a car bomb past the Grand Duke's security? Or gunmen onto the roof across from his demonstration? And who has the most to gain if the Grand Duke went boom?" 
 
    "Eryma" she stared at me " This needs more proof before we make any accusations." 
 
    "Correct. Do you read German?" I handed her the ledger 
 
    "Quite." She said, "Although this writing is terrible." 
 
    "We just need the name of the bank, Julie, and the times and days of the cash deposits.... If I am correct, it will be the same clerk/ manager each time.... That is whom we need to find now. How much can you lift?" 
 
    "About 670 KG, dead lift, why?" 
 
    "Because when we find the clerk, we shall have to dangle him out a window I suspect." 
 
    "Oooh" her eyes lit with an evil joy "Be very very quiet, we are hunting bankers." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Knight Watch 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    ....Today marks the worst example of man's cruelty to man in recorded history, the fiftieth anniversary of the destruction of Manhattan Island by the British Fleet during the siege of New Amsterdam.... Unable to pass the harbor fortifications, and spitting rage at how little effect his ships guns were having, British Admiral James Masters ordered his weapons to be loaded with phosphic gas and fired, not at the fortifications, but past them into the civilian city beyond. 
 
    Into the most densely populated city on earth. 
 
    To this date, no one knows the actual number of people who died that day. Estimates vary wildly between 250,000 and over one million. There are no remains to count, only ash, a cloud of black death over the burning city that could be seen almost sixty miles away. The fires remained burning for over three days. 
 
    Admiral Masters later wrote he intended to 'burn an example the colonies would never forget' 
 
    In that, he was quite correct. 
 
    The day before, only the four colonies of the north east were in revolt. 
 
    By the day after, every colony of the Americas- from Greenland to Argentina- was in revolt. 
 
    WE WILL NEVER FORGET. 
 
    (Radio Free Americas) 
 
      
 
    The Bank was five stories, light tan brick, with clear glass shop windows beside the double doors on the first floor, and six arched doubles windows on the second, third, and fourth floor, with an almost Gothic crenelated roof and overhand above. The sign read "Mendelsschon, Bleichhroder, Berlin & Co, Bank fur handel und industrie, 1848”, while the top level was devoted to 'Imperial Russian Land Bank for Foreign Trade'. I knew all this because Julie and I had been standing across the street from it for well over an hour waiting for the damn thing to open. 
 
    It was very cold- the rain had come back in the evening-  and while the awning of the liqueur store provided some coverage it was not nearly enough. The pain of my side had settled to a nice constant burning metal throb. I was seriously considering simply exploding the building in some manner and telling the Grand Duke all the suspects had been killed in the blast. 
 
    Alas, the Russians and Germans had taken all my dynamite. What was a modern woman to do without blasting powder? I felt naked, with not even so much as a grenade, what did they want next, my knickers? 
 
    I glanced at the store window. Beer, wine.... Vodka. Lots of vodka. I can use a vodka. 
 
    "Munch, munch, munch." Dame Julie munched. 
 
    "I cannot believe," I said. "You took all that officer's pretzels" 
 
    "Well," She answered " He won’t need them, since I broke all his teeth. The mustard is all gone, but there are still a poppy seed and an onion garlic left if you wish one." 
 
    My stomach growled. I held out a hand, silently she handed me one. 
 
    Mmm. Garlic and Onion. Well, at least it was not sausages. 
 
    Dame Julie nudged me with her elbow, and gestured. Several people- three women and a man- had walked up the street to the front door of the Bank. The man was uniformed, the women dressed as maids. The bank was preparing to open. I finished my pretzel as fast as I could without looking like a complete hamster. 
 
    "Eryma" Julie said. 
 
    "Murph" I replied around my full cheeks. 
 
    "We need to use a bit more delicacy then just hanging people out the window, I am afraid." She brushed the crumbs off the front of her great coat. 
 
    "Does this have anything to do with the Russian Bank on the top floor?" I speculated. 
 
    "Everything.... It is the main bank for international loans between The Empire and the rest of Europe. The Princess and Grand Duchess has been issuing a fair number of bonds of late, to help finance the construction of railways between Russia and greater Asia. She will not be pleased if we burn down the building." 
 
    "Pity. Can I implode it?" I grinned. 
 
    "No, you may not." Julie growled. 
 
    "Ah, we still need one last point of information then." I held out my left arm with great drama. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    So, I thrust out my arm again. 
 
    More nothing happened. 
 
    "Sigh." I sighed. "Hand me that last pretzel please." 
 
    I thrust out my arm, one last time, and it had best be the last time, with the pretzel held in my palm. This time, with an oof, an unf, and another oof, Lois and two of her daughters landed on it, and began enjoying their pretzel. 
 
    "I don't suppose" I said "That runner led you anyplace interesting" 
 
    "Went to bar" Lois tried her best to sound less intelligent than normal "back room. Loud argument. Said 'the rat man'. Many times." 
 
    "Der Rattenmann? " Julie glared at us. 
 
    "Rat man! Rat man!" Lois hopped on my shoulder. 
 
    "This means something to you?" I asked. 
 
    "Possibly." She gritted her teeth "If I am correct, I will kill that worthless rat faced Levereter myself." 
 
    "Should I know?" I hinted. 
 
    "No, Eryma, you should not. I want evidence here. Let us enter the Bank, and ask questions.... " And with that she strode up to the doors, all military precision and angry boot heels. If the doors had brains, they would have fled in terror. Sadly, they only got slammed open with a noise like brass cannons. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The bank was clearly a business bank, and not one that dealt with the public; a plain smooth stone floor, with to the left side, a line of green felt desks each set up for one clerk to work at, with no chairs for customers, and to the right, a line of windows for deposits and such. As it was still quite early, only the first window was open, with a middle aged slender man in a clerk's uniform of white shirt, black vest, and elbow pads behind it. Which was interesting, as he was not among the people we had seen enter the bank when it got ready to open. 
 
    Dame Julie marched straight up to him like some French juggernaut, and pulled a slim black leather wallet from under her great coat, shoving it almost through the poor man's face. At first, he flushed with anger, but then upon reading Julie's papers, quickly went to a nice panic, before settling on an eye darting cold sweat of desperation. 
 
    Dame Julie barked at him in German. He whimpered back. More barking, more whimpering. Well enough of that. 
 
    I sidled fore ward and asked our victim if he spoke any English. 
 
    "Da, I mean yes, some, Fraulein" He looked at me like a savior. The poor, poor deluded fool. 
 
    "Have you been here long today? We did not see you come in with the morning crew." I asked. 
 
    "Yes, Fraulein. I am the night manager. I, and the night watchman, are here all night.... I double check the books." He stammered. 
 
    "So, you are locked in all night? You did not see anything?" 
 
    Dame Julie stared at me, wondering where I was going with this. 
 
    "Da, Fraulein, we are locked in." He said. 
 
    "So why are you damp?" I asked. 
 
    "Cigarettes!" His eyes got even bigger somehow "I go to the roof to smoke" 
 
    "Well then," I smiled " Why don't you call the watchmen, so we can lock up, you will open late today I think. I feel a strange need for one of these cigarettes." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The roof was flat and gray, and it did indeed have cigarette buttes. By now the night manager was also flat and gray, and the night watchman beside him could certainly use a cigarette butte. Or even an entire case. Hell, he was so nervous now he would probably lick an ashtray if one was provided.  Of all of them, the only ones who looked not guilty were the cleaning girls.... They just looked confused, concerned, or entertained, depending on their age. 
 
    Dame Julie stood behind them, right in front of the door, with her eyes darting from one to the next as if she intended to wring confessions by perception alone. Maybe she could, it was a vast world, and many kept the details of their powers private. It however was not a gift I had been given, so I just walked circles around the perimeter of the roof and said 'mumf' and 'hmm' a lot. 
 
    The guard and the night manager both twanged every time I got close to the eastern edge. I stopped and looked at it in more detail, it was clean. I glared at the building across the alley from it.... Five stories, same as ours, built about the same time.... It should have been open for business by now, customers were already standing angrily in front of the bank we were standing on, but no one was in front of the other, and no signs or lights inside. 
 
    "Mumf and Hmm" I said. 
 
    I smiled at the night manager. He tried to smile back, some desperate hope in his eyes. 
 
    "Oh Mr. Night manager," I called "come over here please."
"Yes madam" he inched fore ward like a prisoner to the gallows.
"What business is that one?" I pointed to the closed building. 
 
    " Herr Schlitz and Sons, brewers. They closed some ten years ago. " He fidgeted. A lot. 
 
    "And yet this is the very valuable land, right across the river from the castle, is it not?" I grinned. I could do a leopard impression too. When I wished. 
 
    "Yes madam, I believe there are law suits involved" he squeaked. 
 
    "Of course, of course.... So, no one will object if Dame Julie simply hops and skips over to that roof for a view?" I looked at her "It is a bit far a jump for me, my dear." 
 
    "What" she asked "Do you think I will find?" 
 
    "The bridge, I hope. Or a rope and ladder. Possibly just a few planks, but I think not. Hard to move crates of weapons and drugs with a plank." 
 
    Her eyes widened. I pointed down, at the roof edge. 
 
    "See how clean it is?" I asked. 
 
    "Why yes" she looked around. "Much cleaner than the rest of the roof.... Like it has just been swept." 
 
    "Indeed. Before you go, if we are to make arrests and not just beatings, is there anyone at the castle I can send a bird too? We may need actual constables here, military or otherwise." 
 
    "I think...." She hesitated, then pulled off her silver ring from her left hand "Send this to Captain Alessandro, and tell him to come quietly with a squad of men he trusts. If he were the traitor, he would have had ample time and chance to kill the Grand Duke at will for several years now." 
 
    "Logical" I took the ring, before handing it to Lois. 
 
    "Assuming that is " Julie smiled "If your birds can manage to speak such complex sentences" .... And with that she laughed her silver laugh, and taking only one step launched herself the fifty feet across the alley to the roof beyond. 
 
    Show off. 
 
    "She," Lois said "Is too smart for games. Stop flirting and start planning." 
 
    And then she too launched herself into the air, leaving me ground bound and alone. 
 
    Well except for the idiots, twiddle dumb night manager and twaddle dumber night watchman. 
 
    I glared at them "Gentlemen, if you desire any mercy, do not make me chase after you. Sit.... Just sit.... and wait for the constables." 
 
    Dame Julie whistled, and waved, then held up a wooden slat bridge in triumph. 
 
    I waved back, and yelled for her to send it over. 
 
    I then stood, waiting. 
 
    And wondering. 
 
    How does one kill a three-hundred-year-old living legend, anyway? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Bank Shot 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude:

(Transcript of recording tape, found at Danvers Colonial Hospital) 
 
    "Hello. Hello, yes. Timothy Woodrow, reporting, for the London Daily Globe, August 12th, 1905.... Today I am interviewing Dr. Humphrey Lathrop, chief physician for the asylum here at Arkham... Dr. Lathrop, what makes this prisoner, and her release, so important?" 
 
    "We at the hospital prefer the term patient, but yes, this young lady here is none other than Eryma Soteira, the terrorist and so called 'queen of the crows'" 
 
    "But.... But doctor, is it safe for her to be out of her special cell? I mean...." 
 
    "Oh yes, quite safe. The operation was a perfect success, the young lady is no threat to anyone now, not even herself. Through our modern scientific methods, we have transformed a terrible, terrible criminal into a productive member of society. Do say something, dear Eryma." 
 
    "Cloud." 
 
    "What? Oh no dear, there are no clouds today. The sky is crystal clear." 
 
    "Cloud." 
 
    "Ah yes.... Well please excuse my patient, the process does have some unfortunate side effects." 
 
    "Cloud." 
 
    "Of course, doctor, I under.... Wait, what is that?" 
 
    "What is what.... It can't be a storm, it's coming too fast...." 
 
    (screaming starts) 
 
    "KILL HER! KILL HER!" 
 
    (louder screaming)
"MY EYES! MY EYES!" 
 
    (End transcript) 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took twenty minutes for the good captain and his men to arrive, ten more for explanations, and another ten for Dame Julie to slide over the wooden slat bridge. Forty minutes wasted, while I spent staring at the empty building and watching to make sure no one tried to sneak in or out. I was certain I was correct, the existence of the bridge proved it, but what exactly had we stumbled into? This operation was too well established to be the Skoptsy, and was obviously very well-funded indeed; or perhaps, it was being used to fund something else entirely. 
 
    If this was some secret operation of the Princess Catherine she would be so thrilled by my uncovering it. I might even get a medal! When pigs flew. Without my birds assisting. Yes, they once threw a pig off a cliff just to see if one could fly. No, I don't want to describe it, except to say 'messy'. Also, they made bacon. 
 
    Captain Alessandro elected not to join us going across the bridge, concerned about some mythical force he called 'gravity'. He said he would, after posting guards, enter from the bottom and meet us in the middle someplace. I pointed out the doors were certainly locked shut; he pointed to his fist. Fair enough. 
 
    The door at the top of the roof was also locked, but before I could take a look at the lock, Dame Julie kicked it in. 
 
    "There is no word for 'subtle' in any European language, is there?" I asked her. 
 
    "No," she smiled "Empires, by definition, are allergic to subtle. I can think of no legitimate reason for the Imperial Land Bank to have a secret walkway to an abandoned office building. To Hell with Subtle." 
 
    A few moments search found the light switch, revealing with great and dramatic anticlimax.... A simple concrete flight of stairs. They were dusty, and rusty, and as Dame Julie stomped on them with her slick black boots possibly lusty, but what there were not was unused. Regular foot traffic had passed through this 'abandoned' office building, with clear prints visible in the harsh electric light. 
 
    "Well" I noted " The cleaning crews are innocent." 
 
    "But they may have heard something, so I think they shall be my guests for a while longer." Julie replied. 
 
    We continued down to the red door at the next level down; Julie stopped at it, and pushed it open. Strangely, no one shot at us. 
 
    "Think anyone is home?" I asked. 
 
    "If they were, the noise would have sent them screaming." Julie answered. 
 
    "True.... Oh look." I pointed at the floor. 
 
    "A cat trail?" Julie said. 
 
    "Not a cat. Clear claw marks, front set almost hand like, tail.... That my dear Julie, is a rat." 
 
    "Must be a rodent of unusual size." Lois chimed in from my shoulder.
 " Is it my money laundering terrorist?  And that was a strangely erudite comment from ... A simple bird." Julie looked at me 
 
    "Squawk " Lois squawked 
 
    " I am starting to have a bad feeling about this... Let me know if you see any more trails, or just this one." I walked through the door and down the hallway, glancing into open and abandoned offices as I passed. They had all been cleared, the furniture in some cases ripped off the floors, just bare wood floors and boarded up windows. The smuggling storage, if it was here, must be at a lower level. 
 
    "Why is it important?" Dame Julie insisted. 
 
    "Because if there is only one trail, that means they are walking single file, to hide their numbers" I said. 
 
    "That makes no sense, Eryma, even coming from you. If they had been hiding the money here, it would have been on the top floor, as their entrance is on the top. Same goes for any weapons."  Julie said. 
 
    "Yes, IF" I answered. "But there are weapons and there are weapons... Let us head back to the stairs, then down to the Captain, and see if we can find a basement hatch of some kind. Hell, right now I would settle for just a hole in the floor." 
 
    "But what of the other floors?" 
 
    "Skip them. We want the basement. Or the sewer." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The bottom floor had been a sales floor of some kind, with wooden counters and old shelves still remaining in some disarray.  Captain Alessandro had gotten in by the simple expedient of ripping the double doors entirely off their frames, I could see them leaning against the hole where they used to stand. 
 
    Well, I liked a man with strong hands. 
 
    The living mountain himself, along with a half dozen of his soldiers, was hunched murmuring over one of the counters, sporting through some sort of papers. He glanced up, saw us, smiled, and waved us over to join him at his treasure. 
 
    "What have you found?" Dame Julie stalked over to the counter, boots striking the floor like twin gun hammers. 
 
    "A good find, I think" Captain Alessandro said, "I believe these are the second set of books for your bank, left right here, someone was working on them very recently... Names, dates, transaction, why we can break this whole criminal enterprise wide open with this." 
 
    I stopped. That made no sense. For them to be in this building, yes, but why walk down four flights of stairs every night? I started looking around. Counters, shelves, old carpets, empty burlap sacks, several doors- one to the stairs, one to a set of rest rooms, there should be a manager's room or break room or even a kitchen somewhere... Yes, back here, this side door leads to a small hallway... 
 
    Filled with more burlap sacks, stacked by the walls. 
 
    In the center, a large hole in the floor. 
 
    And a very large rat. 
 
    Holding a cigarette lighter. 
 
    "RUN!" I screamed 
 
    Time seemed to slow. 
 
    The Europeans, staring at me. 
 
    The double doors, now too far away. 
 
    A flash of umber as Lois flew past me. 
 
    A force like a tidal wave picking me up and throwing me at the street. 
 
    Bricks falling from the sky like rain. 
 
    I staggered up, screaming for Lois, but could hear no sound, not even my own voice. Some feeling made me turn left, there past shards of shattered glass and broken stone a small pile of blue black feathers lay. I tried to run, fell, got up and crawled fore ward. 
 
    Oh no no not my Lois not my first and only friend. 
 
    One eye, the left, opened and saw me; the right was just a bloody smear. I gently poked her, trying to see what else was broken, raised and cuddled her body to my chest. 
 
    A hand grabbed my shoulder. Some noise came back, shouting in German and Russian. The soldier who grabbed me shook me, trying to drag me away from Lois. 
 
    So, I hit him. 
 
    More German screaming, more soldiers, more men pointing their weapons at me. 
 
    I smiled. Flights of black birds, called by my power, began to circle above. They would not hurt my Lois any more. 
 
    Julie pushed her way through the men. 
 
    "Eryma." She said "Eryma, can you hear me?" 
 
    "Yes. Lois hurt." 
 
    "As are a dozen men... I have sent for the surgeons. Now stand down, and tell me... Was this some sort of trap?" 
 
    "Yes, trap. For you. This bait." 
 
    "Der Rattenmann" Julie growled " I shall kill him." 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    My vision got too sharp, the lights too bright. 
 
    "What?" Julie glared. 
 
    "Not rat man...  Rat Queen." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    E Rat In Crate 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude:

  
 
    POLICE DETECTIVES MURDERED 
 
    A scene of horror was found last night in the city's harbor district, near the intersection of Second and Dorchester. A Ms Agatha Spencer, age 22, found the partially consumed remains of two men in the alley there. While the police have not yet officially identified the remains, citing the damage to the bodies, several sources with the department have informed us that it is very probable they belong to the missing Detective Derastus Clapp, age 54, and Detective Edgar James Poe, age 56. 
 
    Both men had been assigned to the recent Currier & Trott jewelry store heist, a baffling mystery involving over $16,000 in diamonds being removed from a locked room without any evidence that the door had ever been opened. The Detectives had reported to their supervisor, Captain Rayburn, that they had a hot lead on May 6th, and had not been seen since. 
 
    While the cause of death is impossible to determine at this time, our sources say both men had drawn and fired their service revolvers, as the weapons were found in the alley with their ammunition expended. Of whom they were fighting no trace has been reported. The bodies themselves were apparently consumed, sometime after death, by rats. 
 
    The loss of two such fine officers to the community cannot be overstated. 
 
    Any information leading to the arrest of suspects in this heinous crime will be rewarded. 
 
    -Boston Herald, May 9th, 1856 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I did hard thing. Hardest thing. Gave doctor Lois. Must think. Words. Clouds. No, clouds later. Hunt now. Find rat girl, make rat girl hurt. Clouds. 
 
    My nice girl. My Cat girl. My scary nice cat girl. Saying words? 
 
    "Doctor" Cat girl said "Doctor, I think she might have a concussion... Eryma, if you can understand me, what do you mean rat queen? There is no rat queen!" 
 
    More birds called around me. More shadows on the ground. More lights in the sky. Sparks of white and blue between black feathers. 
 
    Cat girl grabbed me. I shook, and pushed her back off. Not touch me. Not again. 
 
    Cat Girl snarled. I yelled back. Words. Need words. 
 
    A street below, two women fighting, the street rushing up to meet me. 
 
    James. James. 
 
    I held my bird to my breast, feeling his head tucked in my shoulder. I breathed in once, his crisp almost lemony smell, buried my nose in his feathers. He cawed once, and I pulled back, holding his weight in both arms. 
 
    "James" I said "You should go with Lois, and watch over those surgeons. They may think she is a simple animal and not treat her right." 
 
    "I sent several of the children with her. You need me now. And We need to hunt down that camel yanking freak and make her pay. Was this a trap for us?" James growled, sounding more like a dragon than a raven. 
 
    "No, this was a long-term operation, we are too recent. But it is surely a trap, yes, but not for us. ... For Dame Julie" I looked at her "And Captain Alessandro, I suspect. Although Grand Duke Aleksandr would not have been amiss. From this, we can deduce several things:" 
 
    Something small fell from the sky

(Skreeeeeeplop) 
 
    "One " I continued " Our enemy knows by now their plan has failed. Two, said plan was always circumspect; Kill Grand Duke Karl, yes, but to do so in a way that either the Skoptsy or the drug dealers would be held responsible. Three, will they either now flee the country, or will they take bold dramatic action? If it is the latter, we don't need to find them."

(Skreeeeeeplop)(Skreeeeeeplop) 
 
    "And why" Dame Julie asked, "Is that?" 
 
    "Because my dear knight, they will find us. One Queen cannot expect to take a knight, rook, two bishops, and a queen by themselves; Not directly. They will as we speak be madly preparing other traps, to kill us one by one. We, my friends, are being hunted." 
 
    (Skreeeeeeplop)(Skreeeeeeplop)(Skreeeeeeplop) 
 
    "And what" Captain Alessandro said, "Is that damned noise?" 
 
    "The local rodent population, I suspect, discovering gravity" I said, pointing to a small furry body falling from the sky. I looked at it again. "James, was that some child's pet hamster?" 
 
    "Better safe than sorry" He said. "Anything so much as squeaks funny right now, it's dead. We spy on people, they do NOT spy on us." 
 
    "Well let’s leave the locals to the cleanup then. Captain, Dame, we need a car and men, and we need to get to the Castle. If the Rat Queen is after the Grand Duke Karl, she will be there. Or close by. With ten to twenty miles; to control an operation this complex, they will want to be close. And rats are not nearly as smart as my birds." 
 
    Captain Alessandro turned to his waiting men and began barking orders in German. 
 
    "What else can you tell me? Have you met this Queen before?" Dame Julie asked. 
 
    "Not directly, only during the war, we were on opposite sides, fencing through fog. If it is the same queen, they will be perhaps ten or twenty years older than I. They are British, or colonial; some rumors said they were Arabic or Egyptian, from the colonies there. Once we get to the castle, we may wish to take unexpected direct action- arrest every woman in the place, and strip them." 
 
    Dame Julies eyes got wide at that. 
 
    "Silver threads" I said, pulling down my sleeve to show her. "Just as you have your altered speed, and the Captain his toughness, so too are the bodies of Queens different; we have silver threads growing alongside our nerves, visible under the skin in bright light. They are densest along the spine, and between the thighs." 
 
    "And no" I said, as she was about to speak "I am not hiking my skirt, so you can see that." 
 
    "Disappointing. I shall grieve, but... I could not help but notice, Eryma, how closely you are holding your bird now, and how much better is your speech. Downright miraculous. It brings to mind several old rumors about you I had before discounted... Tell me, can you even function at all without them?" 
 
    "Ask the British" Said James and I, together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The auto mobile was roaring across the bridge towards the highway and then the castle beyond; for once, I was not complaining about the speed. Dame Julie was snarling as she thumped the pedals, forcing the engine into one faster turn. James. His body somehow forced into the shelf rack behind our seats, had his head over the side, beak open full and eyes brilliant, some like insane blue black feathered dog. Behind us farther, many trucks of men vainly tried to catch up, with the poor Captain's own staff car taking the rear, wheezing and conking under his considerable weight. 
 
    The poor man. Cars simply did not work for him, he needed a farm tractor at least. 
 
    "Did the men get any answer on the telephone?" I asked. 
 
    "No answer, on telephone or the shortwave in the truck." Dame Julie said. "And there should have been some answer.... There is an entire army unit there at all times. What exactly are we dealing with? And are you certain it is a woman?" 
 
    "There has never been a male queen, at least in recorded history. Had this been a king, they could simply have ordered the Grand Duke to kill himself. The phone lines would have been underground, rats like underground; and the radio tower would be the most likely first target.  As to the first question, did you notice all the sacks?" 
 
    "Yes, for the store, when it was open, I thought." 
 
    "No, Dame Julie, it was grain... For the rats. While not nearly as intelligent as my birds, they breed very quickly. Several years of preparation, funds provided by the criminal side, they could breed an army. The lack of intelligence is a weakness we can exploit... The queen must be close, so find her, and kill her, and they shall become simply rats again." 
 
    Our car passed the ruins of the old castle, meaning we had to crest one more hill to be able to see the new... Black smoke, a twister of it, began to come into view. Julie somehow began to drive even faster, the auto mobile engine screaming in its pain. Leaping over the top of the hill, flying in the air for a brief moment, the castle itself became clear. 
 
    What was left of it. 
 
    The guard house and entry way where both gone, blasted from within or below by some explosive. Through the hole we could see the high walls of the castle itself, still standing, but many of the rooms clearly on fire, billowing black veins of smoke bleeding up into the air. 
 
    Surrounding the outer wall, a great brown, black and gray carpet spread out like some mad butcher's idea of a flower garden... Hundreds of thousands, no millions of rats, moving, swarming, mounding over the dead and feasting on their remains. Here and there a single human hand or leg could be seen jutting up from the morass. Some mounds were too large to be people, and must have been horses, the cavalry charging into the ravenous mouths of hell to try and save their commander. 
 
    Dame Julie slowed the auto mobile then stopped, a few hundred yards from the teeming mass. "Are we too late?" She looked at me, her eyes, for perhaps the first time in centuries, afraid. 
 
    As if by divine answer, a green bolt of lightning clawed from the dark gray sky to the inside of the castle. A silver peal more like flutes than the crash of thunder followed a fraction of a second later. 
 
    "Well, at least Grand Duke Aleksandr must be alive" I said. 
 
    "That cannot be him, he left for the Hindenburg plant right after your duel. He wanted to make sure the airship would be ready on schedule."  Julie answered. 
 
    More silver flutes. More green strikes of lightning. This time followed by gunfire as well, scattered, but clearly audible. There were some survivors among the guards, then. 
 
    "We need to get in there..." Julie opened her door. The rats raised their heads. "Somehow." 
 
    "No, what you need to do is put it in reverse and get us some distance, while we wait for the Captain and his troops. And also, forgive me; while all of you were so distracted, I robbed that nice liqueur store." 
 
    "What?? Make sense." Julie started backing up the automobile. "You are worried about drinks now?" 
 
    "Vodka. I love vodka." I smiled at James. 
 
    He nodded back, and began to hum. 
 
    "Why vodka??" Julie almost screamed. 
 
    "It burns" I said.
"Dum dum DUM be da dum" James intoned 
 
    Above us, shadows flicked across the sky, as my black thunderclouds rolled in to do battle with the millions of rats. But not with beak and claw, each pass went right over the rats, shards of light glittering from lit bottles as they dropped into the mass. Bottles of vodka, bottles of rum, bottles of whiskey and fortified wine; some enterprising birds had even found jars of petrol or sticks of powder. It made a gorgeous explosion, all fantastic crimsons and golds. 
 
    I loved the smell of burning rats in the morning. It smelled like revenge. 
 
    The British did this to me once, in New Orleans. A strong queen can hold out a few deaths at a time, in any battle there would be losses, but all this burning at once? Oh, this would hurt. Each death, each fire, like one more nail driven through the skin. If she survived, my enemy would never ever forget it. 
 
    If she survived. 
 
    A squeal of brakes as the trucks rolled around us, trying to stop. Men began to fall out of them, taking in the carnage. The ground quaked slightly, as Captain Alessandro pushed his way through his men to us. 
 
    More green lightning, silver crashes and gunfire. 
 
    "Captain" I said " Can the fire or rats hurt you? We need a path into the castle" 
 
    "No" He began to take off his Jacket, and ripped a sleeve off, rolling it around his face. "Although the smoke can." 
 
    "I shall go ahead, make a break and open the wall... Armsman" He continued to an older enlisted man " follow with the trucks. Rig out the snow plows, those will clear a way through the mess. What defense remains will most likely be near the western tower, it is the highest and most fortified. Head there first, the Grand Duke would, if he could." 
 
    The Captain then charged forward, slowly, but massively, like an angry bull elephant, each thunderous footfall sinking several inches into the ground, smashing any living rats in his way to so much jelly and paste. 
 
    The rest of us piled into the trucks to follow. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Queen Takes Castle 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    The Modern house or Romanov began with the death of the last male Romanov ruler, Peter the II, in 1730.  The Russian Imperial throne then went into disarray and confusion with political infighting, assassinations, and coupe attempts resulting in Peter's Illegitimate daughter Elizabeth Petrovna taking the throne in 1741. 
 
    Empress Elizabeth the First soon proved herself a capable leader, securing her position both militarily and diplomatically; she capitalized on this by signing several important treaties culminating with the Second Treaty of Amsterdam, ending the twelve years war with victory for the Russian Alliance and promises of regular tribute to be paid to the empire from the Atlantic States. 
 
    Part of that tribute was the person of Princess Sophie Friederike Auguste von Anhalt-Zerbst-Dornburg, a minor princess of the Prussian Royal Family of Anhalt. While of noble birth, her immediate family was of lesser note, with little wealth. The princess was quite gifted however, being both intelligent and a Bishop with a strong talent for the Electrical Forces. Empress Elizabeth’s purpose for bringing the princess to Russia was to marry her to her nephew and heir, Grand Duke Karl Peter Ulrich, thus breeding the Princess's talents into the royal family. 
 
    The plan worked too well. While it did succeed in producing talented heirs- both children of the union, Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhail and Grand Duchess Yelisaveta Annastasia proved strongly talented, Princess Sophie herself grew difficult to control. She took the name Princess and Grand Duchess Catherine, in order to make herself appear more Russian to her subjects. 
 
