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Westrons Pt. 00

PLEASE NOTE: This is NOT the beginning of the story - go to Part 1 for that.

This is a list of the characters appearing in the story.

In response to several polite requests and excellent suggestions, what follows is a list of the characters - in the order they appear.

Again - this is NOT the beginning of the story.

CAUTION - Spoilers ahead!

PART 1

STEDEMANN and MIKEL Cadets at the Armed Forces Officer Training Academy

TRENG AFOTA Counselor.

FONG Cadet at AFOTA, described by Cook as 'an over-bred oaf'.

GOMEZ Major. Senior Counselor at AFOTA.

KARPOV #1 blade-fighter at AFOTA.

PARTOSIAN An honourable cadet at AFOTA. #1 in unarmed combat.

KUBOTA Known as 'MONGO'. #2 in Unarmed Combat. A brute who enjoys trying to cripple Cook.

PELEK Colonel, Senior Commander at AFOTA.

VANOVA Waitress at the Hotel bar.

PART 2

LEE Cadet at AFOTA. Classic example of nepotism.

SAMIR Bartender at the Hotel. Friend to Vanova.

SCHOTT Cadet. Caddy to Fong.

MURO Cadet at AFOTA. Had a disagreement with Cook over TAC-SIM results.

CHANG Professor at AFOTA. Witnessed the altercation between Cook & Muro.

KATYA Karpov's girlfriend, Colonel Pelek's daughter. Big trouble for Cook.

CARTER and WING Military Policemen

PART 3

APAN and GRADY Male members of the Halygon ship crew

BIA Female technician aboard the Halygon ship.

LONG Fun-loving female Med-tech aboard the Halygon ship.

ORSHA Pilot of the Halygon ship.

ROSENCRANTZ & GUILDENSTERN Terran agents who were supposed help Cook get settled in the Westron Kingdom.

LEBUC Wole teamster. Helped Cook reach the Westron capital. Appears again at several key points of the story

PART 4

TALLEY Human, member of the 'Pylosian' consulate. Went AWOL to remain with his Westron wife, Tisucha. Father of Tallia and Esyle. Mapmaker.

TISUCHA Physician. Talley's wife.

TALLIA Daughter of Talley and Tisucha. Administrative genius, organizer par- excellence.

ESYLE Younger daughter of Talley and Tisucha; Tallia's sister.

KANITZ Wenzla, Countess Kanitz, Chancellor to the Queen.

NYSTU Blue-haired woman. Cook's 1st test: his introduction to hemmer.

AIRTA The Chancellor's attendant. Cook's 2nd test, and 2nd experience of a Westron hemmer

PART 5

THEMIS Ensign. Appointed by Kanitz to be Cook's aide at Tonol.

BRUNE General. Commander of the Westron Army at the siege of Tonol.

STORANA Colonel of the Aneli regiment at Tonol. Not a big fan of Cook.

PART 6

LANGORET Colonel/Inhaber. Led her regiment to Cook's aid at the siege of Tonol.

TUDINO Commander of Tonol, during the Crolian siege. A brave officer, wounded in virtually every engagement she fought in.

PART 7

ANELI Countess, owner (Inhaber) of the Aneli Regiment. Very outgoing.

MAIA ARIANA Eldest of the old Queen's daughters. Thick as a brick.

MAIA MATILA Westron Queen. Beautiful and capable. Supported by Kanitz.

MAIA SIMONIA See 'THEMIS' (Part 5)

PART 8

CHARDEIA Major in the Aneli regiment.

FAREGIL Captain in the Aneli Regiment.

TONOLA Cook's daughter. A bit of a surprise.

PART 9

OSHIDE Cook's bodyguard, appointed by Kanitz. Dark, slim, and deadly.

YEHLA Second bodyguard for Cook. Big, athletic, and buxom.

VIS General. Not especially thrilled to have Cook under her command.

PART 10

BERANDOT Colonel. Even less happy about having Cook in the same army.

PART 11

SERIBA Colonel in General Vis' army. Attached to Berandot's division.

AVETTE Colonel in Berandot's division. Disobeyed orders to march to Limset.

AYLEN Trooper / messenger in the Aneli Regiment.

PRINCE ELLEM ANRY Son of the Crolian King. Heir to the throne.

PART 12

ISHANA Leader of Cook's new team of bodyguards, which included

MADZE The strong, silent type.

NASTA Easy to tease.

KOROBA Clever and deadly.

PART 14

TOMOS Langoret's fiancee.

ILONI Countess. Famed for the frequency (and potency) of her hemmers. Leader of a political faction, behind several plots and intrigues.

KRAYT A muscled gigolo. Interrupted Cook's visit to the lavatory.

PART 17

MARBAUD Countess. Allowed the privilege of bringing a cushion to Royal functions.

CANDE Duchess. Entitled to a seat on the podium with members of the Royal family.

VAYLA Ensign in the Palace Guard.

PART 19

VOTUDA Captain in Langoret's Regiment. Promoted to Colonel, Chancellor's Regiment. Highly skilled, but unpopular.

PART 20

PRINCEY Cook's nickname for Maia Simonia's consort.

LEYDZ Penchen General, commander of 4 regiments attached to the New Model Army

ISAAL (ISA) Penchen Captain / Liaison officer.

SENAU Penchen Captain / Liaison.

BOSKA Young doctor, joined the New Model Army. Recommended by Tisucha.

PART 21

KEINARSH General, commanding the Central Front.

Five Colonels brought their regiments to join the New Model Army

NESLANN Excellent tactician. Fearless.

YNA Very aggressive in battle.

FRAD Quiet and capable.

SEMMANA Ambitious.

CYRTE Regrets missing the Battle of Limset.

PART 22

JIRIL Isa's partner, during their first Change. Deceased.

PART 23

BESSANDAR Crolian Colonel. Sent to reject Cook's offer of a truce.

CANIMO Corporal. Offered to capture the Crolian Commander.

CREANA Veteran Sergeant. Fought at Limset.

SEPINE Newly-recruited soldier in Creana's platoon.

PART 24

HUMAL Crolian Captain. Fooled by Neslann at the bridge at Smund

LUPONA Westron Colonel. Served under Berandot at Rassbrook

PART 28

GANNING Crolian General

COOK'S CHILDREN

with AIRTA OSCEL (M) and CANEIA (F)

with THEMIS TONOLA (F)

with ANELI LIMSET (M) and TONOL (M)

with YEHLA OSHIDE (F)

with KANITZ HOWE (M)

with TUDINO COOK (F)*

with AVETTE ERIGA (F)

with TALLIA TALLEY (M)

with ESYLE TISUCHA (F)

* I'm not planning a sequel anytime soon - but 'A Girl Named Cook' would be a great title.


Westrons Pt. 01

WESTRONS Part 1

This is a bit of a departure for me. It will probably end up being considerably longer than my other stories (which are already plenty long). The title won't make sense until Part 3.

Thanks to my editors/proofreaders for the first two chapters: Kaereni, Evan Mauk, Desperadosies and Alianath Iriad. They gave me good advice (some of which I took). Any errors left over are mine.

***

I tried to fit in.

Really, I did. I went out on pub crawls with the other cadets. I bought rounds, even though I could ill afford to. I went so far as to hold Stedemann's head while he puked on his shoes, so that he wouldn't spew all over his trousers.

Then I stood guard while Mikel banged some nubile in an alley.

- "You want some o' that, Cook?" he asked, as he zipped up.

- "No, thanks."

- "Suit yerself."

Another night, I met a pretty girl who seemed interesting, and interested. But when she discovered that I had nowhere to take her, she quickly found another cadet more to her liking.

My classmates were, for the most part, juvenile. Mindless guzzling machines. I shouldn't criticize, I suppose; I didn't know where these guys had grown up, or what kind of environments they came from.

Didn't really care, either.

The female cadets were on Rymmel 3 - a mere 200 light years away. They kept us segregated, because apparently males can't 'concentrate on their studies' when females are present. Dead-set against 'intergender fraternization': that's today's AF (Armed Forces).

Of course, some of the cadets had money. The well-off could rent a little apartment near the Market District, and set up a mistress there. From what I heard, you could get a part-time girlfriend for 15,000 marks a month; an upscale, full-time mistress could run you between 60 and 70,000.

I was on a scholarship: 6,000 a month. Room, meals and 'incidentals' were deducted from that. End result: about 600 a month in pocket change.

Most of the guys went out on large group 'tears', or 'hoot n' hollers'. Loads to drink, in the cheaper bars, after which they'd hit a series of nightclubs, trying to impress one of the barflies or the nubiles (halfway to groupies) who swarmed the Market at night.

If a cadet was lucky, or clever, he might catch one of these girls already 3/4 drunk. Or, if he wasn't too picky ... there were other options.

Not my scene.

I started to gravitate towards some of the more serious students. These guys liked to discuss our required readings, or analyze our exercises - the TacSims (tactical simulations) in particular.

Kindred souls, in a way. I got into a decent study group for a while. Eventually, though, even these guys started finding reasons to avoid me.

For one thing, I had a tendency to ask uncomfortable questions in class - I mean, uncomfortable for our instructors. Within a short time, all of the Profs knew who I was. I was definitely not the teacher's pet. Couldn't blame the other cadets for not wanting to sit too close to me, in case I was contagious.

But I think the smarter guys were also beginning to sense that there was something seriously wrong with me.

See - I didn't buy the shit they were teaching us.

***

At University, I couldn't decide between Military History and Psychology. One of my professors gave me a recommendation for AFOTA (Armed Forces Officer Training Academy). Two interviews, the psych test, 3 exams and 2 physicals ... and I was in. Scholarship, too.

Half of the cadets at the Officer Factory were rich kids. Connected, and loaded. Another third were legacies (nepotism still rules, even in the 26th century).

The final sixth were on scholarship, like me.

The curriculum was okay: Hamilcar Barca, Robert E. Lee, Napoleon, Daykera ... all lessons on how to win with less. Then Vietnam, the Roman Empire, the Potilo Cluster ... or how to win against popular movements when you have overwhelming force.

We had regular classes in Psych, Leadership, Logistics, Strategy and Tactics ...

But there was no outright mention of the single most important element of modern warfare: asymmetrical hostilities.

Until Humanity runs into an equal or superior alien species who are hostile, our enemies can't face us in a total war. Obviously enough, they'll try to beat us with weapons they have, that we don't - or don't have enough of. Guerilla war. Cyber attacks. Infiltration and espionage (not as hard as you think, even in this day and age).

Humanity's resources are immense - but not unlimited. Local uprisings and revolts do have a chance to succeed, because our Supreme Command is so cheap. They routinely try to achieve maximum results with minimum expenditure.

Over-spend, or over-commit resources, and you could be cashiered. But under-spend, and lose an engagement, and you will be court-martialed.

We never discuss this in class. We have plenty of TacSims, but no strategic simulations.

I don't want to make it sound like I bitch about everything. There are some parts of our training that I actually agree with.

Despite Space Fleet, reflective body armor, and all of the advanced weaponry available to the AF, our instructors still believe in teaching us UC - Unarmed Combat.

We're exposed to multiple disciplines and styles, then encouraged to specialize in the one which best suits our physique, temperament, or inclination. The rationale for this freedom of choice is excellent: in a prolonged war, our opponents won't be able to prepare against a single-style of hand-to-hand combat.

The instructors tried to steer me towards karate, or another striking style; I like Barai better, because of the way it blends aikido and jiu-jitsu. No one else uses it - another point in its favor. I have to admit: I also like it because it pisses off the instructors.

We have tests and exams, which are just stupid, because they're entirely based on the material presented in class, or on our required readings. Virtually every single cadet uses Sleepread, which practically guarantees perfect recall. The others have eidetic memories (no, I'm not one of those).

There are no bonus marks for finishing early. You have all the time you could possibly need, and then some, to regurgitate everything (I know - as if that would happen in a real war). You can get a bonus for repeating a prof's off-the-cuff remarks, or for searching out and quoting one of their publications.

I'm not so good at ass-kissing.

But I did excel at the Survival Exercises. These are non-CATs (no computer-assisted technology, locators, range-finders ... you get the idea). We had to do orienteering - solo, and group. In one exercise, they gave us a compass. In another, a map.

Had I been in charge, I would have given us an inaccurate map - that would have made for an interesting exercise. But they did occasionally set us up with combat simulations where communications failed, or CATs were unavailable, because of unusual atmospheric conditions, radiation, enemy interference, or - my favourite - for no reason at all.

In those situations, I could show initiative. Originality. Unpredictability.

Here's an example of one of our TacSims: I was in command of 13 archers - yeah, bows and arrows. The intelligence briefing informed me that:

- my opponent had exactly the same number of identically-equipped archers

- the grid on which our sim took place was a level, featureless plain

- there were no atmospheric or climatic conditions which would affect missile trajectory

Minimalist in the extreme. But my opponent was the typical cadet; he would follow SOP (Standard Operating Procedure), as taught by our instructors. Advance scouts, and flank guards. Locate your opponent, and then concentrate your force.

So he came down the center of the grid, looking for my archers. Meanwhile, I was off to his left, looking for his flank guard. When I spotted him, I was able to fire seven arrows to his one. End of flank guard.

My opponent re-grouped, as I withdrew. Predictable, as ever, he repeated his error. End of a second flank guard.

As he re-grouped - and perhaps contemplated a change of tactics - I advanced. I caught two of his archers alone, and eliminated them, for the loss of one of my own. He got lucky, or I got unlucky. It didn't matter.

I pressed on, pitting my 12 remaining archers against his 9. End result: marginal victory, Cadet Cook. I had 5 archers left, when my opponent was completely eliminated.

They gave me a C-, because I lost over half of my starting force.

***

Halfway through first year, I had time on my hands. I read. I read a lot. Military history, of course, but I also found the political and social history behind the wars to be fascinating, as well as instructive.

I was surprised to learn that over a thousand years ago, universities were much the same as now. Of course, the students were mostly aristocrats, or wealthy men. Poor males - but no women - could afford to attend if they were willing to fetch and carry, acting as servants to their social betters. Duties included bed-making, water-fetching, and chamber-sweeping.

And emptying chamber-pots.

How little things change.

AFOTA cadets on scholarship were expected to supplement their meager incomes by caddying. It was a loathsome tradition, involving menial tasks and subservient behavior in return for spare change. Table scraps.

I would much rather be poor.

So I was.

My father was a chef. It was his idea to name me Cook; I never found out if he'd meant it as a joke, or as encouragement, because he left Mom and me when I was 3. She struggled at a series of low-paying jobs, trying to keep a roof over her head and food on the table.

I saw some of the sacrifices she had to make, the humiliations she had to endure, and what they did to her. She made me promise that I wouldn't quit school just to get a job.

She saw me graduate from high school, but not from university.

The only way for me to stay in school was to win scholarships.

So I did.

***

I found that I quite liked the pre-modern period, or the early modern, when computers first appeared. I searched hundreds of strange topics, and unearthed a number of gems.

Kierkegaard and Russell were philosophers - people who thought about thinking. What a concept. Among their ideas, I found that they considered boredom essential.

I would have loved to discuss this with a study group, but I was persona non grata by that time. Boredom, essential?

They suggested that being bored could ignite imagination and ambition. They most definitely did not see it as something that you needed to be rescued from. The only time to really think, to reflect - is when you're alone. That struck a chord. I knew it was true.

I found the statistics from the Maisk-Hong experiments, over 400 years ago. Fully one-third of humanity were prepared to have their CATs implanted in their bodies. Some thought that it was inevitable; others were willing if the cost wasn't unreasonable, or if some government agency assured them that it was all perfectly safe.

Computer-assisted technology. Social communications, instant reference ... inside your body. It boggles the mind, now.

Almost 30% of them went mad. People were worried about the financial and physical dangers. Turned out it was the psychological risks that they should have feared. You can't be plugged in all the time.

Solitude is good. More conducive to reflection. That's what I told myself, anyway - because by my third month at AFOTA, I was alone most of the time.

***

I found a hotel in the 12th District. It was popular with military contractors, because it was cheap. The contractors booked rooms there, but spent their time wining and dining contacts in the uptown Districts.

It was also far from the Market, and the 18th District, where my fellow cadets were still hooting and hollering.

This hotel was old-fashioned, which meant that it was virtually deserted. I could have a quiet drink in the bar, followed by a quiet coffee, without being disturbed - and without breaking my budget. I could read on my tablet, and think. It was therapeutic.

The first time I went there, I was the only patron. Perfect.

The bartender gave me the once-over, and then called the waitress - if indeed that was her job - to tell her that they had a customer.

She was just as fascinating as the outdated decor and unfashionable booths, with wide tables. Her auburn-reddish hair struck me first: she'd obviously shaved it all off, only a month or two earlier.

Her eyebrows were untrimmed, and she wore no makeup at all. Odd. She had full, sensual lips, and good teeth, but her nose was slightly crooked, and the rest of her face showed absolutely no sign of sculpting or amelioration.

It was a handsome face, though. A strong face. I particularly liked her eyes. They were greenish-brown, with flecks of yellow. No cosmetic lenses.

I ordered a draft beer, commensurate with my budget.

- "Don't." she said. "Nobody drinks it. That keg is older than you are."

I liked the sound of her voice, too. Deep, and rich.

- "Thanks for the tip." I said. "How about a bottle of Buddha?"

She nodded, and went to get it. I noticed that her clothing was drab and shapeless - to conceal, rather than to advertise. Between her clothes, her haircut, and the absence of makeup - I got the message. When she brought my beer, I thanked her, and left it at that.

Half an hour later, I ordered a coffee.

I liked the booth, and the hotel - and the waitress. I gave her a modest tip (the best I could do), and left.

***

Cadets could, if necessary, see a counselor for help with their problems - academic, personal, or otherwise. Naturally, no one ever did; it would've been an admission of weakness.

So I was surprised to find a counseling session on my schedule - I certainly hadn't requested one.

Counselor Treng was a pot-bellied desk jockey. His military service, which was far behind him, had probably been done inside the walls of an office.

- "Cadet Cook! Pleasure to meet you." He got up and came around the desk to shake my hand.

After the routine exchange of meaningless pleasantries, he got down to business, calling up my Academy records on a dual-screen monitor.

- "I see here that you have 14 Firsts." he said. "Very commendable."

A 'First' was the top mark, or highest score, in an exercise or simulation, or on a test of any kind. To this point in our first year, we'd had almost 1200 evaluations, for a class of 600 cadets. I had 14 firsts. You can do the math.

I wasn't the reincarnation of Sun Tzu, by any means, but I was certainly above average. 'Commendable' my ass.

"But I notice that five of those Firsts are in non-CATs." continued Treng. "Interesting." The way he said it seemed to suggest that I should be embarrassed. I kept my mouth shut.

"You know, Cadet Cook, I've been paying considerable attention to your case. It seems to me that you could go far, if ... if you applied yourself."

I nodded. But I was thinking: what the hell is this asshole on about? I worked hard, studied hard, trained hard - to maintain my scholarships. I didn't waste hours and hours on the endless pub crawls that passed for 'socializing' here.

So I said: "How would you suggest, Sir, that I go about improving myself? How can I apply myself more effectively?"

Counselor Treng smiled, and put on his best professorial air, while still trying to come across as an indulgent uncle. "I'm glad to hear you ask that, Cook. Shows you have a good attitude."

"You know ... there's an old expression: Sometimes you have to go along, in order to get along. You've heard that one?"

- "Yes, Sir. I have."

- "Well, Cook ... some of us have noticed that ... you don't seem to socialize much - with the other cadets. Especially in off-duty hours."

So my absences from the usual 'hoot n' holler' sessions had been duly noted - and were held against me. Or maybe they'd noticed that I wasn't 'caddying' for anybody. I was going to be labeled anti-social, or 'not a team player'.

No mention of the rich, upper-class elite, who were far too important to be seen in public with their fellow cadets. I was a poor shlub, so I was expected to do what the other poor shlubs did. Kiss ass, and eat shit.

Everybody knew, too, that the rich pricks always seemed to 'randomly' draw better units, or advantageous starting positions in TacSims. Surprised?

- "What should I do, Sir?" I said.

- "Well ... you could join in a little more." said Treng. "Make an effort. After all, you don't want anyone to think that you're not a team player."

"You know - one day, you may find yourself in a situation, hypothetically speaking, where one of your fellow cadets is your direct superior, in the chain of command. A little camaraderie now could go a long way, down the line."

I kept a straight face. But I just couldn't help myself.

- "Isn't it equally possible, Sir, that our situations could be reversed?"

- "Huh?" Treng's easy smile disappeared. It was sad to see: he'd been so sure that this counseling session was going according to plan.

- "What if I was their commanding officer, Sir? In a future, hypothetical situation, of course."

Treng looked at me as if I'd lost my mind. Maybe I had.

***

I went to the hotel in the 12th district at least once a week. Then I started going twice a week. What can I say? I liked the place: peace, tranquility, affordable drinks ... and the waitress.

Her face intrigued me. So did the body she was concealing, beneath her loose, shapeless clothing. Most of all, I was interested in her facial expressions. Was she annoyed when I showed up? Most nights, I was the only customer.

On those occasions, the bartender made himself scarce, so that there were only two people in the whole place: me, and my intriguing waitress.

On my eleventh visit, I ordered a flask of beer - same as always. But I noticed something unusual. She was looking at me, from across the bar. It was too far to read her expression, but she was definitely looking my way.

When she came to collect my empty bottle, I asked her for a coffee - exactly as I had ten times before. She went to get it, and promptly returned, to place the cup on the table.

- "Thank you, Vanova." I said.

She jerked her hand back, as if stung by a hornet.

- "Wh - how do you know my name?"

- "I heard the bartender say it."

- "What? When did that happen? He isn't even here tonight!"

- "Not tonight." I said. "It was the very first time I came in. Three months ago. I heard the bartender call your name, to tell you that you had a customer."

- "You heard that?" Vanova was frowning, her lips tightly pursed. "You've known my name for three months, but you only use it now?"

- "I'm sorry. I meant no offence. It's just that ... the first time I was here, you didn't seem to be ... in the mood ..."

- "In the mood?" She was almost yelling. "In the mood for what?"

- "A conversation." I said. "I'm sorry - I didn't mean -"

She stormed off.

While I drank my coffee, Vanova stayed on the opposite side of the bar. I read a little more, finished my drink, and left a tip on the table.

- "Goodnight, Vanova." I said, as I left.

***

Leadership classes. What a farce. There are plenty of managers who can't manage, teachers who can't teach; there's no shortage of officers who have zero leadership skill, either.

I don't know if creativity can be taught. But leadership is a lot more than following a set of rules and prescriptions.



A high-school History teacher taught me that many generals lost their battles before they even began. She might have been describing most of my fellow cadets, and their performances in our tactical simulations.

Some of them thought that all they had to was show up, to win. Most had their heads stuffed full of all the axioms our Professors were trying to inculcate. Those cadets went by the book - every single time.

Every enemy, every campaign is different. They have to be approached with respect. You should have a plan, but it can't be carved in stone. Clausewitz said that no plan survives first contact with the enemy.

JFC Fuller probably said it best: Adherence to dogmas has destroyed more armies and lost more battles and lives than any other cause in war. No man of fixed opinions can make a good general.

Napoleon relied on his 'coup d'oeil' - his first look - to judge the terrain, and his opponents' dispositions. He also knew that things changed, as the battle progressed, and he was prepared to make adjustments - or even scrap his plan completely.

Yet our Professors insisted that our plans were sacrosanct, and to deviate from them was heretical. I guess they never read Fuller - or Napoleon.

Knowing that, I was able to run up a considerable string of victories against cadets who stuck grimly to the plan, no matter how much the situation changed. I thought of them as Deaf Boys (from DFBOI - Doctrine Favored By Our Instructors).

The simulation that got me into trouble looked simple enough, at the beginning. It was a multiple participant sim; I was one of six sub-commanders. The commanding General, on our side, was an over-bred oaf named Fong.

The sim was based on a mid-20th century tank battle, World War 2, Eastern Front. I was in charge of our south-central units, meaning that I had other sub-commanders to my right and to my left.

The enemy formation directly opposite me was commanded by another aristocratic idiot; I'd taken him to the mat in unarmed combat a month or so ago. He was prone to sudden, impulsive moves. He also seemed unaware that his opponent might actually do something.

Sure enough, he held true to form. As I watched my screen, he began to shift his units in an ill-advised re-deployment.

I'd been ordered to merely hold my position, but this opportunity was too good to resist. I sent messages to Fong, and to the adjacent sub-commanders - and then launched an all-out assault on the moron directly across from me.

I caught my foolish opponent on the wrong foot, and inflicted ridiculous casualties on his best units as they tried - unsuccessfully - to shift from move orders to combat orders.

The enemy line rippled, and then bent, as the sub-commanders to either side of my hapless victim shifted their units in an attempt to come to his aid.

If either of the corps adjacent to me had attacked, we would have won a significant victory. If both had moved, we could have decisively rolled up their entire line.

They didn't.

Three messages to the guy on my right. Three to the guy on my left. Four messages to Fong, my Commander in Chief.

Nobody moved. My attack drew in elements of three enemy corps. After a long, lop-sided struggle, I was driven back to my starting position, with heavy losses.

Fong was furious.

- "What the fuck were you doing? Why did you disobey my orders?" he shouted.

I ended up in front of an interview panel, composed of two counselors, two faculty professors, and a Colonel on active service, who looked consummately bored.

Cadet Fong came in. He presented his 'evidence', and then left the room.

- "Why did you disobey orders?" asked one of the profs.

- "Before moving, Sir, I notified my direct superior, and both of the adjacent commanders." I pointed out the opportunity I'd been presented, and how we could have used it to achieve a decisive success.

- "Cadet Cook." said the second prof. "Did you know what your C-in-C intended?"

- "No, Sir. He didn't share his overall plan with us."

- "Yet you took it unto yourself to take action. Action which might have ruined your commanding officer's carefully laid plans."

I took a deep breath. Really? This was what they were about? Fong couldn't have carefully planned to take a shit.

- "You could have requested new orders." suggested one of the counselors.

Were they all dense? Or was it me?

- "The disorder in the formation opposite me could have been corrected, Sir. The opportunity was fleeting - so I seized it."

They sent me out of the room. For two hours, they discussed my case. Either that, or they went for an extended lunch, or had a massage - how would I know?

- "You did not disobey a direct order." said the first prof, when they called me back in. "Had you done so, you would have been immediately expelled from this institution."

"However, what you did was almost as severe. You disregarded your orders, and exceeded your explicit instructions. In consequence, we have awarded you a failing grade for this TacSim. Further, we have placed a notice of demerit in your dossier. Do you understand?"

- "Yes, Sir." There was no other answer.

- "Dismissed."

***

Following that little debacle, I found another Counseling appointment on my schedule. This time, though, it was with the senior counselor, Major Gomez.

- "Initiative is good, son." he said. "But if you're going to disobey your orders, then no Senior Officer will want you under their command. You can see that, right?" Gomez smiled, which took a little of the sting from his words.

"And you'll be starting somewhere near the bottom, just like the rest of us did. You'll have to gain experience and work your way to the top."

- "I appreciate the advice, Sir." I said. "I know you mean well. But it probably won't matter. I doubt that many Senior Officers will be asking for me."

- "Why not? Your scores are fine." he smiled again.

- "I'm not high-born, Sir. Nor well-connected. I don't play racquet sports, and I don't belong to any of the social clubs."

- "Well, why don't you?"

- "Lack of funds. Experience. Personal preference. Sir."

- "Experience, eh? Well, Cadet Cook ... maybe you should try again. And maybe you should also adjust your ... preferences."

Gomez wasn't smiling this time.

***

I got another sort of reprimand in my next TacSim - or, at least, an indication of where I stood.

It was another flat, featureless plain. I had 13 swordsmen. No armour, no other weapons. My opponent had archers, as I discovered when his first scout hove into view. He fired once - missed - and pulled back.

I did the same. I realized right away that the fix was in. Cadet Cook was about to be taught a lesson in humility. My opponent could advance towards me, and fire arrows the moment he came into range. If I approached him, trying to get to close quarters, he could simply retreat, firing as he went.

On a featureless plain, there was nowhere for me to hide, or set up an ambush. No cover. And with an infinite grid, there was no way for me to trap my enemy in a corner. Attack or defend - either way I'd lose.

So I retreated. And kept on retreating. No engagement.

When the simulation ended, the advisor was visibly angry.

- "You lost!" he snapped.

- "How could I lose, Sir? I didn't take a single casualty."

- "The purpose of this simulation was to engage and defeat your enemy."

- "Then my opponent failed, Sir. I denied him a victory. I was not defeated - at the very worst, it's a draw. Stalemate."

The advisor was none too happy with me. But there was no way that he could punish me with a failing grade, unless he gave my opponent the same score.

That felt like a win, to me.

***

I always took my tablet to the hotel, and read while I had my beer, and then my coffee. Sometimes I splurged and had a second beer.

A biography of Charlemagne (by Einhard and Nottker the Stammerer, if you're really interested) contained this little nugget:

Plebeian or patrician, it mattered nothing to Charles: he singled out the most proficient with rare impartiality and promoted them ...

Then I found another gem in Elton's history of England under the Tudors. He characterized the Puritans as narrow-minded, intent on inessentials, and incapable of generosity or tolerance. But he also praised them for being the opposite of boot-lickers and self-seekers.

Trevelyan had another nice little passage for me:

Every generation has methods of its own peculiarly attractive to those who prefer to intrigue for a fortune rather than to work for a living.

These passages just resonated with me. Fascinating, how something written a thousand or two thousand years ago could still be relevant to my own experience. But I have to admit that I also enjoyed these passages because I knew full well that AFOTA monitored all of our reading. In a sense, then, they were reading along with us.

Vanova brought my coffee.

- "Thank you, Vanova." I said.

It took me a moment to realize that she hadn't moved. Usually, she just deposited my drink and walked away. For some reason, though, she was still standing next to my booth. I looked up, into her beautiful eyes.

- "You're a cadet, aren't you?" she said.

- "I am."

- "Why are you here? All the cadets are over in the livelier spots - the Market, the 18th ..."

- "Well ... not all of them are over there."