    Catherine began a quiet campaign to win the loyalty and devotion of her new peoples; alms for the poor, banquets and entertainments for the rich, the funding of schools and universities. Her direct and personal intervention at the battle of Memen in 1756 won her both the loyalty of the Russian army and the nickname 'The Winter Queen'.  While these actions gave her a firm popular base, the discovery in 1760 on how to use technology obtained from the Mongolian Impact to industrialize the Gunnlöð Formula and thus make life extension both plausible and reliable- for the right price- gave Catherine an unshakable economic and political base. 
 
    In 1761, in exchange for promises of eternal youth, Elizabeth retired to her personal palace outside St Petersburg. Grand Duke Karl attempted his own play, but was out powered, and forced to retire in permanent internal exile to his Palace in Germany, 
 
    Princess and Grand Duchess Catherine crowned herself Autocrat of the empire on January 5th, 1762, and has ruled since then, expanding her grip to include Western Europe, Southern and Central Africa, All of Asia excepting India, and portions of South America, Indonesia and Antarctica. It is the largest empire in human history, over twice the size of that of Genghis Khan. 
 
    - excerpt from A Student's Primer of World History, p. 1902, Greenbriar press, New Angel, New Angel 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have heard many beautiful paeans to the glories of battle in my life. Solemn hymns, tragic operas, patriotic jazz... I have heard it all before. They all lie. They never tell you about having to reach out the window of your truck to wipe splatters of badly cooked remains off your windshield with your sword so your driver can see where the hell they are going while sliding through a small lake of slushed Rattus Norvegicus Au bleu. With occasional human effluence for added extra sausage flavor. 
 
    "I," James said from behind my seat "Want a straw." 
 
    "But Daaaad" One of his daughters chirped up from behind him "We have no lips." 
 
    "If you two do not be silent, I shall vomit all over you." Dame Julie was driving. And green. But mostly driving. 
 
    "That could be tasty too" James laughed. 
 
    Dame Julie began to apply the brakes. It was hard to see though the smoke and ash, but when I smeared the bloody mess out of my own eyes, I could see the remains of the gate house directly in front of us. The Captain was still in front, now clearing the rubble by simply punching it out of his way like a human wrecking ball. Stray surviving rats would throw themselves on him, but he either ignored them or tossed them halfway to the moon. 
 
    "Right then" I said "This may take all day. Time, we do not have. Do we have ropes? The outer wall looks mostly intact, and it cannot be much more than thirty feet. The Captain tosses one of us, we drop the ropes, and then the men go over the hard way." 
 
    "Eryma" Dame Julie said, " If there is another rat horde inside that is suicide." 
 
    " I am betting there won't be... Any Queen has limits, and this has to push them. Rats are not intelligent in their own, and they cannot be trained in any real way. The queen led them here, and told them to attack. She may have some closely bonded rats, like Lois and James to me, but I bet the real attack was by armed men. Lure out the strongest defenders, trap them, cut the lines of communication, bring in the horde to assault the main lines, then hit from the back with a small group of well-armed men. That, is what the inner defenders are facing now. That is how I would have done it." 
 
    "That is how we did do it. Fort Brandt, Virginia. I am still not sure what was funnier, watching them run without pants or watching them panting with the runs." James said. 
 
    "Loperamide in the troops beer rations" I said to Julie's look. 
 
    "Right then, let's do this. Armsman!" Dame Julie bellowed " Get masks, get the rope, I am going to get the Captain. Eryma, can your 'troops' do another bomb run if needed?" 
 
    "Not without more supplies." I said, "And not against all that smoke, they cannot even see their targets, much less breathe in it." 
 
    "Great. So what good are you now?"
"I have my sword, brains, and a hell of a lot more knowledge about queens than you." I growled back. 
 
    "And me. I am not staying behind." James said. 
 
    "Good." Dame Julie smiled, then lunged, brushing my lips with her own. "For luck.". Her lip gloss tasted like lemons. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Watching Julie get flung up the wall by the Captain like some curvy fastball was fun. Climbing the rope after her was not. The top of the wall was about two feet across, with ornamental brass spikes and not so ornamental glass shard laid into the stone work. Inside, the gardens were an abattoir of horrors; dead courtiers and servants lay intertwined like lovers with small mounds of rats here and there squirming for leavings. A large hole lay near the center of the garden, blown up from the sewer line below, showed where the enemy had gained entry. 
 
    Whatever frantic defense had been made had fallen, a half dozen bodies in Russian and German uniforms before the doors to the western tower showed where they had made their stand. In front of them, bodies of more men and women wearing peasant clothes but very strange large black rubber backpacks lay dead in a loose circle. 
 
    "Right, " I said. " They blasted up from the sewers, sent in the rats first, then the troops... We need those backpacks. " 
 
    " Why?" one of the soldiers asked. 
 
    "They all have them, but all their other equipment is random... They are probably hold something, some smell, or chemical, or poison, that the rats hate. Dame Julie, you will hit the doors first... Secure them please. " And with that I jumped off the wall, and ran. 
 
    A wind passed me as I pushed on, trying to keep my breathe in all this smoke. I went around the first pile of rats, they ignored me. I was too close to the second, their heads darted up, I kept on running. Behind me a fall and a scream as one of the men tripped into a swarm. 
 
    More screams, more rats. One jumped on my leg, I threw it off and kept running. Two more on my back, I kept running. More in front, kick them, keep running. To stop was death. 
 
    Dame Julie emerged from holding one of the rubber bags... It had a nozzle, I saw, she sprayed me with it... Dear gods, the smell, I could feel it even through my mask... Before moving on, spraying rats as she went driving them away from the troops. Several of the men had fallen, I saw. One was never getting up. 
 
    "Grab the bags, and get inside!" I yelled, grabbing one myself. "James, I am so sorry, but I can't carry both this and you." 
 
    "Parkour!" He yelled, hopping up the stairs with short mini flights. 
 
    "Where," Julie asked "Did you get that bird??" 
 
    "Tennessee " I said. "Take the lead please, anyone in peasant clothes probably is not on our side." 
 
    The first fight was short and sweet, they had no idea we were coming behind them, and Dame Julie simply sliced them all to ribbons. The second group had heard the first die, and was warned... They threw pieces of furniture and doors into a break, and took cover behind it, firing down the hall at us as fast as they could reload. Bullets cracked above our heads like angry hornets. 
 
    "Think they will run out of ammo soon?" I asked, in one of the few seconds break. 
 
    "We can't wait. Damn it, for once I need the Captain and he is not here. Can you distract them with your tricks while I charge?" Dame Julie asked. 
 
    "What, charge fifteen or twenty men? It sounds like they may even have a machine gun!" 
 
    "Krupp’s 5mm. The Guards weapons, they must have stolen it." 
 
    " How much ammo did the Guards have?"
The air grew cold, my hair standing one end. 
 
    "Too much" Julie tensed herself, about to charge. 
 
    "Wait!" I grabbed her arm. 
 
    A strange feeling, something unnatural, then green lightning burnt through the ceiling above us and into the men behind their barricade. Screams, panic, the bullets stopped, more wind, Julie was gone, and pieces of men flew like shuffled cards at a magician's stage. 
 
    I stood up, looked around, bloody hall, sliced and diced men, broken barricade, a crater in the ceiling, still glittering with green sparks, several Russian and German troops crouched to look back at me through it. 
 
    I picked slices of enemy off my clothes. There should be a new name, just for the carnage Dame Julie could cause. Julie Ann fries? 
 
    " Is that it, is it done? "A young girl, barely fifteen if that, wearing a maid's cap, stuck her head down the hole. 
 
    "Yes, and thank you, my lady." I said. 
 
    "I am just a maid" she blushed. 
 
    I looked at her, at her arms, bare, with glowing sigils burning green on them. 
 
    "Duchess" I bowed my head to her, "Yes, it is all over but the cleanup..." 
 
    "No." I snarled. "It is not. Stupid, stupid STUPID!" 
 
    I turned and charged up the stairs. One distraction, two distractions, why not three? One floor, second floor, the Captain said the fourth... There. That door. The top. I kicked it down, James trying to hop up as best as he could behind me. 
 
    Two rats awaited me, both huge, the size of Doberman pinschers. They snarled, their eight-inch fangs large in their crimson mouths. At the end of the hall, in front of a large window, a small dark-haired woman in a peasant costume held a knife to Grand Duke Karl's throat. 
 
    "Stop, or I will kill him" she tightened her grip, bleeding the Grand Duke some. 
 
    I charged, throwing my rubber backpack at one rat and punting the other rat halfway through the ceiling. Where it stuck. 
 
    The Rat Queen slammed the Grand Duke into the wall, freeing her hands to throw her knife at me. I swatted it with my saber. She jerked back, pulling a pistol. I held my arms in front of my face. Twenty feet now. 
 
    The first bullet hit my right shoulder, I staggered, the second missed. 
 
    Ten feet. 
 
    I lunged, sliding into it, my blade piercing her left side. 
 
    She fell, back through the glass window. 
 
    I turned, checked for James, saw him wedging his beak out of the one rat's skull. He hopped to me, spitting as he went, I knelt down and gathered him up before turning to look out the window. 
 
    "Do you think she is dead." I asked. 
 
    "Probably. You would be, from this height. We should check." James spat. 
 
    "Hure!" was all I heard behind me. 
 
    Then a shove. 
 
    Then air. 
 
    Time slowed down. 
 
    Spinning I saw the Grand Duke's face, split in a sick glee. 
 
    James, trying to leap from my arms and fly. 
 
    The smell of burning flesh. 
 
    The ground, solid brick and stone. 
 
    Then I saw nothing at all. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Max Miracle 
 
    
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    St. Petersburg, Imperial Russia 
 
      
 
    Late October 1908 
 
    # 
 
    Interlude:

 .... About the Gunnlöð Formula, what is known is far more mythology than fact. The name comes from an ancient Scandinavian legend about a giantess who knew the secret of immortality, and how the Germanic god Odin seduced it from her. Based on that, some scholars believe it originated in the fourth through sixth centuries Northern Europe. However, other legends of similar potions can be found in ancient China, Egypt, and Sumerian. 
 
    The formula's oldest written version comes from a 12th century book 'The Testament of Morienus Romanus.'. In it, the recipe is given as boiled mushrooms, aqua vitae, the flowers of the wyrmwood plant picked at full moon, and a liqueur made from distilled human placenta. The other 13th and 14th century versions are similar, with various local food sources substituted for the mushrooms - the Chinese for example calls for a mash of boiled rice- and or fluid sources as needed. The main constants are the human placental tissue and the wyrmwood, although it varies greatly in how it is prepared. 
 
    The original recipe calls for the patient to be submerged in the mixture, however considering the cost of the materials, it is doubtful than anyone other than great nobles could afford such a thing. Other recipes call for droughts to be consumed or a lotion to be made, often with some sort of fat or tallow, and then applied to the injured area. 
 
    As to the effectiveness of this as a cure all, history is replete with testimonies as to its unique abilities; but there are as many horror stories of what can go wrong. Deformities, mutations, disfigurements, even several reports of the patients simply melting.... No one sane would try it, but when faced by certain death, either due to injury, diseases, or simply age, many people attempt what is beyond the sane. 
 
    As to the possibility of using modern medical science to refine and perfect the formula, while a worthy goal, it is not simply a matter of funds; doing so would require enormous numbers of otherwise young and healthy people for experimentation. It would then be a matter of diligence and luck; we could very well end up killing tens of thousands and gain nothing, as well as bankrupt the state for generations to come. 
 
    I cannot recommend such a thing. 
 
    Mikhail Vasilyevich Lomonosov, letters, 1754 
 
      
 
    White. White light, white walls, white cotton drapes standing stiff like wooden boards. White floor, white bed sheets, white hospital gown. I raised my hand, looked at it, I could see it clearly, no blurriness at all, my fingernails were neat and trimmed, my scars- from battle, from years of sword training, from accidents trying to cook enough bacon for an entire flock of hungry crows- all gone. It was the hand of a young woman, not much more than a teen, not an old witch. 
 
    "So, If I am dead, which religion was correct?" I mused aloud. 
 
    "Yog-Slaggoth" Lois stuck her head through the drapes "The Elder tentacled one is coming to dine on us later. Please be properly shaved, greased, and seasoned by five." 
 
    "Lois!" I grabbed her, held her close, looked at her, feathers bright, both eyes intact and clear, she looked young and renewed ... "Lois, what happened?" 
 
    "Merk." Lois said "Not too tight dear, my feathers... James reported, I was a bit too out of it to notice, that after your tumble, the French knight had your body spatula'd off the pavement, into a barrel filled with some strange green goo. She then insisted- at sword point- on putting me in there, and we both got put on a fast train and sent to Russia. Where they took us into some sort of underground factory- they refused to let James or anyone else from the flock in- and did mysterious things, involving lots of electricity. Three days later, we got moved out to this hospital, and here we are. I woke up the day before you." 
 
    "So, the miracle machine can raise the dead." I felt... Strange... About that I decided. Yes, very strange. 
 
    "Or," Lois said "we were both just very badly hurt. I know this was part of the plan for you, dear, but I always planned to grow old with James. Bit tossed about that, although I shan't complain. James does keep making these horrible old man and young girl jokes, however." 
 
    "He laughs, so he does not scream. Seeing you hurt was not fun, I suspect" I pushed the sheets back, hung my legs over the side, they felt so weak, like I had not walked in, well, ever before, really. In the harsh white light, the silver edges of my nerves glittered more brightly than ever before. New lines, like thin spiders, now were visible on the fronts of my arms and legs, not just the fleshy parts. 
 
    "Wait a minute dear, let me get the nurse. It is much like a minor stroke, I am told, your brain is rebuilding its connections. It took me several hours just to learn to walk again, and I think I shall practice a bit before really trying to fly." Lois leaped off me and began hopping to the door. 
 
    I just sat and smiled as she went on, feeling some inner demon clenching my heart let go. Death comes for us all, I had been in far too many battles to have any illusions about that anymore, but that moment when I thought I lost Lois was not something I ever wanted to go through again. 
 
    "Miss Anna! Miss Anna! Eryma is awake" Lois called out the door. 
 
    A young girl's head popped in around the corner. "Oh good, I was worried." She squeaked. 
 
    A vague memory trickled into place. "Duchess?" I hazarded. 
 
    "Still just a maid, Madame." She blushed. "M'lady d'Aubigny brought me and my mum along with her to help care for you, she said. One of the guards has gone to let the nurse know you are awake, can I get you anything?" 
 
    "Well if you are up to it, can you help me to the lavatory? And... Newspapers. If I am to be hospitalized, I shall need newspapers." 
 
    "Oh, but they shall be in Russian" Anna helped me up, surprisingly strong for her size. Or perhaps not so surprisingly. For a Romanov. Or a Romanov to be. 
 
    "Not the crosswords. Why every major city paper on Earth publishes the London Times crosswords, the Princess and Grand Duchess would no doubt be embarrassed if her great capitol did not." 
 
    "Yes," Lois chimed in "Let us do... Crosswords." 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The nurse arrived. The guards arrived. My newspapers, brought by Anna, arrived. Lastly, my bladder decided to cooperate and make water arrive. The sound of which, at least, caused the guards to leave. The nurse, being made of sterner stuff, just waited. Finally, with help from Nurse Frau Snotmadeastein and Anna, I got myself emptied, cleaned, and settled back in my not very comfortable hospital bed, with one newspaper in my lap, Lois on the desk with her own paper, and once I convinced Anna to open the window, James and the daughters on other perches with their own papers. 
 
    It was almost like we were home again. 
 
    "Six across, six across...  Bagel?" I guessed. 
 
    "One letter short, it is Beagle" Lois responded "Still, you are obviously doing much better than before." 
 
    I felt a pressure, a hot dry wind come in from through the door; the window rattled shut on its own. Anna's eyes grew wide as could be, and with a short squeak, she threw herself on the floor, kneeling as if her life depended on it. After a second, the much older nurse followed. 
 
    I considered getting out of my bed and doing the same. I also considered simply falling flat if I tried. Still, I could push myself up to a proper attention, and that I did do. 
 
    A woman's voice, in Russian, from the hall, deep and crystal clear. The guards’ voices, direct response. I saw one salute, they then marched past the door and down the hall, with almost parade crispness. 
 
    Catherine entered, and it could be none other. Tall, raven haired, skin so pale it was almost translucent, with quickly flashing blue and green runes scrolling up the edges of her skin like the etchings of some ancient prophecy. Anna's runes I had seen during the battle at Schloss Drachenberg, they had showered with green sparks, but these, these, they were alive. 
 
    "Your Highness" I tried to curtsy as best I could from my bed. 
 
    "As you were, everyone. Nurse, child, both go wait outside please. I wish to speak to the patient alone." Catherine took a chair beside my bed, almost like we were old friends. This woman had spent over a century getting everything she ever wanted. I was, in many ways, closer to death now then I had been when I was falling from the castle tower. 
 
    "I had planned to give you a long speech, about lost time, and your mission, and consequences, but I simply must ask... Why crosswords?" Her eyes, both blue and tinted by green stars, gazed into mine. 
 
    "The British Imperial Service uses them to send coded orders" I said, telling the actual truth, for once. 
 
    "And... You know these codes?" The glare was now of suspicion. 
 
    "We cracked them several years ago." I nodded to Lois. 
 
    "It is a rotating mathematical cypher, set by the day of the year, with the key word being whatever is one down. A one direction only system, but one that can be solved by any agent in the field, even one unskilled in mathematics, with the correct code book. Each agent would have their own, I suspect. That way if one is captured, small loss. If I have done my calculations correctly, today we want 17 down." Lois professed. 
 
    "There is no 17 down, mother" One of Lois's daughters chimed in. 
 
    "What, but I did the math..." More paper and pencil noises "Let me re check." 
 
    "The date, dear." I said. "Russia has a different calendar." 
 
    "Oh, of course" Lois said " Three down. Identifier will be six across" 
 
    " Barratry." I said "And runagate." I scowled. 
 
    "Which means what, exactly?" Catherine asked, her eyes alight with interest. 
 
    "Several possibilities, but another word for runagate is rat. So... Agent Rat... Was told to acquire a ship. For what reasons, and where they were told to go, I don't know. Yet."  I said. 
 
    "I was told, that this... Rat queen... Fell from the tower and into a mound of her own rats. Not much left except for blood and bones." 
 
    I just stared at her. "And I, falling from the same tower one second later, missed the mess?" 
 
    "Right then." She smiled " I shall radio my agents in Europe to begin hunting her immediately. Now unto other affairs; my son informs me that his latest airship will be ready for its trip through Siberia in two days; I intend for you to be on it... Even as cargo as need be. By now you must know what I am after." 
 
    " The piece of the finger of the gods" I said, when she paused. "If that is what it is. It may have just been a real meteorite." 
 
    "Oh, it is, it is. My astronomers were waiting, they got some lovely photographs. Quite bright and metallic, all glorious silvers and bronzes. Sadly, child, no details; we still need better telescopes, it seems. But it is, from the explosion, the largest such piece of ever, and while I would think it destroyed by the impact, the others were barely even damaged. I must have it, for my people. There are ...complications... In the way, therefore my son intends to fly right over them." Catherine said. 
 
    "What sort of complications?" I asked. 
 
    "Local ones, geographic ones, and possibly... mythical ones. Or religious, if that is your belief. The Maphnk, if they even exist. Which is where you may come in, and why I acquired you. Although, you may have more practical uses, as well." Catherine smiled. 
 
    "The British." I said. 
 
    "Quite. I can only assume the nasty business in Prussia was an attempt to distract me, while their own ships and troops attempt to enter my domain and steal the finger from me. If so, they failed, and they may yet try something else, but in doing so, they risk my anger... Only the human cost of such an endeavor has prevented me from simply squashing them so far; if they continue to provoke the sleeping dragon, they shall be burned as they deserve." 
 
    "Then I should make most certain to be ready to leave on time." I said. 
 
    "Oh, you will, child, you will. Tell me, do you like Egypt?" Catherine stood up again. 
 
    "I do not believe I have ever been there, your highness." 
 
    "Before you leave, we must speak again. Meet me in the hall of antiques tomorrow evening after dinner, you are invited of course. One of the guards will help you get there, I have some lovely pieces to show you. In fact, I do insist" There was a thunder behind her eyes. 
 
    "As you command, your highness." I seemed to have trouble swallowing. 
 
    "Indeed, now if you will excuse me, I have matters of state to deal with." She glided from the room like a living storm cloud. 
 
    "Antiques?" I asked Lois. 
 
    Who simply looked back at me, then shrugged. 
 
    Well damn. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Deals on Wheels 
 
      
 
    Interlude:

While unwelcome, the opinion of the Academy of Science was not unexpected, and it will be dealt with. If it is subjects they need, it is subjects they will get. 
 
    That fool that claims the throne of Poland calls me whore and freak; I grow tired of him... It would not be hard to trick him into sending me his sword. He may choke on it. I shall take his 70,000 troops, instead. 
 
    -Catherine, diary, 1755 
 
      
 
    "And what in all the hells, is a Maphnk?" I stared at the ceiling and asked the gods. 
 
    "It is either a small city in northern India, a name sometimes used in Africa for men, or an old Greek word for Demon" The gods it seemed had blue black feathers and a schoolmarm accent. "Under the context, I speculate it may be some extremist cult of Greek Orthodox Judea Christians? They are popular in rural Russia, and as we have discovered from the Skoptsy, somewhat feisty these days." 
 
    "Oh no, that is wrong" Anna squeaked from the doorway. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Lois glared. 
 
    Anna stopped, then shook her head, hands clasped before her, blushing at the floor. 
 
    "Anna, please, come in and tell me what that word means. Lois is quite kindly, she will not harm you any." I pulled the chair over for her. If anything, that idea, sitting in a chair Catherine had just used, horrified her even more; she instead knelt on the floor, craning her head up at me like some supplicant in a cathedral. 
 
    "As you wish." I said, and kicking my own legs out from under the sheet, slid off the bed to land beside her with an arse first splat. "Now that we are both comfortable, please tell me what these Maphnk are. I fear I may need to know, more soon than I would like." 
 
    "Not demons, Dragons." Anna started to babble. "Or houses. Houses that turn into dragons. Or walk like dragons. Or chickens. There are many legends, and they all tell different stories, except that in all of them they have the heads of dragons, the feet of chickens, and are larger than houses. And some of them fly. And they eat people, even armored knights with horses, chomp chomp one gulp and all et up." 
 
    "Well" I asked "That does sound... Mythical. Or religious. How did you hear of these monster dragon house chickens that eat people in one gulp?" 
 
    "Because my mama's sister is Russian, and she told me the stories. Every child that has a Russian mama or auntie or grand-mama knows the stories of Baba Yaga." 
 
    "Baba Yaga?" I asked. 
 
    "Oh dear." Lois said. 
 
    "The old witch of the north" Anna replied. "She is very scary, and very cruel to those that anger her, but very kind and wise to those who deserve it. There are all sorts of stories about her, how she is very ugly with a huge nose and can see the past and the future. They say you must always be polite to her, and never lie, and have courage and keep your word. Or she will cook you and eat you." 
 
    "Does she live in a candy bread house and eat bad children?" 
 
    "You have heard of her!" 
 
    "Oh, dear indeed." I looked at Lois "Any chance there is some basis to this myth? A great queen, or perhaps some strange bishop?"
" I doubt it." Lois said. "If it is the same Baba Yaga I have read about, she would have died over a thousand years ago. Long before the immortality formula became perfected, even in Russia. While in theory it's possible to use many doses of the old formulas, the odds of getting it right every time in preindustrial times would have been one in billions." 
 
    "Miss bird, some of those stories are not that old, they even say the Czar Ivan met her once, when he sought the fire bird." Anna said. 
 
    "Of course, dear, you could be wrong. For the first time ever," James snickered. 
 
    "Ahem" I interjected, before this turned into bird on bird warfare " James, perhaps you would care to stretch your wings and see if you can find Dame Julie? I want to take a look around, see If I can find a library or an expert, and I suspect the guards will not let me leave without an escort." 
 
    "Oh, I am sure I can find that one." James said. " I shall, speaking of myth, go seek the footprints of the wise trees of the woods." 
 
    "You will do what, Poppa?" his Daughters chorused. 
 
    "Come girls," He smiled " We shall follow the Ent trails." 
 
    I curled up in pain. Or shame. Or both, I wasn't sure. 
 
    "Miss?" Anna asked. "Do you need the nurse?" 
 
    "No. Well yes, I will need help getting dressed. Lois, love, could you please explain your interest in that man again?" 
 
    "James has some good points. Mostly on the top of his head." Lois said. " Come child, off the floor with you, go get the nurse. I have never seen a dragon before, and I am quite curious about seeing one now. Although I am not thrilled about how cold it shall be... We won't be able to get any local support in Siberia, you know." 
 
    "Penguins. " I sighed. "Perhaps I shall become the queen of the penguins." 
 
    "Wrong pole, dear." Lois said "I fear, all this trip shall bring you is... Great Egrets." 
 
    I covered my eyes and moaned. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    I would love to say that when my fate found me I was sitting in my wheel chair, all dressed and demure, a picture of refined elegance, probity, and grace. In reality, however, the chair and I were careening down the hallway like some be gowned billiards ball as James and the girls tried to see just how fast they could get me going, poor little Anna running behind, half giggling and half mortified. I can say that while the hallway was superbly decorated, no aesthetic works of genius were harmed, as bronze bounces fairly nicely. No one would ever see that dent there, I am certain. 
 
    What stopped this important scientific research was not my wit or wisdom, but rather Dame Julie's striking black leather riding boot planted firmly on the chair between my thighs. This sudden deceleration propelled me fore ward, into her waiting arms, and left my dignity somewhat... Arrears. Dratted hospital gown. Although from her grin, or her hands, Julie was not complaining. 
 
    "Thank you" I blushed "You can let me go now." 
 
    Julie smiled, and gave me a long, slow look, up and down, then up again. "Of an ascertainment I can, but perhaps I do not wish too. You might try to fly again, oh brilliant Queen of the black wings; your subjects have feathers, you do not." 
 
    "Well at least none that show." I tried to pull back and adjust myself. 
 
    "Hmm good point, let us go into your chambers and I shall check." Julie's eyes were dancing. 
 
    "Miss?" A small voice behind me whispered. 
 
    Julie held onto me with one hand, and with the other, ran her fingers through my hair. My heart was pounding. For a moment, I felt weak again, unsure, like I was... Young. 
 
    "Ahem" Lois interrupted. 
 
    Julie pulled me in closer, looking straight into my eyes. She smiled again, licked her lips lightly, then leaned in to kiss me. Half of me wanted that kiss very much. Half of me was insulted she had not asked first. Half of me thought of my mission. And all of me was very bad at math, it seemed. 
 
    "AHEM !!" Lois roared, this time right beside our ears. 
 
    I pushed Julie away, this time for real. Sadly, this meant I fell back into the wheel chair. "Yes, Lois?" 
 
    "I Believe the young lady has a question, dear." Lois turned from her perch on the arm of my chair. "Go ahead child." 
 
    "I just... I just... Wanted to ask if I should leave, Miss bird." Anna stammered. 
 
    "No dear, you should not, unless it is to get that nurse. Where is she, anyway?" Lois was not amused. 
 
    "She um, well she had to um..." Anna twisted her fingers into knots. 
 
    "Praying, probably. As the Princess has chosen to treat you like a member of the court, that means the nurse does not have the authority to prevent you from doing anything foolish.... Sadly, she still has the responsibility. The one does not always confer the other, you see. " Julie slowly looked around at that obvious silly buggers I had been up too. 
 
    "Well then" I tried not to look at a certain bronze art piece. " Anna, if you know where my clothes or luggage are, I should get dressed, there are questions to be asked, and things to do." 
 
    "Starting with a trip to Madame Collette's. " Julie walked over to the bronze piece, poking it with her long fingers. 
 
    "I was planning the library or perhaps the academy ... Who is Madame Collette?" I started pushing myself back to my room. 
 
    "The best French dress maker in the city. Normally, we would need weeks to see her, and weeks more to make the ensemble, but she owes me an old favor and time is of the import on this occasion." Julie put the sculpture down again, setting it so the other side would show. 
 
    "I am not certain I have time for such things. Your Princess wants me on the Zeppelin, tomorrow." We had reached my door. I looked at the bed, thought of sleep. Then of Julie. Well there would be no sleep there. 
 
    "While I" Julie threw her weight on that word "Am certain you do not have time to ignore it. If you are healthy enough to go hunting trouble, you are healthy enough to attend court tonight, unless you wish to insult our Princess and her ministers. Which I suspect you do not, kissing lightning is a bit daring, even for me." 
 
    I sighed. Well so much for my great strategies. "Yes, Madame Collete, then. Did my luggage arrive? Or my clothes survive? I shall need funds." 
 
    "No, but for now, at least, you are on the Imperial purse. Anna, be a dear and ready a bath, I shall help Eryma get undressed..."  Julie reached for the front of my robe. 
 
    "No" I pushed Julies hand away, if gently. "Anna can help me with the bath, as long as she does not mind. Time, you said was of the essence, and I have never been one of those women. Also, we shall need funds for Anna as well." 
 
    "For me?" Anna squeaked. I was beginning to suspect she was part mouse. 
 
    "For you." I motioned for Julie to leave. She ignored me and leaned boldly against the door frame, instead. "By now Princess Catherine has heard all about you, not just whom you are, but what you are. And I shall need help tonight at dinner, quite possibly. For now, child, you can rest under my wing, and play my nurse, but someday you shall have to fly on your own. Consider tonight, your first day of school." 
 
    I propped my arm on the writing desk, and balancing as best I could force myself upright. I reached for my robe front, and looked a hint at Julie. She simply smiled and boldly looked right back. So be it. I dropped my robe, and turned, with one hand on the wall, towards the bathroom door. 
 
    Behind me Julie made a low groan. Ha! I finally found someone who likes a skinny colored woman, and I cannot keep her. There was irony in that. Some trick of the light stopped me as I passed the mirror... I was sixteen again, no twenty, those were a woman's breasts, although the ribs were clearly visible. The silver lines under my skin glimmered like polished chrome, much brighter and crisper than before. My scars were gone. 
 
    My scars were gone. 
 
    I almost started to weep. No, not here, not like this. I sniffed once, loudly, then pushed myself along, head held high. It was time to begin earning new ones. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Choux on the other foot 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    A small coffee house in Greece. Below, voices of patrons and the sounds of the street; above, a single almost dark room, with a desk, chair, typewriter, paper, a brass bell and a glass bowl of snacks. Perched upon the chair, a large male raven, David, one of Lois's oldest sons. He snored lightly, relaxing in the warm Mediterranean breeze. 
 
    I whispered lightly, he shook his head and dreamed harder, dreams of honor and naval glory. He was a brilliant naval commander in these dreams, with a fast ship, loyal crew, and the adulations of his countrymen. Also, a six-limbed cat. And I thought my dreams were strange. 
 
    I yelled in his ear, as loud as I could. He shook himself, grabbed onto his perch tightly, then cocked his head, waiting. 
 
    At this distance my voice, even at its loudest, was almost unintelligible. Letters, not words, were what he heard. But it was enough. 
 
    I spoke, and David typed. 
 
    The bell was rung. 
 
    Message sent. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "I look, I regret to say, like a puff pastry. Surely this cannot be the style of the court" I said to my reflection in the floor to ceiling mirror in the back of Madame Collette's Imperial Avenue Shoppe. Said reflection, dressed in a long, delicate, laced and multi teared confection of silk, satin, and three different colors of mesh brocade, nodded back. It was a fortune I had decided to forgo the chair and instead try and make do with a silver tipped walking stick. It was, I thought, both more stylish and practical, as it is hard to beat someone with a wheeled chair; but it had turned out a structural matter as well, as this dress would never have fit in a chair. I suspect it might not even fit in a zeppelin. 
 
    "The Princess proposes, and we, her servants, must dispose. My own outfit for the evening will be as impractical, even if she does allow me the foible of wearing a uniform and not a ball gown." Julie lounged behind me in a French sofa -chair by the door. "Changing styles often both demonstrates her power and her wealth; furthermore, it tasks the resources of any possible rivals, as what is spent on silk cannot be spent on troops." 
 
    "Oh, but this is all about the troops." Lois looked up from her newspaper. 
 
    "How can this" I gestured at the confection "Be about troops? Unless you are suggesting it is bullet proof." 
 
    "The style over emphasizes the hips, giving males in the room a protective instinct. The shoulders are bare, with a low décolletage, the same. It is a historical style, last worn during the conquests of Turkey and France, a reminder of past victories and a call to nationalism and patriotism. The sash worn with it is almost military in its cut. Be certain that whatever colors Princess Catherine wears will call back to the flags of Russia. She will -with discretion- wear her medals. I assume the young men, too young to be veterans themselves, will be allowed this evening to wear the medals of their fathers and grandfathers?" 
 
    "Quite. I thought it was said you were but a simple bird." Julie watched Lois intently. 
 
    "Shall I squawk? But no matter, you figured it all out a while ago. The conclusion then, is obvious; Princess Catherine expects war, and soon. It shall be a bloody mess." Lois went back to reading her paper. 
 
    "But Miss Bird" Anna chimed in "Surely the Empire would win."
"Your Empire, dear, has not fought a real conflict in over a generation; due to the issue of the colonial rebellions, the British troops are very experienced indeed. Furthermore, while outnumbered and outgunned on the continent, the British navy holds the Atlantic in an unbreakable grip. So, the British cannot stage any real attack; even an attempt up through Egypt or India would be suicide. At the same time, Any Russian attacks would face trying to cross the channel. This leads only to one of those ugly stalemates like they had in Brazil twenty years ago, where tens of thousands of men died just to gain one foot of land. A bloody mess, by definition." 
 
    Julie stood up, and began to pace. "Breaking that equation is what the Zeppelin was built for." 
 
    "While your airship is very impressive, Dame, it is but a single ship. You would need a fleet capable of flying higher than the British navy guns can fire and carrying a hundred thousand men, at least. With supplies and artillery. And landing those men without a clear space to do so, in hostile terrain, where every local boy and girl has a hunting rifle. But perhaps such a thing can be avoided, I have seen enough war in my first life, and have no desire to see it in my second. War, after all, is but a form of diplomacy; and for that, espionage is so much neater." Lois sighed. 
 
    A knock at the door ended any further debate; Madame Collette, a short middle-aged French woman with a cheerful face and a smile that did not reach her eyes stuck her head in. " Is Madame pleased with this one? Or did she decide she would prefer the blue? I regret, to match her skin coloring, these are the best I can have ready by tonight. If Madame wishes to place an order for later, perhaps in a lemon muslin or something with ivory silk and gold needlework..." 
 
    "Ah yes, Madame Collette, this will certainly do. Your taste is exquisite as always. Time of course is pressing; how long will the final alterations take?" Dame Julie asked. 
 
    "A few hours, we shall have it ready to be picked up in time for late entrance to the event. If your guest would be so kind to hold for a few minutes, we shall take the final measurements, then she may step out of the gown and my assistants can begin their sewing. Under the circumstances, would it be possible to do something simpler for the child?" Madame Collette got out her measuring ropes. 
 
    Julie looked at me, with a raised brow. Anna tried to hide behind my dress, there was enough of it, to hide a marine corps. "Simple but tasteful, if possible" I said "She is a child now, but she will be something more, in time." 
 
    "I understand." Madame Collette looked at Anna carefully. "Do you wish to conceal her birthright, with perhaps long sleeves and a high neck? Or claim it? I have a lovely aqua green Charmeuse Satin just in from Paris, it would have to be very simple considering the time involved but quite suitable for a young unmarried girl." 
 
    "Anna, what do you think?" I turned to look down at her. "The first may seem safer, but considering how much the Court probably gossips, people will know whom you are sooner or later." 
 
    "Me?" Anna's eyes got very wide. Her head darted quickly this way and that, seeking answers..." Miss Bird, you are so wise, oh help, help me please." 
 
    "Certainly, dear. Madame, the young lady will take the satin, please, and is it possible to fit her with a dinner jacket? With padded shoulders, perhaps, or a bit of fur? It is likely to get cold this evening." Lois said. 
 
    "Of... Course. Miss Bird." If Madame Collette was confused by taking orders from a talking raven, she kept it well. "A jacket small enough it can still be worn at the table?" 
 
    "Yes, please, but the padding is important." Lois looked at Julie and I with intent. " These two will be up to their necks in politics, I suspect, and someone must keep an eye on the poor thing. Oh James!" 
 
    "Yes, dear." James sighed the sigh of the long married. 
 
    " We are both going to be busy, and the girls are not quite old enough for this yet... Who else is nearby? I seem to have lost track of things these last few days with my injuries." 
 
    "Ilona is outside, riding herd on the local reserves." James said. 
 
    "Oh Perfect, do send for her, please" I said. 
 
    "Ilona?" Anna asked, her face glowing with sudden hope. 
 
    "One of my eldest daughters, dear. She is old enough to help keep an eye on you, speaks Russian fluently, and is not too heavy for a young scrap like you to carry. Try not to take her sense of humor to seriously, she does tend to take after James in some ways." Lois answered. 
 
    "At least it's not Laura." I said "I love her dearly, and try not to judge, but six boyfriends at the same time is a bit much. Now would someone please measure me, so I can take this off?" 
 
    Madame Collette measured, my birds snickered, Anna giggled and hurried to help me out, and Dame Julie just sat and smiled at the view. If I was a better philosopher I could find some omen in all that, but all I could tell now was I was hungry again. Drat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "Why are we stopping?" I asked Julie as she turned her borrowed staff auto mobile into a side street off the main avenue "This is not the way back to the palace." 
 
    "Because, your stomach is growling louder than my car's engine." Julie expertly side parked the very large and armored vehicle, then with a loud creak, set the brakes. "If you care to step out and look to your left, you will see Cafe Le Chat, a very nice bistro, which serves sandwiches and several flavors of soup. I suggest the French onion, but then, I am French, and we believe all our food is better than any other. They bake it with a lovely mix of local and imported cheeses." 
 
    "Can I safely assume you know all the French businesses in St Petersburg? " I forced open my heavy car door, and stuck the cane out first to test the ground. Above us, the winds whistled through the hundreds of black painted pipes and electrical cables arching from tower to tower over the street; the city of spiders, indeed. Between that and the tall densely packed buildings with overhanging brickwork I was starting to feel a bit claustrophobic. My birds seemed to love it, though. 
 
    A flapping noise warned me, I raised my arm for Lois, while with a loud thump, James took to the roof of the car. The bistro was as Julie had said, clearly French, with baguettes and pastries displayed in the floor to ceiling windows, and employees in tight black corsets and starched white hats serving the half full dining room. 
 
    "Well yes, largely because I own some of them." Julie grinned. "So, I can guarantee the service here. And the cheese. I do so love a good melted cheese. If your bird is correct, And the Princess is reminding her subjects of the motherland, then tonight's dinner will be traditional Russian fare. So, by all means, let us enjoy a lunch." 
 
    "Lunch sounds lovely" Lois said " Anna dear, do get out of the car. You eat pastries, they do not eat you. And please stick out your arm, hold still, and hold onto your courage. Ilona wants to meet you, if she is to help you this evening." 
 
    "Oh yes Miss Bird." Anna tried to stand as straight as her courage allowed. With a quiet flickering shadow, a smaller version of Lois landed on Anna's outstretched and quivering left arm; smaller, with brighter feathers, and two metal spikes sheathed over her back. 
 
    "Why, hello, Ms. Anna. I am Ilona" Lois's daughter looked Anna up and down, craning her head around in circles. Anna tried to look back, but her head did not crane. "Now try not to be too scared this evening, I am with you, and I brought my swords just in case." 
 
    "Swords?" Anna's voice cracked. 
 
    "Yes, my swords." Ilona drew one to demonstrate" I know my father likes his beak and my mother her explosives, but I find most problems tend to go away when I stick a four-inch blade in their eye.... and if they do not, there is always the throat." 
 
    "Oh dear. Uhm thank you, I think." Anna tried to say. 
 
    "By all means, have a very nice lunch, ladies, while I sit out here and watch the car." James said. 
 
    "But Faaaaather" One of the girls whined "We will be out here too." 
 
    I looked at Julie. 
 
    "Fine" She rolled her eyes. "Two tables, then. I suppose they will want the best pastry in the house?” 
 
    "They will want it, but they probably should not have too much, as too much white bread ruins their digestion. They like whole grain, nuts, fresh fruit, cheeses, and cooked meats... An antipasto platter would be great for them, and they will love you forever." I looked at Anna "Ilona is a loan for the evening, but she is quite adult and more than ready to have a family of her own. If she decides to stay with you, it is her own choice, but do be aware part of your duties will be to help get food in the winter, and for any children she may someday have." 
 
    "Yes, Miss. Thank you Miss." Anna looked shyly at Ilona " Lunch, Miss Bird?" 
 
    "Why yes, thank you" Ilona opened her beak for a raven's grin. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The cafe had gotten very quiet when I walked in, Lois on my shoulder, James and the girls hopping behind. The man in the chef's hat started to come towards me to say something, saw Dame Julie was behind me, then stopped, turned, and came back with a large smile on his face and an armload of menus. The silence turned to the clinking of silver ware and the low sounds of gossip. I suspected we had just made everyone's afternoons. Well, I did live to please the public. 
 
    They ended up pushing two small tables together and moving some chairs around to make a setting for seven; Julie at the front, Me at one side, Anna the other, and then the birds perched on stools around the side. The girls and Anna were quite thrilled, this was clearly a first for all of them. James was more stoic, he asked the waiter for the cheese list. In French. 
 
    I settled, smiled at Julie, then started looking over the lunch menu. Sandwiches, pastries, baked meat pies, and some things I had never heard of. Not entirely a surprise, while I had eaten at restaurants before, my homeland was war scarred and still quite poor, with most of its wealth siphoned off to feed London and her Empire. The Russian capital, by comparison, was vastly better funded, with the resources and man power to waste on making food for its own beauty, not just to feed the hungry. 
 
    I was not certain if I should feel sad or not, some day, when New Amsterdam was rebuilt, or Baltimore, would they have towering buildings and street level cafes? Fine foods from all around the world? Busy clean streets, museums, skilled artists and poets? Or would my home always be a place of poverty and desperation? 
 
    "What do you think?" Julie asked me. 
 
    I pointed at part of the menu " I was wondering what that is." 
 
    "A wet pastry deep fried tart, stuffed with spinach, spices, and goat's cheese. Often served with olive oil, it is a bit salty, not sweet. A Greek specialty. It goes well with a light beverage, some citrus to refresh the palette, and the traditional very sweet honey and nut Greek pastry for dessert." 
 
    "Oh, is that Baklava? I have heard of it but never tried it." I asked. 
 
    "Yes, it is, shall I order... Oh hells, what now?" Julie was staring past us out the window. I looked, a line of monks, wearing deep hooded and from the appearance unwashed brown robes were marching single file across the street to us. Their hoods were up, their heads bowed, hands crossed in sleeves before them... No nothing suspicious about that, nothing at all. Probably just out for a pleasant stroll and forgot to wash their robes beforehand. Bad habit, that. 
 
    "Skoptsy? Or rebels?" I asked, tensing. My weapons were back in Prussia someplace, with the rest of my luggage. I glanced at the table; the cheese knife was too dull, the butter knife too short... The serving fork might do in a pinch, I decided. 
 
    "Worse." Julie moaned. " Khristovovery. And we were about to have a nice lunch." 
 
    "Who are they?" The lead spectral figure had reached the door, and after a bit of confusion at the advanced technology known as a door handle, had figured out how to get in. I sniffed, then winced; they smelled even worse than they looked. The rest of the patrons pulled away from them. I did not blame them one whit. 
 
    "Cultists. They serve a self-proclaimed prophet named Rasputin. He is, speaking frankly, insane." Julie stood up to face the incoming monkish horde, I did the same a moment after. The lead monk stopped, and without removing his hood, bowed lightly to us. 
 
    "The master" he-and it was definitely a he-intoned in a deep and almost singing voice "Has seen..." 
 
    "Has seen..." His follower monks sang behind him. 
 
    "Your presence here. You have been blessed" He was bit flat this time 
 
    "...been blessed" so were the chorus. 
 
    "To have been called... To him" 
 
    "... To him...." 
 
    I looked at Julie, seeking some clue. She held her head in some pain. So be it, I can play silly buggers too. I cleared my throat, and handed the lead monk my menu. 
 
    "Here, please read" I sang "the specials..." 
 
    "The specials..." James and the girls sang along 
 
    "Today we serve..." I pitched my voice more falsetto "sliced monk..." 
 
    "...Sliced monk..." Lois hit the high notes perfectly, while behind her James started oom poo umping out a deep basso counterpoint. 
 
    "Chopped monk..." 
 
    "Chopped monk" Ilona started beating out a drum rhythm with her blades on the wine glass. 
 
    "And fried Monk" this was my crescendo "ala Romanov!" 
 
    I stared at Anna 
 
    She stared back, blinked, made an 'oh!' noise, grabbed her knife and fork, and then took on the most horrible look of closed eyed constipation I had ever seen on a human face, and I was at the battle of Milwaukee. After a moment, she grunted, and with a dry hot breeze, green lightning formed and crackled between her outstretched utensils. 
 
    The lead monk puffed himself up to start something, and then realized his followers had taken a few long steps back. It was possible some of them had even reached the tobacconist next door. He deflated, took the menu, and sidled away a few feet himself. 
 
    "But perhaps," he waited. No one sang. "Ahem, perhaps we can wait until after you finish your lunch." 
 
    "Yes, yes, do that please. Outside." I sat down again "I wish to try this baklava." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    A Cult above the Rest 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    "Blue Boy Blew over Botany Bay Beach" 
 
    October 24th, 1908, London.
The famous Leading Airman James 'Blue Boy' Rutger, age 24, of His Majesty's Royal Navy, today dazzled the beach going crowd with a display of his new experimental flight suit, which when coupled with his own innate power, maintained a steady flight for over 40 minutes before finally ascending to an altitude of some 1,600 feet, a new record for non-assisted human flight. 
 
    Leading Airman Rutger was quoted as saying " it's the wind that's the problem. I could go higher, and was trying for it, but if I make myself too light I start to blow all over the place like a silly leaf. If I am too heavy, I just go up too slow. We need a better guidance system." 
 
    -London Times, Associated Press release 
 
      
 
    "This is not a church" I pointed at the large brick and sheet metal structure we were being led- or perhaps more properly, herded- to. 
 
    "That, would be correct." Julie was not in a friendly mood for chatter. 
 
    "It is not a temple, synagogue, Parthenon, cathedral, mausoleum, cemetery, observatory, virginal bath, or other place of worship and religion of any kind." So, I chattered. 
 
    "Your powers of observation are brilliant, Eryma, you should pursue a career as a government agent." Julie ground out. 
 
    "It is" The lead monk sing songed "Our place of mysteries." 
 
    ".... of mysteries" the chanters chanted. 
 
    I was beginning to wonder what happened if he asked someone to get him some toilet tissue. Then I thought better of it, and decided not to wonder. I stopped in the road, the chanter behind me bumped into me with a hint. I stayed there, stopped, for a few minutes on purpose and made a quite obvious showing of looking around, while the idiot kept bumping into me. Some things, simply needed to be done. 
 
    I looked at the structure at the end of the street again, seeking mystery. Old brick, rusted sheet metal, chain link fence, boarded up windows, and badly dented sign painted - in badly spelled Russian-              'Hogart and sons, lumber yards'. I wood of made a joke about the missing mystery being the mystery, but I saw better. 
 
    The spray of shadows on the broken street alerted me, glancing up showed several flights of birds beginning to flock above us; we would have reserves, at least. Eurasian Jackdaws, too small to fight, but good for scouting; some rooks...and a small flight of Carrion Crows, their larger wingspans holding steady against the wind; James own much broader form a crisp silhouette against the setting sun.  Not as large or capable a force as I could pull in from the mountain woods of Prussia, but enough to handle monks, I hoped. 
 
    Julie nodded at me, she had seen them. I turned my head to look at Anna, she was shivering, obviously frightened, but Ilona was pulled close on her shoulder. The ware house did not thrill me, it seemed a lovely place to be full of vermin, and I was starting to develop a natural phobia of rats. The idiot in the badly washed bathrobe behind me gave me one more shove. Right then, I had about enough of that to last me the next two lifetimes. I considered grabbing the idiot and putting him into a colonial scout knot. I then considered Anna. Time to be annoying instead. 
 
    They wanted me to walk, I walked. Faster. Right though their ranks, past Julie, past the choir group leader, and directly through the fence gate, up the stairs, and, with arms outstretched like I was playing rugby, right into the large rusted doors. Which shuddered on their badly kept hinges, but held. Running steps behind me was the lead monk trying to catch up without tripping in his skirt; idiot. A glance down showed the problem, the doors had an old chain lock on them. A hand on either side and a good stiff grunt of young again muscles fixed that little problem; the chain split with a bang like a gunshot, and the doors flew open to either side. 
 
    "Hello!" I yelled, as loudly and cheerfully as I could. 
 
    "Would you care to buy some encyclopedias?" Lois added. 
 
    In the stripped clean warehouse, some two or three hundred robed figures turned as one to face me. Well, that was not creepy or anything. It had to be insanely hot with all those people in this unventilated room in those horrible robes. No wonder the place stank of sweat and urine. 
 
    I stood, arms outstretched, still smiling. The horde just stood staring back. Or I think they stared, with their hoods, they may have all been napping. No, they were all standing. Assuming that is, they were people at all, I was beginning to believe they were mannequins. From the packed left side, a quick noise came from one farting. I concluded they were alive, then. 
 
    "Be at peace, my children, and let our guest through. I must see her, with my own eyes, the one I have seen so many times with my soul. This living paradox. This living impossibility." The voice was male, deep, commanding, in Russian, but with an accent I had not heard before. 
 
    The crowd split like a lake before an ancient prophet, at the end of the new passage, there was a raised dais, and a large canopied bed, lit by a small electric lamp. So, this was the master of the mystery. Julie took the lead, walking without any hesitation between the rows and rows of silent monks. I followed as best I could, my walking stick clenched a bit harder than was decorous. Anna pushed her way up, to come beside me, and reached to take my other hand. Her palm was hot, hotter than human, and tickled lightly my skin as she built up charge. 
 
    Julie stopped in front of the dais, then waved operatically at the yellowed cotton drapes. "Madame Eryma, the Queen of Crows, may I introduce to you, someone who was once a favorite of the Empress Elizabeth but is now discarded; Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin, priest, philosopher, faith healer and bishop. He believes he can see the future. And was foolish enough to tell the Empress the truth of what he thinks he saw." 
 
    I looked past the drapes, beside me, Anna drew in a quick breath. The figure was bloated, corpulent, like a man dead at sea for many days; with a long untended beard, enlarged eyes, and a head many times larger than it should be. Those eyes now bored into me, sick and yellow, the face cracked a ghastly grin, with rotten teeth and drool coming from one side. 
 
    "Yes, yes, I see you clearly, now." The voice did not match the body, it was almost musical, compelling, "Madame, you are dead." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "Was that a threat?" I was not happy about this, not happy at all. From the feel of Anna's hand in mine, she was not happy, either. "Or are you making some reference to the events in Prussia? I assure you, I did not die there." 
 
    "No, no, of course not." Rasputin motioned me closer, and dropped his voice to a whisper. " You died over one hundred years ago. You are buried, yes, buried, behind the cracked green door in your house. Your body, is quite frozen I am afraid. The world never really thaws up there. It just gets more or less frozen, depending on the season." 
 
    Julie looked at me and shrugged. "For what it is worth, he once told me I would be entombed below the pyramids of Gaza. But that was back at court, when he was sane... Or well, saner." 
 
    "Was a pretty Cleopatra involved?" I smirked. 
 
    "Oh no," Julie did her leopard thing "I prefer my queens more Nubian." 
 
    "If you two are done ignoring me in my own church..." Rasputin gestured at the ceiling "I have yet to finish your prophecy." 
 
    "Right, right, you were saying... I was dead, did not know it, and my frozen cadaver was propped up in a pantry someplace, probably between the vegetables and the canned sausages, and was probably ruining both? Tell me, someone had to put it there, why not give me a proper burial? And how can I not know it? Anna, Lois, both of you can see behind me, could you please check for canned sausages? Not you, please, Julie, I suspect we have confused these poor monks enough, any more and they may faint." 
 
    Anna made a big show of looking behind me "Nothing here, Miss." She almost giggled. 
 
    "Well I looked closely earlier, and did not see a sausage, but I did see a pair of lovely hams." Julie panned in a circle, looking around her "None of the monks exploded, do you think they did not understand that reference? Am I being too subtle?" 
 
    "For the record." Rasputin harrumphed "I do not require celibacy in my teachings. So, my followers understood the sausage, hams, and should you need to comment, sliced bacon. But what you" and he pointed at me "do not understand, is that YOU ARE DEAD. This life is not real, it is a memory of a dream; you died, you are not here, and everything you do here will change nothing, as you are but a ghost on a stage, doomed to follow the script you wrote long before. Pages of a play, pages scattered by the winds, pages lost, and pages found; it does not matter if you cannot read them, you will follow them, and all of us shall be doomed by it." 
 
    "Then why warn me? If nothing I do can change the future, why tell me at all?" I thought he made no sense at all. 
 
    "I was not telling you. You are a broken line already written. I was telling the child; she has a choice. Anna, little one, come and listen; storms are coming. If you take your mother, and go home, you will see nothing but war and death. If you stay here, Princess Catherine's enemies will destroy you. If you follow this fool, you shall be damned with her. Only if you go to your great grandmother, to Elizabeth, will you live to adulthood. I owed her a debt from long ago, my warning you now is payment on that debt. And now, go, go, and take these fools with you. I am tired, and wish to sleep." Rasputin fell back, and began to pretend to snore. Badly. James did better watching baseball. 
 
    I started to say something, Julie grabbed my arm, and pulling me and Anna with her, started to leave. "We should go," she said "Before we have to kill all these idiots." 
 
    The walk to the door was swift but steady, I refused to be dragged or to look like I was running away. The lines of monks simply stood and stared at us like brown robed gargoyles the entire time. There was something deeply and fundamentally wrong about the way they slaved themselves to this madman, it offended my colonial upbringing. 
 
    They tried to slam the doors shut behind us. Tried, but I had opened them too hard; they mainly squealed shut and then sort of shuddered into place. The sun outside was low against the sky but still visible and welcome, the air was winter crisp and much cleaner, and about a thousand locals were on the roofs watching us, with James clearly in the lead. The reserves, a pleasant sight indeed. I waved upwards; they all croaked, clacked, squawked, or chattered back. 
 
    "M'lady" Anna turned to Julie "Was any of that, true? Am I going to die?" 
 
    "I do not know. He has been wrong before, but he has been right as well, which is why they brought him to court to begin with." Julie squared her shoulders and began leading us down the street again. 
 
    "Was he right or wrong when he got kicked out?" I walked after, Anna jogging behind. 
 
    "Oh, he was right. But he said it in court, in front of all the wrong people, and embarrassed the Princess. She couldn't kill him for that, but she hurt him, oh she hurt him. He was almost normal before, now he is broken." Julie had reached her new auto mobile, and opened the door for me and Anna. 
 
    I let Anna scoot in first. "Lovely" I said. 
 
    "Quite. And educational...When Catherine gets that angry, it is a quiet and terrible anger. Not the storm, but the buildup before it; her eyes grow dark, and the symbols beneath her skin flare like rockets. I decided then and there I never wanted that anger pointed at me; half the world says I am mad, but I am sane enough for that." Julie bowed as she closed the auto mobile door behind us. 
 
    I turned to look at the back seat. Three sets of eyes, one human, blinked back. "Ilona" I said "if Anna goes to Elizabeth, she and her mother will need an escort." 
 
    "I can handle that." Ilona said "but I have yet to decide if I shall stay after. Picking a human is an important decision. Gillian seems happy with hers, but the troubles Laura gets into...good grief." 
 
    "Laura creates her own troubles. What do you think, Anna?" 
 
    "Can I talk to my mother first?" Anna asked, "She is back at the palace, in the servant's quarters." 
 
    "Of course," Julie laughed "And we have clothes to get picked up, makeup to put on, and a dinner to get too first. Hold on everyone, I am going to see how fast this thing can go." 
 
    Oh, dear. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    A Woman of Wealth and Taste 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    To: Captain Simon Illyanovich Kosigan, Imperial Security 
 
    For Your Eyes Only 
 
    Sir, per request and requirement we have searched the towns around Schloss Drachenberg, and while we have found no direct evidence that the 'queen of rats' is indeed living we did find a safe house, now abandoned, constructed in an unused side part of the main sewer system leading between the castle and the city. This room contained a large bath, several used boxes of medical supplies, and what we believe was several barrels of a primitive version of the restorative solution, attached to a delivery system and a small gas electric generator. 
 
    We have sent samples of the solution on to the capital laboratories for analysis, but my experts here seem doubtful that considering the primitive nature of the equipment here the patient could have survived; it is entirely possible, they may in fact have melted. Just in case, I have had the drains plunged and samples of that material sent on as well. 
 
    Yours to command, 
 
    Captain Alessandro Flamma 
 
      
 
    Princess Catherine's home, The Winter Palace, is justly famous the world over. The physical and political center of an entire complex of lesser palaces, museums, opera galleries, fortresses and government offices called Catherine's Hermitage it can lay claim to being among the most beautiful and wealthiest buildings on earth. Built on the northern side of the city's central square, and adjoining the Neva river on the other, it is over 800 feet long, 100 feet high, and made of not a single palace, but four lesser palaces entwined, rebuilt, and constructed over, with a single outer structure of brilliant green stone and vaulting white marble supports. 
 
    I wanted to blow it up the minute I saw it, world's largest collection of fine art and antiques be damned. Sadly, I was certain that was not a popular opinion- just how many peasants died to build this damn thing, anyway- but it was the only one I had. Fortunately, Lois was happily enraptured by the art and beauty, and James, well, he took some of the locals to go crap on the roof. 
 
    Julie had parked her vehicle on the street some distance away, as auto mobiles were not allowed past the security gate and onto Palace Square itself. I got out and started walking as fast as I could. With this new dress, towards marble stairs leading up to the two story main doors, with Anna somewhat skipping behind, when Julie stopped me with her arm. 
 
    "Let me guess, I am to head to the servant's entrance?" I glared. 
 
    "No, the opposite, we are to head to the Hermitage Theater." Julie pointed east. 
 
    "Oh wonderful!" Anna exclaimed, sounding like some beau had just handed her a cherry pastry. 
 
    I turned around to look at her " You love the theater that much?" 
 
    "No servants are allowed inside Miss. Shall I wait or head back to my mother, M'lady" Anna's eyes were full of hopes. 
 
    "Neither." Julie dashed them with quick ruthlessness. "My instructions were to bring you both. You will enjoy it, I think, Eryma. It is quite different from what anyone who is not familiar with the court expects; as Anna noted, no servants are allowed, only the Princess's personal chef and his assistants. The food is plentiful and delicious, albeit Russian, and served as a buffet. The upper levels of the Theater contain many balconies, and the true lords of the empire often eat there, overlooking the actors, dancers and musicians practicing their show. There is a special decree covering the place, from Princess Catherine, commemorated in bronze and embossed on the stair way wall. It reads, ‘Eat what you want, wear what you want, sit where you want, and don't ask me any stupid questions.’” 
 
    "Oh dear." I said "I am starting to like her. So how do we do this?" 
 
    "Both of you follow me. By long tradition, and the fact I greatly prefer a uniform to a dress, I eat with the military officers in the left-wing balconies. So, we head in, fill our plates at the buffet, and carry them and a bottle or two of wine up the left stair- it has the gold and red carpet- and to whichever of the balconies has space. Do try and be somewhat polite to the officers; the generals command armies, the admirals navies, the colonels get the drink refills, and the captains command your sorts of people." 
 