She rolled her eyes. "Fine. Why are you - specifically - here?"

I considered my answer for a moment. This was the very first time Vanova had ever initiated a conversation with me. I didn't want to waste this opportunity.

So I held up three fingers.

- "Three reasons. First, because most cadets are over in the 18th, or the Market."

That earned me a half-smile from Vanova. Cadets can be absolutely insufferable, especially if you're a waitress with a pulse; reasonably young and even remotely pretty only makes it worse.

Because you'll have to face an endless succession of idiots, practicing their crude jokes and inane pick-up lines on helpless serving staff. And some could be even more aggressive - sometimes dangerously so. As a waitress in this town, Vanova had to have experienced that.

Plus, most of those assholes didn't tip. At all.

- "Second reason?" she asked.

- "I like the quiet here. The relaxed ambience. I also like the music you play, in the background. It's unobtrusive. I don't have to listen, but if I choose to ... pay attention to the lyrics, for example - they're surprisingly good. Thought-provoking."

Vanova seemed surprised. "You like the music?"

- "I just said so."

She snorted. Then, a little more brusquely, she said: "What's the third reason?"

- "You work here." I said.

And I left it at that.

***

In the next TacSim, it was easy enough to see that the Profs - or the advisors - were testing me. The cadet in command of our force (Blue) was a rich, well-connected moron, who wasn't smart enough to know how to screw me over without help.

He had three sub-commanders, including me. General Moron gave me less than 5% of our total forces, and placed my units at the extreme left of our position, on the very edge of the grid. I had impassable terrain to my left, and directly behind me.

I was ordered to 'protect the flank'.

Naturally enough, I moved forward, and toward the centre. Our opponent (Red) must have been in on the lesson, too - the 'Teach Cadet Cook a lesson' lesson - because he didn't waste any of his units to hold me.

It was child's play to fall on his exposed flank, and rout a force twice the size of my own. I thought I'd done pretty well.

My C.O. in the Sim was furious. I guess he'd promised his opposite number that I wouldn't be a factor.

***

- "Thank you, Vanova." I said, when she brought me my beer.

She gave me a long look.

- "What's your name, Cadet?"

- "Cook."

- "As in, the person who prepares food?"

- "Pretty much."

***

In the next TacSim, I was once again under the command of a well-bred idiot. He gave me the weakest unit in Blue Force (our side), and ordered me to reconnoiter the northeast corner of the grid we were playing on.

Given the layout of the terrain (a swamp and an impassable river) it was perfectly clear to me that our opponent (Red) would never have placed any units there - because it would have been almost impossible to move those units anywhere else. Lacking air or amphibious transport (which we were), any troops that started in that swamp would be staying there.

Another attempt to virtually exclude me from the proceedings. If I followed my orders to the letter, I would spend the entire Sim traveling through ridiculous terrain obstacles, looking for enemy units that weren't there. I would earn a sub-par rating yet again.

So I carried out a whirlwind recon, and assured myself that there were no enemy forces in that section of the grid. I knew there were no red units there.

That done, I extended my recon into the next section; that is, behind the probable front lines of Force Red. I reconned my way into the Headquarters of Red Team, and captured it.

My reward for this signal success was another counseling session.

Actually, it was more of a disciplinary hearing. Colonel Pelek, AFOTA Senior Commander, kept me waiting outside his office for two and a half hours. I was not allowed to access my tablet or my wrist com - another lesson.

When I was finally ushered into the great man's office, Pelek was still pretending to be reading. Honestly - why bother? If the reading was important, he wouldn't have called me in. Yet another vital lesson for Cadet Cook.

- "Sit." grunted the Colonel.

I sat. I waited for another quarter hour while he pretended to read some more. Finally, he looked up. I don't know: maybe I was supposed to melt under his steely gaze. He tapped the screen before him.

- "There are multiple incidents of you disobeying orders in Tactical Simulations, Cadet Cook."

- "I've never disobeyed a direct order, Sir."

- "No? Yet you consistently disregard or exceed your instructions, Cadet. Seemingly, whenever it suits you. You also seem able to interpret them in a manner quite contrary to the spirit in which they were intended."

I didn't respond. It wasn't a question, after all.

- "Well?" said Colonel Pelek.

- "I can't comment on those allegations, Sir, until I know which specific simulation you're referring to. But neither of my Commanding Officers in the most recent TacSims elaborated on the 'spirit' of their orders."

"On one occasion, my C.O. placed me in a position from which I could not possibly affect the outcome of the engagement in any way. I rectified that situation, Sir, and contributed directly to a victory in the simulation."

- "When you disregard your orders, Cadet, the result may - sometimes - be beneficial. More often, though, you will find that you've jeopardized or even sabotaged your superior's carefully-laid plan."

Since that was precisely what I'd done - and we both knew it - I kept my mouth shut.

There was a lot more: note of censure, official reprimand, and another demerit.

- "Off the record, Cadet Cook?" said Colonel Pelek.

- "Yes, Sir."

- "You have a lot to learn. And you'd better learn it quickly."

***

- "Thank you Vanova."

- "You're welcome, Cadet Cook." she said.

- "Vanova, would you go out with me?"

- "No."

***

The lessons continued. Actually, they escalated rather suddenly.

In Unarmed Combat, I'd been routinely matched up against cadets who were bigger, stronger, or faster than I was. In a few sparring contests, I'd done better than expected.

Not any more. My next opponent was Cadet Partosian - the undisputed #1 martial artist in the Academy. I went down hard. Sprained wrist, broken nose.

I think he took it easy on me.

***

- "Thank you, Vanova."

- "Ouch." she said. "You look awful, Cook. Were you in a fight?"

- "Yes."

- "Let me guess: the other guy looks even worse?"

- "No, he pretty much cleaned my clock."

She didn't reply, but she did give me a long look.

"Vanova, would you go out with me?"

- "No."

***

Partosian's error - or omission - was rectified a week later, when I was matched up against Cadet Kubota. His nickname was Mongo, and he was ranked 3rd in UC.

Mongo broke my wrist, cracked two ribs, and re-broke my nose. He also gave me a concussion. They took me straight to the hospital after that sparring session.

***

- "Thank you, Vanova."

- "Where have you been? It's been ... two weeks. And you look like shit, by the way."

- "I was in the hospital for a bit. Thank you for noticing, though. Would you go out with me, Vanova?"

- "No."

I felt like I was beginning to make progress.

***

My next 'lesson' had the potential to get ugly: in Armed Combat, they put me up against Karpov - the #1 Blade Master in our class. I wasn't even remotely in his league.

But he took it relatively easy on me, passing up several opportunities to maim, or put me right back in the hospital. I didn't touch him once, of course, with sabre or epee, and lost by a near-record margin. Still, I was happy to emerge from our match in one piece.

I went looking for him, the next day, to thank him.

He was on latrine duty. Karpov never did latrine duty. I got it: they were punishing him for not punishing me.

- "I'm sorry." I said.

- "Not your fault." he answered. Then, as I turned to leave, he called to me.

"Hey - Cook!"

I turned back. He was leaning on his mop.

"Tell me something." he said. "Why do you do it? Get into trouble all the time?"

- "What's the alternative?"

- "You could ... give them what they want."

I just grinned at him. "Like you did?"

- "Ha! Okay." he said.

- "You going to be alright?"

- "What, this?" He pointed at the toilets. "They won't push me very far." Karpov was rich, and his family was well-connected.

"You know ... I could take you on, as a caddy." he said. "I wouldn't ask much."

- "I appreciate the offer. Thank you - but no. I couldn't."

He understood. That was the closest I came to making a real friend. But I liked and respected Karpov too much to do that to him.

***

- "Thank you, Vanova."

- "You're welcome, Cadet. Your bruises are beginning to fade."

- "Does that mean you'll go out with me?"

- "No."

***

On the Weapons range, I was matched against the top 5 marksmen in our class, one after the other. It was a little ridiculous. They outscored me by laughable margins, which I suppose was meant to humiliate or intimidate me.

But it didn't matter. My scores were what they were, regardless of how much better the man next to me did. By my own standard, I actually performed reasonably well.

Still, the message was especially clear - to the other cadets. Painfully clear.

I was already alone, most of the time. Now I could walk down the hall, looking like I had some sort of personal force field. Nobody wanted to get within ten feet of me. Even the orderlies began avoiding me like I had the plague.

***

- "Thank you, Vanova."

- "You're welcome, Cadet."

I didn't say anything else. I was playing a hunch.

She didn't leave.

- "Well?" she said.

- "Well ... what?"

She sighed. "Aren't you going to ask me out again?"

I smiled. "Were you waiting for me to?"

- "Saying 'No' to you is one of the highlights of my week. Seriously - you weren't going to ask?"



- "Eventually." I said. "Wouldn't want to be too predictable."

That got me a smile. But then Vanova's face changed. She studied me, intently, for a few moments. Then she sighed again.

- "Look ... Cadet. Why would you want to go out with me? You're just a kid, starting out. I'm way too old for you. It's a cute game, but ... really - why bother?"

- "Why do I want to go out with you? Wow - there are so many reasons. I like this place, and one of the major attractions is the fact that you're here."

"I enjoy the feeling I get when you speak to me. Brief as they are, those moments are powerful. They're easily the highlight of my week."

Vanova was still looking at me, but her mouth had fallen slightly open.

"And, believe it or not, I look forward to asking you out, every time I come in here. Because I like to imagine that one day, you won't say 'no' - that you'll say something else."

She didn't know how to answer that. I let those last words sink in a little longer.

"Vanova? Will you go out with me?"

She sat for a moment, still looking at me. I wasn't even sure that she'd heard me, until she slid out of the booth, and stood up. Then she grinned.

- "Maybe." she said.

***

At the end of our first year, there were presentations of awards: highest academic average, highest scores in UC (Partosian), AC (Karpov), and almost two dozen other training disciplines.

I didn't win for orienteering, or for Survival Exercises - despite my highest marks. I suppose it would have been embarrassing for one of the faculty to have to hand me an award. So they simply doctored my scores.

I finished the year with 19 firsts, out of a grand total of 2,000 exercises. I also had 27 'seconds'. I invite you to guess - as I did - how many of those were actually firsts.

They weren't going to let an undisciplined, disrespectful, anti-social little bastard like me collect any laurels - even if they had to cheat to do it. I counted that as a win, too.

Then we were on holidays. There was a month-long interval before 2nd year, when cadets had no duties or exercises. The rich ones went off on local travels, or ensconced themselves in their love nests with their mistresses.

The poor cadets continued to fetch and carry for their 'benefactors'. I found a job in the Space Dock, preparing and delivering food. Low wages, but better than nothing.

And I continued to go to the hotel, twice a week, to see Vanova.

It was busy season for contractors, so I wasn't always the only customer. The first few times there was someone else there, she looked at me from across the room, and slowly shook her head.

I got the message. None of my banter, no asking her out - nothing too familiar.

On the other hand, I got to watch and listen as Vanova deftly fended off drunk and horny salesmen. She'd had some practice at this; she was able to keep them at arm's length without letting her disgust show. Sometimes, she mentioned her 'little boy', as a reason why she couldn't accompany these contractors back to their rooms.

- "I don't actually have any children." she told me.

- "I know. But it seems to work, more often than not."

- "Yeah, it does. Hey ... Cook. Ask me."

- "Will you go out with me, Vanova?"

She grinned. "Maybe."

***

Major Gomez called me in, to discuss my academic progress.

- "I have an interesting offer for you, Cadet Cook." he said - smiling. "AFOTA will transfer your scholarship to the University of your choice, on your home planet. Instead of four years at the Academy, your bursary would run for as long as you need to earn a Master's Degree in whatever field you choose to pursue. Or, for 4 years - whichever comes first."

"What do you think of that?"

Very interesting. The AF get rid of me, fairly cheaply. All the cadets in my year get the message: don't buck the system. I get a Master's Degree, all paid for.

You could call it a win for me, too, in a way.

But it was definitely a win for AFOTA. I didn't like that part so much.

That, and never seeing Vanova again.

- "I don't know, Sir." I said. "I'd hate to give up a promising military career."

*****


Westrons Pt. 02

I did re-think Major Gomez's offer. After all, the prospect of continuing to fight AFOTA was more than a little daunting.

But I was partly serious when I told Gomez that I didn't want to give up a promising military career. Maybe - just maybe - there was one commander, somewhere ... who would actually want an officer who could show initiative, and act independently.

Plus it really irked me to give in to these pinhead martinets. They were wrong. I knew it in my bones. The fact that I hate to lose was secondary, at most.

And Vanova ...

No, I didn't jeopardize my whole career for a woman. My career was already in jeopardy before I met her.

- "Thank you, Vanova."

- "You're welcome, Cook."

Ah - progress. Calling me by my name, instead of 'Cadet'.

- "You have to admit, Vanova," I said, "you'd be disappointed if I stopped coming in and asking you out."

She didn't respond right away. I was playing it cool, so I wasn't looking directly at her. That's why her response caught me off guard.

- "That's true." she said, softly. "Alright - I'll go out with you."

I was shocked. "Did you just say 'Yes'?"

- "I guess I did. So where are you taking me?"

I'd like to think that I recovered my aplomb quite swiftly.

- "The Thousand-Year Theatre." I said.

- "The what now?" said Vanova.

- "21st District. Art students. They revive 1,000 year old plays. Would you like to see an ancient play with me, Vanova?"

She grinned. "What did I just get myself into?"

The play was crappy. I read up on Christopher Marlowe before we went, but ... I don't know. Maybe the art students were high. Vanova didn't complain; in fact, she followed the whole thing attentively.

We had a drink afterwards, and she agreed to go out with me again. For our second date, I took her to the park in 6th District. The plants were exotic, and many of them were real. There was plenty to see, even if she'd probably been there before.

As for me, I only had eyes for Vanova. It was a warm day, so she'd worn a light, short-sleeved shirt, and Capri shorts. It was the first time I'd seen her in anything other than that shapeless sack she hid behind when she was working.

She'd been concealing a great body, and rather sizeable breasts. Her auburn hair had grown back in, to the point where it was just above her eyebrows, and several inches below her ears in the back. And I wasn't imagining things when I noticed just a hint of makeup around her beautiful green eyes. Her lips also glistened a bit: lipstick, or just moisturizing gloss? Either way, Vanova was definitely making an effort.

On our third date, I took her to the hill overlooking the southern quarter of the city. I put down a blanket, and began to spread out the treasures I'd secreted in my light pack: a bottle of cheap wine, a hunk of cheese, and a badly crushed loaf of bread.

The crumbs in the bottom of my pack made Vanova laugh, until she started choking, and I had to pound her back.

- "I should have said 'yes' sooner." she said. "That bread might've been fresher."

- "I think that you said 'yes' at exactly the right time." I said.

Vanova frowned.

- "Cook - I still don't get it. Why do you want to be with me? You're a nice guy, but ... I'm too old for you. There are younger, better-looking girls all over this city."

- "You're the most interesting person I've met on this planet, Vanova. Or in the past year, if you prefer."

- "So the hotel is the only place you've been in the last year?" she said. I loved the way she tilted her head, and raised one eyebrow.

- "I told you: I love that hotel. Great decor, great ambience, and the music ... you know, you never told me who does the music."

Vanova stared me at me as if I'd grown a second head.

- "Are you serious?" she said.

- "Serious? I'm just asking -"

- "Don't play with me, Cook."

- "Pardon?"

- "Are you telling me that you didn't know?"

- "Know what? I'm sorry, Vanova - you just lost me."

- "You really like the music?

- "I said I did."

- "Cook -" she said. "The music is mine."

I was a bit lost.

"I did the music." she said. "The lyrics are mine. I programmed the music. And ... and that's me, singing."

- "It is?"

She was staring at me. "Are you seriously telling me that you didn't know that was me?"

I shook my head. "Vanova - I had no idea. I just ... liked the music."

- "I thought it was all flattery - that you were just trying to pick me up. You ... really liked it?"

- "I don't remember ever flattering you." I said. "I just ... told you the truth. About how you make me feel."

- "And why you like the hotel." she said. "You liked the music. But that was ... me."

Vanova leaned forward, wrapped her arms around me, and put her head on my shoulder. "I'm such a fool." she said.

- "I don't think so." I said.

- "Oh - I am. Cook - could you take me home, please? Now?"

I jammed the cork back in the wine, and followed her to the surface rail. Vanova lived in the 9th. She kissed me, in the back of the train - and it was every bit as glorious as I'd hoped, or as I'd dreamed.

"I'm still too old for you." she muttered.

- "You keep saying that. Forgive me for being indelicate, but ... how old would that be?"

- "I'm 37, Cook." Her eyes were on me the whole time, to see how I'd take it. Honestly, she could've said 47 and I wouldn't have cared.

"What are you, 25?" she asked.

- "22."

She rolled her eyes. "Oh, I feel so much better now. For a minute there, I was worried that I might be robbing the creche!"

I'd been wrong. I thought that Vanova was calculating the years before getting involved with a cadet. Best-case scenario: I'd be here for another 3 years, before shipping out, posted who knows where. The odds of me ever returning to this planet were minuscule. And no matter how close we got, young officers were not permitted to bring wives or girlfriends with them.

I thought that maybe ... Vanova was concerned about her own age, that she could hear her 'biological clock' ticking. She'd be 40 when I shipped out; would she still be able to find a man, after I left? Start a family - if that was what she wanted?

Completely wrong. She was genuinely concerned about me, first. Now I suspected that she hadn't wanted a relationship at all. Somehow, I'd won her over with charm and persistence. Okay, mostly persistence.

So I took her hand, and looked into her eyes.

- "Vanova, if someone better - someone better for you - comes along, I'll gladly step out of the way. You just say the word."

She reached up to touch my cheek. "That's sweet, Cook. But I wasn't looking for anyone. Or waiting, either. Now, kiss me again - before I change my mind."

Her apartment was small, the furnishings spartan. She had an old computing device and a home studio sound system. That was about all I noticed.

She helped me unbutton my shirt. I kissed her neck as I tried to return the favor. Vanova wasn't shy, but she was hesitant.

- "Are you sure you want to go on?" I asked. "We don't have to ..."

- "No. I want to. It's just ... been a long time. For me. Can we go slow?"

We undressed each other carefully, pausing frequently to kiss. She had no reason to be embarrassed about the body we gradually revealed; no reason at all.

- "You're spectacular." I breathed.

- "I bet you say that to all the old waitresses." she whispered.

- "I haven't been with anyone for 2 years." I said.

- "Really? Then we'll both take it slow."

Vanova was solidly built, with powerful thighs and strong hips. She had large, heavy breasts, with very little sag. It was hard to believe that she'd never been sculpted.

Naked, we lay down on her bed, facing each other. I let my hand roam across her leg, her hip ... but I couldn't resist the allure of her massive breasts.

Vanova showed that she really wasn't shy, either, as she reached between us, and took hold of my erection. She began to stroke it, from root to tip.

I wanted to go down on her, but she wouldn't let me.

- "Another time." she said. Instead, she slid down my body, and took my length into her mouth. There was no need to get me any harder, but she did a thorough job of getting me wet. Then she rolled me onto my back, and straddled my hips.

She looked me in the eye as she reached for my cock, and nestled the bulbous head between her nether lips. Then she sank down on me, slowly, all the way.

She sat atop me, my root fully sheathed inside her. Vanova's eyes never left my face.

- "Mmmmh." she said.

Then she placed both hands on my chest, to support herself, and began - ever so slowly - to undulate her hips.

- "Aaah ..." That sound came from me.

She rode me to completion, for both of us.

We rested in each other's arms, for a while. Later, after a shower, she allowed me to explore her body with my lips and tongue, and then bring her to another orgasm.

She'd been teasing me with her hands for most of that time, so that when she took me in her mouth again, I had to warn her that I wouldn't last long. That only spurred her on to greater efforts; within moments I ejaculated forcefully into her mouth.

She swallowed it all, and then crawled back into my arms. Vanova rested her head on my chest. "Why did we wait so long to do this?" she whispered.

- "You kept saying 'No'." I reminded her.

- "I'm a fool."

Later, she began idly tweaking my nipple with her fingernail.

"Can you stay?" she asked.

- "I have to be at work at 8 in the morning." I told her.

- "Then you should make love to me again. After that I'll let you sleep."

***

Once she'd decided to sleep with me, Vanova's reluctance vanished. No more games, no hesitation, no shyness. The last week of that summer interval was simply glorious.

There was one obstacle to overcome: I worked days, Vanova nights. We came up with an ingenious solution: I slept while Vanova worked, and she slept while I worked. That gave us almost 6 hours together, between the end of her shift, and the beginning of mine.

We shared a meal, talked, and went to bed.

Vanova was no shrinking violet; as much as she enjoyed lying in my arms, caressing each other, and making love slowly, and gently, she wasn't averse to energetic fucking, either.

- "You've re-awoken my appetites." she said.

She wanted to ride me, hard, while I sat in her chair. She liked doggy-style, on the floor ("The bed creaks too much." she said), and showed a marked predilection for cowgirl. I never objected to that, because it put her magnificent breasts within range of my hands, and my lips.

There was only one fly in the ointment, if you could call it that. While she opened up to me, physically and sexually, Vanova didn't like to talk about her past.

She had no photos of family or friends on the wall, or on her computer stand. She didn't tell me any stories about growing up, or of how she came to be working at the hotel. I didn't press her, which I think she appreciated.

But there was some heartache, some sort of tragedy in her past. When she was ready, I imagined she'd tell me. And if she didn't ... who was I to complain?

All too soon, the interval was over - and second year began.

***

None of the other cadets even acknowledged me, at our first assembly. Only Karpov, who nodded in my direction. It was just about what I'd expected, yet I still found myself mildly disappointed.

The fix was in. The counselors didn't bother calling me in for a talk. They just set out, from the get-go, to show me the error of my ways.

My first UC session was with Mongo. I considered that sparring match a victory of sorts, because I didn't let him put me in the hospital again. Instead, I attacked, and goaded him into knocking me out before he could do significant damage to the rest of my body.

My first TacSim under another Cadet's command was also instructive: I was given the weakest unit on our side, and then placed directly in the path of our opponent's strongest forces. The Sim began with an all-out attack directed at me - and me alone.

I stayed awake during lectures, read and studied, and trained hard.

Two evenings a week, I continued to go to the hotel. It was our little ritual. If anyone else was there, Vanova would treat me just like any other customer. But if we were alone, she would sit and talk with me, or play me selections of her music.

We discovered quite quickly that the night was too short for me to go home with her after her shift. The one time we tried it, I got back to dorms just in time for my first class of the day. It wasn't going to work.

But Vanova knew a sympathetic woman on the Hotel's housekeeping staff. She could get us a room.

- "Is it expensive?" I asked. I wasn't sure how much I could afford to contribute.

- "Free." she said.

I made a face. I was going to say 'Nothing's free'. Instead, I said: "I find that hard to believe."

- "It's a favor for a favor." said Vanova. "And my favor is neither onerous nor embarrassing, so don't worry about it."

We got into a nice rhythm. I would go to the hotel twice a week; on one of those occasions, Vanova got us a room. And on the seven-day, I spent all of my free time with her.

One night, when I arrived at the hotel, the bartender called me over. He gave me a long, long look.

- "You be good to her." he said.

- "Yes, Sir."

His name was Samir, Vanova told me, and he looked out for most of the female staff, like an uncle, or godfather.

- "You and he ...?" I wondered.

- "He's married to the Head chambermaid. So, no, Cook."

She still wouldn't open up to me about her past, but I couldn't complain. For my part, I didn't tell her what I was going through at AFOTA. I didn't want her to worry.

I also hesitated to tell her how important she'd become to me. Even before our first date, Vanova had become my lifeline - my island of sanity, the one source of kindness in the daily shit I was experiencing.

But I think she knew.

When I arrived with bruises, or fresh abrasions, she would fuss over me. I noticed that she was especially tender and attentive if we made love on those occasions.

My classes were no big deal. I sat there with a smile on my face, thinking of her. Tests were no trouble: study, regurgitate, repeat. Easy enough.

I took my lumps in UC, and avoided serious injury in AC. I don't know if Karpov had anything to do with it, but the very best fencers and knife fighters didn't try to cut me up too badly. Meanwhile, the few assholes who were trying to hurt me weren't good enough to get past my guard.

There was no way to know if they were doing this on their own initiative, or if the Profs had put them up to it. I resisted the temptation to cut them up; that wouldn't have done me any good, other than the fleeting satisfaction.

TacSims were a mixed bag. In team sims, I was inevitably the sacrificial lamb, left exposed with the weakest unit or units, so that I could be comprehensively crushed, early and often. None of my 'superior officers' were ever penalized or reprimanded for losing a part of their force.

The fix was in. The profs were behind it, and every cadet in AFOTA knew it.

Individual sims were interesting, though. Oh, yeah, they cheated there, too. My opponents got better units, better weapons, advantageous terrain - you name it.

But I was in control of my own side. No matter how badly they tilted the table, or skewed the balance, I could try to find a way to salvage a draw, or even pull out a win.

I was given a North African desert campaign of the early 1940s. My opponent was none other than Cadet Fong - my Commander in the TacSim when I'd shown initiative - only to end up in my first disciplinary hearing.

Fong was licking his chops, because he had the British forces (with some anachronistic weapons and armored vehicles, just to sweeten the deal). I had Mussolini's Italian army. Most of my tanks were of the M11 variety, which their own crews called 'flaming coffins'. No Afrika Korps in my order of battle.

But I'd read several histories of that war. My immediate retreat caught Fong off-guard (historically, the Italians were on the offensive). But he was happy to go over to the attack, pursue my 'fleeing' forces, and invade my territory.

- "You're going down, Cook." chuckled Fong.

I retreated until I was close to my homes bases - and, more importantly, my supply depots. The British force was far from its own sources of petrol. Much too far. When his tanks ran out of gas, I swung my mechanized units through the desert, around his forward positions.

My little tanks suffered mechanical failures and broke down all over the place. I didn't complain; that was historically accurate performance. Happily, though, enough of them survived the journey, and then had a field day shooting up the British supply lines, blowing up trucks and tankers.

Out of fuel, running low on water, the British were forced to surrender. The fact that the instructors had expected that to happen to my army made it all the sweeter.

I quite enjoyed that one. Fong was grinding his teeth

Survival exercises were no longer quite so enjoyable, though, because they cheated there, too. No cadets wanted to be on my team, so I was always alone. I got faulty maps, broken compasses, or incorrect orders that led me into a swamp, or a forest of thorns. It was tiresome, more than anything else; they really lacked imagination.

***

Most of the cadets got the message: Cook is poison, stay away. A handful of my peers, however, got a slightly different memo. They seemed to think that they could score a few points by piling on.

There were the ones who tried to pound on me, or to do me serious harm with a variety of weapons. And then there were a handful who took it a little further.

I was looking forward to my beer - or maybe two, followed by some private time with Vanova. This was one of the nights when she would have arranged a room for us. But the moment I set foot inside the hotel, I knew that something was wrong.

For one thing, Samir was behind the bar - and he didn't look too happy.

And then I heard Vanova's voice.

- "I'd prefer if you didn't do that." she said. Her voice was flat, and without emotion.

- "C'mon, sweetie - don't you want a nice tip?" said a young man.

- "Yeah, I got a nice big tip for ya - right here." said a second.

I knew those voices. I made straight for them. Vanova somehow heard, or saw me coming. She held up a hand.

- "I can handle this." she said.

- "Yeah, you can handle this." said the second voice.

Cadet Fong was ensconced in the corner of the booth, a big grin on his face. His was the first voice I'd heard. "Hey! Look who it is - the Cookie Man!"

To his right was his caddy, Schott. To his left - Stedemann. The very same Stedemann whose head I'd held so that he wouldn't puke on himself.

The second voice belonged to Mikel - the big lout I'd stood guard for while he shtupped a groupie in an alley. He still had his hand on his crotch as he leered at my girlfriend.

I gently steered Vanova away from the booth, shielding her with my body.

- "Hey - what are you doing? I was talkin' to her." protested Mikel.

- "You can do better than this old skank, Mikel." said Fong. "We'll get you a hooker later."

Mikel slid out of the booth. There wasn't much space, so he ended up right in my face.

- "Don't go cock-blockin' a fellow cadet -" said Mikel. Then he jabbed me in the chest with his fingers, to push me back.

That was a mistake, on his part.

I hammered my hand into his nose. Strictly speaking, I should have struck his forehead (for his safety, not mine), but I was angry. I grabbed his jabbing hand with both of mine, and twisted it in a savage wristlock. Mikel had no choice but to follow as I took him to the ground. Then I used my foot to break his forearm.



Schott was a little slow getting out of the booth. I head butted him in the face, then kicked him - a tad viciously, I have to admit - in the groin.

Fong was trying to climb over the table, but I didn't get to him, because that's when Samir arrived and used a stunner on me.

He then stunned all four of my fellow cadets. After that, he leaned over me, and whispered: "Sorry, kid - had to make it look good."

***

Military police were summoned. All five of us were detained. ATOFA's own MPs came to collect us, and we were brought back to the base guardhouse. They took Mikel and Schott to the hospital.

I'm not sure how things would have turned out. I suppose I could have done hard time for assaulting fellow cadets. But I hadn't counted on Sam.

Vanova's bartender made a copy of the security recording, and somehow that video (with excellent audio, too) made its way onto the evening newscast.

It was a public relations disaster for AFOTA, and for the AF. There were 4 of their prized cadets, groping and verbally assaulting a waitress. To make it immeasurably worse, this wasn't in the Market, or the 18th District, where such things were ... well, expected to happen. This crude, thuggish behavior occurred in a quiet District.

Citizens were shocked, and gave a righteous shiver. Were wives and daughters safe anywhere in this city, if such goings-on were tolerated?

The only bright spot, it seemed, was the courage of one Cadet Cook, who came to the rescue of the harried waitress. There was considerable controversy, however, about the fight which ensued. While it was noted that Cadet Mikel had struck me first, most seemed to agree that I'd responded with 'excessive violence'.

There were some who approved, though. One commentator called me 'a certified badass'. I got some fan mail, and a few marriage proposals.