    "My sorts of people?" we were walking fairly fast, towards what I assumed was the Theater, now. Well the building was certainly brightly lit and elegant enough. 
 
    "You know, spies, murderers, thieves, secret police men, torturers, the occasional dog catcher... Lovely people. Ah, here we are." Julie nodded to the soldier standing beside the wide crystal and bronze double doors. He bowed slightly then opened the door for us. 
 
    The first thing to hit me wasn't the light or the music, it was the smell of the food. Roasted meats, spices, fresh breads, and chocolate. Even if I hadn't had lunch a few hours before I would be drooling. I was about to follow my nose on inside when Julie waved me over for one last word. 
 
    "Lois, James, Ilona... I won't forbid you three, but for the rest, please stay outside. If someone mistakes you for simple animals, it will get messy." Julie said. 
 
    "But...but..." The girls twittered. 
 
    "Now now, she did just buy you a nice lunch, dears, so be polite, and keep an eye on the outside. This is, after all, the first place the revolts try and attack whenever they feel particularly revolting. Only what, three attacks in the last twenty years?" Lois grinned. 
 
    "Well yes, it made for a lovely show. It's why we have that big open square, and guards with rifles on the roofs. That said, " Julie made an extravagant bow "My queen of crows, assorted birds and young lady to be, welcome, to the Imperial Theater." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Anna had clearly never seen that much food in her life. She stopped, and stared, with eyes like green china plates, causing traffic jams among the mingling nobles, officers, and ladies of the evening. Several of the officers decided to take offense, and growl, at this obvious servant being here; Ilona, Lois, James and I growled back. Some stories of who I was must have spread already, as the offended decided to become the offense -less fairly quickly. 
 
    I put my arm around Anna's shoulder and tried my best to guide her towards one of the less busy tables, the rather tasty smell coming from it gave me a clue what to expect. "Do you like fish, Anna?" The man wearing chef's whites standing behind the hot and cold-water table bowed to us, and began to pull the silver covers from his wares. 
 
    "Fish?" Anna chimed "Well I have had canned fish, Miss, and sometimes, after a feast, they let us have some kitchen scraps, eel and the like. That doesn't look like any fish I ever have had." 
 
    The chef looked offended for a minute, So I pulled back Anna's hair a bit, so he could see the green lines glowing on her veins. If at all possible, he stood even straighter - hah, not only were there soldiers here, the chefs were ex-soldiers as well, and probably armed in some way- and got out a hot plate from the steamer, clearly awaiting orders. 
 
    I liked that in a man. "She is Anna Romanov" I said "newly come from Prussia... Please prepare her a plate of some selections of your best, not too rich, and for myself, some of that broiled trout and rice? And if it would cause no trouble, might we also have a plate of those mussels in garlic sauce for my birds? They do love them so, and we haven't been able to get good seafood in Prussia or France." 
 
    Plates in hand, child in tow, we walked, skipped, and hopped our way over the to the red and gold stair- not mind you, the white gold stair, the blue stars and gold stair, or the gold gold and gold stair- and up to what I assume was the third floor. At least a dozen doors along the hallways waited us; I was a bit worried about having to knock on them all when one four or five down quickly opened and several lesser officers with their 'ladies' were rudely ejected. I recognized both the boot and the style, and with a few nods of apology to the ejected parties, made my way down there and into the now mostly empty balcony suite. 
 
    Julie was indeed inside, slouched in a chair, her long legs propped up before her on the dark wooden railing. By her side, on a small table, was a plate with about half a haunch of roast on it, a large pot of mustard, and a bottle of some clear liqueur. I guided Anna, Ilona and James in first, then went in myself, closing the door behind Lois and me. There were four chairs left, so we had room, although we would have to use one to put the plates on I thought. 
 
    "I am surprised" I said to Julie, settling myself. 
 
    "That I love mustard?" A bronze eyebrow crept up. 
 
    "That you did not keep the girls when you evicted the officers. They were not captains, admirals, or generals, I trust." I tried a bite of my fish. Soft, almost creamy, with a wine sauce. Delicious. 
 
    "No, junior lieutenants and captains- that is to say, real captains- lesser sons of nobility here for the evening to impress their dates with their wealth, power, and manly ways. Perhaps they will now impress them with wisdom in retreating from a battlefield sorely lost, instead. Or perhaps not." Julie grinned. "Besides, tonight I hunt more dangerous game." 
 
    "Ballerinas?" I smirked. The rice was tasty, if a bit bland; behind me, I could hear Anna and the birds munching away happily. Well, I had fed the child, at least, even if the Russian Nostradamus seemed convinced I was going to get her killed. 
 
    Rasputin bothered me. I did not study the sciences like Lois did, but I knew enough to understand some basics. If he was the real thing, I did not understand how any gift- which as far as I knew followed the laws of nature- could allow one to see through time. If he was fake, well, faking clairvoyance was easy enough, I had done it more than once myself, but how does one fake prophecy and still get it right enough for people to take note? There were few fools in Catherine's court, I suspected. 
 
    "Side kicks." Julie said loudly. 
 
    "Pardon?" I asked. 
 
    "Your ballerina comment. I said the only thing dangerous about them was their side kicks, but you were not paying attention." Julie glared at me over her meat and mustard. 
 
    "Sorry," I said, some sorry, "Rasputin. He has me wondering... Just how accurate is he, really, about the future? And how specific? Is it just riddles and poems, or does he get that concrete often, and has anyone kept track?" 
 
    "Answer, about half, very, and he used to be able to answer a straight question with a straight answer. He seems to have to know what to look for, but yes, he claims to be able to see the past, present, and future... To the point that, when he was part of the court, Catherine's enemies would meet in pitch dark rooms just so Rasputin could not find them. That said, tracking how right or wrong he can be is difficult; seeing the future changes it, you understand. He once told Catherine not to go horse riding along a certain wooden path, her favorite, and when I searched it, I found two would be assassins hiding behind a hunter's blind with heavy rifles along it." Julie took an almost savage bite at that point. It was clear she did not like Rasputin one bit. 
 
    "So" I dared "If he is so useful, why do you hate him so much?" 
 
    "Because" and this was almost a snarl "The man has no wisdom, at all. He would tell people their greatest secrets, just blab them out in public, and then not understand at all why they were angry. He once told me over dinner that I would be a fool for a woman, and she would hurt me, but I would go back to her, and she would hurt me again. I told her the love of my life had been dead for many years at this point, and everyone knew the tale, and he was seeing the past again. He just answered 'yes' and started laughing. I would have killed him then and there if Catherine had let me." 
 
    I would have gone on further, but there came a quiet rap at the door. I glanced at Julie, she nodded, and so I got up to get it. The man at the hallway was sparse, balding, with a short-trimmed beard and a very conservative black suit. "Ah yes, Herr X, we meet again. How can I help you?" 
 
    "Please, simply call me Stolypin, it is what everyone does. Dame Julie, I shall have to borrow your date, I am afraid. My mistress wishes to meet her, I shall return her to you when she is done, you have my word. This way please." The man gestured down the hall, in the different direction from the stairs. 
 
    I gathered up Lois, and with James hopping behind, headed off to follow. "Marshall Stolypin," I said "It has been suggested me that the young girl with me, Anna, should be introduced to the Empress Elizabeth. Do you know of any way that could be arraigned?" 
 
    "Perhaps, but I believe my Mistress had some plans for the child, herself. May I ask who made this suggestion?" 
 
    "Rasputin. He made a point of meeting me today. He believes the child would be in danger at the Princesses court.... as she would be but one of many there, and a target for politics, I understand. Does the Empress have any family living with her now?" 
 
    "No, she does not, and I suspect I understand your meaning. I shall speak to my mistress, and if she allows it, make the arrangements. Now first, I regret, we must face the rain and cross this archway to the next building over." He held to door open for me. 
 
    I pulled my jacket in close. "Why Marshall, where are we going?" 
 
    "The museum of ancient antiquities. My mistress does so love the wonders of Egypt, she wishes to share them with you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Paintings, engravings, drawings, sculptures, marble floors, amber walls, more Paintings, engravings, drawings, sculptures, marble floors, amber walls and more Paintings... The treasures of an empire become worth far less when there are simply so many that every wall for what seems like miles holds yet another dozen priceless artifacts. There must be millions, if not more. Walking as fast as the Marshall and I were, I could but get a glimpse, although Lois seemed pleased, darting her head back and forth like a wrist watch arrow as we passed each. 
 
    Some feeling stopped me, and Lois stared at one in particular. "Marshall," I asked "That one there, the painting of a young girl in a blue dress, in style it does not match any other around it." 
 
    "Yes." Answered Catherine's cool voice from around the corner " That is because it comes from your homeland. Eleanor, it is called, By The colonial master Frank W. Benson. It is a new addition, in a new colonial style, meant to show feeling more than detail. It was a spoil of some minor scuffle; the British seized it for some spurious reason and my navy politely took it from them in turn. So, tell me, did your bird see it first, or did you?" 
 
    How did she sneak up on me like that? I kept my voice as steady as possible. "It was the colors, they are far brighter." 
 
    "And that" Catherine walked closer, gesturing with her hand to create some sort of witch light above us " Was not an answer. But then, I note you never do give answers." 
 
    "My adviser" Catherine continued, nodding to Marshall Stolypin "Believes you are hear for much the same reason as most, eternal youth. My knight thinks the reason is deeper, that the injuries inflicted upon you by the British never healed and your life was ending, or perhaps no longer worth living. Tell me, are these correct?" 
 
    " They certainly seem reasonable to me" I looked her straight in the eyes, as James quietly sidled around the hall edge. 
 
    "But both are wrong. Of all the wealth in my hermitage, you cared only for the one stolen from your people. What I believe, Eryma, is what you want is a tool to do what you could not: destroy Britain, and free your homeland from their rule. And I, am no one's tool, not even yours." 
 
    I gestured to the other wall, where paintings of fighting ships sailed midst clouds of cannon fire. "Yet, war is coming. Every day, your armies grow on the borders, as do theirs. Half the world now goes to feed, clothe, and arm those troops; all it would take to start a raging bonfire is but one wrong spark. I could be a very useful ally in the conflagration." 
 
    "Yes, but do not mistake for a second that I will trust you, for you are far too arrogant for anyone to ever trust you. Follow me now to the Egypt room, I have a game for you to play before you leave. And do call off your bird, if you please, before I fry him for a pastry." Catherine turned her back on us and began walking to a set of bronze and gold metal doors. 
 
    I looked at James. He shrugged. Right. Walking fast to catch up, I expected Catherine to get some sort of keys or perhaps Marshall Stolypin to jog ahead and open them for us, but instead she made one of those witchy gestures again, and with a hiss of steam and the grinding of gears the heavy doors glided open on their own. A vault in a museum in a palace in a fortress? Well as they say there is no kill like over kill. 
 
    Electric lights within crackled into place; this was no museum room, but a sterile white chamber with perhaps ten or twelve white porcelain and steel tables. On each were mummies, some wrapped, some partially unwrapped, some surgically opened. Catherine stopped in the center of the room, then spun around like a ballerina, hands raised to present her antiques. 
 
    "One of these" Catherine breathed in an almost sexual manner "Is a fake. Do tell me which." 
 
    "Well" I tried to buy time "I suppose I could begin with a materials analysis, or a..." 
 
    Lois loudly coughed. 
 
    "Yes, oh wise one?" I turned my head to look my bird in the beak. 
 
    "Apologies, dear, your Highness, but perhaps we should start with the one still breathing." Lois sounded horrified. 
 
    "Breathing?" I stared at the one in the corner. Then stared at Catherine " Oh gods, your Highness, what have you done?" 
 
    "Shown you the stick, my servant" Catherine laughed like breaking glass. " Some sort of guarantee of rights for your homeland shall be your carrot, I think. The process that made you young and whole is not entirely stable, you understand. There is an.... antidote. A rare poison, that when taken, causes the process to reverse itself; the patient become old, so old, so quickly; and the machine will not heal them, it just stops them from dying. This man you see was once my lover, but he betrayed me, and now he is part of my collection, forever alive, forever dead." 
 
    Catherine walked closer, and laid her hand on my cheek like a lover, before taking my chin in a grip inhumanly strong. "So, we understand each other at last. I did not conquer half the world by being a fool. You serve me now, and you may get what you want, if you serve me well when I take Britain at the last. But if you betray me, all it will take is one agent, one drop, one mistake, and you will join my collection. So much more effective than heads on a wall, don't you think?" 
 
    I tried to nod. Lois and James held very quiet, very still. 
 
    "Oh lovely."  Catherine kissed me once on the lips, hers tingled like cold brushed steel. "We shall have all sorts of fun. Stolypin, be a dear, and do see her back to the theater, she has an early flight tomorrow aboard my flagship and must not be late." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Na Na Na Rat Man 
 
    
      
 
    Part Three 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Zeppelin Louhi 
 
    October 30th, 1908 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Interlude: 
 
    In 1843, under the command of Admiral (and later Count) Yevfimiy Vasilyevich Putyatin, the Russian Eastern Navy sailed to Nagasaki, Japan, with orders to open the island up to exclusive Russian Imperial trade. While initially impressed with the size and power of the Russian Naval power, the Tokugawa government in power at that time was hesitant to sign any trade deals with a European power, being well aware that China and Korea were both little more than satraps at this point. 
 
    Admiral Putyatin and Ambassador Karl Nesselrode tried to sweeten the deal at first with offers of gifts of immortality for the Japanese ruling family as well as technology for her people, but still the Japanese continued to draw out negotiations, while at the same time their own inventors and shipwrights, led by famed genius Tanaka Hisashige made surreptitious observations of the Russian Navy in order to try and reverse engineer it's technology. 
 
    After growing visibly tired with the Japanese delays- the current argument was about the shape of the table the treaty would be signed at- Admiral Putyatin challenged the Japanese with a more direct confrontation; they would assemble their 'best soldiers' at Edo that summer, he would send for his, and the victor would make the decision. 
 
    The Japanese, in order to limit the Russian advantage, insisted on it being a sword fight; to their surprise, Admiral Putyatin laughed then agreed. They sent their one hundred finest samurai; The Admiral sent to his flagship, the dreadnought Diana, for one. And whether it was due to sea sickness, the recent bad weather, or other factors, Dame Julie d’Aubigny showed up by all accounts quite intoxicated. 
 
    One of the waiting samurai made an improper remark, at which point, Dam Julie drew her sword and killed them all. Several of the witnesses I spoke to personally claimed she started singing halfway through the battle. Opera, mostly. Another witness told me canon fire would have done less damage. 
 
    Admiral Putyatin then implied the Russians had many more such soldiers; the Japanese signed the treaty the next day, agreeing to all terms the Russians asked for. 
 
    In conclusion, Senators, they got their first, with more ships, better bribes, and a damn demon from hell as a champion. My mission never had a chance. 
 
    Commodore Mathew Perry, address to the California Colonial Congress, January 3rd, 1851 
 
      
 
    I would love to speak poetically of the brisk Russian air, the beauty of seeing the mighty airship soar down from the clouds like some vast god gliding down the rainbow bridge, and wax on about the crew dashing this way and that as we elegantly boarded. Sadly, it was five am, everything was still dark and drizzly, I had one hour of sleep, and far too much to drink the night before. My left eye was still cemented shut, my right was held open with a toothpick, and I had simply stacked James, Lois, their daughters, and what little luggage I had, all onto a cart and was trying my best not to run over anyone important. 
 
    I hated mornings when I was young, and hate them all the more now. 
 
    At last some Russian airman mikewhathisfacenameis toolongus torememberus got us all up the elevator lift, across the balcony, and into the craft hold itself, which despite being made of fine wood wobbled more than I would like to think an airship should. Which said something deep and philosophical about the nature of dreams and reality. Or it may just have been the weather; winter breezes and Russian rain cannot be good for airborne travel. 
 
    The airman led me and my snoring luggage - and my birds did snore, which thought quite unfair- down several ramps, and into the undercarriage of the mighty vessel. The walls at this point turned simple blue painted wood, rather than the elegance on the flight deck, which rather reminded me of a mid-class hotel, with all the cabin doors and people moving their bags backs and forth. 
 
    The airman finally came to the last cabin on the left, and opened the door for me, bowing me in. Right then, that was a clue. "Does Madame require anything? This vessel is a warship, not a luxury ship, so we have only the basics, but we will be serving breakfast in the officer's mess in about 40 minutes." 
 
    I pushed my luggage of ravens in, and looked around. One small bed, a travel chest on the floor, a small round window on the outer wall, and a door leading to what I assumed was the wash room. Junior officer's quarters, indeed. Well I have berthed in much worse, even when I actually was a junior officer. At least this had no stack of snoring Cherokee warriors. 
 
    "How long is the trip scheduled for?" I asked. 
 
    "Fifteen hours is planned, with the weather, it may go to seventeen or even twenty, the navigator said." Airman whathisname answered me readily enough. 
 
    "The unless you superiors need me, wake me in time for dinner."  I walked in my room and closed the door. Time to push the birds over to the wall, ditch my boots and coat, take off my corset- oh that feels so good- ditch the pants and lie down for a good few hours’ sleep. Nothing was going to wake me now, nope, nothing at all. 
 
    Lights off, window shade down, bathroom door opening... Wait, hunh? Dame Julie walked out, wearing a smile and that was it. Her hair was down and freshly washed, he body was just as athletic as I had been imagining; if not for her generous breasts and hips I might almost think her a man, what with her long legs, firm stomach, and muscles hard and defined as any marble cast god I had ever seen. 
 
    "I am so sorry" She smiled at me "But the airman seems to have put both of us in the same room. We may have to share the bed." 
 
    "As you wish" I blinked, and moved back to make room "but you will have to pay the price." 
 
    "Oh? Do you bite?" she sat beside my head and moved under the sheets. 
 
    "Not currently." I sidled back and snuggled up to her, placing my head exactly where I knew she wanted it..."I snore." 
 
    Her thighs made a very warm and comfortable pillow, and the golden down was quite soft. She may have poked me once or twice, but if I can sleep through artillery fire, I can sleep through that. 
 
    # 
 
    Julie was not talking to me. We had not quite gotten back to the 'Dame Julie and My Dear Queen Eryma' nonsense yet, but I suspect she may have wanted a bit more last night than snuggling and sleep. When the airman came to knock on our door and wake us for dinner, she marched to the bathroom to get washed up and dressed without saying anything, marched down the corridor and up the stairs without saying anything, marched into the officer's mess without saying anything, and almost marched over the poor cook without saying anything. Now she sat across from me, shoveling hashed potatoes into her mouth, and not saying anything, very loudly. 
 
    I looked around the mess hall; various Junior officers, some with ranks I did not recognize, eating, talking, drinking, or staring at the sheet metal walls and ceiling. No expensive weight was wasted here for wood paneling, I approved. The food was plain, if hot, and served generously enough, the officers and crew plainly were treated well and content. My birds perched on chairs encircling the edge of table and munched happily enough on cheese and canned meat slices. 
 
    "Mother" One of Lois's daughters chirped up, I really must name them someday, they are growing fast "I can understand why we are here, but shouldn't Julie count as a senior officer?" 
 
    OK, perhaps they were not growing up that fast. Several of the Russian officers- those who it seemed spoke English- stopped what they were doing and stared- as if waiting for the anvil to fall. I considered hiding my head in my mashed potatoes and pork gravy. 
 
    "I am not certain that is the politest question, dear, and she has some reason to be angry with us already." Lois carefully replied. 
 
    "It is no secret that as I serve with the front ranks in times of war I often prefer to eat with them in times of peace." Julie said " And I am not... Angry... Really. Disappointed, perhaps." She smiled "Or frustrated." 
 
    "Well you were not actually planning on seducing Eryma right there with me and my family in the room, were you?" Lois was in full schoolmarm mode. 
 
    "Well, I, er, though" Julie stammered, then she looked at me, eyes wide "Eryma, are you a virgin????" 
 
    James fell off his perch laughing. Canned pork went everywhere. 
 
    "James, you can stop laughing now. James? James! Fine" I growled "At home we have separate rooms for a reason." 
 
    I was saved from further embarrassment by loud Russian yelling, swearing, and stomping from the far left of the mess hall. Most of the officers leaped up, I tried to see what was going on, but could not over the forest of their heads. A few more yells, stomps, and at last, one loud slam, and whatever it was over. 
 
    "Report, now!" Julie barked. 
 
    "A rat, Dame. It must have gotten in through the cargo lift somehow, or up the docking cables." A lone male voice from the back responded. 
 
    I looked at Julie. She smiled at me. "Great. Please send someone to inform the Grand Duke he has a British spy aboard his flagship. And why are you grinning like that?" 
 
    "Because" Julie leered "maybe I can get her naked." 
 
    "Well, I, oh, you." I grunted and grabbed a waiting airman by the arm "Go tell the command deck. Now!" 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    A Brain is a Terrible Thing to Taste 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    San Francisco, October 28th, 1908 
 
    The Russian rigid framed airship Perun docked here today at 4:18 pm, having returned from her epic 26-day circumlocution of the pacific, which started in Vladivostok, Russia. The Trip included stops in Tokyo, Saigon, Moresby, and Antarctica before crossing over to the southern continent and heading up to Santiago, Lima, Cali, Mexico City, and finally our own Colonial California Capital. 
 
    The mighty vessel's commander, Count Alexander Heublein, noted that the trip took two more days than planned, as there were delays getting refueled on the southern continent and "we had to climb above 6,000 feet to clear those damn mountains, which were not mapped properly before. Well, they are now, I assure you." 
 
    Peter Hemes, SF Free Press, filing for the Associated Papers. 
 
      
 
    The command deck was nothing like I imagined it would be. It was a lot smaller, for one thing, with perhaps room enough for ten persons at most. It was on the bottom of the vessel as well, down several flights of stairs and past two separate guard stations. It had a ring of floor to ceiling windows, set in thick panes behind metal screens, with a central control console at which two junior officers now sat, and a bank of electrical lights and mouth pieces behind for sending orders to the engine room, flight deck, and weapons pods. 
 
    Standing to the left of the control console stood an older man with large mustaches I assumed from his rank pins to be the ship's captain; behind him stood a pair of immortals, wearing even more gold, medals, and ribbons of rank... And at the front of it all, back to me, looking out the window was the large flight coated figure of Grand Duke Aleksandr, hands held behind his back. On earth, in the capitals of the empire, he was but the heir to heir of a ruler who would likely never die. But here, on his flagship, two thousand feet above the ground he strode the world like an angry god. 
 
    And I was about to tell him his beloved air battleship was in danger of falling like Icarus. Ah well, my day had been boring so far. "Your Highness" I started to say as I stepped sideways through the hatch door. 
 
    He held up his hand to stop me "Continue your report, Chief Airman." 
 
    "Sir" A voice spattered from the radio on the wall, Russian "We have found several signs of rats in the cargo bay, but no actual animals themselves, or any signs they are anything other than rats. We are conducting a room by room search elsewhere." 
 
    "Very good. Regular hourly reports please, and assume enemies on board until otherwise ordered." The Duke now turned to me. He was not pleased, no, not pleased all. "So, Madame trouble and her aerie return. Tell me, Madame, how certain are you the terrorist is aboard?" 
 
    "I am not, but it does seem a possibility. Tell me, the government had agents hunting her, to see if she survived, was there any evidence?" I looked out the windows. A beautiful and terrible view; defenestrating from this height would not be survivable at all. Above the bridge, in the wired air vent, a small shadow moved. 
 
    "The agents no doubt did, but their masters only tell me what they think I should know, as concerns naval or air operations. Someday I may get to speak with them about that, but for now, they have my mother's protection. Her of course, they tell everything, or I would have them already." He walked to stand beside me at the window, looking out. 
 
    "How hard would it be to sabotage this ship?" I dared. 
 
    "Not as easy as you might dream" He smiled "The gas is helium, not hydrogen, which is why there are two airbags, for the lift needed and redundancy. Even if one is lost, or engine power lost, we would still drift down slowly instead of falling to our fiery deaths." 
 
    "Yes, the gas is Helium" Lois interjected "But the outer envelope itself is coated in a solution of cellulose acetate butyrate, then sprayed with aluminum resin and iron oxide for gas retention. When subjected to a significant electrical charge, the material itself will begin to burn, releasing all the pressurized gas." 
 
    "Shocking" James tossed in. 
 
    The Grand Duke just stared at me. "So" he finally ground out "One is a genius, and the other insane?" 
 
    "I am starting to suspect" Julie bared her teeth at us both "That they may all be aspects of Eryma's own personality. This takes the concept of talking to oneself to an entirely new level." 
 
    Lois looked horrified. James just laughed. While outside the deck hatch, the girls started twittering about who is an aspect, not them, of course. 
 
    "Enough. Madame, control your beasts, this is a warship on a military mission, not a circus, and we shall act like it." The Duke barked. "As loathe as I am to let you loose on my ship, you have expertise my officers and crew do not. Second Officer Popov" And here one of the officer stepped front and saluted "will take you to where the search is being made, and oversee as you assist. You will go with him, but neither you nor your pets will enter any of the critical areas of the ship without an officer with you, and reports will be regular and clear. Is that understood?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He looked me in the eyes for a few minutes. "I am not my father, nor am I my mother. I do not play politics, which is why I am trusted to command half our military power. I expect direct answers, and will give them in return. Agreed?" 
 
    "Yes sir" I said, and regretted it could not be for real. 
 
    He nodded, satisfied for now. "Dismissed." 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "If this queen of rats is not dead" Julie led me back up the stairs to the main deck "She must still be badly wounded." 
 
    "Oh, pish posh." I pish poshed back. "There are a dozen ways she could be on this ship and fully functional. And if it is her, whatever deck they are searching, we should go the exact opposite direction." 
 
    "Fine" Julie turned around, and poked me in the chest with her finger "Name three." 
 
    "As you wish. One" I held up a finger in front of my face "She was never there. If you had not met me, but the castle was attacked by birds, and you ran up the stairs to rescue Grand Duke Karl from a dark-skinned woman, killing here, would you assume I was dead?" 
 
    "Well, perhaps..." Julie squinted her eyes. 
 
    "Two" I held up the second finger, forming a V "I have an old friend, a veteran of the wars, who has one leg three inches shorter than the other. He was a ship's captain, and a wealthy man, and his bridge took a direct hit at the second battle of Miami. There were pieces everywhere, and the crew, in a panic, mopped up everything they could and shoved it in tub with all the healing solution they had. Sadly, well, he's his own first mate now. On a planet of more than a billion, one in a million miracles happen every day." 
 
    "His own, wait, you don't mean...." Julie stared "And he is alive??" 
 
    "And is very popular with certain ladies, although one set is in a bit abnormal spot. Lastly... There might be an" I placed my lips between my split fingers and blew a kiss at her "inside... Person. Not everyone at court wants this mission to succeed, it would seem obvious to me." 
 
    "Stop flirting." Julie poked my chest again "Unless you intend to do more than snuggle. I am not a toy." 
 
    "But you are so much fun to play with" I tilted my head and smiled. 
 
    "And I" Lois coughed loudly "Have fun playing in the air. But not when the Zeppelin is on fire, at least not while I am in it." 
 
    "Darn. The show is over, kids" James sighed. Behind him, the three daughters twittered their disappointment. 
 
    "Right" I pulled my jacket straight, feeling like some ship captain "Officer Popov, was it?" 
 
    "Yes, Madame." The tall sparse man answered from behind me, in a strong Ukrainian accent. "My orders were to take you over to the chief engineer, he is running the search." 
 
    "Yes, and he is no doubt running it exactly where agent rat wants him to run it; it would be child's play to have a rat stick its little furry nose out, and be seen, in places where she wants them to go. The deeper question is, what does she want? If it was to kill us, she could have already done so, she had plenty of time while we were sleeping to plant a bomb. Hell, she could have planted it with a timer or radio detonator before we even left. Boom, take out the airship, Grand Duke, Lioness of France, and Queen of Crows, tsk tsk, so sad, airships are so unsafe these days." 
 
    "So, what is her plan then?" Lois asked "Delay? Force the airship to land? For what possible reason?" 
 
    "The British Navy. They want to get to the artifact first; they can't sail directly there; the ice blocks the northern route this time of year and our own fleet blocks the southern. Sailing around is possible, but even for their fastest ships would take weeks." Julie snarled and started walking down the hall briskly. "Officer Popov, of those areas away from where the Chief is searching, what would be the best to sabotage in such a way that it would slow the ship down, perhaps force her to stop for repairs, without risking destroying her?" 
 
    "Top of the main section, the biplane hangers. Their fuel is kept in an outer hanger, specially constructed so fire cannot spread to the rest of the ship. But it is well guarded at all times, no easy place for even rats to get in!" 
 
    "Except" I started jogging after Julie "when the entire crew is searching the bottom of the ship for saboteurs." 
 
    "Should I call and warn them?" Popov panted behind me. 
 
    "No, this is our best chance to trap her, let's move." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Run up a flight of stairs, go left, run up another flight of stairs, go right, run up "This is a maze of twisty little passages, all alike" I tried to pant. Julie barely looked winded, looking behind, James and Popov were barely keeping up at all. Which didn't say much for Russian officer training, as James was a two foot tall bird that had to hop. 
 
    "Yes well, these sections of the ship are designed to slow and confuse boarders." Julie said. 
 
    "What?? Seriously? Your navy is that paranoid?" I just stared at her. 
 
    "Got you." Julie laughed "Everything is labeled and color coded, of course. Officer Popov, two more flights till we hit the launch deck?" 
 
    "Yes. Pant. It. Pant. Blue door. Pant. Pardon. Pant. I. Pant. Only human." Popov sounded like a dying boiler. 
 
    "No excuses." Julie pointed behind me "He is a Bird. James, ready for combat?" 
 
    "Ready and willing" James saluted with one wing- the wrong one- "My sword like beak is right behind you." 
 
    "Right then, lets head up these last two flights more steadily, so we don't sound like a herd of fornicating elephants, and then as one head out the door." Julie started walking more quietly up the stairs. 
 
    "How do you know what fornicating elephants sound like?" I mused after her. She only turned her head and grinned. Perhaps I did not want to know. I can understand immortal boredom, but fornicating elephants as entertainment? 
 