AFOTA went into full-scale damage control. Apologies were offered to the owners and employees of the hotel (the owners? Really?). Assurances were made to the general public, that this type of behavior would not be tolerated. The offending cadets would be punished.

Fong and his cronies were suspended for the balance of the semester, as a preliminary to their expulsion hearings (which would be held once public outrage had settled down).

Cadet Cook was confined to the dormitory until his disciplinary hearing could be scheduled.

If they wanted to get rid of me, I'd just served them up a beautiful pretext.

***

- "This a preliminary hearing only." said Major Gomez.

He ran the proceedings, while AFOTA Senior Commander Pelek presided. Evidence was presented to show that I'd done XYZ, and a whole lot more.

- "Does Cadet Cook have anything to offer in defense of his actions?" asked Gomez.

I'd thought about a few things I could have said. Instead, I just came out with the truth:

- "They went after my girlfriend, Sir."

I'm no genius. Yes, I think highly of myself, but that's not the same thing. What I didn't know, before I opened my mouth, was that I was about to say the one thing that these pompous stuffed shirts could relate to.

When they gave low scores, or suspended and expelled cadets, men like Senior Commander Pelek shared one abiding concern: that some disgruntled cadet might get it into his head to get even with AFOTA officers by going after their family.

This didn't happen for regular AF officers on active duty, or on AF bases; their families weren't present. But AFOTA was a long-term, non-combat posting, so that advisors and professors brought their families along. Their wives, and their daughters.

They detested me, and wanted nothing more than my expulsion. But what Fong and his crew had done was beyond the pale.

I got a month's suspension.

***

As suspensions went, it probably wasn't the worst punishment ever. I could still read, and study. They wouldn't let me leave the dorms, though, so it was more like house arrest than anything else.

Karpov and Partosian were the only two cadets who came by my room to check on me. Most of the others gave me a nod when they first saw me, then went right back to pretending that I didn't exist.

- "I didn't know you could fight like that." said Karpov.

I asked him to do me a favor; to deliver a message to Vanova, and to check in on her for me. He did - and brought me back a handwritten note.

Yes, I miss you. Stay safe, and come to see me at work when you get out. V.

***

Senior Commander Pelek addressed all of the cadets - not just my year, but everyone - over 2,000 of us, jammed into the Assembly Hall.

He got to the heart of the matter quickly:

- "While we may deplore the actions of some cadets, and while certain rivalries and even animosities may occur ... there is NO excuse for venting frustrations on the family or friends of even your worst enemy."

"If you dare not face the man himself, there is no other way to describe an attack on his wife or children, except cowardice."

"We will NOT have cowards at AFOTA."

A bit convoluted, really. But my fellow cadets got the message.

***

The day after my suspension ended, I had a class in the morning, followed by UC in the afternoon.

The fix was still in. They matched me up with Mongo, who put me back in the hospital.

***

Vanova didn't panic when she saw me. My arm was in a cast, the left side of my face was still blue, and the stitches looked pretty grim.

- "You poor thing." she said, and helped me to my booth. Then she kissed me, very softly, on the lips, before going to get me a beer.

- "Is Sam here?" I asked. "I have to thank him."

- "Later." she said.

That night, she took me to one of the rooms, and undressed me very carefully. Once she had me installed between the sheets, she took off her own clothes, and crawled in beside me.

- "Umm ... I don't think -"

- "Shh ..." Vanova gently enfolded me her in her arms, so that my head was resting on her prodigious bosom. She knew exactly what I needed. What a lovely way to fall asleep.

When I awoke, it was to find Vanova sitting on the edge of the bed, looking down at me. She was wearing a filmy, virtually transparent nightgown, which ...

- "You keep getting into fights." she said.

- "I keep losing fights - is that what you mean? Don't forget, I won one."

She smiled, but her eyes still looked sad.

"I think I'm just a bit unlucky." I said. "They keep matching me up against cadets who can kick my ass."

- "You're fighting them, aren't you?" The way she said it, I think she already knew the answer. "I don't know why, or how - other than the obvious - but they're punishing you. Is that it?"

- "Do you really want to know?" I asked, softly.

- "Yes." she whispered.

So in a moment of weakness, I told her. Not everything. But quite a bit. I emphasized Pelek's speech, so that she'd feel safer. She didn't interrupt me. At one point, she reached out to stroke my hair.

- "Why didn't you take their offer? You could have gone to school somewhere else."

- "I want to be an officer. I know, in every fibre of my being, that I'd be good at it. Plus, I have trouble quitting. I've never been good at giving up."

- "I know." she said. "I thought you'd never stop asking me out."

Somehow, we progressed from there to making love, the sovereign remedy. Vanova was gentle with me.

***

I was excused from a number of exercises, with my broken arm, but classes, tests, and TacSims went on.

They gave me the Russian army of the Crimean war; my opponent had an Anglo-French-Turkish force which outnumbered mine significantly. He also had quite a bit of cavalry, whereas I had very little.

Luckily, I had two things going for me. First, as the inferior force, I was given a few options with regard to terrain: I could change the landscape a bit, over about 10% of the grid we were playing on. Second, my opponent was Cadet Lee, who was only in AFOTA because his father had been a brigadier.

The scenario was meant to be a classic: static defense against a mobile attacker.

I knew how these worked. If I created a strongpoint, he could just go around it. If I defended the entire front, he'd simply break through, and roll up my flanks.

But I knew that Lee had attended the same lectures, and Sleepread the same texts. He didn't have the imagination or the sense to deviate from SOP (Standard Operating Procedure) or what I called DeafBoy (Doctrine Favored by Our Instructors - DFBOI, or ... DeafBoy).

I placed a few of my natural terrain obstacles in the front line, between our respective zones. It was nowhere near what I needed to create a serious obstacle, but it was just enough to suggest one.

I left a lane open. Lee could advance - or charge - into the gap I'd left for him. It was a wide opening, held by a single highly vulnerable infantry unit.

It was like fishing; Lee took the bait. He launched a massive, all-out attack against my sacrificial offering, obliterating that unit, and then exploiting his breakthrough.

As he broke through, Lee discovered a series of water obstacles to his right. It wasn't a lake, or any kind of impassable obstacle - but it looked a little bit like one, so that General Lee veered to his left.

He found a series of rugged hills further left, so Lee adjusted his advance again, just slightly. And ... he charged straight into my massed artillery.

Cannon to the right of them, Cannon to the left of them,

Cannon in front of them, Volleyed and thundered;

Stormed at with shot and shell, Boldly they rode and well

Into the jaws of Death ...

The Charge of the Light Brigade, replayed on a larger scale, with a similar result.

Lee whimpered as I blew his elite cavalry units into oblivion. Then I launched my own (limited) cavalry units in a flank attack, and added insult to injury.

My opponent was determined - or just plain stubborn. He continued to push his reserves into the 'Valley of Death".

It wasn't a complete slaughter. Lee had been gifted overwhelming forces. He managed to extricate just over half of them, and return to his starting positions.

After our simulation, the instructors gathered, and debated. They wanted to give me a low score.

- "Your strategy was too risky." said one. "If Lee had attacked anywhere else ..."

They compromised, and awarded me a 'C' grade, for 'unnecessarily risking my force' in an 'unconventional defense' against a 'superior opponent'.

Lee got a C-minus.

***

Vanova helped me celebrate the removal of my cast. She bought me three beers, and had Samir serve them.

- "You're a lucky bastard." he told me.

- "I know."

She waited for me in 'our room', on the hotel's 4th floor. Ever since the incident with Fong and his crew, we were both a little nervous. After I told her about my struggles with AFOTA, Vanova decided that she felt more secure at the hotel.

She basically occupied Room 414, thanks to Samir and his wife, the Head Chambermaid.

Vanova had dressed for the occasion - or undressed, actually. She was wearing her transparent nightie, and standing by the window. She half-turned when I entered the room.

- "It won't stay on, Cook. What should I do?" she said. Vanova shrugged, so that the strap of her nightie slid from her shoulder. It didn't fall off completely; instead, it caught on the tip of her erect nipple.

- "Aww ..." I moaned. "That's hardly fair."

- "It wasn't meant to be." she said.

Vanova's hair was becoming seriously attractive. I also found it hard to resist her sensual lips, and her slightly crooked nose (though it couldn't hold a patch to mine). But the sight of her fantastic breasts, barely concealed by the filmy nightgown, was ... irresistible.

I dragged her to the floor.

***

My opponent in the next individual TacSim was Cadet Muro, a particularly obnoxious fool who couldn't have climbed into his limousine unless his chauffeur opened the door for him.

He got superior forces, of course, on a limited grid where I couldn't change any of the terrain features. His troops were 19th century North American cavalry, with repeating carbines. He had artillery, and an early form of machine gun.

I had a small band of Apache warriors, half with rifles, the remainder with bows and arrows. I chose the 3rd best spot for an ambush, and waited.

Muro's forces converged on my position from all sides - by the shortest, most direct routes. He encircled my band, placing his artillery and machine guns to cover obvious exits from the gullies and canyons where my fighters were hidden.

He could not have planned his advance better. It was as if he knew exactly where I would be.

Which he did, of course - because somebody told him.

There was no way this moron could've pulled off what he'd just done - no way - unless he cheated. Even if it had been another cadet ... say, the brightest of us all ... the whole thing still would've smelled bad.

Muro didn't follow SOP. Everything he did was completely the opposite of DeafBoy - and he would never have done that on his own.

I tried to break out before he could surround me completely. More than half of my band were eliminated. I got a mark of F, for being decisively defeated.

Muro got an A-. The minus was because he deviated from SOP.

***

It really stuck in my craw, to lose to an ass like Muro. Still, the whole thing might have ended there. Except that he decided to rub it in - publicly.

- "How does it feel?" he crowed. "A comprehensive defeat!"

I was in line for evening meal at the time, so there were dozens of cadets who heard him. Muro made no pretence of getting food for himself; he just followed me, with a pair of his grinning lackeys shadowing him.

- "Did you enjoy it, Cook? I know I did!"

I didn't answer. I didn't even look his way. Once I had my meal, I headed over the side bar. There, for a small fee, I could get a beer or a glass of wine.

Muro came over with his caddies in tow. "C'mon, Cook! Tell us: how does it feel to lose so comprehensively?"

- "You cheated, Muro." I said.

His grin vanished. "What?"

- "How did you know exactly where I was? Watch a replay of our Sim, dummy." Many of the cadets probably had watched it, to see how a toad like Muro could've beaten me so badly.

"Didn't you watch my Sim with Lee?" (That was standard; we all watched replays of our future opponents' previous sims, to learn their tendencies.)

"You had to suspect that I would try something similar, some kind of ambush, with my inferior forces. Instead of a careful advance, though, you dashed straight in."

"How did you know exactly where I was, Muro? You knew because somebody told you."

- "That's not true!" he blustered. "I followed Professor Mayne's doctrine. I knew that you'd set up an ambush, and it would have to be at close range, because half your force only had bows and arrows ..."

- "How did you know that only half of my men had rifles?"

Too late, Muro realized his gaffe.

- "I didn't! I mean ... what I meant was -"

- "You just said you knew."

There was a reason I'd lured Muro over to the bar. I couldn't spare the money to have a drink with my dinner, but he obviously didn't know that. No, the reason I'd led him here was because the bar also served the faculty, in their private dining hall.

Three Instructors were standing on the other side of the bar - and they'd heard every word.

One of them had the integrity to intervene. Professor Chang.

- "Cadet Muro? Were you told the composition of your opponent's forces before the engagement?"

- "No, Sir." Muro was just intelligent enough to know that when you're up to your neck in shit, you keep your answers short and sweet.

- "Did someone inform you of the precise location of Cadet Cook's forces?"

- "No, Sir."

- "He's lying, Sir." I said.

Muro rounded on me. "Are you accusing me of cheating? In front of witnesses?"

- "Looks like it."

***

- "You should have let me handle this." said Professor Chang.

- "Thank you, Sir. But we both know how an official inquiry would end." Nowhere.

Cadet Muro claimed that I had publicly insulted him. I had. So he petitioned to be allowed to defend his 'honor'.

When that was granted, Muro chose AC - Armed Combat.

He'd checked out my grades. My Weapons scores were fair. My UC scores weren't so great, but then, he'd probably seen the video from the hotel. Our match would be supervised, of course; but as a cheater himself, Muro couldn't be sure that I wouldn't use some dirty street fighting techniques on him, before the referees could intervene.

My AC scores were quite poor. I was ranked in the bottom 10% of our class in fencing. What Muro didn't consider was that I'd been consistently matched against the very best fencers in our year - experts with a blade, like Karpov.

Meanwhile, like many of the wealthiest, best-connected cadets, Muro had most often been paired with patsies, the weakest in AC, and well below him in the rankings.

He'd made a major miscalculation.

He made another mistake when he chose epees.

We wore masks and bibs, which protected our faces and throats. Jackets and plastrons to cover chest and underarms, and unusually short breeches, which really only protected the groin and upper thigh. Our arms and legs were bare, and we didn't have gloves. AFOTA didn't want either of us killed or disfigured, but maiming was acceptable.

Muro could have chosen to have the fight stopped at first blood; instead, he insisted that we continue until one of us conceded the match.

Normally, I'm not very fond of fighting with epees. With foil or sabre, only the head and upper body are legitimate targets; in epee, the whole body counts. It's a bit ridiculous that touching your opponent's toe scores a point, just as good as stabbing him in the chest or throat. Epee fighting also doesn't give the attacker any advantage in scoring; the only real advantage goes to the person with the longer reach.

I'd watched a few videos of Muro's earlier matches, and learned what I needed to know.

He postured quite a bit, before we began. When the referee said "Begin!", Muro came forward. He danced and pranced, and feinted at my head. Then he lunged, and stabbed at my forward foot.

It was precisely what I'd expected, and I let him do it. I felt a searing pain in my foot, but I was concentrating, as I slashed him across the arm.

Yes, I'm aware that only the point of the epee is sharp, and that it's the only way to score a point in competition. But this wasn't a tournament; it was a duel.

I slashed Muro across the forearm with a 3 foot long rod of steel, weighing a pound and a half. That had to hurt. Muro was shocked - I don't think he was accustomed to being hurt.

In a sparring match, the fight would've stopped momentarily, while the referees awarded a point. But I didn't wait. While Muro was surprised by the unexpected pain in his arm, I lunged forward and stabbed him in the thigh.

He went down, shrieking. My goodness, there was a surprising amount of blood, for what was essentially just a puncture wound. Turned out I'd nicked his femoral artery. The medics were out there in seconds.

***

I didn't tell Vanova about the duel - I didn't want her to worry. She could tell that something had happened, though. My limp was noticeable, as I favored my injured foot.

But she didn't press me on it. 'Ask me no questions, and I'll tell you no lies' was her policy, and she applied it to both of us. I didn't quiz her about her past, and she didn't go into hysterics when I turned up injured - again.



Instead, she bathed my foot, and checked the surgical seal.

- "Swordfight." I said. "I won."

Vanova just shook her head, and took me to me bed. Our love-making was a little fiercer, a little more intense than usual.

***

- "I wouldn't want to face you in a real fight." said Karpov. "That's for sure."

- "Me neither."

- "Umm ... listen - Cook." His hesitation struck me as odd. I'd never seen Karpov look uncertain. If I didn't know better, I'd have said he was ... embarrassed?

"I need to ask ... I need a favor." he finally got out.

- "Name it." I said. I owed him at least a couple, for going easy on me in our matches, for being a decent guy ... and for taking a message to Vanova when I was confined to the dorm.

Still, he hesitated.

- "Your girl - she ... she works at that hotel, right?"

- "Yes."

- "Do you think ... would she be able to, uhh ... get a room for me?"

- "You need a room?" I could've sworn that Karpov had enough money to rent an entire building - or buy one outright.

The long and the short of it was that Karpov had a girlfriend. But he couldn't take her to any of the usual cadet haunts, because her family were over-protective. If they turned up on regular security vids, headed for his apartment in the 16th District, or if they ran into other cadets who also had rooms in the 16th ... and someone recognized them, or even just her ...

- "I get it." I said. "You don't have to tell me the whole story. I'll ask Vanova."

Vanova had met Karpov, when he delivered my message. I told her a little more about him, and explained the situation.

- "That's unlikely to end well." she said. "But if he's your friend ..."

- "You're an angel."

- "Far from it. Tell Karpov that a tip for the cleaning staff would be nice."

That night, Vanova let me watch as she collected and loaded the music she wanted, and then recorded herself singing softly in accompaniment. It was surprisingly intimate. She was letting me see her in a most private, unguarded moment.

***

Vanova got Karpov the room next to the one we used. It was easiest that way. I went with him, to meet his girl; three people, walking together, don't look so much like a pair of young lovers sneaking off to their clandestine love-nest ...

I thought he was being a tad paranoid, but didn't say so.

Katya was a slender blonde, and a little shy with me. She'd had quite a bit of sculpting done (which had to have been monstrously expensive), but it didn't seem to have done much for her confidence.

The hotel bar was empty, except for Samir. Vanova came out to meet us, and then led us into the hotel by the back way, so that we wouldn't run into any of the customers.

The rooms were adjoining, and had a connecting door.

- "Just knock if you need anything." Vanova told them.

- "Thank you." said Karpov. He had his arm around Katya the whole time, protecting her.

When they closed the door behind them, Vanova sighed. "Young love. Your friend seems to have it bad."

- "Looks that way."

- "Well, my young love ... what do you suggest we do for the next few hours?"

- "Umm ... chess? Cards?"

We were still standing, fully clothed (though I did have my hand under her shirt), kissing - when someone pounded their fist on the door to our room.

- "Military Police! Open up!"

Military Police?

It took me only a second to figure it out. This was no coincidence - if AFOTA wanted me, they could've waited until I turned up for class in the morning.

This was about Karpov - and Katya. Who was she?

- "Vanova - get them out." I whispered.

Their room had a connecting door with the room on the far side - and that suite opened up into the hallway around the corner from ours.

"Go - go!" I hissed. Thankfully, Vanova didn't hesitate, or argue with me.

- "Just a moment, officers!" I called out. "I'm getting dressed."

They just pounded all the harder.

- "Open up - NOW! Military police!"

- "I know - I'm coming! Just let me get my pants on!"

I delayed as much as I thought I could, to give Vanova a head start. When I finally opened the door, six MPs burst into the room. The first two took me down - hard - even though I didn't resist.

They immediately found the connecting door, and stormed into the next room.

- "No one here!"

- "Where is she?" snarled the MP who was kneeling on my back.

- "Where is who?" I got out.

They pulled me to my feet, and dragged me out of the hotel. They weren't gentle about it, either.

***

On the bright side, they didn't keep me waiting long.

I was hauled into the anteroom, outside the Senior Commander's office, and sat down on the couch, with a burly MP on either side of me. The two of them were indistinguishable; I thought of them as Fric and Frac even though their nametags said Carter and Wing.

There were raised voices in Pelek's office.

- "I want that little fucker cashiered!" That was SC Pelek.

- "We can expel him, at the very least." said a quieter voice. It sounded like Gomez, to me.

- "A court-martial might not be wise." I didn't recognize that voice.

"Formal charges ... blahblah ... public hearing ..."

- "No! No public hearing."

- "There's an appeals process with expulsions."

I turned to the MP to my left.

- "Any idea what this is about?" I asked.

- "Shut up, you little prick." he said.

- "Carter!" snapped the other MP. Wing, his name was.

Wing stood up, and went into the Colonel's office. There was some whispering. Wing came back out, and resumed his seat beside me. Someone shut the door to Pelek's office, so I couldn't hear any more of what was said.

I watched the clock, for three solid hours. We'd been there so long, they brought in relief for Wing and Carter, the two MPs. Four new Military Police arrived to replace them. Two came into the waiting room, while two more waited in the hallway.

Wing whispered instructions to the new guys, while Carter wandered into the hallway, and spoke to the pair out there. He must not have known that sound carried so far.

- "Little bastard though he could screw Pelek's daughter and get away with it -"

- "Carter!" shouted Wing.

Too late. Now I knew what Karpov had gotten me into.

I was done. I'd like to think that I wouldn't have said a word about Karpov's presence. But there was nothing to be gained now by telling Pelek that I hadn't been there to fuck his daughter. The Senior Commander wasn't going to show mercy because I'd only been facilitating, rather than perpetrating.

All I could do was take Karpov down with me. And for what?

It was another hour before I was called into Pelek's office. The SC was there, with Colonel Gomez, and a third officer I didn't know.

He was the one who did the talking.

- "Cadet Cook, there are several options on the table at this point. Dishonorable discharge. Expulsion from AFOTA. Court-martial ..."

- "Excuse me, Sir - whoever you are. What am I charged with, exactly?"

- "Shut your mouth!" shouted Pelek.

Gomez restrained the SC. The third officer continued: "To preserve AFOTA's reputation, and to protect SC Pelek's family, we've decide to grant you an accelerated degree. You are, of this moment, awarded an AF commission."

I was completely lost.

- "I don't understand, Sir."

- "You just graduated, Cadet Cook. You are now an AF officer, with the rank of 2nd Lieutenant. AF Command has been notified, and we've already received a posting for you."

"As of this moment, you've been seconded to the diplomatic mission on planet CW144. You will immediately travel to take up your new post."

So that was it. Junior embassy gopher on some remote planet. This wasn't a reward; it was my punishment.

Exile.

Five years in some godforsaken backwater, after which I'd be free to request a transfer to active service. Pelek wouldn't even have to make sure that no one would take me. Who in their right mind would want a 28 year-old lieutenant with zero practical experience?

I'd be lucky to get another diplomatic posting, even if they never heard stories of my insubordinate behavior, or saw the reprimands and demerits in my AFOTA dossier.

Combat commands went to experienced officers. They'd take subordinates they already knew, or experienced junior officers who'd somehow distinguished themselves. If they took a youngster they didn't already know, it would most likely be at the request of an old friend, or an old comrade-in-arms.

Not me. I was thoroughly screwed.

Exile.

***

I didn't get leave. They wouldn't even give me a few hours to go see Vanova. My tablet had been confiscated, and I was denied access to my com, so I couldn't call or text her. No contact.

I thought that Karpov might find a way to see me, somehow. So I bit off half a fingernail, sharpened it up, and then wrote a note, in blood, on a piece of toilet paper in the lavatory.

Karpov never came. No one came.

Two days later, the MPs took me to the spaceport, and put me on a ship.

*****


Westrons Pt. 03

Thanks for reading this far. From here on, you may start to notice traces of H. Beam Piper and Ursula K. LeGuin - those are intentional, by way of homage.

Thanks again to Kaereni and Iriad, for continuing to provide me with constructive criticism. You may find some errors and omissions, but the next few chapters are much better than they would have been thanks to those two.

***

Halygon ships have come a long way. The journey to CW144 would take just under 4 years - during which I would age approximately 48 days.

The crew of six (pilots and stasis techs) would be well paid for their 8 years in space. They could gain another University degree (or two) at the same time. Meanwhile, I would spend most of my time in a Stasis tank, learning everything there was to know about my destination, thanks to the magic of Sleepread.

Every sixty days, the stasis techs would awaken me, and put me through a series of mental and physical exercises. Two days out of the tank, walking and talking, and then back into 'the can'.

It was my first time in stasis. I'd heard it described as being similar to a coma, but for me it was more like a dream-filled sleep. I was aware, in a very confused way, of the information being pumped into my head. Meanwhile, my muscles were electrically stimulated to prevent atrophy.

My destination was the Westron Kingdom of planet CW144. The 'C' indicated that it was a pre-industrial world; the 'W' meant that its inhabitants were unaware that they'd been contacted by an advanced civilization - us.

Their technology seemed similar to Earth's 17th and 18th centuries C.E.. The governments were aristocratic monarchies, and 80% of the population lived in rural zones. Vast estates, hunting and drinking, arranged marriages ... the information kept pouring into my skull.

Waistcoats, muzzle-loading muskets, no horses ... enatic succession - meaning that only women inherited. A ruling Queen, then, rather than a King.

Four main species, on the continent I was headed for, all of them mostly humanoid in appearance - but with significant differences.

The Westrons, for example, were bipedal, but their feet were digitigrade. That is, they walked on their toes, and the bones of their feet seemed to be part of their lower leg (think of a rabbit, or a cat). They were capable of walking very precisely, but also could summon sudden bursts of speed.

I studied the films (taken secretly, by our agents). The Westrons looked quite human, to me, once I got past the strange feet. There were other differences: heart rate, body temperature, gestation period ...

They seemed to range between 4 1/2 and 6 1/2 feet in height, and 80 to 180 pounds in weight. There were a bewildering variety of facial structures and colouring. Viewed in close-up, those faces looked remarkably human. That impression was only reinforced by their clothing, which made them look like extras in a movie about Catherine the Great.

Except for the feet. And the hair colour.

The first few times I was taken out of stasis were mildly disorienting.

- "You'll get used to it." said the stasistech, a woman named Bia. "Feeling a little nauseous?"

- "Yeah."

- "That goes away."

Truth be told, I felt like shit. Nausea and dizziness were only part of it. When I came out of stasis, I remembered where I was ... and everything else.

I was on my way into exile. My military career was, in all likelihood, over before it began. And ... I'd lost Vanova.

Our relationship would never have been permanent. I knew that. But we could've had another 2 years together. Pelek and his staff had robbed us of those years.

Out of the tank, the crew fed me solid food, and supervised my exercise periods. One of the pilots, Grady, offered to spar with me, but he wasn't in my league - it was a bit like tai chi with contact.

Round about my 5th time out of stasis, the grogginess disappeared more quickly, and I had a bit more of an appetite. I also took more note of my surroundings, and began to ask questions.

The crewmed was named Long, which brought a smile to my lips - and to hers. She was a roly-poly little thing, of Asian heritage, barely 5' tall.

- "Yeah, yeah." she said. "Thanks for not making the standard joke. Only heard it 'bout 3 million times."

- "I wasn't going to say anything."

- "Sure, sure." she laughed. Long ran all the medical tests on me, and told me I was doing well. "Lots of fractures, there, Cook. You clumsy, or just unlucky?"

There were two other stasis 'passengers' on board, but I never met them, nor would the crew tell me anything about them.

***

CW144 had slightly lower gravity, confusing tides (thanks to two moons, one considerably larger than the other), warm days and cool nights for most of the year, with short vernal and autumnal seasons, and a surprisingly cold winter in between.

But I was far more interested in the inhabitants.

Westrons were unlike humans in another sense: they were basically asexual. That is, they had little or no interest in sex - until the females went into estrus. They called it hemmer, and it changed everything.

Females in hemmer gave off distinct pheromone-based odors and showed visible signs of their arousal. 'Horny' doesn't even begin to describe it; they were like cats in heat, some of them mewling and even yowling.

The males were particularly susceptible to all three types of display: aural, visual, and olfactory. The impact on them went beyond anything I'd ever heard of, or seen. That's right; our agents had collected video evidence.

Male Westrons would crawl over broken glass, naked, to get to a female in hemmer. They would fight over her, injuring other males - and sometimes the female - in their frantic rush to be the first to mount her.

Business would stop, workmen dropped their tools, and there would be a mad stampede of berserk males towards the female. It was chaotic. Insane. How did these people get anything done?

The females, apparently, could sense the onset of their hemmer up to 2 weeks in advance. Unmarried women could be sequestered, away from the males of their family - or any males. They had the equivalent of hunting lodges, well outside their villages, where she could be isolated for the 2-3 days that her estrus lasted.

Married women could prepare as well, to ensure that only their husbands had access to them. Of course, there were ... accidents.

For that reason, Westrons didn't worry overmuch about the paternity of children. There was no stigma attached to illegitimacy. The Queen herself had children by several different fathers.

Bizarre. But that was just the beginning.

The Battle of Schonden, over 150 years before, had caused massive social and political change. At that time, Westron armies were entirely male, as they are generally taller and heavier than the females.

They were at war with their traditional enemies, the Crolians. Crolians were also humanoid and bipedal, but larger and heavier than Westrons, with bigger heads and considerably more body hair, or fur.

At Schonden, the Crolians released several dozen Westron prisoners - all female, and all in hemmer - just before the battle.

A dirty trick. It worked to perfection. The Westron army simply disintegrated as several thousand males went berserk, dropped their weapons, and fought each other to get at the females. The Crolians slaughtered them.

Since then, Westron armies were entirely female. They lost that war, but reorganized their military - and their society.

In a more recent battle, the Crolians tried releasing male prisoners in front of the Westron army (assuming that some of the females had to be in hemmer). The males charged their countrywomen, in a mating frenzy.

The females shot them down.

***

"Here we go." said Bia, giving me a hand out of the tank. "Wow - what did they have you watching this time?"

- "What?" I was still a little dizzy, and disoriented.

She pointed at my erection, standing long and proud. I was naked in the tank, of course, except for the helmet that kept the fluids out of my mouth, nose, and ears. Bia didn't seem at all embarrassed.

- "If it's still like that later tonight," she said, "you bring it by my room."

- "Oh." I was a little slow on the uptake. "You're not ...?"

- "Involved with one of the other crewmembers?" she said. "Cook, this is your 9th time out of the tank. We've been in transit for the past year and a half."

"There've been some ... hookups - let's put it that way. But I'm free tonight."

MedTech Long was even more forthcoming when I talked to her as she examined me. I asked her if sexual activity was okay, immediately after a session in stasis.

- "Sure it is." she smiled. "No problem, at this stage. Probably a good thing, in fact. Everything should be in working order." Then she grinned. "Bia got to you first, did she?"

- "Umm ..."

- "No need to be shy. Everybody knows everybody else's business, with a crew this small. I've been with two of the guys, and with Bia, too. That was only a couple of times, but it was fun."

- "Only two of the men?"

- "Well, I'm making Grady wait. He's going to have to earn it."

I went by Bia's room later that evening. The crew had spacious, even luxurious quarters. That was only fair, because they'd be spending so many years aboard ship.

Bia smiled when she saw me. There was no pretense that I was there for anything more than some sexual activity - a change from her regular diet, I suppose. As for me, it was the first time ... since Vanova. It was odd, though, to think that it was over a year and half ago, for Vanova, but less than two months for me.

Bia had a lovely face; she was of mixed oriental heritage. The body she revealed, though, was ... a surprise. She was very nearly flat-chested, with very small, very hard nipples. Her hips were not much wider than her waist, and her ass was very nearly as flat as her chest.

She also had ... a curious approach to sex. She simply lay down, on her back, and spread her legs. The expression on her face seemed to say: "C'mon - we haven't got all night here."

It was just a fuck. No emotional involvement. Physical recreation, no more. She didn't protest when I went down on her, but she didn't seem to enjoy it all that much, either.

She was much more active when I penetrated her, gyrating and humping against me. She kept up a steady stream of dirty talk, which may have helped her, but did little for me.

It was a satisfactory fuck, for Bia: I lasted a long time, and she reached orgasm well before I did.

***

Westron women wore the pants in their families - literally. Males wore trousers, too, but they were as likely to wear a sort of kilt (more practical, for the genitalia in question, if you think about it - for both genders).

The males, barred from the military, had taken over farming, hunting, and the manufacturing trades.

I learned their language while in stasis, too. In fact, I absorbed all four major languages, but with a hint of an accent, so that it wouldn't surprise anyone who heard me that I spoke their tongue too well.

There was even more information on hemmer. Westron females had highly unpredictable rhythms. Most went into heat every 12-18 months, but there were some who experienced hemmer only three to four times in their lifespan.

Some women were exceptional, and could go into heat several times a year, year after year. These females, of course, were a source of endless fascination to the rest of the population. There were songs and stories about them.

While their hemmer lasted, females produced vaginal secretions which lubricated them sufficiently that they could have intercourse repeatedly - for up to 2 or 3 days - without apparent discomfort for them or their male partners.

It was uncertain whether it was these secretions, or a combination of odours and chemicals which so aroused the males as well as the females.

The most interesting thing about hemmer, to me, was no one seemed to know for sure what set it off.

***

Bia was cool and professional, the next time she helped me out of the tank. Of course, for her, it was two months since we'd slept together.

Long was much friendlier. "Hey - would you be interested in playing bridge with us tonight? I mean ... Bia won't be free. She's with ... Grady."

- "Sorry, Long. I never learned. I don't know how to play bridge." I said.

- "Sure you do." she said, with a big grin.

She was right. When I thought about it, I DID know how to play.

"I added a bridge program to your Sleepread. Hope you don't mind." Long giggled, and flashed me a big smile.

- "No, I don't mind. I'm curious, though: you aren't ... upset, that Bia and Grady ..."

- "Heck, no! I told you - I'm making Grady wait. I've got years to work with. So ... about the bridge?"

- "Why not?" I said.

We made a foursome with Apan, the navigator, and Orsha, the Pilot. She was a homely woman, of indeterminate age, but very competitive when it came to cards.

Long was charming, funny, and made sure that everyone had as good a time as possible. She loved the game, and wanted to talk about every hand, and every bid. It was quite strange to be able not only to follow the conversation, but to participate as an (almost) equal.

We played for several hours. Apan and Orsha said goodnight, and left together, but they didn't seem particularly close.

- "Are they ...?" I wondered.

- "Oh, no." said Long. "Last year - but only for a little while. Then Apan went with Bia. I don't think Orsha was too happy about that."

- "Interesting."

- "I know." said Long. "Hey, listen - if you're just going back to your cubicle, to sleep ... you know, you could stay here. I'd really like to suck your cock."

Obviously, Long was just as forward as Bia. But it wasn't as though I had plans for the next day.

- "That sounds very nice." I said. "Though I think I'd prefer a 69."

- "Ooh - I had a feeling I'd like you."

Long was nothing like Bia. She wasn't as pretty, for certain, but she was much more lively, and more fun. She was a short, plump little ball of energy, with floppy C cup tits, and a fleshy ass. She was enthusiastic about everything she did, including trying to deep throat me.

She was recreational fucking at its finest. Uncomplicated, but fun. After we'd brought each other off orally, she insisted that we had to fuck, and dedicated herself to restoring my erection, with her hands, and her ass, as she gave me a modified lap dance.

Long got her wish, as I pinned her to her mattress and fucked her into submission.

Afterwards, I asked the question I'd been thinking about all evening.

- "Say, Long: if you could add bridge to my program, would it be possible to add other things?"

- "You bet." she said. "If you're willing to fuck me next time you're out, I'll program anything you want."

***

Our cover on CW144 (that is, the story behind human presence in the Westron Kingdom), was that we represented the Republic of Pylos, a fictional maritime trading state, ruled by an oligarchy of wealthy families.

It was obviously copied from Human Venice, or Genoa, at a time when Earth's technology was roughly commensurate with that of our hosts.

Pylos was, supposedly, very remote - a minor naval power, with a much larger trading presence. Westron ship technology was not very well developed. For one thing, they lacked a good, sheltered, deep-water harbour. Their coasts were inhospitable.

Westrons loved fish, and they were good coastal sailors and fishermen. The open ocean, though, terrified them.

They were also remarkably insular. Like the Mughal Empire of India, or the Chinese Empire, they weren't all that interested in exploring their planet, or making contact outside their borders. "Let them come to us" seemed to be their attitude.

There were an incredible number of minor details which stuck with me; I have no idea why. For example, Westrons didn't sweat. They panted, like canines, when overheated. But whenever a fact like that made me think of them as animals, I would see a video, or read a story, which suggested that their civilization was incredibly complex and sophisticated.

Long came through for me: she'd added multiple texts on sailing and navigation to my program. If I was going to pretend to be a Pylosian, it wouldn't hurt to know something about ships and the sea.

She also found me plenty of anthropological studies, and tons of military history sources, covering the mid-18th century. Frederick the Great, the Seven Years War, Marshal Saxe ... I soaked it all up.

When I emerged from the tank, 2 months later, Long wanted to play bridge - this time with Orsha and Grady. But she also wanted to know if I was happy with the material she'd loaded into the program for me.

- "Very happy." I told her. "So much so, I want to thank you by eating your ass, and then fucking it. I suspect you'd like that, since you also loaded those anal sex vids into my Sleepread."

- "Guilty." she said, with a big smile.

***

Two months later, Long surprised me. There was a bridge game, but we ... switched partners. I would be paired with Orsha, while Long's partner would be Grady.

- "Oh? Things are ... moving in the right direction, there?" I asked.

- "Yeah, he's coming along." said Long, with a big grin. "You're not ... mad at me?"

- "I'm happy for you." I told her, truthfully. Emerging from my stasis cocoon every 60 days, I felt like the crew's long-distance friend - their clueless friend. I had no idea what kind of things happened while I was in the tank. Friendships shifted, relationships ended and began ...

There were other stasis passengers, whom I knew nothing about. I was a regular diversion - no more.

- "I'm glad." said Long. "But if there's anything I can do for you ..."

There was. I had Long load a ton more information into my programs: Earth History, 17th century, military history, with an emphasis on the Napoleonic period, and a dozen other subjects.

- "You can lighten up on the anal sex vids, though." I told her.

***

Like clockwork, I emerged from the tank every two months. Bia remained strictly professional; I couldn't tell if I'd done something to offend her, other than not asking for a repeat of our first sexual encounter.

Long would collect me, and talk my ear off as she ran through all of my physical tests. Then she would make sure I ate well, before dragging me off to another bridge game - the girl was addicted.

She and Grady seemed happy enough together. On the positive side, it wasn't something that I worried about. I couldn't have thought about it, while in stasis, even if I wanted to.

The next time I emerged from the tank, both Bia and Long were there to help me.

- "Congratulations!" said Long, with a big smile. "It's your 18th - you're three quarters of the way there!"

That was a sobering thought; I'd been in and out of the tank for three years. For me, though, it'd felt like 36 days.

- "We're having a party." said Bia. "And you're invited."

- "'Course he is." said Long. "He's the guest of honor!"

The party was in Bia's room, and there were only three of us there. The two women began to strip. A threesome, for my third anniversary?

- "Umm ... Grady?" I asked.

- "He won't mind." said Long. "I keep him happy."

Bia took up her customary position: on her back, with her legs spread obscenely wide. Long climbed onto the bed, and straddled her face, facing Bia's feet. Long then gestured to me, inviting me to come closer.

I stood beside her, and she took me in her mouth. Bia slurped away at her pussy and I fondled Long's dangling breast as she sucked on me. When I was fully erect, and sloppy with her saliva, she directed me between Bia's legs.



Bia pretty much used me as a sex toy, so I felt no guilt about fucking her near-hairless pussy and pinching one of her rock-hard little nipples while Long sat on her face and twisted the other nipple.

Long was more of a fuck-buddy, so I leaned forwards to kiss her and play with her breasts. That seemed to do the trick for her, as she gasped into my mouth, and came all over Bia's face.

That led to some changing of positions, as Long knelt between Bia's knees and went down on her, while I stood behind the MedTech and slid into her juicy depths.

- "Oh yeah - hard." said Bia. "Fuck her hard!" I wasn't sure whether to take Bia's word for it, but when Long started thrusting her butt back at me, trying to impale herself on my rod, I decided that they knew each other's preferences well enough.

I gave Long a thorough pounding, and then pulled out at the last second and sprayed my load all over her back and her ass.

They wanted more, after that. I did my best to give it to them.

The next morning, I felt ... odd. Physically, I was in good shape. But I was beginning to think about what the future held for me. It may sound strange, I suppose, after a wild threesome - my first.

I wondered whether there would be human women in the 'Consulate of Pylos'. Would they be interested in me? Would they already be attached?

From what I'd seen of Westron females, they were probably sexually compatible with humans; it was unlikely, though, that they would want a Pylosian anywhere near them when they went into hemmer.

In that case, I should enjoy every opportunity that Bia and Long were prepared to grant me for recreational sex. Only ... that was the problem. It was purely physical.

It just didn't compare with what I'd had with Vanova, only two months ago. Well ... three years - I'd been asleep for most of that time. My class at AFOTA would have graduated.

I didn't have to worry about it for very long. There's no worrying in stasis.

***

Two months later (the next day, for me), Long surprised me. She wanted to play bridge, that evening, of course, but she also asked if I wanted to have dinner with her beforehand.

- "Dinner?" I raised an eyebrow. That was unlike her. Long was usually only interested in cards and fucking. Plus, there was Grady ...

- "Grady can wait." she said. "We have five more years together. But you're only here for the next year. Well, ten days, for you."

- "And?"

- "And ... I like you. It's not that complicated, Cook. We have dinner, play cards ... and you spend the night." She spread her arms wide. "What's not to like?"

- "I don't know. I might have other plans."

Neither of us could hold it in: we both burst out laughing.

***

I learned the history of all three kingdoms: Westron, Crolian, and Penchen. The Penchen were ... odd. They were completely asexual. That is, they had no genders at all, until hemmer somehow occurred, and a baby Penchen was produced.

The fourth species, the Woles, had never had a realm of their own. They seemed happy to exist as a mercantile, artisan sub-class in the other Kingdoms. The Woles were physically smaller, with prominent ears. There was no intermarriage, or interbreeding between them and the other species.

The Woles and Penchen were omnivorous, but the Westrons and Crolians were primarily carnivores.

I got a stark reminder of just how alien this planet was going to be. I watched a video of a battle between Westrons and Crolians. The colourful uniforms, the batteries of cannons, and the linear formations, especially, looked very Frederickian.

Except that after the battle, some of the victorious troops began to eat the enemy dead.

Raw.

***

Information about CW144 and its sentient species, their languages and cultures, continued to pour into my head. Flora and fauna, weather patterns, and a thousand other details which I might never need to recall - but I learned them anyway.

Bia was a little frosty the next time she pulled me out of stasis. Long was perfectly normal, cheerful and peppy as she did my medical tests.

- "She'll get over it." she said.

- "Bia?"

- "Yeah. I told her that you'd be with me."

- "Did you, now?"

- "I was thinking dinner, cards, and then maybe ... a little exercise for you." Long winked at me, and smiled. "If that wasn't too presumptuous of me ..."

- "No," I said, "just presumptuous enough."

***

Long continued to happily offer me sex, while probably still sleeping with most of her crew members, and probably the other stasis passengers as well.

Yet she became more important to me. Her good humour, her enthusiasm, and yes ... those traits carried over into our physical relationship. She was kind to me, too.

I was beginning to understand myself best of all. When I was on AFOTA's shit list, I needed a refuge - and Vanova supplied it. She was a rock for me.

Now on my way to an uncertain future, in an alien land, I was looking for someone to cling to. Who knows: Long may have understood it better than I did.

***

Long threw me a going-away party, which involved (surprise, surprise) anal sex.

***

My final year on the Halygon seemed to go by more quickly. On my last time out of stasis, before our arrival, Long cried after sex.

- "I'm going to miss y-y-you!"

The next morning, she was more practical: she asked if there was anything I needed, or wanted.

- "A good boot knife would be nice." I said. Martial arts are useful, but there's no substitute for a concealed weapon.

- "I'm sorry, but I can't do that." she said.

- "That's alright."

- "Come here - give us a hug." she said.

For the first time, Long just embraced me. It wasn't a prelude to sex. As her arms went around my neck, I felt her lips brush my ear.

"Careful." she whispered. "Don't trust your guides. They watched all the security vids."

***

There were video and audio recording devices all over the ship. That's what Long was trying to tell me. It took me a few days to figure out why that was significant.

The Halygon landed on a bare, rocky islet in the Northern sea. We transferred, by rowboat, to a small two-masted sailing ship, which I instantly recognized as a lugger. With me were the two other passengers who'd been in stasis at the same time as me.

They introduced themselves, but I soon came to think of them as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Rosencrantz, the darker of the two, told me that he'd be the new Head of Security at our 'Pylosian Consulate'. Guildenstern, who smiled frequently, but never said anything, was to be an Intelligence Officer.

- "Any idea what I'm going to be?" I asked.

- "Assistant Military Attache, I imagine." said Rosencrantz. Guildenstern smiled and nodded.

That's what helped me figure out what Long was warning me about.

If Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were going to be working at the same consulate with me, why couldn't I meet them aboard the Halygon?

They came out of stasis at different times. That might have made sense, for some medical reason unknown to me. But why had none of the crew ever spoken to me about them? Why the hush-hush?

This secrecy didn't seem to work both ways. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern knew who I was, and where I was going. The three of us, with three more humans, were to be the crew of the lugger. We sailed her for two weeks, due southeast, towards the Westron Kingdom.

I was given a linen shirt, baggy canvas shorts that were wide open at the knee (called slops), rough stockings and shoes. Clothing for when we landed was stowed in my sea chest. They also let me have a knife.

We worked the ship ourselves, so I was glad of the extra studying I'd done in Sleepread. The others were a bit surprised at my proficiency. They'd expected to have to teach a landlubber.

Instead, I had a bit of time to think. I registered the slightly different gravity, the warm daytime temperatures and the cool nights, with so many unfamiliar stars and two moons.

But I was far more interested in my companions, and their odd behavior.

- "Nice to get off that ship - the Halygon, I mean." said Rosencrantz. "Can't complain about the crew, though. Well, the females, at least."

Guildenstern smiled, and nodded.

"You have any luck with them, Cook?" said Rosencrantz.

- "Some."

- "Fucked all three of them, myself. That pilot: a bit ugly, really, but what a body! Great tits, too."

I didn't react, other than to say "I wouldn't know." But Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were watching my response very carefully - while trying to make it look like they weren't.

They watched the security vids, Long had said. There were audio and video devices all over the Halygon. My two companions had probably gone over all the recordings. Everything I'd said, everything I'd done - they'd watched and listened.

They didn't want me to know. That's why the rest of the crew were sworn to secrecy, and never said a word about the other passengers aboard. There was no way that this was Standard Operating Procedure.

Don't trust your guides.

***

- "We'll find a riverboat to take us to the capital." said Rosencrantz. "Much faster and more comfortable that way."

Frenet was a port town, with a modest harbour. It was here that I saw my first Westrons. I'd seen them in hundreds (or even thousands) of vids, but I still wasn't quite prepared for the real thing. Or for the real people, I should say.

That was my first impression. Facially, they were virtually the same as us. They wore their hair longer, and in different styles, but it was the colours that amazed me. Bright white. Light green. Scarlet. Even the browns and blacks were brighter, more striking than anything I'd ever seen.

And then ... their feet. Just when I began to think of them as humans with bright hair, wearing costumes from the 1700s, I'd look down and see those rabbit or cat legs. Some even made me think of kangaroos.

I remember other first impressions: the brightly painted houses, in pastel shades of blue and red, and the thick doormats, with a bucket of water and a towel on a peg, so that guests could wash their feet before entering. I even knew the Westron word for these buckets: cubel.

I saw Woles, too, going about their business. They had shorter and rounder bodies, with nearly hairless heads and grey or light brown skin. They seemed to be everywhere, and yet to pass unnoticed, quietly going about their business.

Culture shock. There's no accounting for when it'll strike. For some reason, I'd been fine on the lugger. But now ... I was utterly bewildered.

I should have been more attentive. I should have ... lots of things.

While I was taking in all of these new sights, and sounds, and smells ... I failed to notice that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were gone.

I snatched up my sea chest, and ran back towards the dock where our lugger had been. They were already a hundred yards away.

There was no way to get back aboard - I knew that for a certainty. No rowboat could catch them. I had no money, no rank to pull, so I couldn't convince a fishing boat to go after them.

And even if I caught up - then what?

They weren't about to take me anywhere I wanted to go - not after going to so much trouble to leave me here.

I wasn't just exiled. I was marooned.

***

I didn't stand around, wondering why they'd done this to me. It was obvious enough that Colonel Pelek and AFOTA had a longer reach than I could ever have imagined. They'd called in some favors, and dumped me on an alien shore.

Why hadn't they just cut my throat on the lugger, and dumped me overboard? For that matter, why bother letting me out of the stasis tank at all? Questions without answers, and all secondary to my immediate problem.

The only thing I could think of was to get to Cercen, the Westron capital, and find the Pylosian Consulate. The language was no barrier, and I understood the customs well enough to get along (at least, I hoped so).

Money was a problem. I had none.

I found a Wole who would trade. I sold him (or her - I didn't know how to tell) my tricorne hat, my sash, and my best shirt. Then I sold my smallsword, keeping only a knife. Finally I sold the sea chest as well.

That left me with a spare shirt, a second pair of breeches and stockings, and - the Wole assured me - just enough money to pay my passage to Cercen.

The first boatmen I approached agreed to take me. They were male Westrons. I only gave them half of my money up front, promising the rest on arrival. They were, surprisingly, only mildly curious about me.

- "Are you a Penchen?" one asked.

- "No. Pylosian."

The two boatmen looked at each other, clearly confused.

"Like a Penchen." I said.

- "Ah!" they both said.

Their boat had a small sail, but the main means of getting upstream seemed to depend on strings of oxen towing us. There were no horses at all on this planet, but four species of ox: one small, two medium, and one very large - like these.

The boatmen were strong enough, I saw. They just weren't particularly bright. For one thing, they didn't ask anything else about who I was, or where I was going.

For another, they tried to rob me, the second night. Bad move. I took the first idiot down with a wristlock; the sight of my knife was enough for his companion to pull back.

The next morning, I made them give me my money back, and then deposit me on the riverbank.

I found the rutted track which passed for the Great Road, and tried to hitch a ride. My second attempt was successful; a kindly Wole let me ride on the back of his/her ox-wagon. It was happy enough when I offered to pay for our evening meal.

This particular Wole, named Lebuc, was more inquisitive; when dealing with other species, the Woles preferred to ask questions than to answer them. But I couldn't complain about how Lebuc treated me. He/she/It was courteous, pleasant, and went out of its way to be helpful.

The Wole was short, and round, with very short legs. It had a pudgy face, with overlarge teeth, and a comical little mustache. For some reason, it made me think of characters from The Wind in the Willows.

Lebuc was only going halfway to the capital, but imposed on another Wole to take me the rest of the way. He/she/It didn't protest, though, when I offered it half of my money.

It took me three weeks to reach Cercen.

By that time, I was growing more acclimated to the 18th century, as I thought of it. The nights were incredibly dark, out in the countryside. On a clear night, the moons and the stars provided some illumination, but it wasn't wise to venture too far from the wagon.

I picked up some interesting gossip along the way: the Westron Queen was sick, and war was brewing. The Crolians sensed an opportunity, and many thought they could declare war any day. In the Spring, said some.

Cercen looked much like the pictures I'd seen. It was a bustling city of almost 120,00 souls. That may not sound like much, in our day and age, but on Earth, in 1700, Cercen would have been one of the three largest cities in Europe.

I was struck again by the brightly painted houses, and the wide variety of shapes and sizes of Westrons - and the wild colours of their hair.

Ten minutes walk brought me to some kind of public square, with a fountain. I noticed three soldiers (female), guarding a building. Thinking that they might know what I was looking for, I approached them.

- "Greetings, Corporal." I said. Sleepread was so good, I recognized the insignia that differentiated her from the other two soldiers. "Could you direct me to the Pylosian Consulate?"

- "The Pylosian ... Consulate?" she said. "There hasn't been a consulate here ... these fifteen years."

*****
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The Corporal wasn't sure what to do with a scruffy-looking Pylosian who was asking directions to a non-existent Consulate. So she did what soldiers have done throughout history: she kicked me up to her Captain. The Captain passed me to a Major.

They had a discussion about how long ago the Pylosians had left. The Corporal had said 15 years ago; the Captain thought 12, while the Major thought it was more like 10.

At this stage, I was more than stunned; I have to admit, I was losing hope.

The Major looked me over, and even sniffed the air close to me. She didn't appear to know what to do with me. But the Major had an adjutant, and after a whispered conversation between the two of them, a possible solution was found.

- "There is a Pylosian who lives in Cercen. Not too far from here, as it happens. My adjutant will escort you there."

The Major graciously allowed me to wash, and change into the better of my two shirts. After weeks of riding in the back of a wagon, I wasn't looking my best. Three Westron soldiers then took me for a walk through the streets of the capital. They didn't seem altogether sure whether I was a VIP or a prisoner.

The adjutant stopped, and knocked at the door of a modest house, painted bright green.

A female Westron opened the door. She had jet-black hair, and lovely features.

- "How may I help you?" she said. Then she saw me, and her eyes went wide. "Oh dear!" Then she turned, and called out: "Talley? Could you come here for a moment?"

- "What is it, love? said a male voice. Then he appeared behind her in the doorway, and spotted me.

"SON OF A BITCH!" he swore - in standard Terran.

Talley was human.

"Who are you? What are you doing here?"

The female touched him on the arm. "Isn't this one of your countrymen? We should invite him in, don't you think?"

The man called Talley didn't seem too thrilled with that idea, but the adjutant was quick to seize the opportunity offered.

- "May we leave this Pylosian in your keeping, then? He was seeking your Consulate."

- "We will take responsibility for him." said the female, while Talley glowered at me.

I had the good manners to remove my shoes and stockings, and to wash my feet just outside their door. Talley grudgingly allowed me inside. The moment the door had closed behind us, though, he turned on me.

- "Who are you? Where did you come from?"

- "Our guest must be tired, after a long journey." said the female. She didn't directly reprimand the man for his impolite behavior - but he got the message.

"Please sit." she said, with a smile. "You must be hungry, too, Sir ...?"

- "Cook. My name is Cook. I'm sorry to arrive like this, unannounced. I don't wish to inconvenience you."

- "Not at all." said the female. It's a pleasure to meet one of my husband's countrymen again, after so many years. I'm sure the girls will be delighted, too. My name is Tisucha."

She broke out a bottle of white wine, and a pair of small glasses. Then she glided about her kitchen, before returning with a loaf of bread and a hunk of cheese. She saw my look of surprise - this was hardly common fare in a Westron household.

"Ah - I learned, early on, that Pylosians cannot live on meat alone." she said. "Should I give you a moment, love?" That question was directed at Talley.

- "If you please, my dear."

- "I'll see what the girls are doing. Their curiosity must be killing them." With that, she went up the stairs.

Talley waited only a few seconds before he leaned forward, and spoke - in Terran.

- "What are you doing here? How did you even get here?" he hissed.

- "I was posted to the Consulate on CW144 -"

- "You mean CWD144?"

- "Wait - CWD? I know what the CW stands for. What's the 'D'?"

- "Discontinued." said Talley. "The mission ended 11 years ago."

- "But ... but you're still here." I was grasping at straws. Discontinued?

- "I fell in love." he said. "We have two daughters. I wasn't about to leave them. Damn - you have no idea where you are, do you?"

- "No - that much I know." I said. Talley's expression softened a little. He could see how shocked I was. He gently slid one glass towards me. It was a light white wine, which tasted faintly of pine resin, like a Retsina. It was quite pleasant.

"Now, explain to me, from the beginning - how did you get here?"

It only took me a moment to decide. I was marooned, stuck on an alien planet. I had no money, and just two shirts. I needed Talley's help, rather desperately, to find my feet. So I told him the truth. I told him everything he needed to know about how I'd ended up here.

When I'd finished, I looked him in the eye. "There's no relief coming, is there? I'm here for good."

Talley nodded. "I'm sorry. That's the most unbelievable story I could ever imagine."

Something occurred to me. "What about Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? How do they get off the planet? And ... isn't it a bit much, to send them on an 8-year journey, just to screw me over?"

Talley shook his head. "There are humans on the planet. All the time. Prospectors for Masebium and Caranolites. University research teams. Biologists and Xeno-Biologists. But they won't come anywhere near Cercen - or the Westron Kingdom, for that matter."

- "I'm here to stay, then."

Talley sighed. "I'm sorry, Cook. Here - eat some of this."

I heard Tisucha's voice from the top of stairs.

- "If you two are finished talking in Pylosian, can I bring the girls down to meet our guest?"

- "You alright?" Talley whispered to me.

I nodded, and stood up, as the ladies came down the stairs.

Seeing his wife again, I could understand why Talley would want to stay behind when the Mission ended. Tisucha must have been in her 30s or 40s, but Westrons aged remarkably well. Her hair was still shiny, her exotic features and perfect skin unchanged. The ravages of time seemed to have missed this address.

Talley wasn't ugly, by any means, but he wasn't even remotely in her league. Their daughters, thankfully, took after their mother. They were hybrids, obviously - yet my untrained eye couldn't see any significant differences.

Tallia, the eldest, was 17. Her facial features were as fine as her mother's, and they shared the same slender frame. But Tallia had her father's dark brown hair, and a little bit of his height. She bent her knees and dipped her head slightly, in the Westron greeting; I responded with a bow.

Her sister Esyle was 15, a little shorter, a little heavier, but just as lovely. She repeated the greeting, and I bowed again.

All three women wanted to hear an account of my journey. I glanced at Talley, who had a nervous smile plastered to his face. I launched into a highly edited version of my travels, adding details where I thought it was safe. I invented a more complicated robbery attempt to explain the loss of my chest, hat and sword.

- "Why did you leave Pylos?" asked Tisucha. "Very few of your countrymen come here anymore. It's a shame."

- "I can't pretend to know the minds of the ruling Council." I replied. "But I agree; it is a shame."

- "Are you a soldier?" asked Esyle. "If so, you've come to the right place: there's going to be a war."

- "Is that so?"

- "The Queen is ailing." said her sister. "Dying, really, if the rumours are true. And the Crolians are expanding their army - again."

Talley and Tisucha, I saw, were indulgent parents, who didn't speak down to their girls, and let them participate in the discussion as equals. Both Tallia and Esyle struck me as bright, capable young women.

- "Why did you believe that there was still a Pylosian Consulate in Cercen?" asked their mother.

I'd been expecting that question. "A regrettable gap in my education, Lady, combined with a convoluted series of lies, coming from someone I'd considered a friend. In short, I was a fool, and my credulity was exploited.

- "You don't strike me as foolish." she said - but thankfully, she let the matter drop.

- "My dears," said Talley, "Master Cook must be exhausted. We shouldn't keep him up all night, talking. There will be plenty of opportunities in the days to come."

The ladies excused themselves, and went upstairs to prepare for bed. Talley, meanwhile, was studying me carefully.

- "You're a proficient liar." he said, in Terran. "I'm not sure whether that's a good thing or not."

- "I'm sure you've practiced a few deceptions of your own, over the years." I replied.

We had a staring contest, for a moment. Talley gave in first.

- "You're right. I apologize." He rose, and brought another bottle of wine to the table. "You said you were a cadet, before your studies were cut short."

- "I was."

- "Any good?" asked Talley. "The reason I ask is, you'll have to find a way to make a living. There's no Consulate, and you don't know any wealthy or influential Westrons who could grant you a position."

- "So Esyle was right? There is a war coming?"

- "There's always a war coming." he said. "But yes - it looks imminent. If you knew enough about warfare in an age of musket and sword ..."

I quickly told Talley about my studies at AFOTA, and my Sleepread programs aboard the Halygon.

"Hmm ..." he said. "So you might be interested in a military career?"

There was no 'might' about it; if I had to make my way among the Westrons, volunteering for their army was probably the best possible course. "As an officer of some kind. I'm not so sure about starting as a private."

- "It just so happens that I 'might' know someone ..." he said. "I could write you a letter of introduction."

- "I would be entirely in your debt."

- "Never mind that."

- "Can I ask you a question, Talley?"

"Just one? You must have millions of questions."

- "Just one, for now. When the Consulate packed it in, and the humans were all evacuated ... how did you come to be left behind?"

- "What do you mean?" Talley's eyes narrowed.

- "Because I Sleepread everything about the Consulate of Pylos. And I do mean everything. Choosing to stay behind wasn't an option, was it?"

Talley glared at me for a moment, but then his expression softened.

- "No, it wasn't." he admitted. "Ach - it's not like anyone cares, twelve years later. Yes, I went AWOL. They didn't have the technology, or the resources, to come looking for me."

"I wasn't going to leave my wife and daughters. No matter what."

It seemed that I wasn't the only one who had trouble following orders.

***

I slept on the floor in their sitting room, with a blanket, and a cushion for a pillow. That was no hardship, after sleeping in the back of a wagon or by the side of the road for the last three weeks.

Talley's family were very kind, and went out of their way to make me feel welcome. The two girls took me with them on a shopping expedition, so that I would know where to obtain food other than meat.