    We hit the last flight, I tried to think of a way to check for traps, but Julie pushed me back, then steadied herself and gave it one sharp kick to the middle. The door flew off its hinges like it had been hit be explosives, before landing on the black painted wooden landing strip with a loud echoing thud. 
 
    I started to make a sarcastic comment about subtlety, but it was too late, as with a great woosh of air Julie had already launched herself through the door and out into the evening sky. I staggered after as fast as I could, the air thin and hard to breathe, like at the top of a mountain. The wind chipped by, stealing what little breath I could gather. Lois and James leaped up to spread their wings again, soon followed by their three youngest daughters. 
 
    I started to make my way into the wind, But Popov stopped me, and pointed to where there were railings along the side to hold on to. The launch deck seemed to go on for at least a mile, all black painted wood with yellow and white lines, till the far end where several biplanes and triplanes stood waiting for their next crucial mission. At the farthest end beyond them, was a small hanger and storage shed. 
 
    A bizarre noise warned me, and I dodged left as a small furry object came flying past to hit the tarmac beside me with a grotesque splat. "Eryma" Somewhere a lioness bellowed "I found your rats!" 
 
    "I want my sword" I growled, then grabbed the hand hold and started pulling myself towards the other end of the launch, dodging occasional rains of rat parts. Well this was one way for Julie to work off some frustrations, at least. 
 
    # 
 
    By the time I had gotten to the end, the rain of rats had stopped, which was good, but so had any of the other noises, which was bad. I doubted the enemy could have enough of either rats or religious fanatics on board to actually threaten Julie, so something else must have happened. I motioned to Popov to wait, the slowly sidled over to one of the waiting biplanes, and ducking behind it's fuselage, closed my eyes for a minute to see if there was anything Lois could show me. 
 
    Julie stood in a painting of blood, fur, and organs, with a rat tail clenched between her teeth. About forty feet away three men, dressed in badly fitted Russian uniforms, stood by a strange wheeled box, two of the men with rifles aimed at Julie, one holding some sort of radio. The one with the radio kept yelling things, and Julie kept nodding her head, no. 
 
    Well lovely, just lovely. I waved Popov over. "They have a radio trigger, probably for hidden bombs" I told him. His skin turned white. "But they don't know the Romanov's as well as I am beginning too, they only know the stories, and most of that is clearly myth. I need you to get back, and to a telephone; tell the Grand Duke I need a strong burst of white noise on AM radio frequencies, considering how small that unit is, the one through 20 megahertz range should do it, and hold it for at least five minutes. Have the helmsman signal me when the Grand Duke is ready by dropping bow angle by a few degrees; I shall attack then." 
 
    Popov gulped once then, crouching, started moving fairly fast back to the open door. I waved Lois down, time for a quick plan. 
 
    "Those Idiots" Lois landed behind me "Are stuck in a Mexican standoff. They know you are here, they heard Miss 'I am too subtle to wear under drawers' there, but they don't know where. I have the girls looking for the bombs now. And I don't know where the queen of rats is." 
 
    "I know where the rat queen is." I smiled "And we shall talk about Julie later. The ship will change course in a minute, when it does, have James hit the man with the radio as hard as he can, that should knock him off the side of the ship. Let Julie worry about the other idiots.  And Lois, love, keep any eye out. We want that transmitter for ourselves, if we can get it." 
 
    "Insurance. Good idea." Lois laughed. "This will be fun." 
 
    Minutes waiting, a life time of tension. What if I was wrong about the Grand Duke's powers? This standoff couldn't last forever. Sooner or later Julie would run out of patience, and do something courageous and stupid, or the enemy would, and do something desperate and stupid. I was about to panic, and do something pointless and stupid- there was no way I could charge three men at that distance unarmed without a distraction- when I heard a terrible creak and the ship began to tilt beneath my feet. 
 
    "Charge!" I screamed, took two steps, and slipped to land face first in slaughtered rat. Several rifle shots flew by over my head, then a cry of 'Feugo' from James, and the man with the transmitter also flew by over my head, with James and Lois in fast pursuit. Gravity, as they say, is a bitch. 
 
    I staggered up as best I could, one of the enemy was already down, in several pieces, and the other was nailed to the hanger wall with Julie's thrown sword pining him in place like a bug in a scientist's collection. Julie slid down the launch way to me, one hand held out for balance. "The bombs?" she asked. 
 
    "Jammed, I hope. We at least we are still here, and not all down there. Help me to that weird box contraption they have by the hanger please. We need to finish this." 
 
    Julie slipped under my arm, I tried not to enjoy it too much, and leaning against the angle of the ship, we climbed to where the steel and wood machine sat. "Is this... Some sort of bomb?" Julie asked. 
 
    "No. I have never seen one before." I tore off the wood sides, exposing the glass plumbing, full of lightly glowing green fluid flushing in and out of the metal cylinders. "But I think this is one of Dr. Miego's machines." 
 
    "A what?" Julie looked lost. 
 
    I waved at her to wait, then carefully unbolted the ties from the main cylinder; unscrewing the top showed an inner cavity of more tubes, green solution, wires, and nestled within, a living human brain. "This is what the British Empire does, Julie, to people like us whom they don't think are useful anymore. They cut out the parts they need, and put them in tanks. The surgeries on me were just the beginning; this is the end." 
 
    "This is not what I meant by seeing her Naked." Julie looked sick. “My government may want this for study." 
 
    "Pity that it was lost in the fight" I grabbed the machine under the wheels, and as hard as I could threw it over the edge and down to the waiting grave below. 
 
    Julie did not stop me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    The Busts of Pallas 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    I looked through Ilona's eyes, aware of me, she grinned and then started turning her head around, so I could see where she was. On top of a baggage rack of some kind, a small bowl of scraps at her feet, across the dark room, a mirror. Snoring in a small fold out travel bed, Anna and her mother dozed quietly. Through the window, the nighttime Russia winter woods rolled past, silver ice lit by brief flashes of moonlight glimmered almost poetically. Out the door, a single guard slumped in his chair, trying not to sleep himself. 
 
    Ilona laughed once, lightly, then began flipping her head back and forth as fast as possible to try and make me dizzy. I pulled out before she could do so, and looked at my own world with my own eyes again. 
 
    Kids. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Grand Duke Aleksandr, I was beginning to suspect, was incapable of being anything other than in a foul mood. Well, Anna was evidence that at some point her mother did make Aleksandr happy, although it was I suppose entirely possible he closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, and shouted 'For Russia' the entire time. Although I might be entirely wrong about who her father is, there are at least six or seven other possible suspects - including whoever it was that helped him in our little 'encounter' after the duel, assuming it was not Anna herself and that Lois was correct in her theories. 
 
    Which made my current position an assumption on a supposition on an assumption on a suspicion on a theory... I really should go into a more solid occupation, one based on sound reasoning and evidence. Like economics, politics, journalism, or prostitution. Well, I was young again, maybe I could get some clients with a new girl and bird act.... 
 
    "You." The Grand Duke growled " Are not even listening to me." 
 
    "My apologies" I tried to curtsy as sincerely as possible. “I am afraid I still have not recovered from my injuries." 
 
    "And is this the excuse you will make for disobeying my direct orders?" His eyes were full of green sparks. 
 
    "I did save your ship." I would have liked to scoot back, but it felt like half the air navy was jammed into this room. Well, perhaps a third. 
 
    "I am aware of that. But if you knew I was sending you the wrong way, why did you not say so to me to begin with? I am not an ogre, Madame, but when I give an order, I expect it to be obeyed on my own airship" his mustaches were beginning to smoke. 
 
    "Because the rat was watching" I said. 
 
    "What. Rat" 
 
    "The one hiding in your bridge air vent. I am not sure how much it could understand or communicate, rats are not that intelligent, but I thought it wiser to not take the risk. I assumed you knew, surely one of your officers must have seen it or heard it?" I tried to sound innocent, really. I may have sounded more like psychotic. 
 
    "I. I. I. Think I hate you." He thrust a finger at Julie. "Dame, we shall be at Tunguska in a bit over four hours. At which point she had best prove herself useful. Until then, take her to her quarters, and keep her there, even if you have to sit on her." 
 
    "Yes, my lord" Julie put her hand on my shoulder "Time for us to go." 
 
    "Wait." I said "four hours will be close to midnight, local time. Should we not wait for daylight to begin the search?" 
 
    "That, Madame, is what searchlights and flares are for. Dismissed!" 
 
    I dismissed. Stage left, head held high. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    We all marched back through the maze of twisty turning passages, all alike, back down to the junior officer's territory and my waiting room. I was tired, with a twist in my back from falling and a smorgasbord of smears of the truly disgusting variety all over my new clothes. Julie was even worse, looking like Countess Bathory after a salon session. On my shoulder, poor Lois kept having to duck her head, while James and the girls hopped, skittered, and waltzed behind. Then came poor Popov, whom was probably not my best friend right now, as he kept muttering 'career' and 'promotion'. Behind him marched two air marines... Well Popov learned from his mistakes, at least. 
 
    Julie marched straight down the hall, but stopped at the door before ours, and rapped on it loudly with the hilt of her sword. I glanced a question at her, she smiled, and said "you were warned." 
 
    "Was I?" I said as the door opened, a young officer looked out with anger, saw who it was, and turned pale as a sheet. 
 
    "Yes. You were warned not to tease me. And yet, when we slid down the deck, you did so. Now you must pay the penalty." She turned to the waiting officer "Don't you men have work to do?" 
 
    "I..." The officer took in her smile and bloodstained features "Yes, yes, come along Freddy, we are due in main engineering right now."  He grabbed his pants and boots and then ducked past me, jogging down the hall in his shirt tails. A minute later, a second young officer passed with a hurried 'pardon' and also jogged down the hall, at least he had put on his pants first. 
 
    "And so, you are kicking me out?" I was confused. 
 
    "Not you. Mrs. Bird, Mr. Bird, girls, your room. I need a shower." And with that she grabbed me like a sack of potatoes, tossed me over her shoulder head to arse, and walked back to our room. "Mr. Popov, have someone wake us 30 minutes before Tunguska. Otherwise, I have a colonial wood land to tame." 
 
    "Well, I Lois, do something!" I tried to squirm free. Gods that woman had strong hands. 
 
    "Do you really need help, dear?" there was ice in Lois's voice. 
 
    Julie stopped, and turned her head to smile at me. Somewhere, I melted. "No, I think I will be OK." 
 
    "Good. Have fun then. I, am going to finish my nap. Come along everyone." Lois went into her room. 
 
    Julie carried me into ours, then put me down and pushed me roughly against the wall. Her kiss was gentle at first, then it had teeth. "We really need that shower" I said. 
 
    "Pity we shall have to share." She whispered in my ear as her hand found my belt buckle. "We shall probably have to take turns washing each other." Her hand slid inside my pants and down to the waiting nest beneath. I moaned, and moved to open myself for her touch. She began to flick her finger, while licking, kissing, then biting my neck. 
 
    “Wait, wait" I cried. 
 
    "What now???" 
 
    "Shower. We really need to put these messy clothes someplace and take that shower first or we will leave the most bizarre blood stains, everywhere." 
 
    Julie fell against me, laughing, and as her body shook so did her finger inside my slickness. "Ass prints." She giggled "bloody ass prints, everywhere" 
 
    "Bloody foot prints on the wall board" I stepped back and started taking off the rest of my clothes, trying to put them in a pile on top of Lois's newspaper. 
 
    "Bloody hair prints on the pillows" Julie began to toss her own clothes on top of mine. 
 
    "Tit prints on the ceiling. We have to figure a way to get that." I stood now in front of her, naked as the day as I was born. She grabbed my buttocks roughly, and pulled me in close again. 
 
    "We are going to fuck, aren't we?" Julie's eyes seemed almost shy, somehow. 
 
    "Oh, gods yes. Several times, probably. Just not like cavemen, please. Shower first?" 
 
    Julie kissed me again, once on the lips, once on the nose. 
 
    The shower was... Just what I had imagined it to be. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Rap, Tap Tapping. 
 
    "No." I moaned once, and rolled over to nuzzle into Julie's shoulder. The noise came again, Rap, Tap Tapping, from our chamber door. "More sleep." I sighed and nuzzled harder. But the noise came again, and again, and again, like some frightful curse of yore. 
 
    "What" Julie sat up growling "Is that?" 
 
    I smiled at the curve of her back. "A walking Edgar Allan Poe reference." Then I yelled more loudly "Yes James?" 
 
    "Assuming you two can still walk." James obviously intended to be full of wit today "The airship has slowed and is now descending. As there are no alarms, I assume this is planned, meaning we are reaching our destination, beautiful and scenic Siberia. You two may wish to get dressed and head downstairs to report to the Grand Duck. Lois and I, of course, are already up and in our most formal blacks." 
 
    "Wonderful." I said. Two can be sarcastic. "Please, avoid the duck jokes. There are limits to what he will tolerate, I suspect. We will be with you in a few minutes." I poked Julie, she slid out, and stood in front of the bed, stretching. Delicious. A smile quirked on my face, I could not believe I ate the whole thing. 
 
    "Enjoying the view?" Julie arched her back once more, standing on tippy toes. “We should get dressed, if you can stand... At least long enough for me to get the deck officer to send a couple of junior enlisted in here to clean up. Those clothes are starting to stink a bit." 
 
    "Standing is not the problem, it is trying not to trip over my tongue." I pulled the bedsheets up close "Please hand me my small black travel bag in it, it has my old uniform and combat boots. We will need to dress for rough terrain, I suspect." 
 
    Julie bent over to get my bag "Ma Reine, are you shy? " 
 
    I blushed a bit. "It has been a while, I Hope I was not too badly out of practice." 
 
    "I had a lot of fun, you biter, you." Julie started to get dressed herself. “I there anything in this room the deck officer should not know about?" 
 
    "What, my collection of hidden bombs? I had Lois and her daughters hide those last night, on the airship port aft control surfaces. No one will be able to see them there, much less find them, at least until the ship is again docked at port." Ah colonial uniform, my old friend. The gray woolen socks itched, the white linen shirt had too much starch, and the pants were still too long even after the proper folds, but they were mine. I felt, for a moment, home again. 
 
    Julie stopped putting on her own officer's shirt and glared at me for a moment. I smiled back as innocently as I could. "Right." She rolled her eyes at me "If you can be serious for a moment, there is a gift for you in the wooden small case beside the bathroom door." 
 
    I pushed my feet into my boots, quickly twist tied them with years of practice, and stomping each foot once to settle them, went to look at the case she was pointing too.  Some more linen shirts, a few novels, wait there was something under the shirts "Ploinky!" I cried. Complete with sheath, belt, and was that my officer's forty-five and two clips as well? I had been missing that since I arrived at the castle in Prussia... 
 
    "Why thank you! Although these would have been useful when dealing with that bucket of rat queen. Any chance of grenades?" I asked. 
 
    "Orders" Julie shrugged. "The court wants you to be able to be useful in Siberia, but they are not stupid. Ready?" 
 
    "Yes" I clicked my belt into place "Wait, if you had everything, did you go through my personal things as well?" I glared at her. 
 
    She smiled as innocently at me as she could. She needed lessons in innocent smiling, a lot of them. Way too much teeth. "Right" I rolled my eyes. "So... Tunguska, Siberia." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Of Maps, Meeps, and Mopes 
 
      
 
    Part Four 
 
    Tunguska, Siberia 
 
    Impact site, 
 
    Saturday, October 31, 1908
123 days since impact of the Finger of God fragment 
 
    83 days since last report from Pskov Heavy Cavalry Regiment 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Interlude: 
 
    Dearest Mother
I despise this mission. Despise it, despise it, despise it. I may even be perturbed at it. The weather is either cold, rainy, or both at once; the winds go right through my feathers, the food is either terrible fish or fishily terrible, and I could only bring three books and have read them all now, many times over. 
 
    I should report that my Humans vessel and crew are doing well, and we are on schedule as planned. I shall list no more details, except to note that we passed the wreck of the frigate Zarya three days ago, trapped for all eternity in the fast ice. We might have shared a similar fate, had it not been for the assistance of the locals, whose good favor and cooperation I commandeered by bribing them with sausages. They are a great help, but terrible and salacious in their gossip. 
 
    Edgar Allan has arrived, with his new mate Rains Upon Summer Sky; a lovely female, even if these European women do have such strange names. He is resting now, and as soon as he recovers, I shall send him back to you with this letter and our most recent contact reports. 
 
    Best to Father and the girls, 
 
    Your Daughter, Gillian
Navigator, CMS Jane Guy 
 
      
 
    "What is that?" the observation deck was pitch black, only lit by small emergency lights at the doors. We stood as close to the windows as we could; Duke, Lords, Officers and Crew, for once all of us equals before the power of nature. Below, lit in flashes by the roving searchlights and fired flares, the absolute dark strobed with images of immense devastation; millions, no billions of trees, shattered, flattened and burned by some force far greater than anything I had ever seen. 
 
    The devastation was immense, and area that seemed to me to be as large as any city on earth. It was not round, but rather patterned with the tree trunks splayed out like combed hair, almost like the flapping wings of some great butterfly... "Lois" I asked. "Your eyes are better than mine at night. How much power would this take?" 
 
    "And my math, as well, dear." Lois thought for a moment "Power is in the millions of tons of TNT, far greater than anything seen before. The big issue is, I don't think this is all of it? The pattern is strange, and there is no crater." 
 
    "So" Grand Duke Aleksandr "What is your theory then, genius of birds?" 
 
    "Well your highness, I think this is not an impact, but a splash, if that makes sense. The object, which was a cylinder of some kind, came down too fast, and exceeding the terminal velocity for the air at that altitude, bounced back up a bit. If you follow in the direction along the central axis of the destruction, we should come to a smaller actual impact crater." 
 
    "Interesting. My bombardiers are taking photographs with their cameras now, when they are developed, could you work with my navigators and get us an idea where to look? Siberia is vast, vaster than even a colonial can understand." The Grand Duke sounded ... Fascinated. 
 
    "Possibly. Getting anything exact would be impossible, I am afraid. You can deduce the force from the size of the devastation, and from that roughly the mass, but at that point it becomes a question of how dense is the object... A larger object would have more surface area, and thus more drag." Lois was at her most professorial. It was conversations like this that made it clear which of her kids took after her and which after James. 
 
    "Assume a material stronger than any steel, but only weighing as much as volcanic glass. It has..." The Grand Duke moved to look at Lois, on my shoulder, nose to beak. 
 
    "Sirs, sirs, movement" A young voice interrupted from the other side of the room. 
 
    "Report" The Grand Duke barked. 
 
    "Objects, your highness, multiple. Numbers uncertain, but at least twenty, maybe more. Moving in a v formation, heading north north east perhaps, fairly quickly." 
 
    "Objects? Some sort of trucks or tractor vehicles?" 
 
    "Your highness, I... Don't think so. It's hard to tell, it's too dark to get a solid look, but they move like living things. Aren't mammoths extinct?" the voice sounded almost panicked. 
 
    "Clear space, let me see" the Grand Duke pushed his way through, I decided to tag along, just in case he needed Lois’s advice for some reason. Julie and James followed, although I wondered what their excuse was. 
 
    "Mr. Popov" The Grand Duke commanded "Hail the bridge, all stop here. Then signal fire control; I want lights, cameras, and flares on that area, right now." The commander barked in response and then hurried out of the room. In a few minutes, I heard the engines of the great airship switch to reverse as we began to swing around, forming a T to the oncoming V formation of whatever it was on the ground. 
 
    "How high are we?" I asked the Grand Duke. 
 
    "About 12,000 feet. You can see houses from that height, tall buildings, city streets if brightly lit, maybe large trucks. People, horses, just look like moving ants.  That is why I assumed train cars or such at first, or perhaps those new armored tracked vehicles the Army keeps demanding money for." As he spoke, everything went dark for a moment, then with a cymbal like crash, all the searchlights blasted on at once, sending lances of harsh yellow light into the predawn night below us. 
 
    I heard them before I saw them; a loud hollow long drawn out whistle like a steam engine. My eyes were fooled by the flickering searchlights and shadows; I though they must be manmade objects, the skeletal ruins of once mighty skyscrapers, perhaps. But no, they moved, and quickly, rearing up to hoot their challenge back to us, before charging in even faster. It was impossible to see any detail, they were black and gray, striped like zebras, but massive, larger than anything I had ever seen except a whale. 
 
    "Lois? James?" I asked. 
 
    "Teeth. They have lots and lots of teeth. Mammoths, my feathered arse." James sounded almost subdued. And he cracked jokes while under artillery fire. 
 
    "Very well, at least we have discovered what probably happened to my countrymen. Madame, can you contact the local birds and have them scout the area?" The Grand Duke asked. 
 
    "Yes, come dawn, but I don't know what or how many I will get, most will have fled the destruction." I was still in shock at the size of these things. 
 
    "So be it I..." The airship shook, as if something had hit it. The Grand Duke started to shout an order, but stopped, staring, as a vast shadow flew past the observation window. Far too large to be a bird, a specter on the sky, it passed above the searchlight beams and then circled around. In a moment two, no three more followed. 
 
    The airship shook again, then began to list port side. The Grand Duke roughly shoved past me, bellowing "Make Way" as he began to jog with heavy steps towards the fore hall and the bridge stairs beyond. Alarms began to ring, and then red lights lit all along the ceiling, giving the world a stark hellish look. 
 
    We were under attack. 
 
    And the Maphnk were very real. 
 
    # 
 
    The great airship was now listing to port by almost thirty degrees; I had to keep my hands on the wall as I tried to run down the now slanted hallway to the command deck. Outside the ship the faint retorts of gunfire began to be heard, as she began to fire back at her attackers. Scarce at first, then with louder thunders as the anti-aircraft began to engage, throwing their explosive charges wildly all around the ship. 
 
    "They are too close to hit" a man's voice in the command deck yelled. 
 
    "Get us above them, maximum lift, now!" The Grand Duke commanded. 
 
    I shoved my way past the guards at the door "Belay that!" 
 
    The Grand Duke turned on me, fury on his face "Explain, now, or I will throw you off my ship." 
 
    "The ceiling" I exhaled "Of an airship is what, thirty thousand feet? Large winged predators can top that, and climb faster. But they cannot match your speed unless they are diving." I squeezed past the officers to stand by the helm "Full speed ahead, steady as you can. Then you can either outrun or cross them in a T, as the Duke chooses." 
 
    The helmsman, young, all sandy hair, blue green eyes, and acne, looked up at me, gulped, and turned to his commander "sir?" he squeaked out. 
 
    The Grand Duke stared at me for a minute, anger and thought warring in his eyes. The ship shook again, and that decided it for him "Full speed, steady as she goes, Mr. Chekhov. Mr. Popov, speak to the engineer, I want one hundred and five on engine rotations." 
 
    "One hundred and five, aye sir" Popov bellowed out and orders began to be repeated back and forth. Worse than birds, these airship men. The Grand Duke waved his hand at me, and stepped front to the observation window. I turned left to sidle after him around the helm console. Before us the vast window showed almost nothing, black shapes moving across black skies over black land lit only by the crimson and orange lightning flashes of random flak fire. 
 
    "Is this all random, do you think, or is an enemy behind this? Is someone driving us away from the impact site, or towards it? And if so, why?" I asked. 
 
    "Never" The Grand Duke ground past my question "Countermand my orders on the bridge again. You may be correct this time, but it will not happen again. If you have something to report, signal me, and do so. Am I understood?" 
 
    "Sir, yes sir." I saluted. 
 
    "Good. As to your question, there is damage to one lifting bag, how bad we don't know yet, and we have lost pressure, but it is not catastrophic. This ship was built to take such injuries. We can patch the leaks and compensate withe the other bag and engines. It will slow us, but that is all. Madame Bird" He turned to look at Lois "Your analysis, if you please." 
 
    "Your Highness?" If Lois was surprised at being addressed directly her voice didn't show it. 
 
    "Could these be natural creatures?" 
 
    "At this point" The command deck quieted as Lois started to speak "It is impossible to be sure. There are clear pros and cons, however, to that argument: On the positive side, they have been reported in your mythology for over a thousand years, and they exhibit traits related to several terrestrial species, both current and extinct. On the negative side, mythological reports are not clear biological facts; someone would have found some evidence of such large creatures before this, and two separate cryptic species, both predators, would leave a lot of evidence." 
 
    "One, I think" James put his beak in "All the flying ones looked male to me. Much larger males with big teeth is the sort of thing us gentleman birds notice." 
 
    "Extreme sexual dimorphism? Insects and fish do that, not higher creatures. But it would explain the communication" Lois wiggled her wings "It is a hunting pattern, the small males spot the prey from the air, then drive it- probably herds of caribou and the like- towards the waiting females, who are ambush predators..." 
 
    Lois was interrupted, and almost fell, as the airship shuddered again, but this time in a front back direction. The acceleration, which had been constant, stopped for a second then with a massive weight lunged forward much faster. Julie caught me as I staggered back, before helping me upright. The Grand Duke barely even budged. 
 
    I started to say something, but Popov bellowed out "Main Propellers engaged, one hundred and five, as ordered, your highness. Engineer recommends not keeping this speed for more than forty minutes." 
 
    "Very good. Mr. Popov." The Grand Duke turned to his crewmen "Keep an eye on those temperature gages, if you please. Have the helm maintain this speed as long as safe, then cut down to normal cruise. If this is an attempt at a delay, I shall not allow it. Damage reports by section as soon as possible." 
 
    "How fast are we going?" I asked. The helmsman looked at the Grand Duke, who nodded. 
 
    "About One hundred forty miles per hour." The helmsman said. 
 
    "Oh my." And I thought that damn automobile was going too fast. I think I missed horses. I couldn't stand them, really, during the war, or they at least could not stand me; but they didn't run into mountains and make an awful mess, either. "A great bird can hit ninety, but only when swooping, in a straight race they can reach at most thirty or forty. And will have to slow for their ground forces, if they are working together." 
 
    "That is the plan" The Grand Duke was about to say more when an older officer came up and handed him a stack of papers "Good, good, damage reports, Mr. Yeltsin." He turned back to his officer "Take the spy, the genius, and the lunatic to navigations, then get those photographs from weapons control. I want an idea where we are going to be racing too." 
 
    "Aye, sir," A Ukrainian accent on this one. "Madame spy, genius, lunatic, follow me please. " He marched off, smartly, even with the listing of the ship. 
 
    I followed, if less smartly, with more sliding of feet and hands on the wall. I was beginning to hate air travel. Julie followed, then the girls, and lastly James, who not only hopped, but also skipped, serpented, sha sha'd and for a few steps, danced the apache, all while singing matching vaudeville tunes. The looks on the bridge crew's faces was almost worth the pain caused by his singing voice. His tenor was fine, but the falsetto, oh dear gods, the falsetto. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Navigations was a long, rectangular room two levels above the command room, lit by large red electric lights on the ceiling. Clocks, six at least, all set to different times, were on one wall, and the other was full of cubbyholes containing row after row of rolled up maps. Four officers had several of these maps splayed out on the tables now, while a fifth bald officer with a glorious mustache constantly made markings on a complex chart pinned to a drawing board, beside him a young enlisted man wearing a radio ear set kept in constant contact with the helmsman on the bridge. 
 
    I stood with Julie, James, and the girls beside the clock wall and tried to pretend to be useful while Lois prowled along the table, searching among the maps and photographs like some ebony feathered tiger. "Where is that developer?" She snarled "I need a clearer shot of the tip of the axis, and he promised me a close up ten minutes ago." 
 
    "I thought" I said "The plan was to estimate from the size of the devastation." 
 
    "It was originally, but that was never going to be very accurate; too many variables, the number of trees, mass of the trees, amount of water or snow on the ground, and so forth. If I can get a clear image of the axial indent, however, we can get something much clearer; the angle of incidence should roughly equal the angle of reflection, with the shape of the shock wave echoing down to the ground below. Basic ballistics." Lois said. 
 
    "Basic ballistics" Julie looked at me, totally lost. 
 
    "Like a billiards ball bouncing on the wall." I explained "The Object comes down too fast, hits air, and bounces like a stone on a pond. The ripples from each impact made the damage to the ground below; Lois thinks she can calculate how far it skipped?" 
 
    "But can we just not follow the trail of destruction?" One of the navigators asked. 
 
    "Nein." The man with the fantastic mustache said. "The last jump will have come down soft, and possibly have made no sign at all. We will need an idea where to search." 
 
    "Ah, I love good Prussian engineering. Efficiency at its best." Lois preened. 
 
    "Ahem." James barked "You may be young again, Missy, but we have eighteen kids, remember?" 
 
    "James, really!" Lois, well, squawked. "Besides, he is human. " 
 
    "Like that mattered to you sister." James pretended to cough into his wing. 
 
    "Dad! What? Did aunt Ruth? Really??" The girls all said at once. 
 
    "Enough!" Julie pushed herself to the front of the room. "Lois, here comes your photographs. This sounds like it may take a while, I am going to get some coffee and eggs. And Eryma." She turned to look at me "If they are aspects of your personality, you are insane." 
 
    I was too embarrassed to answer, just stood there and tried to look stoic as James continued to mutter under his wing. Julie looked at me for a moment, then stomped out the door and down the hall. 
 
    After a second glance at their mother, the three girls hopped after Julie, asking if they could have some eggs too. And cheese, sausage, bacon, biscuits... I wondered if Anna had any idea what she was getting into with Ilona... Well her Grandmother Elizabeth was an Empress, so at least the food will be fresh. 
 
    "Go ahead dear, and save me some if you can, this will take at least an hour." Lois was now engrossed beak down in her new photographs. 
 
    "All right, but I will leave James with you for now, just in case of more... Rats" I headed out the door for the officer's mess. I am not sure Lois heard me, she was busy starting her calculations, but James saluted, so that was fine. 
 
    My shoulder felt empty as I walked after Julie and the girls, but it's not like Lois and I haven't split up before. It was the incident in Prussia, I feared, and then was strangely happy; I may have lost my old scars, but I was getting new ones fast, at least on the inside. 
 