That evening, we told stories, and then the three women sang. They had lovely voices. I thought of Vanova's music, and what she could have done with this trio singing harmonies.

Tallia and Esyle were fascinated by virtually everything I had to say.

- "I was barely five when the Pylosians left." said Tallia. "I can hardly remember what they looked like, or how they sounded."

- "I have no almost no memory of them at all." said her sister, a little wistfully.

I didn't want to be a burden on Talley's family, but he assured me that they were relatively well off.

- "Tisucha is a physician - and a good one. Females here don't want to be examined by a male, especially if it's near their ..."

- "Hemmer?"

- "Yes. Or if they're pregnant, or ... oh, for a hundred reasons. She does very well. And I have my own little enterprise." He showed me a roll-top desk in his study, covered with scrolls and odd little devices which I suspected were for measurements.

"I'm a cartographer. Most of my maps end up with the army, but every so often a wealthy noble wants a map of her estate."

- "Do you have to travel?"

- "No, not very often. The trick is to find accurate maps, and then improve on them, or even just make a decent copy. Hard to believe, but I earn a little more than my wife does."

Still, I would have liked to contribute to the household, in some way. Talley told me, in no uncertain terms, not to worry about it.

"You're trying to become an officer." he said. "That means that you're a gentleman, which basically means that you don't work. If anyone saw you doing any kind of labour, they'd never believe that you were a gentleman."

Talley seemed to be a bit more relaxed around me. It might have been that his wife and daughters truly seemed to enjoy my company. For my part, I began to warm to the man when I put 2 and 2 together.

He'd abandoned his own people - his own species - for Tisucha. And that despite the fact that they could only have sex when she was in hemmer. That might be once a year. Or less. That was devotion on a level I could barely fathom.

***

I don't know how it happened so quickly, but Talley's letter paid dividends.

- "You're going to the Palace." he told me. "Three days from now."

- "Three days? I can't -"

- "Shut up and listen. Her name is Wenzla, Countess Kanitz. She could be in a position to get you started. But she won't do anything if you turn out to be less than she's expecting."

- "What is she expecting?"

- "Dammit, Cook: don't talk, just listen. I might have hinted that you're some kind of military genius, and well-connected back in Pylos. On top of that, you'll need to be at your most charming. Can you pull all of that off?"

"Then we have to get you some gear. You can't go to the Palace looking like you fell off a ship. Let me talk to Tisucha."

Tallia took me to several shops. Tricorne hat, two new cotton shirts, a waistcoat with gilt buttons, knee breeches and silk stockings, shoes with gilt buckles, two handkerchiefs, a smallsword ...

I knew that these things didn't come cheap. And I didn't have many coins to my name.

- "Tallia, I can't accept these things. They're much too expensive."

- "Nonsense. We can't send you to the Palace looking like a pauper. My parents aren't poor, you know. And if you must know ... my father says that this is an investment.. If you make good, you'll be able to repay us easily."

- "Still, I can't -"

- "You can, and you will." said Tallia, quite sure of herself. "Cook: my mother helped deliver two royal Princesses. We're not poor."

I gave in with as much grace as I could muster. There were, nonetheless, a few ... difficulties.

First off, I was considerably taller and heavier than most Westron males, and military-style clothing was worn only by females. A tailor had to be persuaded to do some rushed alterations on the waistcoat and the breeches.

Westrons didn't wear shoes, given the shape of their feet. The pair Tallia bought for me came from a prestigious (and expensive) shop which served primarily Penchen customers.

And finally ... no underwear. Wool or linen underpants are less than ideal, as you can well imagine. Cotton went primarily for shirts. Most male Westrons wore a kilt, with nothing on underneath. Females wore trousers, or breeches, and they didn't seem all that concerned if they were showing a camel toe.

But in my case ...

- "My goodness," said Tallia, "you seem to have a remarkably large penis, Cook."

Yes, I'd read that Westrons were very open about sexual matters. Few of their children grew up without hearing (or seeing) several frantic acts of public copulation. There wasn't much mystery about it. Still, I wasn't prepared to have my hosts' teenage daughter commenting on ... well, you know.

When I tried the clothing on at Talley's house, they were delighted with what Tallia had found for me. Tisucha quite liked my tricorne. Then she glanced lower.

- "Goodness, Cook. That's a very large penis you have there."

***

Talley briefed me, thoroughly, on the political situation in the Westron Kingdom. There were three potential successors, and the Queen was said to be terminally ill. The Crolians smelled weakness, and were building up their forces, stocking supplies in their depots closest to the borders. A war seemed more than likely.

- "That's all in your favour, though." he said. "We may need every capable young officer we can get."

He also fed me priceless information from the former Consulate: fictional families of Pylos, and their fictional feuds, which I could use to create a believable explanation for my presence in Cercen.

- "Could I see some of your maps, Talley? The most recent ones? Do you have any showing the present borders with the Crolians?"

The day of my interview, the whole family gathered to wish me well. I thanked them, from the heart. They'd given me a chance; now it was up to me. Was this what I wanted?

Yes, I could have sat with my head in my hands, bemoaning my sad fate, trapped in this alien world ... or I could accept the help Talley's family were offering me, get up off my ass, and find myself a job.

I wasn't going to be a mercenary. More like ... a volunteer. In human history, especially before the onset of nationalism, there was a long tradition of expatriates serving in European armies: Scots in Russia and Prussia, Italians in Austria, Germans and Irishmen everywhere.

And I could be a soldier, rather than a glorified busboy in a Consulate.

I took a barge upriver, to the Landing closest to the Palace. It was a mile-long walk from there. I arrived well before the time appointed for my interview.

To my complete amazement, I wasn't kept waiting.

Talley had told me all he knew about Wenzla, Countess Kanitz. He'd neglected to mention that she was an incredibly beautiful female.

I'd spent the past few days with three lovely women, but Countess Kanitz was something else again. She flowed into the room, wearing a simple silk shirt over indecently tight breeches. Her face was exotic, and exceptionally beautiful. Her dark hair, though, was most striking of all.

She had thick, curly locks, which jutted out to either side in unruly fashion. Yet she carried herself like a person who knew, absolutely, that she was important - and that she would be even more important in the future.

- "Master Cook." she said, with a bare nod. "You are punctual; I like that."

- "Countess." I said, and bowed.

- "Please sit." she said. I was admiring her lovely face, so I noticed her eyes flicker, for just a moment, south of my belt line.

"Airta - could we have wine, please? It's nothing special," she said, to me, "but I do find that it cleans the taste of council chambers from my mouth."

Airta was a sturdily-built woman with hair the colour of rose-petals. That was all I noticed, though, because my attention was fixed on the Countess. Westron females didn't wear brassieres.

- "Master Talley informed me that you were interested in a military career." she said.

- "Yes, Countess."

- "But you must be aware that our army is entirely female."

- "Except for the Penchen mercenaries in Westron service. Many of them are male, but entirely unaffected by the hemmer of a Westron."

- "True." she said. "You are remarkably well ... informed." I could have sworn that her eyes dipped again, to glance at my crotch. I half-expected her last word to be 'endowed', instead of 'informed'.

"Tell me, though, Master Cook: why were you seeking the Pylosian Consulate ... when there hasn't been one for over a dozen years?"

I took a deep breath. If she knew that, then she also knew that I'd arrived in a dirty shirt, looking like a desperate refugee.



- "It's somewhat embarrassing, Countess."

- "I'm interested in your story, Master Cook. Please - enlighten me."

So I told her a highly stylized Pylosian version of Romeo and Juliet, with Karpov and Pelek's daughter as the star-crossed lovers. I portrayed myself as Karpov's loyal friend, who earned the resentment of the wealthy, influential Patriarch Pelek.

- "I had to flee, Countess - at least for a time. To remain in Pylos would have been to risk not only my life, but also those of my family and friends."

- "I see. Go on. The Consulate?"

I blushed. Then I explained that a friend - a supposed friend - had convinced me that the Consulate in Cercen still existed. I thought it had been closed, but he assured me that it was still - secretly - maintaining relations with the Westrons.

- "I was misinformed. Duped. It's embarrassing to admit, but I was a fool."

- "You are not the first person to be betrayed by a false friend." she said. Maybe she'd experience that herself. "Go on with your tale."

I described the lugger, and my landing in Frenet. The attempted robbery by the boatmen I turned into a dramatic fight for my life, which I'd escaped by swimming the river, leaving my sword and my chest behind.

- "It's a wonder you're here at all." said Countess Kanitz.

Honestly - I have no idea at all if she believed me. In addition to being shockingly beautiful, she struck me as remarkably intelligent, too.

Kanitz surprised me, then, by rising from her seat to re-fill my glass. I was distracted by the swell in the front of her silk shirt, but I could've sworn that she ... sniffed the air, close to me. It was just as the Major had done, when I first arrived in Cercen.

When she sat down again, the Countess smiled.

- "Tell me, Master Cook." she said. "Do you have any thoughts on what will happen if war breaks out, next year?"

Talley had suggested to her that I was some sort of military genius. Now I had to say something semi-intelligent, or else make him look like a liar.

I'd learned a great deal about the style of warfare in the Here and Now. They fought to achieve tangible goals. Land and people created wealth, so the objective in war was to take a piece of land from your enemy.

It wasn't necessary - or possible, really - to completely destroy the opponent. Victory could be achieved by capturing territory. Take three provinces, and you could force a negotiated peace: in the treaty, you could return two provinces, in return for permanent annexation of the second.

- "The Crolians will attack on three fronts." I said. "But their real goal will be to capture Tonol."

Tonol was a large city in the south of the Westron Kingdom. I'd studied Talley's maps. Given the location of the major Crolian supply depots, and a few other factors, I was reasonably confident in making that prediction.

- "You intrigue me, Master Cook. I would like to help you ... and it may be that I can. Would you be willing to return, and speak with me again? Say ... in a sevennight?"

- "I am entirely at your disposal, Countess."

***

- "What'd she say? What'd she say?" asked Talley. He was far more nervous than I was, which helped me to remain calm.

A second interview seemed like a good thing, to me. I just wasn't sure what more I could do to impress Countess Kanitz.

- "Just be yourself." suggested Tisucha.

***

Countess Kanitz was punctual once again. Still, she apologized.

- "I'm sorry, Master Cook. I have to move our meeting to another room. I hope that won't inconvenience you?"

- "Hardly, Countess."

- "I wonder if you and Airta would help me carry these boxes down there. There are some things I would like to show you."

- "At you service." I said. What other answer was there?

The Countess left. Airta was the retainer with hair the colour of rose petals. She pointed at one box, and picked up another.

The boxes were made of wood. The contents looked like scrolls, but it felt like I was toting a box of rocks. My load was surprisingly heavy. Airta didn't seem to be struggling, so I couldn't stop and put the damn thing down.

By the time we got the stupid things to their destination, I was sweating profusely.

- "Wait here, please." said Airta. Were her nostrils flaring?

The room seemed to be some kind of library. As I read titles of a few books, I heard a door open and close. Another Westron female had entered the room.

Her hair was blue. She saw me, and let out a moan. Then she stumbled.

- "Are you well, Lady?" I asked. I moved towards her.

She looked up at me, eyes wide, nostrils working. She was panting, too. I could barely see her pupils. Was she ... high? Drugged?

She leaned towards me, and probably would have fallen if I hadn't caught her. She moaned, and turned her head ... and then she licked the side of my neck.

Oh, shit. She was in hemmer. I'd seen countless examples, in vids, while I was in stasis. But I'd never expected to see it in real life. Not this close.

She pressed her body against me, and took a deep breath, almost inhaling my scent - a heady compound of pheromones and ... sweat. The lady moaned again, and I felt her arms go around me.

I'd never been so hard in my entire life. I could smell her arousal, and it was incredible. Intoxicating. Her body was hot, as if she was feverish. I made the mistake of glancing down; her shirt was partly unbuttoned, and I could see one breast almost entirely, right to the nipple.

The urge to rip her clothes off was ... surprisingly powerful. I wanted to turn her around, bend her over, and plunge my length into her. I wanted to rut, to fuck her like an animal.

I didn't.

For one thing, everything I'd seen or read in stasis aboard the Halygon suggested that Westrons in hemmer were more particular about who they copulated with.

And I remembered Countess Kanitz. The army was all female. How could I be part of it, if I couldn't resist the sight and smell of a Westron in hemmer? I wanted desperately to fuck this blue haired woman, to jam my cock into her and spray my seed all over her fertile eggs ...

Instead I pushed her back, to hold her at arm's length.

- "Help!" I called out. "Help, here! Airta!"

No one came right away. I had to physically hold off the blue-haired lady, who was moaning and reaching for my cock. The urge to fuck her was still strong, but not irresistible.

Finally, Airta came into the room, and pulled blue-hair away from me. A moment later, Countess Kanitz herself arrived.

- "I'm sorry, Master Cook." she said.

I was angry. "You don't look all that sorry." I said. "Was this some kind of test?"

- "Yes." said Kanitz. "That's precisely what it was."

- "I beg your pardon?"

- "You've asked for a commission in our army, Master Cook. Our entirely female army." She didn't have to say anything else. I understood.

- "You needed to know if I could control myself when faced with a female in hemmer."

- "Yes. You passed, Master Cook. Would you come to see me again - in ... five days?"

- "At your service, Countess." What else could I say?

***

Obviously, I couldn't describe my second interview to Tisucha and her daughters. But later that night, over small glasses of honey mead, I related what had happened to Talley.

- "Holy shit." he whispered. There was no equivalent expression in Westron.

"You did right." he said. "Was it ..."

- "Difficult? Yes."

***

My third interview with Countess Kanitz was very different. For one thing, she kept me waiting. For another, she came in wearing a dress. It was form-fitting, a sheath which only accentuated her exceptional form. I could see her nipples poking through the top.

- "How are you today, Master Cook?" she said, with a smile.

- "I am well, Countess. What is the test today?"

Her smile grew wider.

- "Yes, you passed my first test. You didn't seriously believe that I would send you out to join an army composed exclusively of females, if I didn't know that you could control yourself? Did you, Master Cook?"

- "No Countess. I understood the rationale for your concern. I just hope that ... the lady involved wasn't ... harmed, or ... inconvenienced."

Kanitz laughed. "How very kind of you. But, please: tell me about her."

- "Pardon?"

- "Tell me about Nystu."

- "That was her name? Nystu?"

- "Yes. What did you think of her?"

- "She was in hemmer."

- "Yes, she was. What did you think of her?"

- "I don't know what you mean, Countess." I said. "Are you asking if I was interested?"

- "Interested?" she said. "What a lovely word. Was she ... difficult to resist?"

- "If you mean, did I want to ... copulate with her, then the answer is ... yes. She was very desirable."

- "So why didn't you ...?"

- "I didn't think that it was ... that it would be appropriate."

- "Mmm ..." The Countess smiled. "Another lovely word. Appropriate. Would you think it appropriate, Master Cook, if I tested you one more time?"

"Shall we say ... in another three days?"

***

Kanitz postponed our next meeting - or test - by three more days. By the time I returned to the Palace, I had absolutely no idea what to expect.

What I got was the Countess' time. She wanted to discuss military matters. She'd never served in the Westron army, but she was remarkably well informed, and very intelligent. That was the feeling I got from her every time we spoke: Kanitz had a first-class intellect.

By that, I mean that she was far more intelligent than I was. Sure, I knew things she didn't. But if she'd had Sleepread ...

She understood one thing as surely as I did: the opposing armies were nearly identical, in terms of weapons, and tactics. The limitations of their logistics systems meant that they could only equip and field so many soldiers.

- "With so many things being equal," I said, "that really puts a premium on good generalship."

Kanitz smiled. "I couldn't agree more."

"I have only one more test for you, Master Cook." she said. "Will you come with me?"

The Countess led me down a hall, and then down a set of stairs. Two soldiers were guarding a solid door. Was I about to get a tour of their dungeons?

Kanitz produced a key, and the soldiers stepped aside. The door was quite thick, and heavy. I had to help her pull it open.

It wasn't a dungeon. There were rooms down here. Bedrooms.

Kanitz led me into one of them, where a single candle flickered. She used it to light several more candles, and some wall sconces.

The room was dominated by a massive bed. There was a chest, against one wall, and an armoire. But it was really just a room with a bed. I felt my erection swelling.

- "Nystu was a test." said Kanitz. "It was ... inappropriate of us, to confront you with a woman in hemmer, without warning. I apologize. But it was necessary, too."

"This test is ... less necessary. But I would like to satisfy my ... curiosity. I wonder how difficult it was, for you to resist her. Also ... I owe a friend a favour. There - now you know everything."

"I will leave you here, Master Cook. If you are not ... interested, or if you do not feel that it is ... appropriate, you can knock on the door, and the soldiers will let you out."

Then she smiled at me. "But I hope that you won't."

Kanitz left, closing one door behind her. A moment later, a door on the opposite side of the room opened.

It was Airta, her attendant. The woman with hair the colour of rose-petals. She'd come to my assistance when I was trying to push the blue-haired woman - Nystu - away.

Now Airta was in hemmer. Her eyes were extra bright; her nostrils were flaring again. The robe she wore did little to conceal her shape, or the fact that her nipples were shockingly erect. As she came toward me - a little unsteadily - I caught the first hint of her scent.

I was already hard, from the idea that Kanitz had led me to a bedroom. Now I swelled even further, painfully, against my breeches.

Airta wasn't a beautiful female. She couldn't hold a candle to Kanitz, or Tisucha, or Tallia and Esyle. But her face was attractive, and her bright red hair had its own appeal. As she approached me, her robe swung open, and I was lost.

Airta had an sturdy, ripe body. Full, up-tilted breasts, that seemed like they were about to expand, all on their own. Her nipples were incredible: puffed-up, engorged, one pointing at my face. The swell of her belly ... the flare of her hips, were powerfully alluring.

At close quarters, her scent was overwhelming. Then she moaned, softly.

I wondered then - and still do now - if I could have resisted her, had I been so inclined. But Kanitz had made it clear: I'd already passed the control test. This was ... different.

I took the robe from Airta's shoulders, and led her on to the bed. Somehow, I managed to pull my breeches down even as I climbed atop her ... at the last second, I noticed that her pussy was wet - no, drooling - before I wedged my cock between her lower lips and drove it deep.

We rutted, like animals. I fucked her - Airta - hard and fast. She moaned again, which only turned me on more. I fucked and fucked and tried to nail her into the bed, and Airta only clutched me tighter and humped me harder.

When I came, it felt like I was blasting half of my lower body into her.

I didn't pass out - but that I was only because Airta clung to me like a barnacle. She nuzzled my nipples, and then wedged her face into my armpits, taking deep breaths.

That seemed to re-energize her. She reached down, and began fondling my balls. Then she slid lower on the bed, and took my swelling cock into her mouth. If her goal was simply to get me hard again, then she succeeded instantly.

Airta climbed up on top of me, and tucked my erection inside herself. I was painfully hard. She rocked, and swirled, and then began lifting her hips and slamming them down again.

I let her fuck me, for a dozen thrusts - and then a dozen more. Then I flipped her onto her back, and began pummeling her with my dick. She wrapped her arms and legs around me, and groaned.

The sensations were incredible. I could feel her hot, wet pussy, seething around my rock-hard erection. I could smell her other-worldly arousal, and hear her moans. I'd never been harder in my entire life.

I flooded her insides with another explosive ejaculation. I couldn't believe that my body contained quite so much semen.

Moments later, Airta was tonguing my nipples, and snuffling at my armpits again.

- "Go wash. Go." I pushed her away. The redhead looked at me, slightly hurt.

"Wash." I repeated. "And I'll make it worth your while."

My brain was still functioning. As Airta left the room, I was aware of where I was, and what I was doing. Now I finally had some sympathy for Westron males - a female in hemmer was virtually irresistible.

When Airta came back, I had to inspect her. I was fascinated by the thin strip of bright red hair - fur, really - which stretched from the nape of her neck, all the way down her spine, to just above the crack of her ass. It was surprisingly ... arousing. It reminded me somehow, of a landing strip of pubic hair, pointing the way to her privates.

I stroked that strip of fur, lightly, with my fingertips. She seemed to like that, shifting her position on the bed to give me better access. I continued to stroke, and Airta moaned. She reached for my cock, which was rising again.

- "Wait." I said.

I wanted to continue my tour of inspection. She let me turn her over, and spread her legs, so that I could examine her privates. Her lips were swollen, engorged with blood. I teased her with my fingers, and then my tongue.

I fucked her three more times, before I collapsed in a heap. Every time, I came inside her, until the sheets beneath us were soaked in sweat and seminal and vaginal fluids.

There must have period when I slept, for a time. I awoke to find a powerful smell in my nose. It was Airta's pussy, which she was grinding against my mouth, even as she tried to suck my cock into her throat.

I growled, flung her over, and entered her from behind - which was exactly what she wanted. I let her feel my weight on her back, before I spewed another load of semen into her.

The time of day no longer mattered. Airta's fluids, her scent, were like the secret ingredient in impotence inhibitors. I was hard, and stayed hard, even after six or seven orgasms. Then I lost count.

It seemed to affect Airta in a similar way. After our sixth or seventh fuck, we were lying side by side. I was panting, short of breath. Airta reached out, to stroke my sweat-soaked hair. She smiled. She looked ... happy.

I must have slept again. When I awoke, I found Airta waiting. She was lying beside me, watching me sleep. She'd either left the room, or someone had delivered food. Airta offered it to me. It was probably a good idea; I needed to keep up my strength. She didn't look like she was finished with me just yet.

- "Not a talker, are you?"

- "No." she said.

We sat on the bed, cross-legged, with the plate between us. I fed her little cubes of meat, and caressed her lips and cheeks with my fingertips. She smiled as she ate. It seemed to make her happy.

That led directly to our eighth - or ninth - fuck.

Somehow, my dick wasn't worn down to a nub. I should have been chafed raw - but I wasn't. Nor had Airta shown the slightest discomfort when I was pounding into her.

She passed out, which gave me a much-needed rest, but also another chance to examine her. Airta had the ripest body I'd ever seen. Her tits weren't immense, but they were tremendously alluring. She was voluptuous, in the truest sense of the word.

I got hard again, just watching her sleep, so that I flipped her over, and entered her from behind. She didn't protest at all, so it didn't feel wrong.

Airta coaxed another two orgasms out of me. I'd lost count. We fucked somewhere between eleven and thirteen times, and I deposited at least nine loads of semen into her pussy. Hard to believe, but it's true.

Kanitz sent me home, at some point. She had me chaperoned by an escort, to make certain that I could find Talley's house.

I was completely, totally drained. Somehow, though, I felt incredibly ... alive. When I awoke the next morning, there was an extra little spring in my step.

It wasn't love. I don't think Airta had ever said more than two words to me. I was also well aware that she wouldn't be in hemmer again for a year, or a year and a half.

Would I be anywhere near when Airta was ready again? Despite all the information about Westrons that I'd absorbed while in stasis, there were so many things I didn't know.

Talley's family were obviously aware of what I'd been doing. Gone three days, only to come staggering back, looking thoroughly exhausted? I'd washed, of course, but they could probably still smell Airta on me.

- "Who was she?" asked Tisucha. I was startled.

- "Pardon?"

- "The lady in hemmer - that you copulated with." She didn't seem upset - only curious. Talley just shook his head and rolled his eyes.

- "Umm ... Airta. The Countess' ... retainer." I realized that I didn't know Airta's title, or job description.

- "Was she good?"

- "Umm ...?" I looked to Talley, for some kind of help, but he was busy pretending that he wasn't paying attention.

- "Did you enjoy it?" asked Tisucha, with a big smile.

- "Yes. Of course."

- "Three days!" said Talley's wife. "She must have enjoyed you."

- "Was she your first in Cercen?" asked Tallia.

A thought suddenly occurred to me.

- "Ahh - I wonder, ladies: is there some social convention, after ...?"



- "Social convention?"

- "Yes. Something that I should say, or do? Buy her a gift, or ...?"

All three women laughed. "That's not necessary, Cook." said Tisucha. "If you told her that you enjoyed it, that's more than enough. A simple compliment will do."

- "Didn't father bring you flowers after you first copulated?" said Esyle.

- "He did." said her mother. "He was very sweet."

- "Is that some sort of Pylosian 'social convention', Father?" asked Tallia.

What a place. What incredible people.

***

Kanitz sent for me again.

- "Please sit." she said.

- "A moment, please, Countess."

I was happy to see Airta in her usual position, behind Kanitz. I went to her, and held out my hand, with three flowers in it.

Tallia had helped me. I wanted a flower that would match Airta's rose-petal hair colour. But I also knew that Westrons had a much, much more powerful sense of smell than humans. Finally, there might be some sort of hidden significance to a gift of a particular type of flower, as there was with us.

Tallia suggested oscels, the little flowers shaped like marigolds, but bright red.

- "They're symbols of remembrance." she told me. Then she helped me find some.

I presented them to Airta.

- "You were magnificent." I said. "I won't forget you. And these oscels will always remind me of your hair."

Airta took the flowers, and then raised her hand to stroke my cheek.

- "You were exceptional." she whispered. "I won't forget you, either."

The Countess let us have our little moment. When I returned to sit down opposite her, she smiled.

- "Is this some Pylosian ritual? Or were you considering a career as a courtier in the capital?"

- "No, Countess. I still hope to serve the Queen in some military capacity."

- "Then your wish is granted." said Kanitz. She passed a scroll across to me.

"This is your commission as a Lieutenant in the Royal Army. I can't grant you a command, but you can serve us as an observer."

"And since you believe that the Crolians will attack Tonol ... that's where you're going."

*****


Westrons Pt. 05

Kanitz was very helpful. She knew that I'd been robbed on my way to Cercen, so she supplied me with a purse. I'd need the cash to set myself up - and to at least look like an officer.

My first thought was to give some of the money to Talley and his family, to repay them for what they'd already spent of my behalf. He wouldn't hear of it.

- "You need a full kit. Uniforms. Weapons. Food. Tallia can help you find most of these things, and I'll help with the rest."

- "I owe you too much already." I protested.

- "Listen, Cook: you've impressed the Countess. That reflects on me, in a good way. It'll probably help me sell some maps, and it may get Tisucha more clients at the Palace. That's how things work here. You find somebody reliable, someone you can trust ..."

"And if you make it big - which I think you just might, then you could be in a position to return the favour some day."

- "Favours. Plural."

- "Sure." said Talley.

His eldest daughter was a gift from the heavens. She knew where the best outfitters were, and how to negotiate a decent price for me. She got me military-style waistcoats, shirts, stockings and breeches.

Those damn breeches. I couldn't very well wear a kilt, as male Westrons did. It would've been more practical, but not military ... I would've stuck out, like ... the only male in a female army. Or the only Pylosian in the army.

It wasn't just the lack of underwear ... the thin breeches did nothing to conceal the shape and size of my bulge. I tried to explain the problem to Tallia; when she finally understood what I was driving at, she stared at my crotch - which didn't help in the least.

But she did come up with a partial solution, in the form of a bright red scarf, which I could wind around my waist like a belt, or a sash, leaving a trail in front to conceal ... the offending member.

Talley took me out to buy a brace of pistols, with powder and shot. The price was outrageous, until I dropped Countess Kanitz' name into the discussion - and the gunsmith came down by a third.

I got a sabre, too. It was a bit lighter than the ones I'd trained with, being made for Westron females. The only issue was finding one with a hilt big enough to fit my hand in.

Tallia helped me find non-perishable foodstuffs, parchment and quills, and a candle.

- "Why would I need a candle?"

- "What if you have to write a dispatch at night?"

She was marvelous. I spent a bit of the money I had left to buy her a pendant, in the shape of a miskel, a little purple flower which symbolized friendship. The fact that Tallia had told me about miskels when I was looking for a gift for Airta only made it a little more special.

Tallia understood perfectly. I listened to her advice, and took her seriously. If you don't think that's important to a 17-year old adolescent - of any species - then live and learn.

All kitted out, I said my farewells to Talley and his family. I went back to the Palace one last time. Kanitz had promised to provide me with an aide, who would know her way around the army, and could act as my batman (batwoman?) and advisor.

Airta and I exchanged smiles. Kanitz was smiling, too.

- "You look very proper, Lieutenant Cook. Well done. Ah - here is your aide."

"This is Ensign Themis." said Kanitz.

Mother of Mercy.

Her hair was yellow. Canary yellow. But she had brown eyes. The combination was striking. Her uniform did little to conceal her spectacular shape. And her face was beautiful.

Airta suddenly looked very plain. Countess Kanitz, I suspected, could hold her own in a room filled with beautiful women. But there was no question about it: my aide was going to be a serious distraction.

Kanitz gave us a letter of introduction to General Brune, Commander of Westron forces on the Southern Front, near the city of Tonol.

- "Are you ready, Sir?" asked Ensign Themis. Damnation - even her voice was like golden honey.

We discovered a problem, almost right away.

The shape of a Westron's foot is more akin to that of a cat, or a rabbit, than to a human. They can place their feet very precisely, when they move slowly. But their habitual gait is quicker than a human's.

I hadn't noticed this, in the city, because Tallia's hybrid foot was more like her father's than her mother's. And the only time I'd followed Kanitz, she was moving at a more sedate pace.

Within moments, Themis had to adjust her speed so as not to leave me behind. It was difficult for her, but she made the effort to match her pace to mine.

- "Hang on." I said.

- "Pardon?" she said.

- "Ah - sorry. A Pylosian expression. It means 'Wait a moment'."

- "Yes, Sir."

- "Themis? You know that I'm only an observer, right?"

- "Yes, Sir."

- "So ... it's probably not necessary to call me 'Sir'. You can call me by my name. And if I just call you 'Themis', then I won't have to add 'Ensign' every time. Would that be alright with you?"

She thought about it for a moment.

- "Yes, Cook. I understand."

- "Okay, Themis. We have a problem: you have two speeds - slow, and fast. I tend to work at medium. Would you just walk normally for me? Just ... pretend that you're going to the docks alone. How would you go?"

She took off. I couldn't match that, unless I speed-walked - which would look ridiculous. I tried several ways to keep up with her, which served no purpose except to make her laugh.

- "I can go slower, S- ... Cook." she said.

- "That won't help, Themis. I may have to keep up with the army. They aren't going to slow down entire regiments so that I can arrive at the same time."

She had a beautiful smile. That didn't help, either.

We experimented a little more. Finally, I took off my shoes. That helped a bit. Then I remembered a book I'd read as a child. 'Run 100, Walk 50'.

It worked - more or less.

I had to trot, to match Themis' standard gait. She had to prance a little, to slow down to my walking pace. We practiced, and got better at it.

At the docks, we took a boat upriver. It was part of what I'd learned in Sleepread: without horses, the fastest, most efficient mode of travel in the Westron Kingdom was by the waterways.

There were always relays of oxen, ready to tow a barge upstream. Once we got past the central plateau, however, the rivers flowed mostly south. Going downstream was exhilarating. Powerful currents swept us along at a remarkably steady speed.

Themis always seemed to know where we going, even though I was the one with the maps - courtesy of Talley. She also seemed to have quite a bit of money.

- "My family is wealthy." she said. "Countess Kanitz explained to me that you were robbed, when you first landed at Frenet. I'm so sorry about that."

- "It wasn't your fault, Themis."

- "No. But I have money. Please don't object, if I can buy us food, or anything else we might need. I'm here to help you, after all."

It was hard to argue with her logic. Or her beautiful face. I was completely infatuated with Themis before we'd gone halfway to Tonol. I'm not so cynical that I don't believe in love at first sight. It was just something I'd never experienced before.

***

I wondered if that was how Westron males felt: you find a beautiful female, fall hopelessly in love ... and then wait for a year or two until she goes into hemmer.

Themis answered my questions about her family carefully, as if she was choosing what information I needed to know.

- "My mother was an Inhaber." she said. "But then there was a change in the family fortunes ... and it wasn't practical for her to own a regiment anymore."

I understood. Inhabers were the owners/proprietors of regiments in the Westron army. They raised the regiment themselves, recruited the soldiers (usually from their own estates), armed and equipped them. The Crown then paid the Inhaber a subsidy, to keep their unit in the field.

On the plus side, wealthy nobles bore the cost of raising troops. However, many of these regimental commanders, given the rank of Colonel, felt that they had the right to be consulted before any orders involving their soldiers were issued.

Some Inhabers took the field themselves; others delegated command to an experienced officer. Like many systems I'd studied at AFOTA, and at university before that, this one had advantages and drawbacks. A Colonel would be more likely to care about her troops, and it saved the Crown money, but it made the chain of command clunky and inefficient.

- "If your family is wealthy, Themis, couldn't you have obtained a commission in a regiment?"

- "Countess Kanitz is a friend of my family." she said. "When she offered me this opportunity, I seized it. Acting as your aide sounded much more interesting than being a junior Lieutenant in a line regiment."

"Unless ..."

- "Unless what?" I asked.

She looked away. "I don't want to be a burden to you, Cook."

- "A burden? I don't understand. You've been a great help already, Themis."

- "I don't want to be ... a distraction." She looked up at me. "You find me appealing."

How could she have known? Unless it was the way I stared at her, all day long, with my mouth open. Or my near-constant state of tumescence.

"If you would prefer another ensign," she said, "we could arrange that, once we reach General Brune's headquarters."

- "No. That won't be necessary." I said, a little too quickly. "Look, Themis ... Westron females are quite beautiful. And you're ... even more striking than most."

"But - you see ... I'm going to be surrounded by beautiful Westron women, officers and soldiers ... some will be in hemmer, too."

I told her the story of Countess Kanitz's test, with blue-haired Nystu.

"I think ... I can handle this."

- "I will do whatever you think best." said Themis.

***

We heard the news, on our journey, shouted across the river from boats headed in the opposite direction.

- "War! The Crolians have declared war!"

***

General Brune was an old fusspot. She seemed overwhelmed by her responsibilities. For one thing, she had 10,000 troops, on paper; in reality, though, it was more like 7,000. There were always the sick and the injured, and deserters. But Themis told me about a particularly Westron scam.

- "Some Colonels do not remove the names of their dead from the regimental rolls. Then they collect rations for non-existent soldiers."

- "And sell them?"

- "Exactly." she said. "It's shameful." I didn't tell her that this sort of fraud had gone on in our past - in many armies.

Brune also had trouble with her Inhabers. Two advised caution - by which they meant complete inactivity. Two more were hotheads, urging her to move, to attack.

The General had hesitated, and consulted - and then discussed and hesitated some more. While she did, the Crolians had moved, brushed aside her outposts, and invested Tonol. The city General Brune was supposed to defend was now under siege.

The enemy had superior numbers, heavy siege artillery ... and we had a General who dithered. After her first horrible error, she was terrified of making another.

- "We shall shadow the enemy army." she decided. Essentially, that meant we'd sit and watch them besiege Tonol.

- "How did she ever get a high command?" I asked my aide.

- "Connections at court." said Themis.

The General was nice enough to us, giving us the freedom to go where we wanted, observe whatever we liked. Then she decided to score a minor point against one of her fiercest critics, by assigning us to the Aneli Regiment. We were to camp with them, mess with them ... and march when they did.

Colonel Storana commanded the regiment, though it had been raised by Countess Aneli (hence the name). Storana was not happy to see us.

- "What am I supposed to do with you?" she shouted, from behind the desk in her spacious command tent. The Colonel was a slender, striking female, with shockingly white hair. Her face and body were angular: straight lines and sharp edges. Her nose could have served as a letter opener, and even her chin was pointed.

- "We're here to observe, Colonel." I presented my orders from Kanitz. She barely glanced at them before throwing them back at me.

- "Observe? You mean spy? And then report back to Cercen? Why don't you report on that useless old fart in the General's uniform?"

- "General Brune assigned us to your regiment, Colonel."

- "Yes - to annoy me! To spy on me! Well - we'll see about that!" She brushed past us. On her way out, she shouted over her shoulder: "Just stay out of my way!"

- "That went well." I whispered to Themis.

***

Colonel Storana wasn't able to get rid of us; Brune might be a ditherer, but she could also be stubborn.

Themis and I were issued a tent, and we camped in the midst of the Aneli Regiment. That created its own set of problems. Themis was maybe 5'7", with generous curves; I'm just over 6', and just under 200 lbs.

We couldn't quite fit into that little tent. Once we had our extra gear stowed inside, there wasn't a lot of room left for us. We ended up sleeping rather close to each other - as in, pressed together. That was beneficial for sharing body heat, when the nights were cool.

But I couldn't control my natural reactions to having Themis' beautiful body plastered to mine. Many a morning began with me apologizing for having my erection pressed up against her ass. She didn't seem as bothered by it as I was.

We also discovered that we weren't going to be able to move around the camp in relative anonymity. Regardless of whether I wore shoes, or went barefoot (which I was doing more often), my lower extremities stuck out like a pair of sore thumbs.

Our campmates always seemed to pause, regardless of what they were doing, whenever Themis and I passed by. I was taller than most of the soldiers, with unusual feet ... and then there was the issue of my breeches.

Storana was furious when she saw a group of her soldiers standing still, staring at me.

- "What are you looking at!" she bellowed. "Never seen a Pylosian before?" As a matter of fact, they hadn't. Then she turned on me. Unfortunately, she chose to single out one unique part of my uniform.

"Why are you wearing this stupid red scarf?" she shouted. Storana seized the dangling end of my sash, and flipped it upwards, into my face.

Which meant, of course, that she and half a dozen soldiers got an eyeful, at close range, of the massive morning erection I'd been trying to conceal.

Even Storana was momentarily silenced. She sputtered, and fumed - but couldn't come up with an appropriate reaction. She took one last look, and then stormed off in a huff.

The soldiers breathed a sigh of relief. Two of them grinned at me.

- "That went well." giggled Themis.

***

I learned quite a bit, in my first few weeks outside Tonol.

Westron terminology and organization wasn't difficult: a regiment consisted of two infantry battalions, of roughly 500 soldiers (though they were consistently under-strength). There were ten companies in a battalion; each company fielded 6 platoons of 14 or 15 soldiers, plus officers and aides.

Frederickian armies, in human history, ran on strict discipline - sometimes even savage discipline. I'd read his book of instructions for his generals. But I remembered my Napoleonic quotations, too. Everyone knows 'An army marches on its stomach', but he also said 'In war, the moral is to the physical as 3 is to 2'.

Numbers may tell, of course. Weapons and equipment count, too, as do training and discipline. But the army's confidence, their trust in these things, can be crucial.

With faith in their leaders, a well-fed, well supplied army can do wonders.

General Brune's army wasn't going to be performing any miracles in the near future.

The soldiers were brave enough, and willing to fight - they just didn't think they could win. Westron armies were on a prolonged losing streak to the Crolians, which looked like it was going to continue.

***

Themis and I witnessed a procession, of sorts. That's what it looked like to me, at least. I asked her if something was going on.

- "A duel." she said.

A duel? I shook my head. "What a waste."

- "Why do you say that?"

- "It's probably some stupid point of honour. Someone felt insulted ... and now the Queen could lose an officer. Wouldn't it be better to fight the real enemy? Instead of your own side?"

Themis considered what I'd said. Then she shook her head.

- "You may not see it, Cook. But duelling is often better than the alternative. We do not have blood feuds, or revenge murders. Nor do cowards wait in ambush, with five of their friends, to kill a foe ..."

"We may not do things as you do in Pylos, but our way is not always worse."

- "You have a point." I said, after a time. "You have a point."

I studied the regiment's equipment, and made a note of everything I saw. Then I composed long letters to Talley, in Terran Standard. If my letters were intercepted, no one could make sense of them. Talley would translate into Westron, and forward them to Countess Kanitz.

Then the news hit our camp: the Queen was dead.

It was surprisingly anti-climactic. Most of the soldiers had expected it, and it didn't seem to change anything - at least not in the immediate future. The old Queen had presided over part of their losing streak against the Crolians. They didn't mourn too hard.

The next morning, though, Themis was up before me. She'd been crying.

- "It is ... the end of an era, Cook. It may be for the better ..."

- "Were you fond of her? The old Queen?"

- "Yes ..."

- "Who succeeds her?" I asked.

- "Matila. Queen Maia Matila." she said. "This may be good for you, Cook. Kanitz is her closest advisor."

That night, there was more noise in the camp than usual. It sounded like ... howling.

- "Is that mourning?" I asked my aide.

She smiled. "No, Cook. Do you not know those sounds?"

And just that like that, I knew that I did.

- "Hemmer?"

- "Yes."

- "Because the Queen is dead?"

- "Perhaps. It could be you, too."

- "WHAT?" I realized that I'd shouted. "I beg your pardon. But ... what?"

- "No one knows, really, what sets us off." said Themis. "It could be a smell, or even a sound. A powerful experience, or just an arousing sight."

"It could be the passing of a Queen. But it could also be the sight of your massive erection the other day."

- "My -"

- "Is it always that large? The soldiers were quite struck by it."

- "You're not serious?"

Themis grinned. "Of course I am. You know, it could also be your scent. We Westrons are very susceptible to odours. And yours is very strong - very potent."

- "Really? But ..." I was afraid to finish my thought.

- "But?"

- "Well ... you've been very close to me. And you don't seem ... affected."

- "No, Cook. But that is because I was in hemmer only three months ago. I won't feel it again for another year - maybe more. Unfortunately, I didn't ... take. This time."

- "You're not pregnant?"

- "No."

- "Does ... is that what usually happens?" I was thinking of Airta. Could she be pregnant? How could she not be? I'd deposited enough semen in her to start a tribe.

- "Most often." said Themis.

- "So ... you've been in hemmer before."

- "Yes."

- "You've borne children?"

- "I have a daughter." she said, with a big smile. There was no stigma whatever, here, about bearing children out of wedlock. In fact, it helped to attract prospective husbands; Themis had proven her fertility.

- "And ... what's it like - for you? Hemmer, I mean."

- "Ah ... it's wonderful. I feel warm, and acutely aware - of everything. My senses are all heightened: hearing, and smell, and ... touch."



- "Is it the same for all women?" I asked.

She smiled. "We do talk about such things, and compare. Quite a bit, in fact. A woman in hemmer is warm, and receptive. But everyone is different."

"Some lose control, and will copulate with the first male to arrive - and every male thereafter. I've heard stories ..."

- "I can imagine." I said. I tried to not to show it, but I was disappointed to hear that Themis wouldn't be experiencing hemmer for some time. I would never have forced myself upon her - yet I felt that we were growing close.

And I couldn't deny how attracted I was to her.

That night, the soldiers gathered around the fires - and they sang. There was some accompaniment, on flutes, or on elbow pipes, but most of it was a cappella. It was haunting, and moving, and very beautiful.

I felt a tear in my eye. These people, for all their faults and flaws, deserved to live, and to thrive. I liked them. I wanted to help them.

- "Can you feel it?" asked Themis.

She wasn't referring to the singing. There was a female, not 40 yards away, in the throes of hemmer. I could hear her - I could feel her - and I could almost smell her.

My reactions were predictable: a slight flush, a rush of desire ... and I was ridiculously hard, in my silly breeches. But I also felt energized, more alive - and my mind was working faster. It was odd, but I felt more focused, rather than less.

Themis was watching me.

- "We could go over there, if you want ..."

- "No." I said. "I'm fine. I'm ... where I want to be."

I realized, later that evening, that what I'd said was true. Sitting around a fire, in the midst of an alien army, armed with ancient weaponry ... listening to their songs, under twin moons ... I felt more at home than I'd ever been at AFOTA.

***

The first engagement I witnessed was a revelation.

Both sides manoeuvred, General Brune to attempt to pry the besieging army away from the city, the Crolians to forestall any attack on their lines.

Both armies were slow, ponderous in their movements. The Crolians were physically bigger: even at a distance, I could see that. Their discipline was excellent, and I saw them get off four volleys in under two minutes, compared to three for the Westrons.

The Crolian muskets were slightly larger, and fired a heavier bullet than the Westron muskets. The poor Westron soldiers had to feel outgunned.

The Crolians had heavier artillery, as well. Much of it was poorly sited, and unable to affect anything. The cannon were heavy, and could not be shifted rapidly, because the only means of moving them were teams of oxen.

Both sides used contractors for their artillery - civilians, rather than soldiers. Most of the ox-drivers were Woles, working for pay. They weren't interested in risking their lives, under any circumstances.

I was seeking a solution, in my head, to the Westron dilemma: they were outgunned, but if they closed with the enemy, the Crolians were bigger and stronger.

Mobility, I thought. But neither side had horses. There was no cavalry in this world.

Light troops, then. Frederick the Great had been frustrated, more than once, by Hapsburg Grenzers from Croatia and the borders with the Turks. He'd responded by creating units of Jagers - hunters.

The British had suffered at the hand of American irregulars, in their war of Independence. And of course there were Napoleon's voltigeurs, and their German counterparts, the Jagers. While I was it, why not wish for Wellington's 95th Rifles?

- "Themis." I said. "Tell me everything you know about the Crolians."

***

The Aneli regiment wore blue coats, and strange yellow breeches. Colonel Storana hadn't yelled at me for two straight days, so I took a chance.

- "Is there any significance, Colonel, to the uniforms of your soldiers?"

She turned, scowled at me, and then spat in the dirt.

- "Why are you even here?" she shouted.

Themis was able to answer my question. "Some Inhabers are wealthy enough to choose their colours. Sometimes, though, it depends on a surplus of cloth in the workshops."

At my request, we toured the camps of the various regiments. Many of the soldiers paused, in whatever they were doing, to take a good look at me. Meanwhile, I pretended not to take notice of what I was seeing.

An army camp is somewhat akin to a locker room. There were females emerging from their tents, shirtless. I'd never seen so many bare breasts in one place. And then there were those strips of fur down their spines. In some ways, that was an even more arousing sight; every time I saw it, I'd remember the room under the Palace, with Airta ...

It was also difficult when I wanted to bathe. Themis would accompany me to the river, where most of the soldiers washed. Out of consideration for me, we would go upstream a hundred yards or more.

Themis thought that I was uncomfortable, being gawked at by several dozen soldiers. That was true enough, but what she didn't understand was that I couldn't see so many naked females without ... reacting accordingly.

Then, to make matters worse ... she would find us a private spot - and strip off her clothes to wash next to me.

She had a magnificent body. Full breasts, sweeping apart gracefully, leaving a delectable valley between them. The gentle swell of her stomach, strong arms and legs, firm buttocks ...

I tried to look only at her face. That wasn't much better. She had lovely brown eyes, and a spectacular face, with such kissable lips ...

It wasn't easy, sleeping in that tiny tent, pressed up against her. In fact, it was hard; I was hard almost all the time. Every morning was embarrassing, as I tried to conceal my morning wood. Every night, I was losing sleep ...

One evening, with Themis breathing quietly and evenly beside me, I couldn't help myself. I turned away from her, and lowered my breeches, a little at a time. I began to stroke myself, slowly.

The subject of my fantasy wasn't difficult to imagine; she was lying next to me. I masturbated quietly, hoping not to disturb her - but I desperately needed the relief.

Just then, Themis snuffled - and rolled over. Her eyes opened.

There I was, with my engorged member in my hand.

- "Oh!" she said.

I rolled away from her. "I'm sorry."

- "No - I'm sorry. I didn't mean to intrude ... on your privacy."

- "This is ... very embarrassing."

- "Oh? You know ... Westron males do it, too, when they cannot reach a female in hemmer. But ... I don't understand: there are several women in the regiment who are ready, just now. You could just go over there, and -"

- "I don't think so. Not a good idea."

- "No? Ah - I see: you would not want to hurt anyone's feelings, if you copulated with some, but not all. And it would be difficult to copulate with all of them ..."

- "Could we ... not talk about this, just now?" I asked.

- "Ah - I am sorry. I will let you finish." She rolled on her side, facing away from me.

- "No! That's not what I meant." I sighed. "Could we just talk about this in the morning?"

- "Certainly." she said.

I did end up coming that night - but I wasn't even awake enough to enjoy it.

Themis woke up, sniffed the air, and smiled.

"Ah - good for you." she said, brightly.

- "No, not quite." I said.

- "Oh? I am sorry, Cook, but I do not understand your Pylosian customs."

- "Neither do I." I muttered.

- "Pardon?"

- "Nothing. Umm ... maybe I should go and bathe."

Themis agreed. With their superior sense of smell, any soldiers who came near me would know what I'd been up to. And if any of them were in hemmer ... well, that would be a bit cruel.

I tried to explain nocturnal emissions to Themis; to my intense relief, she knew about them. No big deal, apparently, when males could go a year and more without any sexual activity (None of this had been covered in my Sleepread programs).

There was, simply put, a massive gap between human and Westron sexual habits. They had sex infrequently, but had no shyness or serious taboos about discussing it; humans had sex all the time (or thought about it all the time, at least), but couldn't talk about it.

Since I was going to be here for the foreseeable future - my mind still balked at dealing with the concept of 'forever' - I would probably do well to adopt the more sensible Westron attitude.

After all, Kanitz hadn't found it at all strange to hook me up with a woman I'd only just met. And Talley's wife and daughters wanted to hear all of the details. There was no shame.

My problem, at the moment, was that I wanted Themis. Only she wasn't going to be available, even if she wanted to be. And it would've been just a little odd to go across the camp, to seek out a complete stranger who was in heat. 'Hello, I see you're in hemmer. Care to fuck?'

I would have to get Themis to teach me some Westron 'social conventions'.

***

Two nights later, I felt her shivering next to me. The nights were getting warmer, not colder, if you asked me. I flipped our thin blanket onto her, and didn't give it a second thought.

The next morning, though, when I woke, I found Themis sitting up. There was a look of panic on her face.

- "No ... no ... no ..." she mumbled.

- "What's wrong?" I asked. "Themis?"

- "I have to ... excuse me!" She slid out of the tent.

- "Themis?"

- "I'll be back!" she called. I saw her legs as she trotted away.

This was unusual - but I suppose she was entitled to her privacy as much as I was. And speaking of privacy, this might be a good time for me to bathe alone. If I could find a sheltered spot, I might be able to rub one out without an audience ...

I moved upstream, away from where most of the soldiers did their washing. Just a little further on, I found a quiet spot.

Themis was already there.

She was sitting on the riverbank, wearing only her shirt and breeches. Her head snapped up, as she heard me approach. I stopped. There was something about her expression ...

- "I'm sorry." I said. "I was just looking for a quiet place. Would you rather ... I left you alone?"

She smiled, a bit ruefully.

"Themis? Are you alright?"

- "No, Cook. Not exactly." she said.

I took a step closer. "Is it something I can help you with?"

- "No, I don't think so." she said.

I took another step. That's when I saw her big brown eyes, and somehow ... I just knew. "You - you're in hemmer? But that's not -"

- "Not possible. I know. But it's coming. I know the signs."

- "How?"

- "I have no idea. Until now, I was regular - a little over a year between each cycle. It was predictable, and safe ... this was not supposed to happen."

- "You're not ... married?" She'd never mentioned a husband, or a lover.

- "No. But ... it's complicated."

- "Your family?"

- "It's complicated, Cook." she repeated.

- "What do we do about it?" I asked. "Should I ask for another tent? Or you could find someone else to share with ..."

- "You would do that ... for me?"

- "Of course." I said. "I don't know all of the Westron social conventions" (damned expression was stuck in my head). "I mean, in the absence of a husband or a ... lover ... what do you do?"

Themis looked at me oddly, as if she was seeing me for the first time.

- "Your self-control is remarkable." she said. "I thought that you were attracted to me. I could have sworn that you would want me."

I was going to keep my mouth shut. Themis was obviously shocked to find herself in hemmer so soon after her last cycle. She'd told me that she had money, and that her mother had been an inhaber; that meant that she belonged to the nobility. It was unlikely that rutting with a Pylosian was part of her family's plans for her.

First thing this morning, before I woke up, she'd been mumbling 'No, no ...'

Themis glanced down. I followed suit. And there it was - my customary hard-on, swelling the front of my breeches.

She looked up at me.

- "There's no one else around." she said. "And my hemmer has barely started. It won't be evident until tonight, or tomorrow. Perhaps the day after."

She glanced at my erection again.

"That's for me, isn't it?"

I didn't know how to deny it.

- "Uh ... it's -"

- "That's ... very impressive." she said. "You become erect when I am near - and before I was even in hemmer?"

- "Yes." The truth of the matter was that any reasonably appealing female, pressed up against me all night, was probably going to produce a similar response.

- "You are attracted to me." she said.

- "From the first day I met you." I whispered. And that too was true.

- "Then, perhaps ... this was meant to happen." she said.

***

Themis was right: her hemmer didn't truly start until two days later. But she knew, for a certainty, that it was coming - and I was the only male within miles. She seemed happy about that, too. So she decided to enjoy the intervening hours, and treat them as an exercise in (mostly) non-physical foreplay.

- "Tell me about females in Pylos." she said. "If they do not go into hemmer, how do you prepare them for copulation?"

- "Well, I might ask her to share a meal with me."

- "We have shared many meals, since we met." she pointed out.

- "And I've enjoyed your company, each and every time."

- "Ah - I see! You say nice things to her, in the hope that it will produce a physical reaction. Does this warm her body? Does it cause her juices to flow?"

I had to laugh. "Sometimes, I suppose."

- "Why do you laugh? Say something else - something nice about me."

- "You're beautiful, Themis. Your hair is remarkable. Your body is strong, and yet curvaceous. You know the effect it produces on me."

- "Go on."

- "You're kind, and bright. Intelligent. Your answers to my questions are always precise, and clear. It's a pleasure to talk with you. I even enjoy walking or running with you - now."

- "But not on the first day." she laughed. "Oh ... it is working. I can feel myself growing warmer. Say something else. What do you like most about me?"

- "Your face." I said, without hesitation. "You are a beautiful woman, Themis. I love the shape of your face, the shape of your nose. Your lips, and that slightly crooked eyetooth that shows when you smile."

"And your eyes ... I've never seen their like."

All true. I wasn't wooing Themis, or trying to seduce her - except as a game. But she could tell that I meant every word. Her voice was a little thicker, when she replied.

- "And when you have ... warmed her, with your words ... what then?"

- "Then I might touch her, or take her hand." I reached over, and lifted her fingers, letting them rest on the palm of my hand. I stroked the backs of her fingers with my thumb.

With my other hand, I slowly reached up to brush back a strand of her amazing hair. I let my fingers trail across her cheek, and along the line of her jaw and chin.

"If I thought she wanted me to, I might even kiss her."

- "I think you should." she said.

Her lips were warm and soft. She kissed me softly, even gently. The fires of her passion were only beginning to kindle.

"How would you know," she asked, "if your woman wanted you to kiss her?"

- "Her body language - her posture, perhaps. We're aware of musk and pheromones, though our sense of smell is nowhere near as developed as yours. But most of all, I would look into her eyes. The eyes, we say, do not lie."

We walked around the camp, and stood gazing out at the beleaguered city. She slipped her hand into mine.

At the evening meal, she excused herself early. I followed her back to our tent.

- "Were you feeling uncomfortable?" I asked.

- "A little. Some of the soldiers can tell that I am close. They can feel it. I do not want them to be too jealous, that I have a strong, handsome male, when they do not."

- "Themis - are you trying to warm me?"

She laughed. "Perhaps I am."

At her request, we lay down, facing each other.

"Will this be difficult for you - the waiting?" she asked.

- "No. I'll enjoy being with you all the more, knowing what is to come. But there's still time, to send me away, if you prefer."

- "Don't be foolish." she said.

I stroked her hip, and her leg. She reached out to hold my other hand, and entwine her fingers with mine. Her hand was very warm.

- "Tell me again why you like me."

I did.

Later, she squeezed my hand. "Look into my eyes, Cook."

It was too dark to see much, but I knew what she was telling me. I leaned forward, and kissed her. Themis closed her eyes, and this time I felt it: her smoldering passion was awoken.

- "I think ... that I am ready now."

My heart was hammering in my chest. But I understood, clearly, that Themis was not like the other Westron females I'd seen in hemmer. Blue-haired Nystu appeared to be drugged, or drunk; Airta was a force of nature, a fucking juggernaut.

Themis had told me that all women were different. She was ready - but she wanted to be wooed, and to be loved. That was no hardship for me.

I kissed her, and then kissed her some more as I caressed her hips, and her legs. I gently removed her shirt, and fondled her breasts. I didn't neglect the thin strip of fur along her spine; when I stroked it, she cooed and pressed herself against me.

Then she insisted that my clothes had to come off - it took an entertaining session of contortions to get our clothes off without leaving the tiny tent.

Once we were naked, I took her in my arms, and kissed her tenderly. Her skin was hot now, but I still didn't rush her. I paid more attention to her breasts. Her nipples were tiny nubs in the centre of large aureoles, too small to pinch - but she moaned when I gently rubbed my thumb over them.

She loved, it too, when I squeezed and caressed her ass. I could feel, rather than see, when she broke off our kiss, smiling.

- "Is this how you would treat a Pylosian female?' she asked.

- "No. Only you."

That must have been a good answer. She moaned, and said: "I'm ready."

- "Almost." I said. Her arousal had built slowly, steadily. I had a feeling that a little more patience would be rewarded.

It wasn't easy, but I managed to get turned around enough, inside that little tent, to kiss my way across her stomach, and down her thighs. I gently spread her legs, and ran my nose through her little tuft of pubic hair.

Themis was holding her breath. When I finally ran my tongue along her slit, she moaned and clutched my hair. She was ready: wet, and hot, with swollen labia and an intoxicating scent.

I sucked her lips into my mouth, and inserted my tongue between them. She gasped, and reached between my legs, to stroke my cock. As I licked and sucked, she gently weighed my balls with her hand.

- "I'm ready, Cook. I'm ready now."

Somehow, I got turned around again, without collapsing our tent, and knelt between her legs. She took hold of my erection again, and led me directly to her core. Slowly, carefully, I entered her.

She was more than ready; I slid more than half the way on the first stroke. I pulled out, and pushed my entire length inside her on the second thrust.

I held it there, enjoying the incredible sensation. When I leaned forward to kiss her, she met me halfway. She wrapped her arms around me, spoiling my balance. I fell atop her, causing Themis to grunt as I drove the breath from her lungs.

She smiled at me; even in the dark of our tent, I could see her bright teeth. Then she began to laugh. Her belly shook, as she drew in a deep breath. I couldn't help it; I had to laugh with her.

It's difficult to laugh and have sex at the same time, so we stopped and laughed together. When she finally recovered, Themis smiled again.



- "This is wonderful." she said. "I think it really was meant to be." She held out her arms, and spread her legs a little wider.

I entered her again.

This time, when I bent to kiss her, she put only one arm around my neck, and didn't drag me off-balance. Her other hand went to my hip. She helped me, pulling me deeper, and then pushing, to assist me in drawing back.

I thrust in and out of her, slowly, delighting in the feel of her, the closeness of our bodies. Themis wasn't frantic, or carried away; she didn't thrash, or slam her hips up to meet mine. She wasn't fucking me, so much as making love to me.

It was astonishing. I don't know what I'd expected: something like Airta, I suppose. But this lovely woman was completely different - just as she'd said.

I groaned, and came far too soon. She cradled me with her hips, and pulled me deeper still, as if milking me of every last drop.

Then she did pull me down atop her, squeezing me tight with her arms and legs. She kissed my lips, my face, my eyes ...

Though she was calmer, less aggressive than Airta, Themis was just as passionate. With her hands, and her mouth, she had me hard again in no time. Her scent, too, contributed to my re-arousal. Mostly, though, I could feel her.

It felt like it was my sense of touch that was heightened.

Themis reversed our positions, and straddled my hips. When she sank down upon me, I groaned again. The sensation was perfect - just as exciting as the first penetration.

She rode me, at a steady pace. No slamming, or banging - instead, I felt a tide growing between us, like waves lapping the shore, each one a little higher, a little further up the beach.

Her orgasm was a thing of beauty. She stopped, for a heartbeat, and exhaled, in a long-drawn out 'Ohhhhh ..." I could feel her pussy contracting, clenching around my cock.

Then she smiled, and resumed her ride.