    In order to encourage the growth of these budding emotional issues, I spent most of lunch surreptitiously looking under tables, cupboards, napkins for rats, time bombs, and those strange pajamas wearing assassins the Japanese like. Once I explained what I was doing, Julie offered to help me look... Under my clothes. As I was fairly certain there were no rats or bombs there (one can never be certain about ninjas) I declined, but not without some regret. It would be time to get back to work all too soon. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Lions, Tigers and Maphnk, Oh My 
 
      
 
    Interlude 
 
    Signal Received: 31st October 1908, 16:31 hours 
 
    Code Group: Blecher B6 A1 Red Priority 
 
    Signal Transcript: 
 
    For First Sea Lord Admiral's Eyes Only 
 
      
 
    Sir, while attempting to navigate Nansen Ridge passage have encountered Russian Naval Patrol. Stop. 
 
    Cannot travel around them due to ice conditions. Stop 
 
    Observations of enemy vessels indicate these are older local patrol ships, not Russian Imperial Navy, repeat not Russian Imperial Navy. Stop. 
 
    I am confident my command can destroy them with minimum damage to own ships. Stop. 
 
    Do we engage? Need response at once. Stop. 
 
    Admiral Sir Archibald Berkeley Milne, HMS Indefatigable 
 
      
 
      
 
    After eating, and some flirting, but mostly eating, we all stomped back to the navigation room, I at least remembered to bring Lois a snack. A hardboiled egg, some cheese, and a bit of dried bacon. The Russians fed their crews well, I will give them that. There were, it seemed to me, two types of governments; the ones that fed their people, and trusted them not to rebel, and the ones that fed their troops, and trusted them to put down any rebellion. The problem with the latter is any troop, no matter how well fed, has issues with shooting their own grandmothers. 
 
    The shiny uniforms, fancy marches, and loud marching music help with all that, but the only real way to keep the troops going is to give them a justification, a reason to believe they are doing things for the greater good. Every military empire, sooner or later, needs an enemy to fight. I wonder if Catherine has thought about what she will do, when she has no more enemies to conquer? 
 
    And what did it say about me that I worried about feeding my troops? 
 
    I figured Lois would still be beak deep in her calculations when I got there, and I was right, what I did not expect was the Grand Duke would be with her, dress jacket off, sleeves rolled up, and a pencil behind his ear. He was at the table with her, head bent down, along with senior officer navigator Mr. I have glorious mustaches, whose name I should probably try and get some day. They seemed quite happy about something. 
 
    I waited until a break in the murmuring, then rapped once on the door post "Lois, your lunch." 
 
    Her eyes lit up "Ah, good, I am famished." 
 
    The tray clanked on the table, away from the maps. "Give me a second, dear, and I will peel these eggs for you... I take it we have had some success?" 
 
    "Yes, quite." The Grand Duke stretched his back before reaching for his own coffee. "We found a second 'splash' much smaller than the first, with an epicenter about two miles off from where Madame Genius Bird predicted it. Sadly, it does bring me some concern; too many of these 'splashes' and the object could very well end up in the Laptev bay, which is a half-frozen lightless abyss, making it almost impossible to obtain." 
 
    "I doubt it will go that far" Lois said around her bacon bits "Each splash, as you call it, cuts the power and velocity of the object by an enormous amount; it may get one or two more, but each jump will be less than the cube root distance of the first... We have confirmed one thing however; the object is not in any way natural." 
 
    "Because a natural object would not behave like this?" I asked. 
 
    "No, love, because no natural object would survive behaving like this. Each splash releases a considerable amount of energy, which is applied to both the atmosphere- hence the shock wave and resulting ground damage- and equally to the object itself; and any energy that cannot be absorbed as force is instead applied as heat." 
 
    "Which" Officer Mustache mused "Is why the trees are burnt to ash." 
 
    "Exactly. Excuse me." Lois stopped for a second to swallow some egg. "I hate to keep using words like 'considerable' or 'immense' but there is no other real way to describe the sorts of numbers we are talking about; natural meteors, even heavy ones made of nickel or iron, vaporize or disintegrate after a splash like this." 
 
    "Everyone." Lois hopped over the big map, and pulled it open, putting her talon on the first splash zone. "I know you are all thinking about politics, and science, and possible uses for new technologies. But please consider this for a moment; This object, from the point of view of our weapons technology, may very well be indestructible. It has already survived powers far greater than any artillery or explosive we know of can create; Even your dread Mother, your Highness, may be no more threat to it than a fly. If these people, and yes, I say people, because I do not believe in gods or magic; if these people who created it are hostile, our entire world may be in grave danger." 
 
    A horn sounded twice. "Command deck to Navigations." A voice piped in over the speaker. 
 
    The Grand Duke walked over to the wall and picked up a speaking tube. "Navigations. Romanov here. Go ahead, Mr. Yeltsin." 
 
    "We have another possible impact site ahead, sir, close to where it was predicted. Request permission to slow to take photographs." 
 
    "Permission granted" The Grand Duke reached for his jacket "I am on my way up there. What is the visibility?" 
 
    "Clear, with some light rain, you Highness. It is five forty-two local time, still dark but we can see the ground without lights." 
 
    "Ahem" Lois straightened up "Please ask if the impact shape is butterfly or round?" 
 
    The Grand Duke shrugged and repeated the question. 
 
    "Neither, your highness. It's irregular, almost a shaped like a goose neck." Mr. Yeltsin answered. 
 
    The Grand Duke looked at me, I just looked at Lois. "Bingo." She laughed lightly. 
 
    "It bounced" Lois explained for the non-genius in the room. "On the ground, this time, not in the air. Which means it landed close, say within two hundred miles or so, give or take. We should get down there, there may be debris. Or evidence." Lois turned to me "At the same time, we need to contact the locals, send them out, have them look for any signs of recent fire or damage." 
 
    "Right." I smiled "Your highness, please ask someone to bring several barrels of scraps along for the landing party." 
 
    He raised his eyebrow at me. "Madame, you just ate." 
 
    "For bribing the locals" I said. 
 
    "And attracting tigers and bears. They can be fierce in the north." Officer Mustache said. 
 
    "I doubt it" James laughed "The Maphnk probably ate them all." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    By all the bloody gods, demons, angels and leprechauns it was cold. I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets and stamped my feet in my marching boots. Woolen under clothes, army uniform, woolen sweater, and army long coat with gray wool hat and I was still cold. In my coat, as warm as she could get, Lois had her head stuck out the collar and was craning her neck around to watch as the crew prepared the landing platform with avid interest. 
 
    We were in the back of the port dirigible itself, within the main structure, directly under the pressurized and metal strand reinforced Helium lifting bags. To my sides, the great thrum of the engines made speech almost impossible; behind me, the vast fuel tanks served as ballast to keep the ship upright in any storm, no matter how fierce. In front of me, a dozen men jogged back and forth laying out supplies and equipment onto a steel platform connected to the main superstructure by thick metal chains and powered lifts. 
 
    "This will be fun" Julie seemed untouched by either the cold or the fact we were about to be lowered five hundred feet on a wobbly metal elevator lift with no safety railings or walls at all. Myself, I was not so sanguine. 
 
    "Have you done this before?" I stomped again, more to keep my mind off this idiot idea. Why I had ever thought I wanted my own Zeppelin... 
 
    "Several times, in training. Drop platforms are a great way to emplace troops without risking the aircraft; although they have begun experiments using gliders made of silk, of late." Julie seemed thrilled by the idea. 
 
    "How wonderful for the airship" I interrupted "Not so much for the troops. In an emergency, how do we get back up again?" 
 
    "Flap hard?" Julie smiled. “You need bigger birds, perhaps." 
 
    I started to say something sarcastic when a harsh clang blasted once, twice, then a third time over the ship speakers. "Are we under attack again?" I began craning my own neck around. 
 
    "Only by Sir Newton." Julie yelled over the sounds "That was the warning buzzer. They are about to reverse engines to cut speed and begin bringing us down. You might want to get over to the side and grab the railing, ship may tilt a bit as inertia catches up to us." 
 
    Oh, gods not again. Eryma, from now on, keep your damn feet on the ground. I ducked my head into the angle and made as fast as I could slide to the wall and the waiting railings, several officers and crew I could see were already there, including my good friend Mr. Popov. He was dressed as warmly as me, and looked thrilled to be doing it. 
 
    "Mr. Popov" I showed all my teeth "Are you going ashore as well?" 
 
    "I. Have. Been." He ground out. "Volunteered. As I have become familiar with your work, His Highness thought I should lead the Marines coming with you. Twenty men, twenty-two if you include myself and Corpsman Smirnoff. We are to set up the base camp, provide security, and assistance while you conjure your 'scouts' and send them to find the target site. The airship itself shall return to altitude and continue searching from the air." 
 
    "Excellent." Julie stepped up to look him directly in the eyes "will we have problems, Mr. Popov?" 
 
    "If there is combat you mean? I am well aware of your rank and record, Dame, and even if we are different services, if you say take cover, I intend to take cover. If you have problems with the men, however, outside of such emergencies, please bring them to me." Mr. Popov gave back as good as he got. He may not have wanted to be here, but once assigned, he sounded like he intended to see it through. 
 
    I pitied him. 
 
    A second set of bells clanged on the speakers as off key as the first. Did they make them that way on purpose? "Have we gone down?" I asked. 
 
    "Your ears will pop and let you know." Mr. Popov said. "That was the all stop; they will drop the air anchors soon. We should head to the platform and get tied in." 
 
    He whistled twice, and waved; behind him along the wall the men grabbed their gear and weapons and began to March single file after him. I looked at Julie, she bowed, turned, and then jogged to catch up to Popov, marching behind him. I grabbed my bags and took in behind her, with James and the girls hopping along behind. 
 
    We didn’t need a proper colonial marching chant for as short a distance as this. Although thanks to the girls, we got one. The "We are doomed, doomed, doomed" counterpoint from James may have been a bit much for morale, however. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "At least" Mr. Popov stood looking at the terrain with his binoculars "There are no signs of these monsters." 
 
    "Cough, cough" James coughed, pointing his wing down. 
 
    "What?" Mr. Popov was not a happy man. 
 
    "That's not part of the splash damage you are standing in, dear, it's a paw print." Lois sounded thrilled. Sometimes she was too scientific for her own good. 
 
    "But, but..." Mr. Popov knelt down and put his hand beside it. "That is terrifying." 
 
    "Yes." I walked over to get a good look myself. Multiple trails, weight on the front, large prominent claws like a raptor, four front toes plus one larger hind toe... The impact had leveled the trees in this area weeks before, but the weight of the steps had driven the husks deep into the permafrost and earth... "Julie, you are the strongest, can you pull some of those trunk pieces out of the ground? I want an estimate of how heavy these creatures are." 
 
    She crouched down by one, put her arms around it, and heaved grunting. It slid slightly, but so did she, and then with a louder grunt almost drove herself into the ground. "Not without tools. But that just may because the ground has frozen since then." 
 
    "Or it may be your mass," Lois said "I estimate they weighed twenty-five or thirty tons, walked on two legs, they were moving about thirty or forty miles per hour, and they were heading north northeast of here." 
 
    "Great. Fifty-foot-tall carnivorous ostriches." I touched the ground, it was dry, so there had been no rain or snow for several days. "James, any idea how long ago?" 
 
    "Not recent, but since the event. I cant's smell anything." James stretched out preparing for flight "Let me catch some air and look." 
 
    "Go ahead, but be careful." I said. "Mr. Popov, rather than setting up here, we may wish to follow this trail, if we can." 
 
    "What? Madame, that is insane, we should avoid these creatures, surely." 
 
    "They are going the way we think the object went" I gestured up the angle of the crater, right up the 'goose' neck "And they were running. After something... Or someone. Your missing troops, these Pskov, were they good men? Capable? Could they have figured out the evidence?" 
 
    "They were among the best. Their commander, Mikhail Skobevled, had once been my protege." Julie pulled her coat straight. "Popov, have your radio man hail the ship and let them know what we found, and that I intend to pursue. Eryma, call in what locals you can. Let us hunt down some damn answers." 
 
    I nodded to her, stopped, spread my arms, and opened myself to the sky. The middle of Siberia was no place for any sane animal, but still, my birds were known to forage for hundreds of miles looking for food. To quote Lois, let us see what happens. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Get Mushy 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    Signal sent: 31st October 1908, 17:20 hours 
 
    Code: Sigma Lamp Baker Code Red 1 
 
    From:Sir John Fisher, First Sea Lord, Admiral of the Fleet 
 
    To:Admiral Sir Archibald Berkeley Milne, Commander, HMS Indefatigable 
 
      
 
    ENGAGE AT WILL. REPEAT: ENGAGE AT WILL. 
 
      
 
    Message ends. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Our prey-if that is even the right word- moved at least twenty miles an hour, while we, even with snowshoes, were lucky to get five or six. The ground was simply that badly broken up, with entire groves of trees ripped and shot into the terrain like charred spears thrown by an angry Zeus. On the positive, side, the Maphnk had plowed a much clearer route for us, smashing anything that wasn't a tree trunk quite flat. If they could be tamed and exported I would make a fortune in Chicago during the winter season. 
 
    "What is that?" Julie pointed up. 
 
    I looked..."James leading the locals? You wanted scouts from the air, I sent out scouts from the air." 
 
    "Not him. I know him, he's bloody huge. And it's not Lois, she is under your jacket, or her daughters, I know them by now, I have fed them enough. But there is another Raven there, not one of the small local birds, about two thirds the size of James." Julie was looking at me with some suspicion. 
 
    "Damn your eyes are good. Even I can't see that much detail at that height. Shall I call them down?" I covered my eyes with my hand to cut back the glare. 
 
    "It is a young mated pair, Dame Julie, probably from China or Mongolia." Lois stuck her head out of my jacket "My species mate for life, and after doing so, the eldest daughter leaves her mother's nest and often 'honeymoons' by migrating for great distances looking for a place to build her own colony. I for one, am quite glad to have them; the local birds are too small and few to be any good except as scouts.  Very large males like that often serve as guardians for entire areas; my own James once fought off a pair of Eagles when we were young... Ahh the days of romance." 
 
    "Lois" I said. 
 
    "Yes dear?" she craned her head around backwards to look up at me. 
 
    "When that happened, you came screeching in the window, yelling at me to get my shotgun." I stopped for a minute and took a sip from my canteen. 
 
    "Yes, well, I am romantic, not stupid." Lois laughed. 
 
    "So why, Julie were you watching the sky so intently?" I kicked some more snow out of my way and trudged on. Siberia, thy name is trudge. 
 
    "Because if we have sent out scouts, it is possible the enemy might have as well. I trust I can take care of one or two, but if this group is as large as the previous, we may be in trouble. Unless, of course, some brilliant queen or her royally dubbed genius bird has a plan." Julie said. 
 
    "I have two, actually." I kept trudging. The men with us, I noticed, had their heads aimed down at the ground. "The first is, I think they are night predators; their feathers or scales were very dark, they attacked us at four am, and they could see us much better than we could see them, even with the search lights. The second is do not engage them; avoid the direct confrontation if at all possible, and if not bloody well take cover." 
 
    "Where?" Julie raised her arms, pointing at the miles of devastation around us. I shrugged, and pointed at the men; her eyes widened "Mr. Popov" she yelled "are your men good for another few miles while daylight is still upon us?" 
 
    "They bloody well better be." Mr. Popov panted in reply, without turning back to us. 
 
    "Right, then. Eryma, find us a hill or old stone house or something." Julie said, "If such a thing exists in this frozen hell." 
 
    "Well something exists, the locals, they are circling, about two or three miles north of here, up those hills, off the trail." I started looking for the best way to get through that mess. 
 
    "The monsters?" one of the men behind me asked. 
 
    "No, worse. Food." I said. " All right people, follow me, up that ravine I think, we should be able to make that in another hour." 
 
    # 
 
    I lay on my stomach, as flat as possible, freezing from one end to the other, half covered in snow and slush, right below the crest of the hill. Julie, Lois, and Mr. Popov were arrayed around me like so many dishes on a dinner table, while the rest of the men were down lower on the bank behind us. Below us, was what we were all trying to hide from; a road rising up into a small valley between the mountains, with some sort of stone and metal structure nested in the center. Tall walls, almost prison like, towers beside the sheet metal doors... And a thirty food wide burnt hole blasted right in the middle of one of the concrete walls. 
 
    "Imperial work camp" Mr. Popov said around his binoculars "Probably a bauxite mine, or possibly diamonds. Something attacked them, cleaned the place out, I don't see any movement or life. Could the Maphnk have done this?" 
 
    "Of course, as soon as they can use explosives. That's a five-foot-thick reinforced concrete wall. With a charred hole in it. And I doubt the Maphnk would have left bodies." I put my own binoculars back under my coat. "Julie and I should probably scout things out." 
 
    "What bodies?" Julie asked, " I don't see any." 
 
    "The ones the locals think are delicious." I said. “Which means a day or two old, they like things a bit soft, but with this weather could be longer... Cold keeps the meat fresh, you know. And Mr. Popov, you might want to have your radio man call this in. I have a request for the ship." 
 
    "To come get us?" Mr. Popov was a strangely hopeful man for a Russian. 
 
    "No, night is coming, and the Maphnk may start hunting. I'd rather they hunted elsewhere; have the airship go someplace else, an hour or two away, and make lots of light and noise. That would leave us to deal with whomever made that hole, if they are still alive, but we should be able to handle humans. Well better than we can handle a herd of man eating, super-fast, house sized nocturnal chickens." I said. "Why the hells does an Imperial mine need giant walls and towers, anyway?" 
 
    "Prisoners." Julie sounded subdued. "No one sane miner would work here of their free will. In theory, terrorists, murderers, and the like. I try not to ask too much." 
 
    "The wisdom of the immortal." Mr. Popov said. "Are these suggestions or orders?" 
 
    "Suggestions" Julie started to shimmy up "But good ones. We will signal if the area is clear. One long whistle for the all clear, two for enemy action, and if you see Maphnk parts go flying over the wall, assume the worst." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "You know, this is the second Imperial fortress I have invaded with you." I slowly crouched my way along the wall to the gaping wound in its side. Closer up, the hole looked, well, strange. I Have seen many blasts in walls over the years, both ones I have made and ones others have made trying to kill me, but this was just all wrong. There was no rubble, no damage to the rest of the wall, just fine cracks like spiderwebs, and no way to tell if the blast came from inside the prison or outside of it. 
 
    I motioned behind me for Julie to stop, then waved to signal James and his new friends to come down. Time for a little recognizance in force, colonial style. James hopped up to me a few minutes later, daughters, and relations in tow. 
 
    "Fine white sand." James said. "The area around the hole is covered in piles of fine white sand. ." 
 
    "Oh hells." Lois stuck her head out “That’s not sand, it's Calcium Oxide. It can be extremely caustic and dangerous if inhaled, so do not get anywhere near it....and that means you as well, girls.  We should maybe find another way in." 
 
    "Was it a weapon used against the wall?" Julie whispered. 
 
    "No, it was the wall. The weapon was heat, and a lot of it. Calcium oxide is what you get when you boil concrete. See the cracks in the wall? Those are from thermal shearing. Something hit this wall with over three thousand degrees of heat, right there." Lois pointed her wing at the hole "Which caused the wall in that spot to evaporate, almost instantly. Even thermite isn't that hot." 
 
    "Right then, back to the main gate.... see anything else, James?" I began crouching back. 
 
    "Just Maphnk" He smiled. 
 
    "What?!" Lois was furious 
 
    I stared at him for a minute. “Why didn't you say anything or signal earlier?" 
 
    "Because they are in pieces" one of the daughters started giggling, which sent them all off. “Whatever did it, didn't just kill them, it made lunch." 
 
    "Wonderful." I sighed "All cooked, or does it look like bullets and grenades?" 
 
    "Some cooked, some thin sliced. Do they make fifty-foot-long samurai swords?" James asked. 
 
    "Why ask me? Ask Julie" I tried brushing the slush off my clothes. I would never be dry again, I suspected. Or warm... Well, that whatever it is might make me warm. 
 
    "Why ask me?" Julie looked a lot less miserable than me. She may have even been having fun. Insane woman. 
 
    "Because if one existed, you would have bought it by now. And likely hilled someone with it." I walked- standing this time- towards the front entrance. "You might as well whistle for the boys, whatever happened here is probably over." 
 
    Julie whistled- in tune I noted- then jogged up behind me "You think, whatever came down, it was a weapon of some kind. And someone else found it first." 
 
    "Yes. Or something that can be used as a weapon. The Maphnk were inside when it was fired, and unless the people who had it were so unlucky as to be under the Maphnk when they came down, they probably got well away. Considering the estimated size, they would have needed trucks or equipment; they will leave evidence we can follow. This is literally a nightmare." 
 
    "How so?" Julie aimed an eyebrow at me. 
 
    "That damn thing up there" I saluted the sky with the wrong finger "Has dropped gifts on us for millennium. The prior impacts all changed the world, and they were peaceful presents. Now it drops a weapon. This is the match I warned Catherine about. This will cause a war." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    Spiders of Mars 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    18:40 hours, October 31, 1908. 
 
    To: Count Ivan Stolyanov, Commander, Olenya Imperial Russian Naval Base 
 
    From: Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich Romanov, Fleet Grand Admiral 
 
    CONDITION FULL COMBAT ALERT. REPEAT CONDITION FULL COMBAT ALERT 
 
    Have lost contact with Coastal Patrol Force sixteen. Last report had them in blockade of British Naval group near Ostrov Nansena Ridge passage, at 16:00 local time, yesterday. There has been no response since then. A whaling station at Ostrov Pritchetta reported 'they had heard thunder' at about 17:00 local time. 
 
    Expect Possible British Naval Activity in your area within the next six hours from message send time. 
 
    Orders: 
 
    Launch immediate sorties along most likely routes between Nansena and Tunguska 
 
    If British Navy encountered, order their surrender by radio. 
 
    If surrender refused, assume intentions hostile and fire at will. 
 
    Use of exotic weapons is authorized. 
 
    -- Ivan, I don't want a war, but if they started one, give it to them. -A 
 
      
 
    "The gates are intact" I reported, obviously. Or obliviously. Some sort of Ob. The gates in question were sheet metal, rusted, about twenty feet high, and set solidly between two watchtowers, neither of which had a convenient window I could reach in and hit the 'unlock' button through. I waved up at James; he wiggled his wings back. 
 
    "The monsters" One of the men behind me asked "How did they get in, the hole?" 
 
    "They Jumped" I pointed up at the wall. "See those scratches? Claw marks. Wall is a bit over twenty feet, so they probably ran up there...along that hill... Then jumped, just like you might hurdle a fence. Claw marks are from where some of them hit the top going over." 
 
    "Which is not good, not good at all." Lois said. 
 
    "Why not? I could probably make that." Julie seemed offended. 
 
    "Yes, dear, but you don't weigh over twenty-five tons. Normal creatures of that size simply cannot make that jump, and even if they could," Lois smacked her beak once "their legs would break like brittle straws. Which makes the myths of them eating armored knights in one chomp all the more plausible." 
 
    "Lovely" Julie put her head in her hands. "So, do I try and scale this wall?" 
 
    "We have some rope." Mr. Popov said. 
 
    "No, we use the magic knock." I walked up to the gate, took off my gloves, and blew on my hands to warm them. 
 
    "Magic knock?" Julie gave me her evil look. 
 
    "Magic knock" I smiled back. Knock on the door... "Shave and a haircut, two..." 
 
    "Bits" James intoned as he opened the door from the other side.  "Welcome, welcome, we are having a special today on sliced monster by the pound, do please come in..." 
 
    "Perfect, I do so love a sliced monster" I walked in, ducking sideways to clear the partially frozen gate. The inner yard of the prison held one main building, two stories, with small barred windows, and several small buildings of one story each with what might had been more normal construction, had they not been melted in half. Beyond, I could see the black smoke from the burning remains of what must have been the mine equipment - and around it, pieces of several Maphnk - both the large ground females and the smaller flying males-were strewn like so many butcher's cuts. The smell was abominable. 
 
    "Spread out" Julie ordered "I want to know what happened here. And where the hell are the people?" 
 
    "The mine" I said "Mr. Popov, you said Diamonds or Bauxite? Diamonds would mean coal, right?" 
 
    "I believe so." Mr. Popov replied, "That might explain why it is still on fire." 
 
    "That, and basic geometry." I used my finger to gesture a line from the hole to the burning mine "That heat beam cut right through the wall, several Maphnk, those two buildings, and into the mine itself. Boom. Anything taking shelter in the mine got fried, and I somehow doubt the Maphnk would fit. So, theory: Maphnk attacked, over the wall, humans retreated to the mine, then sometime later something else armed with a super weapon came in after the Maphnk. If the weapon had been first, the beam would have been fired from the inside out, not vice versa. Follow me everyone, I want a look at this mine." 
 
    "And I" Julie came up along me "Want to try cutting those Maphnk with my sword." 
 
    "They might be poisonous." I stopped to glance at her. 
 
    "I am not after steaks. Well, yes, I could use a steak right now... But I want to know how invulnerable these things are." 
 
    "Good idea. Check how deep they got burned, too, if you can." 
 
    "Excuse me, sirs? Sirs!" The corpsman called out "What about these post holes?" 
 
    "What post holes? And what about them?" I growled 
 
    "Well they are very deep, perfectly square, and some of them go right through the concrete. Like they were stamped in by some machine. And they lead to and from the burn hole, like, well, like footprints." 
 
    Well, hells. I jogged over to the corpsman, looked at where he was pointing. Rectangular, even, about three or four hands in size, and four feet deep. In concrete. I paced to the next hole, then across to the one away from it... It stopped here, sliced a Maphnk in half, that imprint is not from a post, it's a claw... 
 
    "Lois." I had to cough to make my voice heard "What walks like this and has claws?" 
 
    "Arachnid, dear." Lois sounded afraid "Spider, scorpion, creatures like that. The largest on record is the Goliath of Australia, about the size of a small dog. This one might be a wee bit larger." 
 
    "A wee bit" James mimicked "More like fifty feet, woman. From space. A giant metal fire breathing spider from Mars." 
 
    "Spread out" I ordered "let's see what else we can find." 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    My life, I was beginning to believe, was cursed. In my homeland, burned out shells of buildings, land torn by decades of unrelenting war. Go to scenic Prussia, invade a burning castle. Fly all the way to Siberia, search a burning prison. Well, at least I didn't set The Hermitage of fire; not, although, for lack of James wanting to try. 
 
    The blast, or beam, or death ray, or whatever one wished to call it had cut through the upper level of this building, bisecting the room neatly in half. The remaining roof had collapsed, burying part of the building, but the other stayed open; part of a window, broken furniture, ash strewn floor, bullet casings -lots of them- sprayed around some half-melted slag parts, and strange shadows on the wall. The sound of flies warned before anything else, buried under one of the broken desks was half a human leg, still in military uniform and boot. This was beyond strange, to hell with it. 
 
    I walked back over to the door, grabbed my hat as I looked out against the evening wind. Julie was still over beside the Maphnk, trying to dissect what was left, Lois beside her taking notes. Popov was by the main prison entrance, with several men, apparently trying to clear it out. Above, James and the rest flew orbits... Hah! The radio man and two others were just coming back. I hollered and waved, they jogged over. 
 
    "You" I pointed at the radio man "Are some sort of noncommissioned officer, correct? An experienced veteran?" 
 
    "Yes, Under Officer Adamov. With me are Sea Corporal Lamovsky” The taller man nodded "and Sea Man Litvin. Did you need something? Commander Popov had us looking for supplies..." 
 
    "Good, but this may be important. Light your torches, come with me, and take a look at something." I waved them on and ignoring their protests walked back into the ruined building. "First, those ammo casings, they aren't ones I have seen before." 
 
    Adamov knelt down and looked more closely "Krupp 7.62mm belt fed machine gun ammo...you can see by the striation on the cartridge... But would that mean this mess" And he gestured at the slagged pieces still partly welded to the window "is the weapon?" 
 
    "I think so. Please take a place there, with one of your men, as to how you would be taking cover behind the window and firing out of it...right right" I stopped, drew a line from where they were at the window, and pointed directly 180 the other way... Which led to the strange shadows, not just on the wall, but in the wall, I realized. “The heat weapon, fired first a general beam at the building, which splashed against the roof, then I assume the men kept firing, and the enemy realizing they were not dead, aimed more closely and fired a concentrated burst directly in through the window." 
 
    I pointed at the melted gun parts "what was outside the beam got left intact, everything else was lifted up, blasted back into this wall here" I walked back to the strange shadows "And baked into the wall, almost instantly. The only thing that survived was the parts outside of the glare of the thing... Like that half of a leg." 
 
    "Oh gods" Litvin turned deep green "Should...should we take it for burial?" 
 
    "No." I growled. "What you should do, is inform Mr. Popov... And then tell him I recommend warning the Grand Duke; any weapon that can do this could slice your airship in half like so much soft cheese. What is the Commander doing, anyway?" 
 
    "With some of the men, clearing out one of the more intact prisoner barracks, he plans to use it as a shelter as he thought we were staying overnight." Adamov said "Do we ask for pickup? Do the British have this new weapon?" 
 
    "No, someone else has it. The British would have used it on us by now. I am starting to think Lois is right though, and it's something not someone. Either way, shoo, shoo" I wiggled my hands at them "Tell Popov, let’s get this set up. He is right about one thing, we want to be behind stone walls before any Maphnk return. Hopefully they will take the bait and follow the airship.... Although I am beginning to think we would be safer if they did not; they are just terrible monsters, after all. What did this is much, much worse." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "Well this is almost cozy" Lois whispered in my ear. I had to nod. We were sitting at a table at what had once been the prison's cafeteria, chosen because as far as we could tell, no one had died here. The fighting had been at the more defensible locations, like the barracks, the towers, the mine itself... Which made me, at least, feel very secure right now. The unpainted concrete walls, with no windows, lit only by a few hanging lamps, didn't help. Several of the men, in the back, were trying to prepare dinner over a small field stove, but from the smells and comments, they weren't doing a very good job. 
 
    To my left, Julie was trying to sharpen her sword with a certain vengeance, while on the table to the right James and the rest of my birds were huddled in a blue black feathery pile trying to get some rest and stay warm. I think I envied them, but I knew I would get no sleep tonight, no matter how much I needed it; I had a decision to make, and it had just gotten a lot harder. No one had ever planned for Martian super spiders. 
 
    Across from us, Mr. Popov coughed lightly. He had commandeered one of the lamps for his own use, and was now huddled beside it, his nose firmly pressed in a random looking pile of books. The man was certain to go blind that way. 
 
    "Popov." I called "Please tell me those books are all bed time stories." 
 
    "No." He put the current book down and cracked his neck. “They are what logs I could find in the Assistant Warden's office. The Warden's office being a mound of ash, you see. Sadly, the sort of men who are assigned to places like this are not the Empire's best; idiots, fools, drunks, criminals, and the incredibly unlucky. Fortunately, this man seems to have been a fornicator- he spends half the pages talking about the buttocks of women he once loved- but he was competent enough to fill in the basics." 
 
    "The Pskov did make it here, then." Julie straightened up. 
 
    "Yes, well, what was left of them. Less than fifty men, the Assistant Warden writes, maybe fifty-eight, no fifty-nine days ago." Popov stopped to drink some hot tea "They were on foot, using their horses to drag some cargo, all covered in tarp, which they refused to talk about at all. The 'demons' as the warden calls them were in pursuit; the cavalry took command of the prison, called out the guards, and managed to fight these 'demons' off. I could not find the entries dated directly after that, but the one dated ten days later talked about constant night attacks, and how they had freed all the prisoners and armed them. Whatever killed everyone here happened so fast there was no time to write about it." 
 
    "The Martian death spider" I said. 
 
    "Yes. Madame, what is that thing, and who do you think is controlling it?" Popov asked. The room grew quiet as every soldier who had been pretending not to listen stopped bothering and just looked right at me. 
 
    "Lois" I said. 
 
    "Very well." She hopped to the center of the table and stood as tall as she could. “Understand everyone, this is just a theory, but it is one that seems to fit the facts. We know, of course, that the finger of the gods is not from this world, and that it is not natural; it is made of metal, although of a kind we cannot duplicate, and it is possessed of a technology that is so much more advanced that our own it appears to us, almost as magic." 
 
    "Well, yes, it is a weapon of some kind, that much even I can see." Julie said. 
 
    "No dear, not a weapon, I think. It is a crewman, possibly, or an armored vehicle of some kind, from this ship of the gods, who has at last come to this world. They have weapons, yes, and incredibly powerful ones, but they are here, now, and they are looking for something. Mr. Popov, as soon as it's day break, we need to find that cargo, if it still exists." 
 
    "If" James interrupted "We still exist.  Turn off the lights, now, I heard something outside." 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    Egg Hunt 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    British Embassy and Residence Destroyed by Suspicious Fire. 
 
    November 1, 1908. Paris, France. Our embassy to the Russian Empire was consumed by a bizarre and sudden blaze this morning at about four am, local time. The ambassador, Sir James Lovetree, His wife Francis, and both children are reported to have been killed, as well as the nine guards who were posted there and all sixteen servants. 
 
    The fire was incredibly fast, consuming the entire building too quickly for any survivors to escape. The building, the famous Hotel De Charost, built in 1720, was made of classical stone construction with wide windows and has since been upgraded with the most modern security and safety features. Government officials questioned off the record have expressed doubts that there is any way this fire could have been natural. Witnesses in the area claim the building was struck repeatedly by lightning, although the sky was clear that night and no storms were reported in the region. 
 
    It has been suggested that if this was an attack, it may have been a response from the Russian Imperial Government for the alleged assassination attempts upon the life of Grand Duke Karl Peter Ulrich at his personal estate in Prussia two weeks ago. As those attacks were by local religious fanatics, and our own British Government has denied any involvement with them, that would make this "response" an unprovoked act of war. 
 
    In the interests of preventing further bloodshed and maintaining the peace and tranquility between nations, we, the editors, do most seriously request the Russian Government reconsider this most rash and dangerous course of actions. 
 
    -Editorial, London Times, November 1, 1908
  
 
      
 
    In the darkness, we waited. We had cut all the lights; and blocked the large door as best we could. That still left the smaller side doors, but I doubted the Maphnk -or the spiders- could get in there. Mr. Popov suggested some of us go upstairs and look, while the rest waited in the cafeteria. We had a moments comedy of quiet 'who volunteers for what' before I got sick of it and moved as quietly as possible to the upper level. Here, there were windows, and the light of the winter stars too see by through the bars. 
 
    I looked out over the prison walls, trees, rocks, hillside "James are you sure?" I asked. He didn't answer, only nodded. Stick my head up a bit farther, I wished the prison had been built with one or two more levels, we could have seen much farther... But then, if it had been, the cavalry would have used it, and our Martian Death Spider would have turned it into soot and ash, along with the actual Guard towers and mine scaffolding. 
 
    "There" Julie whispered "On top of the east wall. Maphnk, the males, the winged ones. I see five, no six, no wait, more coming in. They are just perching there on the wall, watching." 
 
    "We can maybe hit them with our rifles from here, time the shot, single fire." Mr. Popov pulled out his weapon. 
 
    "No, don't. I don't think they know we are here, they aren't making any calls." I ducked low and crawled over to the correct window, pushing one of the soldiers out of the way so I could see myself. At least a dozen now, with more coming in, it was hard to tell black shapes on a dark winter sky... I would kill for a full moon right now. 
 
    One of them, the largest, pushed off again and glided down to the ground where the dead females lay.  I could see him clearly as he did so, gods, he was magnificent. He landed beside the remains, and began making low clucking sounds while pushing against the body with his beak. I watched his eyes, and for a moment, felt a pressure inside my chest; he cocked his head up towards us with a sudden thrust, and I motioned for everyone to take cover. 
 
    "They are eating their dead." The corpsman said. 
 
    "No" I wanted to cry "They are mourning them." 
 
    "Bah." The corpsman relied "They are just animals, they have no souls." 
 
    "I have lost parents, sisters and children." Lois lunged and put her beak right in his face "Do not tell me we do not mourn our dead." 
 
    One of the soldiers pulled up his weapon, but Popov grabbed it and forced it down. "Enough" He cursed " Madame Bird, please let my man go. Corpsman, apologize. These giant birds may not be able to get in here, but their relatives can, and these walls are as much use against that spider thing as wet laundry. Madame Eryma, if this behavior is like others you have seen, what will happen?" 
 
    I pulled Lois back into my arms, and nodded at James to stand down. "If they are related to corvids, they will gather in a ring next and walk slowly around the dead for ten or fifteen minutes; after which they will fly off, and not return for many years.  Birds like this are large extended families, led by the oldest mated pair. The largest male, that's parental behavior he is showing to the dead females; He was their father. He's telling them it's time to wake up now, that breakfast is ready." 
 
    "Hells." Popov sighed, and bowed his head for a minute.  "Adamov." 
 
    "Sir?" my guinea pig from this afternoon responded. 
 
    "Take one man, stay here, and watch. Do NOT engage unless attacked. If they are leaving, let them leave. I will send two men to relieve you in four hours. The rest of us will head downstairs ... Move quietly, people. Limited lights, keep doors closed, get some food and sleep." Mr. Popov was starting to remember he was an officer. I approved. 
 
    "James" Julie looked at us "You heard them, can they hear us? And Eryma, if they are birds like yours, can you control them?" 
 
    I looked at James, he shrugged. "We don't think they can hear us, we may be whispering by human standards but most of my birds think humans are deaf to begin with. These creatures may be pure sight predators, closer to eagles than ravens. There are African eagles about half that size I know of, and they just soar for days looking for lunch. I can't control them, either, they are too different." 
 
    "Damn. Nothing is ever easy. Well, at least it's not boring." Julie grinned. "Wait, you have been to Africa?" 
 
    "No, the eagles come to the colonies in summer. They like stray pets, apparently. There are stories of them eating small children as well, but I doubt it. Even they aren't big enough to pick up a person." 
 
    "Could one of these pick up a person?"  Popov raised his eyebrows. 
 
    "Let's not find out." I started to crawl back to the stairwell. Time for dinner. Canned franks and beans, beans and franks, or whatever the Russians feed their political prisoners? Choices, choices. Well at least I won't starve. But I may wish I had. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "So Ma Cor Beau" Julie plopped down beside me on the concrete floor. "What is for dinner?" 
 
    I looked at the can I was spooning something out of, as best I could, in the flickering lamp light. Still in German. Scooped out a bite, chewed thoughtfully. Well, whatever it was, it had pickled sausage and was defiantly German. "I honestly have no idea. It's my second can, though, and I am not dead yet. Also, the birds seem to like their cans." 
 
    "Do not your birds eat random dead animals they find on the street?" Julie pushed closer to me, hinting. I put my arm around her, that seemed to do the trick. 
 
    "Do not be silly dear, that is disgusting." Lois lifted her head from her own can "I cook it first. Some preparation, a few spices, a light sauté, maybe a garnish or two..." 
 
    "Mmm, squirrel" I said, while Julie winced. All French are food snobs, it seems, even the ones a hundred years older than me. "Classic colonial cuisine. How are our food stocks, we may be here for a while, and as cold as it is we will all- you and me especially- need lots of calories to keep our body temperatures up." 
 
    "Food is fine, if you don't mind the utter lack of quality. This prison was meant to house hundreds, and keep them working for months between shipments. The basement is intact, and has stacks and stacks of can pallets. There are no ingredients or descriptions on anything, just simple names; I suspect that it is dog food we are actually eating. Delicious. I shall miss my melted cheeses and fine wines." Julie cracked open a can with a bit more enthusiasm than was strictly warranted. 
 
    "Here" I handed her one that had been on top of my camp stove. "If you warm them first, they taste better. Or at least, no entirely as bad. Also, there is a small bottle of hot sauce beside my travel pack, there." 
 
    "Yes, I was afraid to touch it when I searched your luggage back in Prussia. Some terrible chemical weapon?" Julie wiggled over to get the bottle. 
 
    "No, it is hot sauce. I learned on the Texas campaign you can eat ANYTHING as long as there is hot sauce. Well almost anything, there is no sauce in the world hot enough to make Aztec traditional cuisine taste good. It's the way the food stares back at you." 
 
    Julie aimed an eyebrow at me, I just laughed. Slid down a bit, put my head on her shoulder. Tomorrow we had to find the missing piece the cavalry had found, if it was still here, or start tracing where it had gone. But tonight, tonight I could just let myself be warm. 
 
    "So, sex later?" Julie whispered in my ear. 
 
    It was my turn to glare, and hers to laugh. "What you for wish some privacy? I am sure the men have seen it before." Julie said. 
 
    "I am not. Have you seen the acne on some of these privates? I think that one with Adamov is trying to grow a mustache. Either that or a caterpillar crawled up his nose and died. Please don't make me pretend to go asleep on your lap, again." 
 
    "Ha!" Julie raised an arm in victory "you were pretending. We are at least going to share bags for warmth, correct?" 
 
    "Oh yes, some of the men over there" I waved at the corner "Are doing that already." 
 
    "Warmth?" Julie snorted "Eryma, it's the navy. Some British Admiral made a crack about Rum, Sodomy, and the lash once, and I note we are all out of Rum." 
 
    I sat up and started obviously looking around for something. 
 
    "Problems?" Julie reached for her sword.
"Just wondering where you hid your lash, lover." 
 
    "I" Julie smacked me on the back of the head "Am cavalry." 
 
    "So." I laid back down and rubbed my head "Horsewhips?" 
 
    "Would you two" Lois hopped over and stood above us both "Please stop flirting and get some sleep? We have a lot of work in the morning." 
 
    "Wisdom of the gods" Julie said. I snored in reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Distantly, as if in dream, I heard soft voices... Lois...and the Corpsman. I struggled to get up, but Julie had her arm around me tight, soft snores in my ear. 
"I have apologized to you Madame Bird, but I shall not take it easy on you. We Russians take this very seriously. King to F1." The corpsman was smoking a small cigar. 
 
    "Oh, I do, I do. Bishop to E6, if you please." Lois was almost laughing. 
 
    "You have given up your queen, Madame Bird. Ironic, is it not? One cannot win battles that way." 
 
    "My Bishop takes yours, at C4. Check." 
 
    "I am still well ahead in material..." 
 
    "Knight to e2. Check. It's not about pieces, dear, it's about position. It's about making your opponent do what you want them too, and be where and when you want them to be. Your move." 
 
    Then I slipped off for good. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Treachery and Treason 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    Miles from where I laid back, pretending to still be asleep, dozens of local birds picked through fresh fallen snow; looking not for the bodies of the fallen British agents, which were delicious, or what was left of the queen of rats, which was pickled, but rather for something else that had not fallen from my earlier fight but rather had been gently hidden there... 
 
    Yes, yes, there it is, hanging from a tree. In that bag. 
 
    Bring it to me, my loves, bring it to me. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was eggs, toast, cocktail shrimp, pancakes, baked beans with fresh garlic, a glass of champagne, and while I was at it, two tall glorious angels to lead me to the secrets of the gods. Sadly, all this was in my dreams; upon waking, what I got was my choice of red canned whatever, blue canned whatever, green canned whatever and something one of the seamen assured me was leftovers of last night green and red cans mashed together. Deciding that since the red canned whatever had not killed me last night, I should stick with that, and carefully measured out a few drops of hot sauce to make it palatable. 
 
    Julie picked the green can this morning, and after looking at it, I made her make a solemn vow that she would that she would brush her teeth before kissing me. There are some sights too squamous and rugose to be seen by mortal women, the contents of the green can be being among them, it seemed. I swear the preserved scrambled eggs in it had non-Euclidean angles. James seemed to enjoy his just fine, and Lois did not complain, perhaps the evolution of beaks was an achievement to be envied? Julie saw me watching, and smiled shyly. I will miss her lips, I think. 
 
    "Mr. Popov, Mr. Adamov." I called across the half dead fire to the breakfasting troops "You may have some practical experience here. If you were troops, with a precious cargo, in a situation like this- under attack by forces unknown- where would you hide it?" 
 
    Mr. Adamov scratched the dirt out of his beard. "Well, it all depends on what I knew about the enemy, if anything, and if the officers were alive. If it was just this giant thing pursuing them, and the officers were all dead, the men would probably just try and bury it. But if this thing is some sort of machine, with crew, then they could get out and search, so that wouldn't work. And if the officers were alive, they would be all screaming about completing their mission at this point- try and save some glory out of utter disaster- maybe leave some of the men here as a rear guard to buy time while the rest tried to make a break with the cargo." 
 
    "I appreciate." Mr. Popov stopped to slurp some of his blue canned meat- both the can and the meat were bright blue- before continuing "Your enthusiasm and trust in the Officers of the Imperial Armed Forces, Adamov, but I admit it's as good an idea as any." 
 
    "They were Cavalry sir, not Navy." Adamov tried to keep a straight face. 
 
    "Right then" I intruded before Julie could start growling "Where would you all have buried it?" 
 
    This set off a hurried conversation with each soldier throwing in his own ideas; some were good albeit useless- like in the mine, which was still buried and smoking-and others frankly inane; private for life suggested he would have put it in the food room, ignoring the fact we had just searched the place. It took Adamov three minutes to explain to him why that wasn't a good idea. 
 
    "Time is short right, they are under attack? They can't bury it, they have to use an existing hole." One of the men in the back called out. 
 
    "That is why I said the mine." His friend answered back angrily. 
 
    "The mine, it would take us years to dig clear, if it is there." Julie stood up, clearly getting tired of this. 
 
    "Yes, Dame, and it would be hard to get into anyway." The first soldier stood up at attention "Which is why they would just toss it into the shit hole." 
 
    "Excuse me?" That got a raised eyebrow from me, and not from the language, either. 
 
    "He means the privy. You know." Adamov said "He might be right. Place like this, for the workers, they don't bother with plumbing. They just dig a deep trench, close to the wall, and put a couple of stalls over it. When it's full or stinks too badly they move the outhouse, cover over the trench, and dig another one. Nice deep hole, easy to find, and where no one sane would look." 
 
    "Would they have time to dismantle these out-house stalls?" I asked. 
 
    "They are meant to move," Adamov said "A few strong men can just pick up the whole thing and slide it over." 
 
    "Dame, officer, and men, I think we have a plan. Mr. Popov, if this works, make sure to note the man who thought of it in your log. Everyone get ready, we have a lovely day ahead of us." I forced myself to eat what was left in my can. For some reason I had lost my appetite. 
 
    "Ma Reine" Julie stroked my arm "I had planned to romance you with wine and roses..." 
 
    "Yes, remember that." I leaned in to her touch "Because now we shall go swimming in shit." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    Imagine an outhouse. If you are from anywhere in the Colonies, you have probably seen more than a few. Hell, you may have been born in one. It shall be wooden, have holes, a simple door with rope hinges, an unvarnished slat for sitting on, with a big hole in it, and a copy of the local newspaper besides it, for reading and wiping. If you live closer to a big city, it may be the Sears catalog, instead. I shall admit to having preferred the editorial section by political choice. 
 
    Such a thing would not have worked for a prison of several hundred men. This building was sheet metal, prefabricated, about eight feet long, with a half dozen doors, and several rusty handholds on either side. A quick jog around confirmed it had been dragged along the ground sometime in the last month or so. But was it before the battle or weeks before? Some legendary Apache tracker might be able to figure that out, not me. 
 
    "So, we grab a side and push?" I rubbed my hands. Damn it was cold out here. 
 
    "Only if you wish to go swimming" Adamov pointed to the handlebars. "Two teams, each grabs a set, lifts, then pulls it into the camp; after it is clear of the hole, then we slide it down the line and into its next spot. I would warn you all to beware the smell..." 
 
    "Except nothing could possibly compete with the delicate aroma of Maphnk Tar-tare coming from the other side of the camp. I will take two men and grab the left side, Ma Reine you get some men and grab the right, Adamov you guide us. And let no man ever say that as an officer I was unwilling to get my hands into the shit." Julie walked over to the bars waving her arms to warm them up. 
 
    "None would dare, Dame" Popov tapped me on the shoulder and marched to the right-hand side bars, snow crunching under his heels "Not after Stapoksville." 
 
    "What is Stapoksville?" I got up behind him. The bars were slippery, I hated to ask with what. 
 
    "You don't know?" Popov whispered. 
 
    "Obviously." I growled. 
 
    "And you were kissing her?" the two men behind us began to chuckle. 
 
    I considered kicking him into the privy trench, but there would be time for petty revenge later. Footing was going to be terrible, with the snow and mud, and the outhouse was probably frozen into place. This was going to be fun, fun, fun, songs and dancing all the way. Perhaps I should whistle a jaunty tune. 
 
    "Everyone ready?" Adamov called from the front of the thing. I could hear him, but not see him from the side. We mostly yelled yes. "Then on three heave." Adamov continued "One, two, and Heave!" 
 
    I pushed up, with both my arms and my legs, the outhouse gave a mighty squeal, but it did not move at all. We struggled for a few minutes, I could feel my own feet going down into the muck as the bars began to twist and bend. I braced myself a bit, panted, then heaved again; this time the outhouse jiggled a bit but still did not raise any, although I sank more. I would make a sarcastic comment about visiting China, but I had no idea what was on the opposite side of the world from Siberia. Perhaps I would go home? 
 
    "Stop, stop" Adamov yelled "We are breaking it. There is a line of ice all around the bottom; let me get a shovel and break it free, then try and lift it again." 
 
    More crunches of steps followed by cracks and grunts as he started to try and clear the ice. Well I think I will just stand here crouched over with my feet buried in muck while he did that. Doo da, doo da. Tr la la la. There were several thunks from above my head. I looked up as best I could, from on top of the outhouse, James, his daughters, and several of the locals looked down, beaks wide open in bird laughter. 
 
    "James, what do you think you are doing?" I was not amused. 
 
    "Supervising" James was greatly amused. "Since Adamov is busy breaking the ice. Someone has to keep an eye on the manual labor force." 
 
    "Lois!" I yelled "Do something!" 
 
    "Sorry boss" One of the daughters chimed in "But momma is downstairs reading all those logs and books." 
 
    I was about to start screaming when Julie beat me to it with a sweetly yodeled "Oh James Dear." From the opposite side of the not so mobile home. He snapped his head in a half circle back at her, and I know I heard a muttered "uh oh" from one of the other birds. 
 
    "Yes, oh Knight of the night" James always responded to threats with humor. If he had a defining trait, that was it. 
 
    "Did they tell you about Stapoksville?" If Julie's voice was any sweeter it would have drawn flies. 
 
    "Let me take a wild guess... A town somewhere near nowhere in eastern Europe?" James hopped along the roof with extra loud thumps and bangs. 
 
    "Close enough" Julie had to be almost laughing by now "The Austrian rebellion had us cut off and pinned down; they were trying to starve us into surrender. Constant shelling, no food or supplies for weeks, we had eaten the horses, the rats, and were starting on boot soup." 
 
    "Oh wow, so what happened Miss Julie?" The daughters loved a good story. 
 
    "I got hungry. Then I got angry. Then I was not hungry anymore." That coldness in that comment made even Adamov's hammering stop for a moment. 
 
    "What does that mean Papa?" One of the other daughters asked. 
 
    "It means..." James hesitated "It is time for us to go back on patrol now. Yes, indeed, that is the life of the Raven brigade, hup, hup hup time for patrol." 
 
    I could feel all the men on my side looking at me, but I just kept on staring at the ground. Not going to say anything, no, not me, no sir. The ground was fascinating, yes it was. 
 
    "Adamov." Popov said. 
 
    "Just about have it sir, a few more swipes, then let me get clear."  Adamov hammered again for two or three minutes, then grunted and started crunching his way back to the front " On three again, I think, One, Two, Heave!" 
 
    We heaved. The metal strained, pulling up against the middle, with a ripping shriek it buckled in, then sprang back up and out as the last of the ice broke free. I staggered for a minute, almost falling against the release, but then the outhouse righted itself and we dragged it about ten feet forward. The noise was terrible. The smell was worse. 
 
    The outhouse slammed down, and I was glad we would not have to put it somewhere else. I stepped back, popping my spine as I went. And to think I had turned down a desk job... 
 
    One of the privates screamed. 
 
    I ran over to him, along with Popov, Julie, and half the men. He pointed, just stuttering; frozen to the bottom of the outhouse was the partial remains of a human arm and torso, hands clutched to the metal in an eternal death grip. 
 
    "A prisoner" Adamov said "He probably tried to hide in the hole during the battle, got trapped there, and froze. Poor bastard. His body is what nailed the building into place. We had to break it to move the damn thing." 
 
    Some of the men took off their hats, others just stood silent for a moment. One may have even whispered a short prayer. That's what we all were, in the end, I thought. Above us, clear skies of dreams and wind; below us, frozen waste. All of us, just a stake in someone else's outhouse. 
 
    "Julie?" I smiled at her, she smiled back. I pointed at the remains. "Desert?" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The trench was at least six feet deep, longer and wider than a grave, hand dug, and partly filled with the most aesthetic collection of frozen human waste, body parts, maggots, and indigestible leftovers I had ever seen outside of a boot camp dining hall. There were too many limbs sticking up from the mess just to be people who had tried to hide from the battle; had they murdered the prisoners and thrown them in here to keep their secret? Or was this just some sick way of punishing those who disobeyed the guards? Would anyone ever know? 
 
    "Assuming it is in there" Popov said "Digging it out will be hell itself." 
 
    "Which was probably the point." Julie spoke quietly. 
 
    "Why bother?" I jogged a bit to warm my feet. I was close now... 
 
    "Why did they bother killing the witnesses?" Popov turned to look, not at me, but the sky beyond. Most of the other men took that as a cue as well, and began looking anywhere but at the trench. It seemed the Navy was made of softer steel than the cavalry had been. Or perhaps, simply better mettle. 
 
    "No why bother digging. The damn thing, if it is there, is close to indestructible, correct?" I felt my half-frozen muscles make a grin. 
 
    "Well yes..." Popov hadn't figured it out yet. 
 
    "This is a mining camp. There must be dynamite, correct?" 
 
    "Yes, there are two and a half cases left in the ...Oh gods, no." Popov turned even greener, if that was possible. 
 
    "Oh Gods, yes. Toss in two sticks, run like hell. Boom. All our problems are a fine pink and brown mist." I had to stifle a giggle. For once in my life, it would literally rain filth. My only regret was I didn't have a camera. 
 
    "We have to be very careful" Adamov suggested "Too much dynamite an we might set off an avalanche." We all stopped for a moment to stare at the surrounding mountains at that comment. 
 
    "We should probably use a mining screw to dig a hole first..." One of the Privates suggested. 
 
    "Ma Reine" Julie had her great coat pulled tight around her, hands shoved deep in the pockets. Her hair whipped in the wind as she spun on one foot to look at me "Is there any problem you don't try to solve with explosives?" 
 
    "Uhm..." I pondered for a moment "...no." 
 
    "You cannot bake a cake with explosives." Popov still wasn't sold on the idea. 
 
    "Excuse me, sir?" Adamov slowly raised his hand "that is just a question of the pressure wave..." 
 
    "Never mind, Adamov. Since you are the expert, get what you think you need, the dynamite is in orange painted shed beside the far north wall. Let us do this and be done. Everyone you don't need, we shall take shelter in the cafeteria. And let us pray that it is in there, and it is invulnerable. Or it won't just be that grave that is blown to shit." Popov said. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    I hunkered down behind a flipped over table as Adamov and his two assistants ran the detonation cord down the stairs to the waiting detonator. I took a quick head count; Lois, James, Julie, Edgar, Rain, a dozen locals... My people were accounted for. "Popov" I said "Are your men all accounted for?" 
 
    "Yes. When you are ready, Mr. Adamov." Popov took cover behind his own table, then glared at me. He was mentally writing the report to blame me for when this went wrong, I could tell. I wondered if I should help him spell Soteira. So many people put the I before the E. 
 
    Adamov wired in his cord and attached the battery leads. "Yes sir." He said. "Fire in the hole in one, two, and fire!" 
 
    The explosion was anti climatic. A small thump, a sound like rustling leaves, and then nothing. We were about two hundred feet away, down a flight of stairs, and behind concrete walls... Was that it? I looked at Adamov, he was clearly wondering if one of the sticks misfired as well. We stared at each other for a moment, then nodded. Time to go look. 
 
    I got from behind the table and slowly started crouching my way up the stairs, Popov started to say something, but I waved him to silence. This was my idea, after all. The first thing that hit me as I started climbing the stairs was the smell, which was so bad it almost made me retch and choke at the same time. The second was the cloud of smoke that hung over everything; lastly was the orange glow and black ash coming from the trench up ahead. "Something is on fire out there." I yelled back. 
 
    "Probably the methane, dear." Lois called. "Buildups would form when it's hot and then freeze solid later, concentrating on the bottom of the trench. Give it a few minutes, then we can go look." 
 
    "Well at least we know all the dynamite got used, one way or another." I wrapped my scarf around my face as a breath mask. "Watch the air, but go ahead and come up." 
 
    We marched, crouched and hopped over to the trench, trying to stay low under the smoke. Strangely, the closer to the trench we got, the cleaner the smell got, as the burning methane pushed the other residue away. Something crunched under my boot, I looked down, to see a burnt human bone, then decided to keep my eyes on my destination instead. 
 
    The trench itself was still on fire, but lightly, when we got too it. Most of the filth had been blown away, with some strange clumps remaining around the outer rim of the crater. Inside, at the bottom, lay a strange flattened egg shape of some curious ebony black shiny material, with crimson and ocher refractions from the flames. It was oblong, about seven feet in length, with four non-symmetrical rough edged fins attacked to the far end. The material seemed utterly smooth, not even pitted from its impact with the earth or the explosives fired right next to it. Indestructible, indeed. 
 
    "Get some ropes and tools, men, let's see if we can get it out." Julie ordered "Popov, have your radio man hail the ship. Tell them we have found it. Whatever the hells it is." 
 
    The men started jogging back and forth, looking for tools. I just stood there quietly and closed my eyes. Time to send my own signal. Queen takes bishop, check. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    The End of the Beginning 
 
    
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    A hundred miles away, the great airship Louhi cruised nine thousand feet in the air, making just enough speed to keep the Maphnk below and behind literally moving in circles. Her crew took occasional random potshots at the beasts to keep them following, but as tired as they were, it did not take much to outrun them. The damaged airbag repaired and adjusted for, the airship cruised perfectly level, an unstoppable juggernaut of Imperial Russian power. 
 
    Below, Edgar Allan watched from his tree top hideaway.  He paused for a few moments of appreciation for the ship's majesty and beauty. But all mortal things must end, and the order had been given. He pulled the antenna out of the transmitter we had captured from the British 'queen of rats', twisted two dials, and when the light flared green, hit the detonator. 
 
    Fire and storm crackled in the skies above as the explosives we had 'forgotten' to tell the Grand Duke about ripped the Aft sections of the Port Zeppelin to the hells and back. I choked back a cry, watching through Edgar Allan's eyes, as the ailerons were blown clear off; the zeppelin screamed in pain and lurched suddenly and fatally towards the frozen ground below. 
 
    Inside, the crew I had known must be panicking. Desperate orders, the Grand Duke at his bridge, bellowing officers. They might save the ship, I hoped. The spot was chosen to cripple her but not kill her. But in explosives and treachery than can be no absolutes. 
 
    In this, however, I was certain. If Catherine wanted the alien technology, she would bloody well have to ski for it. 
 
    # 
 
    We quickly rigged together some wooden struts from the debris and metal chains to make a crude A frame. After that it would be a question of dropping some chains down into the trench, wrapping them around the device- whatever the hell it actually was- and then lifting it back up. It was pulled here in the first place by the cavalry and then lowered into the trench by men, so it could not be too heavy for us to lift, I hoped. 
 
    "Sir! Sir!" Corporal Lamovsky panted his way up to us, then partly collapsed, hands on his knees. 
 
    "Report, Corporal." Popov barked. 
 
    "Sir, we tried to radio back to the ship as ordered, but nothing on any channel. No response, no traffic, nothing. What if those...monsters... Got the ship?" Lamovsky looked very young right then, with his face bleached and blistered by the winter wind. 
 