Later that night, we lay side by side, and I entered her from behind. I alternated between fondling her lovely breast, or stroking the ridge of fur on her back. It was hard to tell which she liked better.

I also wasn't sure what eventually brought her to orgasm, but she groaned, shuddered, and reached back to dig her nails into my buttock.

She sighed deeply when I resumed sawing in and out of her, stroking my cock into her flooded pussy. My own orgasm took me by surprise.

I fell asleep with Themis in my arms.

*****


Westrons Pt. 06

There is a fair bit of militaria for the military and gaming geeks in this chapter. Feel free to skim if it's not your thing.

I awoke to find Themis lying in front of me, with an enormous smile on her face.

- "Good morning." she whispered.

- "Are we whispering?" I asked.

- "Yes. I lifted the tent flap, to clear the air in here a little. But I think all that accomplished was to tell the entire regiment what we did last night."

- "And what we're going to do again today?"

- "I certainly hope so. But perhaps we should wash, first."

- "Or second."

We were among the last to go down to the river to bathe. We attracted even more attention than usual. Themis calmly took me upstream, to the spot where I'd found her yesterday.

She had no compunction about stripping completely nude. Despite - or because of - making love to her multiple times, I was still awed by her body. And with wet strands of hair partly shielding her beautiful face ...

- "You look like a river goddess ..." I told her.

- "You don't have to pay me compliments." she said.

- "But if I want to ...?"

- "I ... I like to hear you say such things."

She sat on the riverbank, to watch me wash. But I was drawn to her, like a moth to a candle. I swam over, and emerged from the water in front of her.

I pushed her knees apart, gently. When I bent my head, though, she covered her mound with one hand.

- "You don't have to do that."

- "But if I want to ...?" I pushed her back, and she lay down on the bank. The contrast of her bright yellow hair and the moist green grass was amazing. I had her scent in my nostrils now, and could think only of her.

I kissed her lower legs, those digitigrade Westron feet. I licked and nibbled on her thighs, and the backs of her knees. Themis was wet, but warm, and she let me tease her, until finally I worked my way to her centre.

She stroked my hair as I licked and tasted her. She murmured endearments, too, until her orgasm claimed her.

Themis wanted to trade positions, and return the favour; instead, I persuaded her to turn over, on her knees, so that I could enter her from behind.

This was tremendously exciting, but I wanted to see her beautiful face as we made love. I sat on the grass, and had her straddle my lap. I couldn't thrust into her very well, but she was able to rock back and forth.

In this position I could kiss her, and nuzzle her neck, and fondle her breasts. She could lean back, and present her nipples to my tongue and teeth. Or I could hold her close, and stroke her dorsal fur.

Best of all, though, it felt as though I could last forever, this way.

I knew my own sexual capabilities quite well. Airta had been a striking introduction to the powerful effect of hemmer - on me. We'd coupled almost a dozen times over a three-day stretch, and I'd been hard as a rock on each occasion.

There'd been moments, when I was able to slow us down, but once I was inside her, it was difficult to think of anything but a mad rush to orgasm. I'd never heard of a pill or an injection that could achieve results like those.

And there was no pill to prevent chafing. After six or seven sessions in the space of a day or two, I should have been rubbed raw. But that hadn't happened. Nor had Airta or Themis shown the least discomfort.

Themis was completely different in another way, too. Her pheromones - or whatever it was that acted upon me while she was in hemmer - were equally potent, but more ... subtle?

The moment she was ready, my penis seemed to realize it, and immediately became erect. Fully, proudly erect. Hard enough to crack nuts.

The urge to be inside her was well-night irresistible, but not so frantic as with Airta. Making love to Themis was not so frenzied, or animalistic - but it was, in a way, even more powerful. Less urgent, but more intense.

Being Westron - and being Themis, I suppose - she wanted to talk about it. She told me about her first experiences. She'd experienced hemmer half a dozen times, but only for the last two had she had a partner.

The first 'union', as she called it, was 'very satisfactory', and produced her daughter. The second was a disappointment; her partner had mounted her 'many times', but only long enough to achieve his own orgasms.

- "I much prefer the way we do it." she said.

From what she told me, not only was each female's hemmer different for them, but the impact on their partners could vary dramatically.

She also wanted to know, in great detail, about my previous 'unions'.

- "There's only been Airta. And I told you about her."

- "No, I mean with your own women. Tell me."

She was insistent, so I told her about Vanova. Themis was fascinated by the concept of making love weekly, or even more often. But she was intelligent, and sensitive, too.

"You loved her?"

- "I did."

- "It must have hurt you to leave."

She had more questions about Pylosian sexual customs, so I told her stories about Bia and Long (though I changed the location). Themis found them fascinating.

Her breathing started to change, and my penis started to react. We ended up stretched out on the grass, me on top, her legs wrapped around me like a boa constrictor. I could feel her bony ankles pressing into the small of my back.

We had to bathe again, after that. Back at camp, she insisted that we eat. To avoid inquisitive eyes, we went back to our tent.

Themis and I made love three more times that afternoon. We had to go back to the river again, to wash, and ended up fucking in the shallows next to the riverbank. It was her idea; she told me directly.

- "Take me!" she panted. "As you did Airta!"

I bent her over and thrust into her from behind. I slammed my hips against her backside, over and over, plowing into her until she squealed and came. I continued to hammer my cock into her until I shot another load of semen into her liquid depths.

We lay side by side, on the grass, both breathing heavily.

- "Exciting." she gasped. "For a change. But I think - I prefer - a more sedate - pace."

- "Me too. This way - would kill me. Eventually."

***

Themis made love to me three more times that night, and again in the morning. The tent needed to be aired out, and we needed to eat. Then we went to wash, and ended up fucking in the water again, but found it too deep, and moved to the riverbank.

She wanted to try face to face again. Themis sat astride me, and ... we talked, as she occasionally rocked a little on my erection. I stayed hard, and sheathed inside her, for an inordinate amount of time ... until she asked me to stretch her out in the grass.

- "Make love to me, Cook. Again."

That evening, we coupled twice more. I was marveling at her stamina - and mine.

It was dark, outside, when I felt her nudging me.

- "Are you awake?"

- "I am now."

- "You should make love to me again, Cook. I think ... this might be the last time - that I can."

My heart sank. It was a moment that had to come: we both knew that. But I'd put off thinking about it.

I put on a brave face instead.

- "Nothing could give me greater pleasure."

I spent a long, long time caressing her, fondling and stroking and touching. It probably wouldn't add to her arousal, but it was important, to me.

- "If I was Pylosian," she murmured, "do you think you could love me?"

- "I love you now. Pylosian or Westron ..."

- "Make love to me, then. I want you inside me, for as long as we can. I want to remember this."

***

The next morning was ... difficult.

My tryst with Themis was over. Even in my head, it came out as our 'little' tryst. It would be a year or more before her next hemmer, and the odds that I would be there were small.

She woke with a smile on her face, and stretched, like a cat. I smiled, for her benefit, but I was feeling pretty low. I don't think that I fooled her.

- "Let's go wash." she suggested.

She took me to our private spot - where'd me made love several times. In the shallows, next to the grassy bank, she took my hand, and then embraced me.

"You make me wish that I was Pylosian." she said.

- "That's a wonderful thing to say. Thank you."

- "But I'm not." She looked me in the eye. "Still, I feel very lucky to have had this time with you. It would be wonderful to have ... another opportunity like this. But if we don't, I will still treasure the memory that we've created."

- "You're an incredible woman, Themis." I told her.

- "I like when you say things like that, Cook. You don't have to stop just because I'm no longer in hemmer."

We washed, and she held my hand on the way back to camp.

***

Colonel Storana seemed to see me as some kind of insult, or slur, directed at her. She felt singled out, in a negative way, to have 'the Pylosian' imposed on her.

I suspect that she also saw me as a distraction. It's true enough that conversations stopped, and soldiers stared as I went by. Some openly gawked. I was a full-blown curiosity. The attention Themis and I got only increased after her hemmer.

Everybody in the regiment knew it. We hadn't been all that loud, but they could smell us. Many of them could sense us, too - and it had an impact. At least fifty soldiers in the Aneli regiment went into hemmer in the next week.

Dozens more stopped Themis to ask her how it was, with a Pylosian.

And that drove Storana crazy. She was already a petty tyrant, a stickler for discipline. Now she became positively abusive. She protested to General Brune, which did no good. She wrote letters to the capital demanding redress, letters of complaint, and more letters (one of her aides blabbed, and soon the whole camp knew).

She took out her frustration on her soldiers, with a series of senseless punishments. Then she summoned Themis and me to her tent. She dismissed her aides, and glared at us.

- "You - Lieutenant Cook!" she spat. At least she knew my name. "You will take this message to the General, and await an answer."

"You - Ensign! You will take this letter for me, to the Quartermaster's depot. And you will return with her reply."

The depot was three day's walk behind our lines. It might take Themis a week to get there and back. Storana was simply trying to separate us - and I wasn't having that.

- "I regret, Colonel, that we cannot accept these orders." I said. "We are not under your direct command."

- "What? How ... how dare yoush!" Somehow, in her anger, Storana slurred her last word.

That's when I noticed the unusual brightness of her eyes, and the flush on her skin. I'm not sure that I would've bet on it, but it looked to me like ... the Colonel was in hemmer.

- "I suggest that you take the matter up with General Brune." I said. Then I whirled on my heel, tugged at Themis' sleeve, and marched out of the tent.

I quick-marched a good distance before she caught up with me. It was her turn to pull on my sleeve.

- "Cook." she whispered. "What are you doing?"

- "What do you mean? Couldn't you see? She's trying to separate us - to send you away. I won't stand for it, Themis. She has no right to give us orders like that!"

- "SShh! Not so loud." she hissed. "Walk with me."

Themis led me out to the edge of the camp, near a grove where the soldiers gathered firewood. The walk settled me down a bit, as she knew it would. She also took my hand, once we were past the last row of tents. She knew what that little gesture meant to me.

- "Alright." I said. "I'm calm."

- "Good." she said. Then she kissed my cheek. "Thank you for protecting me."

- "Both of us."

- "Fine. Both of us." Then Themis leaned closer. "Did you see her eyes?"

- "Yes ..."

- "Could you smell her?" she asked

- "Colonel Storana's in hemmer."

- "Of course she is! She's almost always cranky and bad-tempered, but lately she's been insufferable. And now we know why."

- "I'm glad I got us out of there, then."

Themis shook her head. "I don't know, Cook. She'll be even worse, now."

- "Well, we'll stay out of her way."

My aide didn't answer right away. She just stood there, holding my hand, looking at me.

- "It's partly your fault, you know. Well, our fault. Now she'll take out her anger on the whole regiment."

- "I'm sorry about that ... but what am I supposed to do about it?"

- "You could copulate with her." said Themis.

***

It was our first argument.

- "WHAT? That's the stupidest idea I've ever heard!" I snarled.

Themis' face fell. "You've never called me stupid before." she said.

- "You aren't. It's the idea that's ... oh, crap. I'm sorry. I didn't mean it that way."

She sniffed, but Themis seemed to accept my apology.

- "I don't understand why you can't simply go and copulate with the Colonel."

- "For starters, how about the fact that I don't even like her?"

- "Why must you like her, to have sex with her?"

I took a deep breath; this was going to take some explaining.

- "Themis," I said, "I'm not a Westron. Your people and mine have significantly different attitudes, when it comes to ... copulation. I don't want to give you a long, convoluted history of sex among my people -"

- "That would be interesting. Another time, then." she said.

I glanced at her. Themis was smiling; she'd just made a joke.

- "You're not angry at me anymore." I said.

- "No. But I still find it difficult to understand why you don't want to ... have sex with Colonel Storana."

- "Because I don't like her, and she doesn't like me. And because it would feel so very wrong, after what I just experienced with you."

She smiled at that. "That was lovely."

- "It was." I agreed.

- "But there are different types of sex. You said yourself that your coupling with Airta was passionate, and primal. So you can copulate primarily for the physical sensations."

- "But I also refused to ... copulate with Nystu. She might not have objected, but I would have felt wrong to me."

- "Pylosians are very complicated." said Themis. "Especially you, I think."

- "Truer words were never spoken."

I didn't tell her then, or afterwards, that I was sorely tempted to emulate Talley, and ask her to marry me. Themis was kind, and smart, and a pleasure to be with. She made me happy.

But there were obstacles. Insurmountable obstacles. It wasn't the fact that we belonged to different species, either.

She was a noble, from a prominent family; they would never consent to a union with a penniless adventurer. For my part, I had no idea if I could keep it in my breeches for a year, or more, waiting for her next hemmer. Talley's devotion to Tisucha was exceptional; I wasn't sure that I could match that.

And I couldn't forget Themis' reaction when she felt the onset of her hemmer. 'No, no, no' ... Randomly copulating with the nearest male (me), had not been part of her - or her family's plans.

***

Storana was on the rampage for the next four days.

***

I can't be certain, but it's possible that Colonel Storana's hemmer may have changed the history of the Westron Kingdom.

The Crolians were doing considerable damage to the walls of Tonol with their heavy guns. They might have been able to create a breach. But if they attempted to storm the city, we could reinforce the defenders, because the enemy couldn't quite complete their encirclement.

There were two little hills, outside the city, each with a bastion, and held by the Westron garrison. If the Crolians tried to take them, General Brune could intervene. For several weeks, now, they'd tried to reduce the first of these bastions, known as the Little Seemay, by bombarding it with heavy artillery.

Themis and I 'observed' all of this, and I told her my opinions on the subject.

- General Brune could have been much more aggressive. Colonel Storana and others were quite correct when they criticized her

- the Westrons had no heavy guns here, and only a few within the city. If the artillery duel continued indefinitely, they were going to lose

- the whole army suffered from an inferiority complex. They were afraid to fight the Crolians, but they were also afraid not to

General Brune belonged to that set of commanders who believed that they could achieve their objectives by maneuver alone. Threaten the enemy's supply lines, or put them in a disadvantageous position, and you could force them to retreat (or even to capitulate) without fighting a battle.

Battles were dangerous, unpredictable things. They were also ferociously expensive: weapons, equipment, guns, and especially trained soldiers were difficult to replace. Brune was unwilling to take the risk.

Storana and a few of her fellow Inhabers tried to stiffen the General's backbone, but without apparent success.

Then the Crolians launched an assault on the Little Seemay.

It was no surprise attack; it took them an hour to mass their troops, and to re-position some of their guns. General Brune moved several of her regiments, in response, but I could tell by their location - and her failure to move any artillery - that she had no intention of intervening. Either she misread the situation, or she lacked the confidence to directly confront the enemy.

Storana's regiment was one of four sent to 'shadow' the enemy. From where we stood, Themis and I could hear her vocal complaints, as she bitched to her second-in-command, her aides, and to anyone within listening distance. We could almost hear her grinding her teeth.

- "She has to do something." I said. "She has to."

- "General Brune?"

- "She won't. But Storana could."

The Crolians launched their attack. Two regiments, with two more supporting them. They swept across the field, parallel to the city walls, to take the bastion.

A Westron army stood there and watched, as the Crolians stormed the Little Seemay.

I hoped. I prayed, a little. In the end, though, I think that it had nothing to do with divine intervention. It was all Colonel Storana: pride, anger, and a healthy dose of sexual frustration.

- "Aaaargh!" she howled. "The Regiment will advance!"

Fifes shrilled, drums beat the pace, and a single regiment moved forwards - against the orders of their General. I suddenly found that I liked Storana quite a bit more.

That feeling, unfortunately, didn't last very long. The Crolian battery, set up to support their attack, opened fire on the Aneli regiment as it advanced.

A cannonball struck Colonel Storana in the shoulder, and smashed her to a pulp. It was a rising shot, with enough impetus to take off the head of the Major, standing behind her.

With that one shot, the Aneli regiment lost their Commander, and her second.

Bad troops would have broken and run. Even good troops might have been shaken. How would Wellington's army at Waterloo have responded, if he'd been killed by a cannonball?

I immediately thought of the Swedes, at Lutzen, in 1632; their entry into the Thirty Years' War, under their dynamic king, Gustavus Adolphus, changed the whole war. But he was killed, leading a cavalry charge.

Gustavus' troops went mad, and won the battle. They might just as easily have lost heart, and retreated.

The Aneli Regiment stopped.

I don't know quite what possessed me, but I ran down the slope, to where Storana's mangled body bled out into the grass.

Her aides were standing about, mouths open, in shock. The troopers looked completely spooked. If one of them ran, the rest would probably follow.

- "Avenge the Colonel!" I shouted. "Anelis! Avenge your Colonel!"

All of those soldiers knew who I was. I was the Pylosian, with the ill-fitting breeches under the red sash. I'd been having sex with Themis for several days, through her hemmer. If they hadn't heard us, they'd smelled us. And if they hadn't smelled us, someone had told them about us.



She ran down to join me, and stood at my side.

- "Vengeance!" she screamed. "Save the city!" Mixed messages, but it was probably her shrill voice that affected them most.

- "Drummers! Sound the advance!" I shouted.

I'm not sure why, but several of them listened to me. I had no more authority than the Woles who drove the supply wagons, but Storana's soldiers obeyed. When I started walking towards the little bastion, Themis followed.

And so did the front rank of the Aneli Regiment.

Don't ask me what I was thinking; I wasn't thinking. I just knew that if Tonol fell, the Westrons would lose the war. And if that happened, it could be bad for people I cared about, like Talley's family, like Kanitz and Airta, and Themis.

I vaguely heard the drums, like a bass riff under the thunder of the guns. There were some fifes twittering, too. Silly things, fifes.

I turned, and walked backwards. To my amazement, the nearly 750 soldiers of the regiment were advancing, in line.

If we simply marched to the bastion, we had very few options. But only one made sense: we had to fix bayonets, and charge in. That could end badly; the Crolians were bigger, and there were more of them than there were of us.

We might have surprise, and momentum.

I called a halt, only fifty yards from the bastion. Some of the Crolians had already seen us, and several fired their muskets at us. A soldier in the front rank crumpled and fell.

- "Fix bayonets!" I shouted.

"I ask only two things of you! Two things! First, I want you to go in there and shoot a Crolian! You can do that - get close, so that you don't miss!"

"Then, I want you to bayonet another Crolian! If every one of you kills two Crolians, then there won't be any left!"

I didn't give them a chance to think it over.

- "Drummers! Sound the charge!"

I counted to two, in my head. Then I drew my pistols, and ran towards the Little Seemay.

Three or four Crolians shot at me. I got close, and shot one in the chest from about five feet away. A second looked like he wanted to use a bayonet on me; I shot him with my second pistol.

There were screaming females all around, and muskets going off, and the Crolians were running.

- "Give me your pistols!" shouted Themis. "Take mine!" That made sense; she could load, while I shot. I handed them over, took hers in exchange.

We surged around the bastion, looking for an entry, There were Crolians everywhere. Most, thankfully, were completely unprepared for our arrival. They'd already fired their weapons. We shot them down, or spitted them on bayonets.

It was too late to exert any command control; I'd done my part, getting them this far. I could only keep going, and try to retake the bastion.

The Little Seemay was a madhouse. There were defenders still fighting, in one corner, and on the upper ramparts. There were Crolians trying to eliminate them, and other Crolians who were already celebrating their victory, plundering, or ...

I came across three Crolians who were shearing off hunks of flesh from a dead Westron defender. They were eating her, before the fight was even over.

I shot one, missed the second, but recovered in time to draw my sabre and slash his head open before he could find his musket. Themis shot the third.

She re-loaded, quickly, as I stood guard with my sword and tried to figure out what was happening. The sims at AFOTA, I realized, had never - could never - duplicate the real thing. It was chaos. Madness.

We pushed on, until we ran into shrieking Anelis coming in the opposite direction.

- "It's ours!" screamed one of them. ""The bastion is ours!"

I grabbed her by the arm. "Find a banner! A flag! Raise it above the bastion! Let the whole army know what we've done. You - go with her."

My sense of direction was completely confused. When I exited the bastion, I realized that I was facing the Crolian siege lines. The city wall was to my right. To the left was the Westron army, which wouldn't move, unless General Brune gave the order.

And straight ahead, the two Crolian regiments which had been positioned to support their assault on the bastion.

- "Themis!"

- "Here!"

- "Find an officer. Send her back. Tell the Colonels on the ridge. Tell the General. Without immediate support, we can't hold the bastion. Tell them. Go."

- "I -"

- "Go, Themis!"

The Crolians didn't move any faster than the Westrons. It took them forever to prepare their two regiments for a counter-stroke.

In that time, I found half a dozen junior officers, and had them gather as many of the Aneli troopers as they could find. They managed to collect almost 600 soldiers, on the northern side of the bastion.

This wasn't going to go well. The Anelis looked grimly determined, but two fresh regiments of Crolians weren't going to be easy to stop. I moved among them, offering words of encouragement.

- "Lift up that sash again, Pylos!" shouted one soldier. "That'll stop 'em!"

I had to laugh. "Think I should change into a kilt?" I called back.

- "You stay just the way you are, Pylos!"

- "They're moving!" shouted someone else. That made no sense; the Crolians were already on their way. But then a trooper pointed.

To our left, towards our camp ... one of our regiments was coming down the slope. Coming to our aid. Blue coats and grey breeches.

- "Langoret! Langoret's are coming!"

Colonel Langoret - I vaguely remembered meeting her in General Brune's command tent - timed it to perfection. The Crolians were committed to an advance against us, but she was going to arrive on their flank just before they reached us.

That Crolian commander couldn't ignore this new threat; he tried to wheel his troops.

To the uninitiated, it sounds simple: everybody turns to the left. But that wasn't how these armies worked. The file-closers - the last men (or women) on the end of the line - are chosen for their steadiness, and discipline. The 1st Company, for example, is always on the extreme left. Change the order, and no one knows where they're supposed to be.

To wheel a regiment takes time - and space. The first company stops, and pivots in place. The second has to march up beside them, before pivoting. And the last company has a long way to go before they get to where they're supposed to be.

Soldier #31 always stands between 30 and 32. You can't ask him/her to sprint a hundred yards, in a crowd of milling troopers, and find his correct spot, leaving enough space for everyone else to fit in. You have to march him there, in the same linear formation he's accustomed to. It's difficult to do on a parade ground; on a battlefield, it can turn to chaos very quickly.

Frederick the Great's Prussians could have done it. I was relieved to see that the Crolians weren't in his league. Great gaps opened up their line, with some companies moving too slowly, while others went too fast. The lines overlapped, so that some of the Crolians were blocking the line of fire of their comrades.

Langoret's regiment stopped at thirty paces, and gave them a devastating volley. Only a third of the Crolians were in position to respond. Langoret, wisely, didn't charge into the maelstrom; she had her troops reload, and fired a second volley.

Now another gap was opening up, as one Crolian regiment continued to come toward us, while the second was tangled up with Langoret - and getting much the worst of it.

The Anelis were spread too thinly. But now that became an advantage, because our line overlapped theirs.

- "Sound the advance!" I called. I ran to the end of the line, found a company commander, and then a second. It took a few moments, shouting in their ears, to explain what I wanted. They knew their business; neither was surprised. In fact, they were looking forward to it.

At forty paces, the Crolians stopped, and fired a volley. We took losses. Women fell. But they were steady troops. They didn't falter. We advanced another ten steps, and fired our own volley.

Both sides reloaded. We weren't going to be able to take much more of this. But our two end companies did exactly what I'd asked. They pivoted, and turned to face the city. Then they fired a volley into our enemies' exposed flank.

The Crolians began to give ground.

Langoret's regiment, having thrashed their first opponents, were now wheeling in our direction. The line facing us now realized that they could be trapped between two foes, with their backs to the city wall.

It began as an attempt to retreat in formation, but that regiment started to dissolve as we poured fire into them from three sides. Some may have escaped, but a large number chose to surrender.

I looked around, suddenly terrified: I'd lost track of Themis.

She was right behind me. "We did it! We did it!"

I detailed a company to disarm the prisoners, and take them back to our lines. It felt very odd: both armies had been known to eat enemy dead after a battle, but there were very few instances of prisoners being killed.

Themis tugged at my sleeve; there was a small cluster of officers coming our way. I recognized Colonel Langoret. She was small - barely 5' tall, with corn-coloured hair. In a land of striking women, with bright blue or green hair, she could easily pass unnoticed.

But I liked my second look at her. I saw intelligence in her eyes - and I couldn't fault the way she'd handled her regiment.

I bowed to her. "You've saved us, Colonel."

- "You saved the bastion." she said. "I wouldn't have moved, if you hadn't. What shall I call you: Acting-Colonel Cook?"

For now, I suppose that fit. Our soldiers were cheering, but some were also pointing: two more of our regiments were beginning to move.

- "We have an opportunity, here, Colonel." I said.

- "I agree. What do you suggest?"

I knew what I'd have done if it was my army; so I presented my idea to her as just that - a suggestion. Langoret took one more look at the situation, and nodded.

"I believe you're right. Let's do that."

Four Crolian regiments had been roughly handled. One of those was virtually eliminated. But the shape of their siege lines made it difficult for the Crolian General to withdraw those battered formations and replace them with fresh troops.

Put it this way: we'd bent one edge of the Crolian horseshoe, which partially encircled the city. The enemy General couldn't simply move the troops in the center out the edge. Two-way traffic through siege lines is much more difficult than it sounds.

To make matters worse for them, most of their artillery was facing the city. Driving ox-teams into the same spaces where you were trying to move troops ...

Langoret and I didn't give them time to draw order out of the confusion. We advanced, parallel to the city wall, against elements of two regiments we'd already thrashed. Langoret sent a runner to the Westron regiments which were advancing, requesting/suggesting/hoping that they would attack beside us, rather than behind.

It worked. Four Westron regiments, acting somewhat like a nut-cracker, squeezed the end of the Crolian horseshoe between them. We inflicted serious punishment when the Crolians waited too long to withdraw. It was understandable: they didn't want to abandon their siege guns.

The Crolian Commander in Chief finally seemed to realize that he couldn't fight us and maintain his encirclement of the city at the same time.

We started running into stronger resistance, and the two regiments beside us began to encounter superior numbers. They were in danger of being outflanked themselves.

The Anelis had the wall to their right, and Langoret to their left. There was nothing I could do, at this point, to alter the shape of the battle, or to affect its outcome, so I was in the front line. I had a pistol in my left hand, the sabre in my right.

As soon as I fired the pistol, Themis handed me a fresh one. I couldn't order her out of the fight; keeping her behind me, busily reloading seemed to be the wisest course.

Then a knot of Crolians launched a desperate bayonet charge. The troopers near me discharged their muskets, and I fired my pistol. Themis immediately took it, and handed me a loaded one.

But there were two burly Crolians headed straight for me, bayonets levelled.

There was no margin for error, here. I didn't have time to shoot, and then trade pistols again; if Themis and I fumbled the exchange, or if she didn't have a pistol ready, I was done.

So I waited until the two enemy soldiers were almost upon me, and shot one in the head. At the last possible second, I swept the sabre down, and knocked the second Crolian's bayonet point away. I thought, for a moment, that he'd succeeded in stabbing me.

But all that training with Karpov paid off, as I let my parry flow into a riposte, and buried the sabre's edge in the Crolian's skull.

He hadn't stuck me; he'd torn my coat, though.

- "That was my best coat." I said, without thinking.

Only a few soldiers heard me, but they raised a cheer.

Despite my survival skills, despite all our success to this point, we were probably still going to lose. The Crolians weren't giving ground any more.

They had more troops than we did, and General Brune had delayed too long before sending the rest of the army to support us. In a close packed melee like this, the Crolian advantages in size and strength were beginning to tell.

That's when the gates of Tonol opened, and the garrison sortied. Their commander timed it to perfection. She also didn't waste her troops, by letting them attack piecemeal. She took the time to form them up, in regimental strength, before launching an attack on the thinly held flank and rear of the Crolian army.

Then she collected and formed up a second regiment, and sent them in.

It was like two waves, battering the weakest point of the enemy army. It was too much for them. One regiment broke, and then a second.

The Crolians began to retreat, all along the line. Some of them managed to extricate themselves; some did not.

It wasn't until it was almost over that I was able to discover what had happened.

- "We won!" said Themis. "Cook - we won. You won ... for us." She embraced me right there, on the battlefield.

***

The reality, afterwards, was grim. I'd seen photos and vids, but disturbing as those can be, nothing can match being there.

The original defenders of the bastion had been virtually wiped out. To our horror, we found that a number of them had been raped, and quite a few partially eaten.

I didn't know that Westron women could growl - but I heard a lot of it that day.

There was a distinct possibility that some of the perpetrators of these atrocities were among the prisoners who'd surrendered to us. Fortunately, cooler heads made the decisions, and there were no reprisals.

I found the body of the soldier who'd shouted that I should lift my sash; she'd been shot through the eye. There were far too many Westrons among the dead.

The brave garrison commander, Colonel Tudino, was mortally wounded.

General Brune called me to her tent.

- "Thank you, for your prompt action, Lieutenant Cook." she said. "In recompense, I will appoint you Acting-Colonel of the Aneli Regiment, until the Inhaber-proprietor chooses a new Commander. I shall also mention you in my despatches."

- "Thank you, General." I said. I hadn't thought of any of that.

Themis had. She was hopping mad. "That's - that's just wrong! Without you, the city would have fallen. You deserve ... you deserve much better than this."

Colonel Langoret thanked me, in person. She invited me to dine with her.

- "Thank you, Colonel. Nothing would please me more. But I'd like to see Colonel Tudino, to thank her ... she won the battle for us."

- "That sounds like a better idea." said Langoret. "Would you mind if I accompanied you?"

We found Tudino, inside the city, in a private home that had been converted into a hospital. She wasn't dying, after all; she was sitting up in bed, with a huge bandage wrapped around the side of her face and head.

- "The General was wounded twice." the doctor explained. "A bullet struck the corner of her mouth, and she was grazed by a bayonet, along the scalp-line."

- "Hurtsh to laugh." mumbled Tudino. "Losht a few teef, too. Whozh 'iss?"

- "Colonel Langoret, at your service. And this is Acting-Colonel Cook."

- "You saved the army, Colonel." I said. "Your intervention was perfect; you won the battle."