    "They are probably just out of range, we are in a valley after all. The ore in the mountains may be killing our signal." I suggested. 
 
    "Can you send your birds to signal them?" Popov had his face twisted up like he was tasting something very sour indeed. I was beginning to suspect he had more than enough of the glories of command for this lifetime and would be requesting desk duty his next rotation. Perhaps someplace like Taipei. Lovely food, ancient temples, beautiful women... I might go there, myself. 
 
    "Certainly" I said "Just point me to where the ship is. It's last reported location was where exactly, and how fast can it fly again? I could send my birds with the radio to the top of one of those mountains, but they don't have hands to use it, or know the proper signals to send." Small cold spots pricked against the back of my neck as it began to sleet. It was already a frigid hell here now, but it would get even colder, soon. 
 
    "Send them out to scout, anyway, please. I will get Adamov and a few of them men to climb out of the valley..." Popov stopped, then began looking at the peaks surrounding us, even the lowest would take a day to climb back up, and trying to follow the road out would not get them to a tall enough hill... 
 
    "Give the radio to me" Julie crunched her way to us "I know the codes, I have hands, and it will only take me hours to climb that mountain, not days, even in this weather." 
 
    "As you wish." Popov held his hands out to the sky for a moment in supplication, but the gods were not listening, as it began to sleet even harder. In the distance, thunder could be heard. "The rest of us, back to work. I want that thing out of the trench before the weather gets any worse... Blasting it free once was risky, having to do it twice will just be stupid." 
 
    Julie looked at me, and smiled. I started to say something, but she held her fingers to my lips, then brushed the sleet from my hair. She dragged me close for a quick, harsh, kiss; then released me and without a word marched to the waiting radio man. 
 
    I could hear some of the men behind me whispering comments, but they shut up as I glared at them. Marching to the A frame, trying to make my boots crunch the way their officers did, and began picking up the chain slack. I was still the strongest and heaviest person in this camp, despite my smaller build, a few minutes demonstration should remind the men of that and shut them up quite nicely. 
 
    Julie wasn't even gone yet, and I missed her already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    It didn't take two hours to get the thing out of the trench, it took over three. The thing was made of something almost frictionless, the chains just slid off of it no matter how we tried to knot or tie them. Eventually we had to knit a rope net of sorts, pry it up one side, run the rope net under it, then lift it up with the A frame and pulley. 
 
    By the end of it all I was tired, sick of being a one-woman winch, and it was easier to catalog what did not hurt then to figure out what did. My hair did not hurt, I think. Possibly my nose and the skin on the back of my neck; I had stopped feeling either of them at least an hour ago. The troops were not doing much better, I suspected. Popov was trying to bear up as officer like as he could be, but Adamov was mostly speaking in words I never learned in Russian class. 
 
    The thing hung rested now on the ground, closer to the barracks, where we had dragged it. My original observations were mostly correct; flattened egg shape, a bit larger than a coffin, with multiple irregular shaped fins or ports on the bottom. I tried to imagine what it could be; some sort of probe? Were the fins for guidance when entering an atmosphere? Was it a bomb, or some sort of landing craft? Or was I totally wrong, and this never meant to land on our world at all? 
 
    "Is this anything like what your people discovered on the Mongolia expedition?" I asked Popov. "Or in the stories about older findings?" 
 
    "All that is classified far above my level." Popov scratched the stubble on his jaw "But there are always rumors, and I have heard nothing like any of this. The prior findings were parts, I had heard, broken pieces that gave the science masters clues, but not actual objects. Much less giant spiders. This may be the most important finding in human history..." 
 
    "Yes, and now it is ours, thank you." A familiar but almost forgotten female voice came from behind us. 
 
    I whipped around, drawing my sword as fast as I could, Popov, Adamov and the rest of the men reaching for their own weapons, all too late. Shots rang out, over our heads; there was a line of troops, flanking us, in British uniforms, and another line above them in the barracks covering us from behind the concrete walls. 
 
    Their leader, a woman, in a British officer's uniform, lowered her pistol from the sky and sighted it directly on me. "Drop your weapons." She said, pulling the hammer back. The click was very loud, in the winter sleet. Six shooters, colt revolver, I could try... But no, time was on my side. My birds would be back soon. 
 
    I dropped my sword. After a moment of shame, the Russians dropped their weapons as well. 
 
    "Very good" The British woman smiled. It did not reach her eyes. "I... Am the Queen of Rats. These are my soldiers. We have been following you for some time now, and that device is now the property of the British Empire. There is only one detail remaining." 
 
    "Which is?" Popov demanded 
 
    "This." The woman shot me. The first bullet hit my right leg, and I lurched, screaming, the second and third caught me in the chest, and I fell back, flailing against the air for balance. She fired again and again, emptying her weapon, the final shot hitting my shoulder. I fell backwards, into the trench, the black and silver streaked sky spinning like a fan blade. I fell, hanging for a moment, before my head cracked into the jagged sheets of ice below. 
 
    I hate falling, I thought. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes and thought no more. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    Kiss, Kiss, Boom, Boom 
 
      
 
    Interlude: 
 
    James, his wings spread to their full four-foot length, soared thousands of feet over the Siberian mountains. The wind was deathly cold, crackling in his nostrils like thin planes of glass, but his thick winter feathers kept him warm as he flew. 
 
    He checked his formation behind him; the jagged V, his mate and her children, the locals and cousins whom had traveled to join him. He feared nothing on the land, but kept his eyes always open for these Maphnk. He had beaten an eagle once, yes, but those Maphnk were monsters. 
 
    He heard the retort of gunfire to the east, coming back from the camp. 
 
    Then the voice, the special voice, he had heard in the back of his head, from almost an egg, went silent. James screamed his rage, and signaled for the flight to turn east. 
 
    But Lois was already on her way. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "Eryma?" a hand slapped my face. Smacked it again. Something sharp, something terrible, under my nose. I coughed, opened my eyes, or tried too. 
 
    "Wake up your stupid bitch." The woman in the British officer uniform was holding me half up from the ice, with a stick of smelling salts under my nose. On her shoulder Gillian looked concerned. "Your birds- and mine- were getting worried." 
 
    "I love you too, Amora." I pushed her hand away, tried to stand up. The world spun again, and I almost vomited; only the memory of what those cans of food tasted like going down stopped me from doing so. "What happened?" 
 
    "My name is Captain Astarte, Colonial Navy, these days, remember? I shot you, as planned; you fell and hit your head, not as planned. Several of the Russians went for their guns, my snipers took them out. The rest either started begging or ranting about laws of war, when your birds showed up and created a lovely distraction. The remaining Russians ran for the door, while my snipers forgot how to shoot all of a sudden. The Russians escaped, and were heading out on the road last I saw. Assuming any survive, they will report they were ambushed- and the device stolen- by British troops, as planned. Oh, and you are dead. Which is a change, as normally you only smell half dead." Amora pointed behind us, where the device was waiting, along with a dozen sleds and a whole pile of sled dogs. "Time for us to go, yes?" 
 
    "Yes" I tried to stand again, the world blurred, took a few breaths, and forced myself up. A flutter of feathers, and Lois landed on my shoulder, a warm and welcome presence. The world seemed to twist, and then fell into focus as our link became solid. "Whatever happened to using blanks?" 
 
    "Rubber bullets. Much more realistic." Amara held up her six shooter and twirled it with pride. 
 
    "Great. Yes, time to go, and go fast. We will need to drop some dynamite behind us to seal off pursuit; Julie will be back in a few hours." My vision was holding steady now, at least. Maybe I wasn't brain damaged again? I much prefer a bottle in front of me to a frontal lobotomy. 
 
    "Julie?" Amara hesitated. 
 
    "Julie d’Aubigny, I sent her to the top of those mountains on a wild goose chase. She won't stay lost forever, so get the damn thing loaded and let's go." I kicked the snow off my boots and started stomping towards the waiting sleds. 
 
    "Julie d’Aubigny, the Butcher of Tokyo? Julie d’Aubigny, the Knight of Blood and Leaves? That bloody damned Julie d’Aubigny?? That is who you were kissing?? Are you bloody insane??" Amara ran past me "Get the thing, leave the evidence, we are going now now now!" 
 
    Her men lurched into action, the dogs were rounded up and tied, the device packed, the sleds pointed to the door, we began to mush out... A brutal scream echoed through the valley. I stepped off the sled, pulled out my binoculars, and began checking the mountains around us. The sleet made visibility low, and the late afternoon sun was not helping, but I almost saw a black shadow moving down the mountain side. It flickered, like one of those motion pictures, when played at the wrong speed. 
 
    "You had better get going" I said, sand and bitterness in my throat. 
 
    "Is that... The Maphnk?" Amara had out her own binoculars, and started swearing. I was impressed, I never learned those words at the orphanage. 
 
    "No, something worse." I looked around, trying for a plan. 
 
    "We can outrun her." Amara said. 
 
    "No dear, I think not." Lois noted "I estimate her rough speed at about One hundred thirty miles per hour; even in this terrain she will catch you. And your troops will not be a threat. Eryma is correct, this is our job." 
 
    "Good luck" Amara leapt back on her sled, and the dogs barked as the whips cracked and they were off. 
 
    "Amara!" I ran after. "Leave me some supplies and the special rope!" 
 
    "You have a plan?" Lois asked as one of Amara's men began tossing bags off his sled. 
 
    "Maybe. Or this will be a very short fight." Rope, yes, a couple bags of food, a tent, a medicine pouch, yes...
I stopped for a moment, felt my forty-five in my belt holster. Could I even hit her? Did I even want to try? 
 
    "Is it to kiss Julie or kill her?"  Lois looked me directly in the eye. 
 
    "Both, probably." My heart broke. My hand drew my sword. 
 
    # 
 
    I stood by the main doors, about fifteen feet back, but clearly visible from them. I had pulled them as open as I could, then swept the new fallen sleet and snow into a flat smooth plane. Behind me, my birds waited quietly, hiding in the broken buildings. Julie could attack over the walls, or try and sneak up behind me somehow, But In our fights together she had always struck straight on, confident in her speed and skill to overcome any foe. 
 
    I was betting my life on that today. 
 
    A few minutes quiet. Breath in, breath out, the winter chill turning my exhalation to clouds instantly. What if I was wrong? I might die here, now, and never see her coming. I wanted to see her, one last time, no matter who won. 
 
    The road, perhaps three hundred feet in front of the gate, exploded in clouds of ice and dirt, a mini avalanche caused by something very fast stopping very quickly. Julie appeared in the mist, And I took a moment to devour her features with my eyes. Her brilliant blue irises widened in relief to see me alive; then dropped in horror and understanding. A sneer crossed her ruby lips for a moment, then a touch of pain. 
 
    We said nothing, but stared at each other. She raised her sword, I raised mine; she bent into a runner's crouch, I began to silently count. 
 
    One 
 
    The ground behind her exploded. 
 
    Two. 
 
    A blur. 
 
    Three. 
 
    I lunged to the ground. 
 
    The air cracked like a canon shot as something flew over me too fast to see. I pushed up, then fell down as my left arm gave way. Strikes of pain told me it was broken. No time, no time, that fall won't hold Julie for long, deal with it later, look for Julie now, there she is, plowed into the snow, still stunned or dead, not dead, no please not dead... 
 
    I screamed myself up, staggered to her. 
 
    She was moving, yes alive, reaching for her sword, I fell on her, holding her down, wrestling for her sword, she was yelling and crying, bucking to throw me off. 
 
    I got my hand on her sword, she got her other arm free, and slugged me, once, twice, in my broken elbow. I fell off, the world twisted, and vomited harsh bloody chunks. 
 
    Julie slammed her knee into my back, my face hit the ground. She yanked my hair, I heard it rip as blood squirted down my scalp. A cold steel edge kissed my throat. 
 
    "What did you do?" Julie whispered. 
 
    "Rope. Under the snow. You are simply too predictable, my love." If my birds could distract her... 
 
    "Not that. I figured that. The British? You were spying for the British all along? After everything they did to your people?" Julie held her sword very steady against my throat. 
 
    "What they did? What has Catherine done? Her Empire has killed millions of people in its slave camps. What do you think she will do when she gets any more power?" 
 
    "And are the British any better? Does Ireland ring a bell? How about the rubber plantations of South America? " 
 
    "The British promised my people their freedom." I retched, hacked, then coughed some more. 
 
    "And you believed them?" Julie screamed in rage. 
 
    "Excuse me ladies" James yelled from behind us "But my lovely mate wished me to remind you both that we are all still here, we can fly, and we have dynamite." 
 
    "I can take you..." Julie said. The ground shook. Everything was quiet for a few seconds. The ground kicked upwards. We flew several feet, then I landed on my head, again, dammit. 
 
    "Earthquake?" Julie said. 
 
    "Oh hells no." Boom. The ground ruptured, smoke and orange light flaring from the crevice. "Run" I screamed "run from the mine! James, Lois, everyone, fly!" 
 
    Arms like steel grabbed me from behind "No more tricks, Eryma, no more damn tricks!" 
 
    "No trick! Julie get us out of here or we will both die!" I tried to break free, I should be stronger than her, why was I so weak. 
 
    The ground blurred, was I sick again, no, can't breathe, we were moving... The world stopped, Julie let me go, I staggered, "Where?" I gasped. 
 
    "About two miles away, on the hill." Julie panted. So, she did have limits. 
 
    Boom the earth shook. 
 
    "Get down" I commanded. I reached for my binoculars, but found only broken pieces. 
 
    Boom. Something moved, rising above the mine. Boom. More smoke, more harsh orange furnace light. Boom. The size was impossible to tell, there was nothing to give it scale... The walls, the walls were thirty feet, making each leg at least ninety feet high. Boom. Each step cracked the frozen ground under it. 
 
    Ten legs, three body sections, solid black, not even a reflection from the sun to give it color; it was clearly both mechanical and alien. Something like this had never been made on Earth, something like this simply could not be, no metal was strong enough to support it or gas engine powerful enough to drive it. 
 
    "Gods" Julie moaned "The spider. It was in the mine all along." 
 
    "Yes, and when my people moved the device, they woke it." I needed a new plan. A much bigger new plan. With bigger guns. Much, much bigger guns. 
 
    The spider continued booming its way down the road, simply stepping over the prison walls like they were not there. It either did not see us or did not care. I was not sure which was the better or the worse. 
 
    "We need to stop it." I said. 
 
    "You are insane." Julie replied, "Send your birds with the dynamite." 
 
    "James was bluffing. Well, mostly bluffing." I took out my scarf and looped it around my head to try and staunch the bleeding. With only one arm, I doubt I did a good job. 
 
    "Oh, give me that" Julie aggrieved "Bluffing?" 
 
    "My birds can use grenades on their own, as it's just pull the pin and drop. Dynamite, someone needs to be nearby to light. Just like when we attacked the castle." The scarf was now tight around my scalp, but Julie wasn't very gentle about it. 
 
    "Your arm needs serious care, as do my ribs. I doubt I can carry us both at sufficient speed to get to that thing unobserved." 
 
    "Not to it." I smiled "We need to get ahead and above it." 
 
    "How" Julie did not smile back 
 
    "The rope I used to trip you. There is more, and it's not a natural rope." I giggled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "This is insane!" Julie screamed. Or I think she screamed, it was hard to tell with the wind rushing past. I blinked my eyes to try and clear them of the ice; fifty feet from me, Julie dangled wrapped in a bright yellow rope net like a fly in a spider's web. Each of the strands of the web pulled tight above her were held on by a half dozen birds- none strong enough to lift her by themselves, but added together, they can lift tons. The trick was all in the rope; stronger than steel, lighter than silk. Professor Carothers, I think I love you. 
 
    I looked down from my own web. Hundreds of feet below us, the mountains and hills raced past. The spider may be fast, and the dog sleds even faster, be we were traveling as the crow flies, literally. I could vaguely see the small shapes of the dog sleds racing down the road, dodging trees and rocks, desperate to reach the sea and escape; five or six miles behind them, but gaining, the spider simply boomed on any little thing in its way, like trees, boulders, or small hills. It was an implacable, unstoppable juggernaut; not so much a weapon of war as an instrument of divine wrath. 
 
    "It is not firing" I yelled to Julie. 
 
    "So, what?" she screamed back. 
 
    "So why not? Is it afraid to hurt the device? Can it? Why did it wait for the device to be moved? The thing has limits of some kind, it's just a machine!" we had to figure out those limits, fast. Or this would be the shortest battle since Julie's one-woman invasion of Japan. 
 
    "It's alien! This may be how it gets its laughs!" Julie was no help. 
 
    "Hey boss!" James called from my lead rope "Where to?" 
 
    Mountains, sheep, mountains, trees, mountains, giant spider from space..."There!" I yelled back "The dog sleds will cut up that trail, but it's too small for the spider. It will have to go along the valley between those peaks. Put us on top of on, James, as high as you can!" 
 
    "Head it off at the pass, check! Faster people!" James laughed. And Julie thinks I am insane. James is in a class all of his own. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    "Where are we do you figure?" The mountain we were standing on wasn't that high, maybe two thousand feet above sea level, if the thin air was any judge. The range ran east west, with several ice-covered peaks much higher than our own. Eight hundred feet below, a fairly wide pass between this granite crest and one two miles north would e wide enough to allow the spider to pass, I hoped. North of us the sea glimmered in the setting sun. 
 
    I poked my left arm in its sling once or twice with my finger. It had stopped hurting, and I somehow suspected that was not good news. 
 
    "Byrranga, I think. Assuming that is the Leptiv bay, behind us." Lois sounded exhausted. "If I remember my maps correctly, there should be several whaling and fishing stations along that bay, if we can make it there." 
 
    "Assuming we do not kill each other. Or the spider does not kill us all. Or we do not run out of calories and freeze like normal women. You two evil geniuses have a plan?" Julie stripped off her webbing with rough movements. I wondered if it was the flying she hated, or the loss of control. She loved to drive dangerously fast, after all. No, when she caught me looking at her, it was me she hated now. 
 
    "My plan is dynamite." I pointed at the box in its own webbing. 
 
    "We could have simply dropped it on it already." Julie stomped over to it. 
 
    "And likely done nothing. No, we need to use it to trigger an avalanche." How much time did we have left? How fast would it climb? Would it even come this way? What if... 
 
    Boom 
 
    Never mind. 
 
    "Got it. So, we tie, cut cord, have the birds fly it to the other..." Julie crouched down and started opening the explosives box. 
 
    Boom 
 
    "Or" I started panicking "We grab what we can, light, and throw hard." 
 
    Boom. The tree line shattered as one giant black claw leg lifted into view. 
 
    "We are standing on a glacial peak, Eryma!" Julie snarled. 
 
    Boom. The great mechanical head with its single orange flame eye heaved into view. 
 
    "We are out of time! I light, you throw!" I grabbed a bundle with my working arm, cursed my broken arm, as I started to fumble the lighter with one hand. 
 
    Boom. The entire cliff side quaked as the spider moved into the mountain pass. 
 
    Julie threw. The first bundle streaked too short. 
 
    Boom. The dynamite exploded at its feet. 
 
    I lit another bundle. Julie grunted and threw higher. 
 
    Boom. The spider reared, looking for targets. 
 
    I grabbed for another bundle, dropped my lighter. 
 
    The last bundle exploded on the mountain side north of us. The spider whistled an impossibly high note. The sky turned to bright day. An orange and blue beam, impossibly bright, seared from the spider's eye to gouge into the northern face. Snow and granite exploded into steam. 
 
    I found my lighter, lit. Julie screamed and threw. 
 
    The northern peak cracked. Thunder and smoke billowed forth. In the far distance, I could see the orange beam searing into the sky. It cut through the mountain, dear gods, it cut through a mountain. 
 
    I just stopped, stunned. Fumbled for the dynamite once more. 
 
    Julie bellowed something untranslatable in French, grabbed the lit dynamite, shoved it back in the box, and then with a great twist launched the entire box at the spider below. The case arched down the mountain, hit once, bounced, and slammed into the spider's lower leg. Wood shattered, sticks flew like shrapnel, time stopped into crystal clarity, then the area shook with the force of several hundred sticks exploding at once. 
 
    "Lois, fly!" I screamed. The ground shifted beneath me, and I began to slide. I reached desperately for a handhold, the snow just scraping through my fingers. I began to move, slowly at first, then with thunderous speed, my view blinded by dust and snow. 
 
    Well, congratulations Eryma, you had you avalanche. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    The Beginning of the End 
 
      
 
    Lois glided in swift circles over the broken land below. The air still shook, and thunder echoed into the distance. Millions of tons of snow and rock had bombarded the pass below. The spider, toppled, was buried, only it's still kicking legs sticking up from the ground. 
 
    The ground still quaked and cracked, mini avalanches sending their loads below like barreling freight trains. 
 
    Where the hell was Eryma? 
 
      
 
    I woke with a start. Panted, trying to breathe. There was a weight, felt like an elephant, on my chest and legs. There was light, dim and broken, coming from a small hole about two or three feet above my head. Air. There was air up there. I tried to move, could not. My legs twitched but did not move. "Lois, James?" I tried to speak but only coughed. I closed my eyes, tried to call from inside, but heard no answer, not even static. 
 
    Was I crippled again? Were they dead? No, I would know if Lois was dead. Even crippled, I would know. Jammed. I was buried under the snow, the antennas along my nerves must be blocked. This was like the sanitarium again. I survived that, I can survive this. I tried to push again, barely twitched, tried to scream. 
 
    Footsteps, was that footsteps above me? A shadow? "Lois?" 
 
    "Non, Ma Reine, tis not your wise bird, but only I." Julie began clearing the snow off my face and head with her hands "Now, there are things I must ask, and you must answer." 
 
    "Julie" I tried to reach for her with my hand, she blocked it with her sword. 
 
    Flapping, quiet flapping, above me. James landed by me head, coughed loudly. 
 
    "No more tricks." Julie's grin was savage. Her sword tip pressed right on my throat. "I have her at my mercy, and all your explosives and toys are gone. Who has the device and where are they taking it?" 
 
    "Julie" I tried to say. A great shadow crossed my vision. 
 
    "Answer me!" Julie screamed. 
 
    She raised her sword to strike. 
 
    A hurricane of wind blew past. Julie's sword just dropped. She was gone, simply gone. A short bark came from above. 
 
    James, dear beloved courageous laugh at danger James, screamed like a child. 
 
    Shadows again. A head, larger than any bird should be, came into view. "False queen. Cruel queen. Child queen." The Maphnk said "We have been waiting for you." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    It took almost twenty birds, each, to fly us up to that peak. It took one Maphnk, to pull me from the ground like a kitten, grab me in its claws, and carry me aloft. James, Lois, and the children followed along behind, staying very quiet. 
 
    Which was fine, as Julie made enough noise for all of us. Suspended in the claws of another Maphnk, she bellowed out all sorts of obscenities in French, German, Russian, Italian, Portuguese, Japanese, and something that may have been Swahili. I was impressed, I think James took notes. The Maphnk ignored it all, until I tried to make silent communication with one, in which case I received an evil eye for my troubles, followed by a sharp shake. 
 
    Our trip was about an hour, but low enough among the passes we did not freeze. Or freeze anymore, at any rate, as I was now well frosted. The mountains receded behind us, ahead the Siberian highlands opened up, rich country full of winding streams and herds of caribou. Several of the streams met to create wetlands, and in their center, stood the stone ruins of some ancient and forgotten city. 
 
    The buildings were crude, made of thick pieces of the native granite, and overgrown by vines and ferns. The largest was a fort of some kind, roughly square, with a simple two story keep, graced with massive corroded bronze doors. The crest of the keep was carved to resemble some great raven's head, eternally watching the lands below for enemies or prey. The streets were paved with crushed stones, weathered by centuries of use; I saw them all too well when the Maphnk dropped me on them like so much unwanted garbage. With an 'ooph' Julie landed beside me. She at least tried to land on her feet. 
 
    I pushed myself to my knees. Broken arm, cracked ribs, concussion, gods only know what else, I was in no condition to fight my way out of here. Maybe if I just rested for a moment. Breathe in, breathe out, my ribs like small knives in my chest. Lois hopped over and rested her head lightly against my hip. 
 
    Footsteps, beside me. "Get up" Julie commanded. 
 
    "Give me a minute" I tried to catch her eyes. 
 
    "No" Julie roughly pulled me to my feet by my coat collar. 
 
    "Enough" Lois growled. "Even if you can take us, Dame, you can never get past the Maphnk by yourself." 
 
    "True." Julie sighed "Which is why I have not left you behind. But the Maphnk brought us here for a reason. So, time to earn your life, Ma Reine, and start thinking clever things." 
 
    I pointed at the steps leading to the great bronze doors. "To die, I suspect." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Julie pulled my body into a partial shoulder carry and started walking us up the stairs. 
 
    "The door, it's green. Someone has been playing all of us; you, me, Catherine, the British, all of us- like pieces on a chess board." Left foot, right foot, left foot, right foot, walking should not be this hard... 
 
    "I hate Rasputin" even Julie sounded in pain now. 
 
    "If I am correct, the doors should swing open dramatically." We stopped to wait. Waited another minute. The doors just stood there, ignoring us. "Or maybe you could rest me against this pillar while you open them." 
 
    "Good idea." Julie roughly thrust me down. I hit my head on the cold stone. Ow. 
 
    The doors resisted, then buckled, before opening with a dying squeal. Dust blew out of the room in gasping clouds, as light cut into the room for the first time in possibly centuries. At first, I thought I saw standing figures, before the light grew clearer, and I saw they were stone statues. The air was foul, reeking of old death and ruin. 
 
    "Let us let the air clear" Julie staggered back, waving her hands in front of her face. "Is this a tomb?" 
 
    "Likely. What people lived here?" The room was long, and the light did not go in all the way, at least not from outside. The statues I could see where strange; stone, and weathered, but almost realistic in style, not the usual exaggerated the ancient peoples liked. 
 
    "The Koryaks, I think? I am not sure where we are. They do worship giant ravens, Quikil they call them, as gods, but they never built anything like this. Wooden villages and nomadic groups, mostly." Julie said. 
 
    "That." I muttered "was a better answer than I was expecting." 
 
    "The coastal tribes like to rebel every now and then. It is the cavalry's job to hunt them down when they do. I like to know who I am hunting; I always assumed their religion was primitive, but if there really are giant talking ravens in the mountains, it makes more sense." Julie shrugged. "Grab my arm, it is time to go in." 
 
    We staggered- or I staggered, and Julie marched- through the doors. I was right, they were statues, life size, carved of white stone. The first two had broken to the point of unaccountability, but the third, the third was a woman, taller than me, in a strange suit of armor holding what looked like a diving helmet. Her face was finely etched, and clear. 
 
    "It is Catherine." Julie gasped. 
 
    "No, the height is wrong, and the face is too long." Some quiet inner voice told me the truth "It is Anna. Or it will be, when she grows up." 
 
    "There was a placard of some kind on the statue base, but I cannot read it." Lois said from our feet. "We may wish to check the others." 
 
    "Hey!" James yelled " I found Julie! And I see why you like her, too." 
 
    "What?" I yelled back. 
 
    "Over here, other side. It is a nude, very detailed in all the wrong places. If anything she is even more athletic, holding a lance, and standing beside a lioness." Well James had his sense of humor back, at least. 
 
    Julie dragged me over, and sure enough, there was a statue of my leopardess. Fierce face, toothy smile, head turned to the sky, lioness at her feet. "This was sculpted from life" I said. "Or by someone who knew you very, very well." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Julie bent down to read the inscription. 
 
    I looked at the details. "Yes." I coughed. 
 
    "What does B&stt mean? Is the inscription bad?" Julie asked. 
 
    "Bast" Lois said softly "Lower Egyptian goddess of war, the hunt, lions, and women who keep other women warm at night." 
 
    "So... Can I worship myself?" Julie laughed "Let me guess ... She has a pyramid somewhere." 
 
    "An entire city full, in Bubastis, I believe." Lois clattered her beak for a minute "This is most confusing." 
 
    "Right. Let's head to the end of the hall. According to Rasputin I am around there someplace. Say goodbye to yourself, Julie." 
 
    "Goodbye, me." Julie carried me along the row. We passed more statutes, some I thought I knew, others bizarre and strange. Some wore ancient outfits, others clothes or armor I had never seen before. There was one that may have been Catherine herself, wearing what looked like a diving suit; the inscription read Zeus, which would have come as a shock to any proper classical believer. 
 
    The end of the hall was a flat stone wall, and before that, a dais, and upon the dais, a throne of chiseled white stone, with the name Athena inscribed on the base in bold block letters. The figure in the throne was collapsed, crumpled and skeletal; I thought at first the statue had shattered, but the old smell told me the truth, this was a corpse, mummified by the centuries and the cold. The cadaver was tall but thin, a woman I thought, dressed in ornate robes and ropes of gold. A sword, a modern saber rested beside the throne, beside a bronze age shield. On the other armrest, a smaller mummy laid rest, a raven, in eternal repose beside her human. I knew those feathers, I knew that pose. 
 
    "Lois" I sobbed. 
 
    "It is us." Lois finished. 
 
    "Great queen. Wise queen. Ancient Queen. True Queen." The Maphnk croaked from the door behind us "Now you have seen. Now you understand. Now we shall carry you." 
 
    "To where?" I faced him. 
 
    "To your fate." The Maphnk was laughing 
 
    "And if we do not wish to go?" Julie clutched her hand, reaching for her absent sword. 
 
    "Then you die here." Outside more Maphnk began to screech. “This is your fate, not ours. Our part is to deliver you, and be done." 
 
    "Then." I looked at Julie, silently, she nodded. "Let us fly." 
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    Here Ends Book One of ‘Empire’s End’. 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed it, if you did, please leave a review, thank you. 
 
      
 
    Eryma and the Caw Lonial Marines will return in. 
 
      
 
    A Queen Among Clouds 
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    In 1908, the world is at the brink of a war unlike any other. Immortal Princess Catherine of Imperial Russia, absolute ruler of two continents, prepares her mighty air navy to crush her last worthy foe, the British Empire. 
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    All it will take to destroy fragile peace is one rough shove. 
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