Tudino grunted. She had long, coal-black hair, and pale skin. The contrast was striking, especially when her bright blue eyes twinkled. Her nose had been broken, at some time in the past; I could sympathize.

- "You shaved the shitty." she mumbled. "Shaw you from the wall. You two won the battle. We jusht joined in."

- "At the perfect moment." said Langoret. "Cook and I have discussed it. Without you, we would have lost the battle."

- "A'right." said Tudino. "We're all great. They won't let me eat, but nobody shaid anyffin 'bout drinkin'. Got any wine?"

A bottle was duly procured.

"You do mosht o' the talkin'. Jesht don' make me laugh."

- "Remarkable officer." said Langoret, as we made our way back to camp.

- "I quite liked her." I said.

- "How could you not?"

***

My first real duty as Acting-Colonel was to supervise the roll-call, two days after the battle. I stood there as Themis called out names.

There were 482 soldiers who answered, of the 774 who'd gone into the fight.

The missing weren't all dead, of course; most of them were wounded. Visiting those troopers took several days.

Fortunately, I didn't have much else to do. General Brune didn't pursue the enemy. They'd lost a third of their army, killed, or captured, all of their heavy artillery and quite a few of their field guns.

It was a notable victory, no matter how you measured it.

- "You should be an Inhaber." said Themis. "Or a General."

- "Thank you." I said.

- "No. Probably a General. You ... you need to be independent."

Is it any wonder that I loved her?

*****
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- "What's wrong with our ramrods?" asked Langoret.

- "Wood dries out. Eventually it grow brittle. If a soldier snaps or breaks her ramrod, she's disarmed herself. You should use iron."

She nodded. Langoret would go away and think about what I'd said. She was a serious soldier, and devoted to her career. I was surprised to discover that she was only a few years older than I was; the vast majority of Westron Colonels, it turned out, were young and physically fit.

They had to be, since they marched with their soldiers. There were no horses to ride. She was a Countess, too, but never asked to be addressed as anything other than Colonel.

Langoret was a serious student of her craft; we had long discussions about weapons, tactics, and logistics over huge meals of roasted meats and resinous wines.

Themis listened in, as did Langoret's aides and some of the officers of the Aneli regiment. The conversation sparkled; I could have wished that these women had been at AFOTA with me. Mind you, General Brune would probably have ended up valedictorian.

Themis and I remained close. She would often reach out and touch my hand, or my arm. Her smiles continued to dazzle me.

She noticed that I still got hard, every night, in the tent.

- "Is that ... because of me?"

I couldn't lie to her. "You're a beautiful woman, Themis."

She felt bad, that I was suffering - her words - when she couldn't do anything to help me. Then she got a wicked look in her eye.

- "Could I ...?"

Themis didn't hesitate: she pulled down my breeches, and took my cock in her hands. Both hands. She stroked me, with a huge smile on her face.

- "Ah - Themis ..."

I ejaculated all over her.

That was the start of our nightly handjobs. Themis was constantly adding new wrinkles. She saw my eyes, watching her breasts shift around under her shirt - so she took it off. Fondling her certainly helped me; it just didn't do anything for her.

She kissed me, while she was jerking me off. That didn't help, either. And one night, when she wasn't able to bring me off, Themis dipped her head, and took me in her mouth.

It worked for me - but I could tell the difference. She was scratching my itch, but the scratching brought her no pleasure. I asked her to stop.

By sheer coincidence, the letter for her arrived the very next day. I saw the wax seal; it looked very impressive. To give her a little privacy, I moved away.

But Themis reached out, and took hold of my arm.

- "I've been ordered back to Cercen." she said.

***

She cried. I comforted her and told her that everything would be alright. I suspected that her family were pulling strings to have her recalled.

- "I wish ... I wish that I could make love with you again. One more time."

- "We'll see each other again, Themis. I don't know why, but I can feel it."

A hug, and a kiss. Then she was gone.

***

The packet with her letter also contained a brief note for me.

You are confirmed as Acting-Colonel of the Aneli Regiment

Kanitz

Not quite 25 years old. I'd skipped from Lieutenant to Acting-Colonel.

I had a great deal to learn about commanding a regiment - things that were never mentioned in the vids or the books. Langoret helped me enormously. She advised me to keep my troopers busy.

It seems that virtually every society has a saying equivalent to 'The Devil finds work for idle hands'. So I decided to keep the regiment hopping, while simultaneously satisfying my curiosity.

I had them dump everything out of their packs except the basics: powder and shot, a blanket and three days worth of food. Then I had them march, at top speed, trying to get a feel for how quickly they could move.

Frederick the Great's army covered maybe 6 to 8 miles a day. By the time they'd struck camp, they could only march for about five hours before they had to stop and set up camp again. His army couldn't go much more than 5 to 7 days from their supply depots. They also had to stop every few days to bake bread.

Napoleon's troops, though, could go 10-12 miles a day. In 1796, Augereau's division covered 114 miles in a week; Massena's went 100. In 1805, Lannes' and Soult's Corps marched 152 miles in 13 days. Davout's Corps did 175 miles in 16 days.

'Our Emperor makes war not with arms, but with our legs.' Napoleon's soldiers said. I wondered if the Westrons could match those achievements.

As their acting-commander, I had to keep up. That meant running. My shoes were worse than useless; I went barefoot. By the end of the day, my feet were in awful shape, but I'd gotten my first glimpse of what these Westron soldiers could do.

A week later, we did it again, only this time I pushed them. We covered almost 30 of their leagues before dusk - almost 18 miles. We slept out in the open, with only blankets. The next day, we returned to camp. For me, it was like back to back marathons, except that I had from dawn to dusk to complete them.

To put it into perspective, the army usually covered six leagues a day when on the move.

I was thrilled. Langoret was initially more sceptical.

- "Fine. You march a long way. When you arrive at your destination, you have no artillery, and food for another two days. What would you do?"

I suggested a few possibilities. She changed from sceptical to intrigued.

The Aneli regiment didn't quite know what to make of me. They knew that I was brave, and that I had a big dick (by Westron standards). They were curious about my reasons for making them run - I taught them all to 'Run 100, Walk 50'.

But they were also ... proud. They had the only Pylosian commander in the entire army. The only male, too. And when they saw my bleeding feet, they knew I wasn't going to ask them to do anything I wasn't willing to do myself.

- "A pleasant change for them, after Storana, I should think." said Langoret.

She suggested that we visit Colonel Tudino again. The raven-haired saviour of Tonol was only too happy to stand us to an excellent dinner, with several bottles of wine. Much of the evening was devoted to shop-talk.

Alone in my tent, though, I found myself thinking of Themis. As with Vanova, I hadn't had enough time with her. And now, in all likelihood, that was over.

I missed her. I was also very, very horny. But when I woke up one morning, looking forward to what I had planned for the regiment, I realized something: I was happy.

***

The order came: the Aneli regiment, and Langoret's, were to make their way to the capital, as quickly as possible.

- "Why do they need both regiments?" I asked.

- "A victory parade, perhaps?" said Langoret.

It was the 'ASAP' in our orders that gave me an idea.

- "I bet you we get to Cercen before you do." I said.

Langoret smiled. "What will you wager? You have no money."

- "Bragging rights." She'd never heard the expression, but Langoret was very familiar with the concept, once I explained it.

I called the Anelis together, and told them of our new orders.

"Wouldn't it be nice," I said, "if we arrived before we were expected? If you could show those nobles in Cercen what you're capable of?"

- "You want us to run all the way?" called out a soldier. They knew I wouldn't punish them as Storana had.

- "No. I want you to run to the Vagres river. That's where the currents start flowing north. We can boat into Cercen."

"But I do want to get there before Langoret's. The Colonel and I - we have a little wager. I wouldn't mind impressing the Queen, either. What do you say?"

- "If we win, can I get a red sash like yours?" shouted one trooper.

- "Or can you come to my tent, next time I'm in hemmer?" said another.

That got a laugh.

- "Sell what you don't want to carry." I told them. "Extra food wouldn't hurt - we're going to be far ahead of the supply wagons."

***

We beat Langoret to Cercen by two days.

***

We were also a week early, according to the royal officials who were supposed to prepare for our arrival. I got the troops into barracks, just outside the city, and saw to it that they had plenty of food and drink.

Then I went into the city, to visit some friends.

Esyle answered the door. Her eyes went wide, and then she took a deep breath. I braced myself, expecting her to scream, or shriek ... Instead, she breathed out, and stepped forward to embrace me.

- "We were so worried." she said.

- "Let him go, Esyle. Bring him inside." said her mother. But the moment her daughter released me, Tisucha hugged me, too.

"Welcome home." she said.

Talley and Tallia were both thrilled to see me - though neither embraced me. Talley did slap me on the back several times.

- "You did it! Damn me - you did it!"

- "Did what?"

- "You don't know? Cook - you'll be leading the Aneli regiment in a victory parade. Through the streets of Cercen."

- "It'll be the first victory I've ever celebrated." said Tallia.

- "Me too." said her father.

***

Kanitz stood up to welcome me. She bent one knee, and dipped her head; I bowed. There was no sign of Airta. Another woman stood against the wall, in her place.

- "Welcome back, Cook. Please - sit."

I sat, but the Countess didn't.

"You must excuse me, for a moment." she said. "I will return shortly. In the meantime, there are some letters I would like you to read. Please - go ahead."

The first letter was by Themis. It was her report to Kanitz. I should've known. She wasn't just my aide; she was an observer in her own right. Or perhaps she was also keeping an eye on the observer.

I couldn't blame her, or Kanitz: how could the Westrons trust me? I was Pylosian, and male. The only skill I'd shown was that I could control myself around a female in hemmer. Yet, Kanitz was showing me Themis' letter, letting me know the truth.

I could almost hear Themis' voice, as I read her words. They were addressed to Kanitz, and not to me, but still ...

She'd written an account of the battle of Tonol. There were no surprises in it - except that she made me sound like some kind of hero. I'd just stepped in, really, when the moment seemed to call for action. After that, it was just a case of one thing leading to another.

As I looked up, I noticed the attendant looking at me. I smiled, and said: "Hello."

She simply nodded. She was short, and a bit round, but I didn't see much beyond her incredibly long hair. It was wavy, and the colour of brass.

The second letter was Langoret's report. It was factually inaccurate. She gave me far too much credit, and herself too little. Then she gave Tudino her due, but went out of her way to repeat that the greatest share of the credit belonged to me. I shook my head.

The third report made me frown. It was General Brune's description of the Battle of Tonol. It was also a complete piece of fiction. I shouldn't have been surprised, I suppose; I'd already gotten the feeling that she would have fit right in at AFOTA.

I didn't have time to work out why Kanitz was showing me these before the Countess returned. She sat down opposite me.

- "What do you think?" she asked me.

- "Themis gives me too much credit. Langoret gives me far too much credit, and herself not nearly enough."

- "You didn't mention General Brune's report."

I didn't say a word.

"Ah." she said. "I see. Well, perhaps you could tell me your impressions of the battle."

- "It went much as Themis described. Colonel Langoret saved us - she moved at exactly the right moment, and struck at exactly the right place. But Colonel Tudino saved the entire army. She won the battle, if you ask me."

- "Have you had sex with Langoret?"

Kanitz's face hadn't changed. I couldn't remember her ever being petty. I decided that it was an honest question, to determine if I was biased.

- "No."

- "And Tudino?"

- "No."

- "Thank you, Acting-Colonel Cook. We appreciate your patience, because these things do matter. You captured quite a few enemy guns at Tonol, not to mention other materiel of all kinds. The prisoners, too ..."

"Prize money, Cook. The guns are extremely valuable; the Queen will buy them. Prisoners can be ransomed."

- "This is about determining shares of prize money?"

- "It's not insignificant. General Brune is entitled to 25%. But in her report, she was claiming 2/3 of the credit."

"From what I can tell, the honours seems to be divided equally between you, Langoret, and Tudino. If the Queen agrees, you will be a wealthy man, Cook."

- "Thank you, Countess." I was rich?

- "I had another reason for inviting you here." said Kanitz. "A friend of mine wanted to meet you ..."

The female attendant - with the long, brass-coloured hair, stepped forward.

- "Me." she said. "Wenzla, I need a glass of wine. Better yet, a bottle."

- "May I present Countess Aneli? Acting-Colonel Cook." said Kanitz, with a flourish.

Aneli? I scrambled to my feet.

- "Countess Aneli?" I bowed.

At close range, she had pouty lips, and a pug nose - retrousse, if I wanted to be charitable. Big blue eyes, which clashed with the brass of her hair. She looked much younger than I'd expected.

- "Right. Pleasure to meet you. Are you hungry? I sure am."

- "Food and drink." said Kanitz. "On their way."

The owner of the regiment I'd led at Tonol sat down opposite me.

- "I'm so sorry, Countess." I said.

- "Sorry? For what?"

- "That we lost so many of your ... women. Killed, and wounded."

She frowned, for a moment.

- "I wish they were alive, too, Cook. But you also won the first victory we've had against the Crolians in ... decades."

- "Countess Aneli is here for the victory parade." said Kanitz.

- "That's not all I'm here for!" said Aneli. She'd raised her voice just a bit.

Kanitz sat down beside her.

- "Cook, we de-briefed Langoret yesterday. Both Aneli and I were ... intrigued by some of the things she told us. It seems that you have quite a few ideas, about how to improve our army."

- "I want to hear them." said Aneli. "The girls say you've been making them run."

The girls? She'd been talking to the soldiers in her regiment. Her regiment.

- "Could you, perhaps, explain them to us?" asked Kanitz. "Just a summary, for now."

She didn't have to say anything more. This was another of Kanitz's tests. An audition, or another job interview. It was like being called into the counselor's office at AFOTA - except that I liked these women, and I wanted their side to win.

I tried to organize my thoughts, and prioritize them.

- "Ramrods ..." I began.

- "Iron, rather than wood." said Kanitz. "Noted. Go on."

I tried to explain the concept of 'Foot cavalry' - Stonewall Jackson's Virginian infantry, who'd covered 30 miles a day. To my mind, the shape of a Westron's foot should have meant that they could travel even farther - or faster.

- "I don't understand." said Aneli. "You would outpace your artillery, your supply wagons, and the oxen."

- "Exactly. You could be ten or twenty leagues from where the enemy would expect you to be."

- "Without artillery. Without food." she said. Still, I believe that she saw the possibilities. I discovered quite quickly that both women had a solid understanding of military matters.

I also tried to explain the concept of light infantry, or skirmishers. This was a harder sell, since neither had never seen or heard of Croatian Grenzers. Nor did they immediately grasp the idea of 'open' order.

- "We have a saying, in Pylos: to kill a man on a battlefield, you must spend an amount of lead equal to his weight."

That, they understood. Westron and Crolian muskets were notoriously inaccurate. Sergeants taught raw recruits to aim at the feet of their enemies, knowing that the musket would kick.

I had the data from my readings while in stasis:

- in 1755, two companies of Prussian grenadiers fired at a target which was roughly 30 feet wide, and 10' high. At 300 paces, 12.5% of them hit it. At 150 paces, 46% hit the target. In other words, over half of them couldn't hit the broadside of a barn.

- in a similar test, 720 French infantry fired at a target 3 metres high by 100 metres long. At 200 metres range, there were 18 hits.

These were solid targets. A line of soldiers was not a wall. But I tried to explain how Napoleon's voltigeurs, his skirmishers, had tormented formations of Austrian, Prussian and Russian line infantry.

"If you have 1,000 soldiers, holding a ridge line, let's say ... and I have 50, spread out - nobody with 10 metres of anybody else ... would you fire a volley at us?"

Kanitz saw it first. "No ... but you'd have a thousand targets, clustered together. You wouldn't miss so often."

- "Midges. Mosquitoes." said Aneli. Yes, unfortunately, there were mosquitoes on CW144.

- "But you couldn't swat them." pointed out Kanitz.

- "That won't win a battle." said Aneli.

It was difficult to explain what light troops could do to linear formations. Frederick the Great had been so frustrated by the Croats in the Hapsburg army, he'd tried to create light troops of his own: Jagers (hunters).

Rifles were known, in the Westron Kingdom. They were used for hunting. When I suggested what a company of rifles could do to a line of Crolian infantry, from over 300 yards away, Aneli's eyebrows rose dramatically.

- "But in defence," she said, "these troops would have to stand up to Crolian attack. If you leave your artillery behind ..."

- "True." I agreed. "But you could supplement their firepower with light guns. Three pounders."

- "We don't have very many guns that small."

We talked for quite a while. Late into the night, in fact.

- "You'll stay here." said Kanitz.

- "Countess - may I ask? How is Airta?"

Kanitz smiled. "Would you like to see her?"

I nodded. Kanitz stood, and led me into the Palace. Down two halls, into a room ... and there was Airta.

With two babies. Two red-haired moppets, one of them suckling at her breast. Airta looked up, and smiled at me.

She was happy to see me. That was all: there was no recrimination, no criticism for having been far away. But there was no ... family sense, either. I was here as a visitor - not as a father.

- "This is Oscel." she said, holding up our son. She'd named him for the remembrance flower - my gift to her.

"And this is Caneia. After my mother."

- "They're beautiful."

We visited for a while, until Kanitz discretely suggested that we should leave.

- "What can I do?" I asked. "Does she need money? Or-"

- "She has all she needs, Cook."

I understood, somehow, all at once.

- "She's their mother. I'm not really necessary, am I?"

Kanitz was gentle with me. "Airta is very fond of you, Cook. You will always be welcome to visit. And gifts are never out of place. Rest assured: your children will know who you are - and where you are."

"You can sleep here. Aneli wants to talk with you again, tomorrow. I do, too."

- "Thank you." I said.

***

Kanitz handed me a piece of paper. I didn't recognize what it was.

- "Your share of the prize money from Tonol." she said

It was a significant sum.

- "Doesn't this belong to you?" I asked Countess Aneli.

- "I wasn't there. You were."

"How much of this goes to the troopers?" I asked.

- "They've already received their shares." she said

- "How much did they get?"

Kanitz told me. It was a pittance, really. Enough to get drunk, or, if they were very careful, it might be the start of a nest egg for the future. All of their shares put together added up to little more than a tenth of what I had.

- "Is it allowed - if I want to increase their share?"

- "Out of your own pocket?" asked Kanitz.



- "Yes."

- "It's uncommon - not unheard of. But largesse like that usually comes from the extremely wealthy."

- "How much were you thinking?"

- "I'd like to triple their bonuses." That way, I thought, they couldn't spend it all on a single drunken binge. Some of that money could find its way to their families, or be saved.

Countess Aneli stood up.

- "You keep finding ways to impress me, Cook." She handed me a scroll. "I think you were right, Wenzla."

The language was archaic, and convoluted. I was struggling to decipher it, until Aneli rescued me.

"It's a commission, Cook. I want you to command my regiment."

***

We drank several toasts, but I was still having trouble assimilating my new status. I was a Colonel! With my own regiment!

Well, half a regiment. But Aneli assured me that we would have no trouble recruiting.

- "Not after so splendid a victory as Tonol!"

Kanitz explained to me that the size of the royal army was dictated more by arms production than population. There were plenty of Westron females, but only a limited supply of muskets and gunpowder.

We couldn't use captured Crolian firearms, either, because they were too heavy, and fired a different size of bullet.

I understood. My Sleepread education had taught me that muskets were handmade, in small workshops, all over the Kingdom. It was a pre-industrial society, with all the limitations - and all of the advantages that entailed.

Armies were relatively small, in this age, because they couldn't equip or supply - and feed - more soldiers. When I thought of the destruction wrought by mass armies in human armies ... well, it didn't seem like such a bad thing.

I waited, patiently, until Countess Aneli was ready to go.

- "Well, I suppose I'll see you at the parade!" she said.

Once Aneli had gone, Kanitz didn't make me wait - it was one my favourite things about her, along with her beauty, and her intellect. She wasn't the warmest person, but she didn't play little power games.

- "Something on your mind?"

- "I'd like to have Themis as my aide again. Do I make a formal request?"

- "I'm afraid that she's been re-assigned. You can choose anyone else you like."

- "Is there any way to change Themis' assignment?" I asked.

- "No."

***

I managed to convince a merchant in Cercen that my appointment was genuine. He was willing to sell me a case of wine on credit. Armed with my purchase, I returned to Talley's house.

They were more excited than I was. Talley danced a jig, and snapped his fingers.

- "I knew it! I fucking knew it!" he sang, in Terran.

Tisucha hugged me; so did the girls. I swear, they weren't calculating any advantage for themselves - they were genuinely happy for me. Tisucha didn't even want to accept the wine as a gift.

Okay - Talley was probably calculating.

We ate, and drank, and celebrated my good fortune. It was late in the evening before any of us got to sleep.

I lay in the darkness, considering all of the incredible things that had happened to me. Colonel of a regiment. Hero of the battle of Tonol - well, one of the heroes. Pelek and his helpers had meant to maroon me, to expel me, and to ruin for me forever.

Instead, they'd given me exactly what I wanted.

***

- "Cook, when you go to take up your command ..." said Tallia.

- "Yes?"

- "Would you take me with you?"

I nearly choked on my breakfast.

- "Wh- what? You're not even 18 years old!" I was a ripe old 24, myself.

- "She turned 18 three months ago." said Tisucha. "What does that have to do with the price of fish?"

- "Ah - " I didn't have a witty comeback for that. I didn't have any answer at all. Tallia was a lovely girl, and she'd gone out of her way to help me equip myself.

But ...

I organized my objections into three main categories:

1- she was so pretty. So young. Vulnerable.

2- she had no military experience

3A- I didn't want anything to happen to her. War is damned dangerous. How could I face Talley and Tisucha, if I got their daughter killed?

3B - What if she went into hemmer, and I was there, and ... I didn't know if I could face Talley and Tisucha if Tallia came home with twins ...

Of course, I couldn't raise those objections in front of her parents, so I went with 3A.

- "It's too dangerous. Much too dangerous."

Then I fled. I cited urgent regimental business, and ran for it.

***

Aneli led the parade, riding in an ox-cart. The regiment marched behind, with me at their head. I had to find a slow, steady pace, to match the precise, almost-mincing steps of Westron females.

To make matters worse, it was traditional for the marching soldiers to sing - and virtually every song they chose was rude, or ribald in the extreme.

They'd composed a few new tunes for the occasions. When they sang 'Colonel Red-Sash', I wanted to crawl away and disappear. Virtually every spectator seemed to be staring at my sash, trying to catch a glimpse of the 'mighty weapon' it concealed.

'Mighty weapon' rhymed with 'high-steppin'. And the 'city of Tonol, on its giant rock', was saved by my ...

You get the idea.

The troopers enjoyed themselves. All but the females who were in hemmer, or close to it - those unfortunates couldn't participate because it would have caused a city-wide riot and stampede. They were confined to barracks.

Langoret's regiment followed us. I had a chance to speak to her before the parade began.

- "Congratulations, Colonel." she said.

- "It wouldn't have happened without you." I said. "Kanitz showed me your report. You seem to have exaggerated my role, and underplayed yours."

- "I saw what I saw." she said.

- "I saw something very different. But ... thank you."

Tudino and her soldiers should have been there, too, but she was still commander of Tonol, and they were needed there.

At the end of the parade, Aneli announced to her troopers that their prize money was being tripled - courtesy of their new Colonel.

They cheered, of course. I could only hope that I didn't get them all killed in our next engagement.

***

- "I believe that your ideas have merit." said Kanitz. "I will have your ramrods converted to iron. And I will try to find the 3-pounder cannon you've requested. I can't promise results, yet - but I will try."

- "Countess, please take half of my prize money, and put it towards those purchases." I said.

- "Ha!" said Aneli. "Told you he was serious."

"Cook." she said, fixing me with her big grey-blue eyes. "I want you to train my regiment as Light infantry. Just as you explained to us."

- "And I wish to pair my regiment with yours." said Langoret. Now I understood why she'd been invited to join us.

"I want my regiment to learn whatever yours does."

- "I can give you a year." said Kanitz. "To train two regiments, in the style you've described. I wish we could do even more, but my influence is ... finite."

I could feel my chest swelling. Damn! Two full regiments ... working with Langoret ... with full support from Aneli and Kanitz ...

- "I will do my very best." I said.

***

"Could I speak to you for a moment?" asked Esyle.

- "Of course." I said. She was 16 now, and lovely, but I'd already been impressed by her intelligence. Esyle was almost the little sister I'd never had.

- "I don't think you're being fair to Tallia." she said. "You said - many times - that she was invaluable, when she helped to equip you."

- "That's true." I admitted.

- "And you know how intelligent - how capable she is. Tallia can do virtually anything. Why would you refuse to take her as an aide?"

- "I ... ahh ... it could be very dangerous, Esyle."

- "We are Westrons, Cook. Do you think that Tallia is afraid?"

- "No - I wasn't suggesting that. But she has no military experience at all."

- "She knows maps. She can find things. She has an excellent memory, and she's quick to learn."

- "It's not that simple, Esyle."

- "Are you not in our debt? Did my father not help to put you where you are today?"

That was like a bucket of cold water thrown on my face.

- "Really? You're calling in that debt?"

- "For Tallia? Yes." Esyle was awfully fiery, for a 16-year old.

I didn't have a comeback for her. That was how I ended up with Tallia as my aide.

***

Kanitz summoned me to the Palace - again.

- "Dress your best." she wrote. "The Queen wants to meet you."

Tallia went into overdrive. She bought me a new waistcoat, new shoes, new stockings. She bought me another red scarf, too, to use as a sash.

- "It's part of your ... mystique." she said.

I went to the Palace on the appointed day, with Tallia in tow. Her eyes were big as saucers. But she remembered to adjust my cravat and sash before she let me go.

Kanitz took charge of me, after that.

- You look well." she said.

- "What do I say? Or should I just keep my mouth shut?"

Kanitz laughed aloud. "Cook - the Queen is a good friend of mine. She already knows who you are. If anyone will be shy, it's her."

I'd never even considered it that way. Kanitz didn't let me worry too long. She took me straight there, to meet the Queen.

- "Your Majesty, here is Colonel Cook, of the Aneli Regiment."

I'd been told to bow, so I did. When I looked up, I saw the most exquisite blue eyes - they were turquoise. The Queen had blonde hair - light gold in colour. Her nose was lovely, and she had the most incredibly beautiful face ... but I didn't see much, beyond her phenomenal eyes. I was mesmerized.

Maia Matila, Queen of the Westrons, was perhaps the loveliest woman I'd ever seen.

- "We are so very ... grateful, Colonel Cook." she said. "For your efforts on our behalf."

- "I hope to do much more, in your service, Majesty."

She reached down, to take my hand (I was kneeling at her feet). She pressed something into my hand. My fingers closed around it.

- "Her Highness Maia Ariana." said Kanitz.

The Queen's sister was a lesser copy of the original. I was to learn, later, that Ariana was two years older. But all of the royal family's advisors were agreed on one thing: that Matila was the best candidate for the throne.

- "Her Highness, Maia Simonia." announced Kanitz.

I repeated my bow, and looked up into the big brown eyes of my former aide - Themis.

***

- "You did well." said Kanitz. "If I hadn't known, I would never have believed that you'd met Princess Maia Simonia before."

- "Met her?" I sputtered. We'd shared a tent for months. We'd ... made love, a dozen times. I'd fallen in love with Themis - Maia Simonia - and I knew that she had feelings for me, too.

"What were you thinking? How could you send a Princess on campaign, as my aide?"

Kanitz bristled at my tone.

- "Calm yourself!" she snapped. I heard it: the authority in her voice. Kanitz liked to show the velvet glove, but now she let me see the steel beneath.

"You may make suggestions, Colonel. I find many of your ideas interesting, and refreshing. But you should not take that tone with me. You should not criticize what you clearly do not understand. Do you know why?"

I believed that I did. Kanitz was my patron. Yes, my own actions had contributed to my rapid rise. But without her, I'd still be a penniless refugee. I had no right to take that tone with her.

- "I don't mean to be ungrateful, Countess."

- No, Cook. That's not what I mean. I speak for the Queen. When you question me, you are implicitly criticizing Maia Matila."

- "I apologize. I had no intention of ... doing that."

Kanitz walked across to the sideboard. Once again, I marveled at the ability of Westrons to move so precisely. She poured two small glasses of ruby coloured liquid.

She came to stand before me, and held out one glass. I took it.

She raised her glass. "The Queen." she said.

- "The Queen." I repeated. As Kanitz drained her glass, I followed suit.

- "Mother of mercy!" I said, once I could speak again. "What is that?"

- "Sochani." said Kanitz. She was smiling, now. "I grow it on my estate."

- "We should ... load it in our cannons, to fire at the Crolians."

Kanitz laughed aloud. "You see, Cook? Interesting and refreshing ideas."

"Now: would you like to rephrase your earlier question?"

Kanitz was a wonder. She'd taught me a lesson, driven it home, and then broken down any lingering awkwardness between us. All that in the space of a few minutes.

"I believe you asked why we sent Princess Maia Simonia to accompany you to Tonol."

- "Yes."

- "Because she asked me to."

- "She -?"

- "The Queen wanted someone she could trust at the front, to observe and report on morale, conditions among the soldiers, and leadership. Maia Matila was not Queen yet, if you recall."

"There were a limited number of people we could send. I suggested that you could be relied upon, but Her Majesty wanted someone she trusted. She didn't know you, Cook."

- "I understand."

- "Maia Simonia - Themis - volunteered to go. As aide to an observer - a male, Pylosian observer - she could go largely unnoticed."

I nodded. That was precisely what had happened. Themis could go anywhere, secure in the knowledge that I would draw all of the attention, with my red sash and tight breeches.

"We never expected her to be exposed to any danger. You had no troops under your command. You weren't expected to go into combat."

- "But when Storana was killed," I said, "Themis didn't hesitate."

- "She's a Westron Princess." said Kanitz, as if that explained everything.

It did.

- "It was her idea?"

- "She wanted to have one last adventure, Cook. She will probably have to marry soon, to help the Queen form a network of alliances."

I felt that, like a punch in the chest - the fact that I'd been expecting it didn't soften the blow very much.

"She'd been in hemmer a few months earlier." said Kanitz. "So we didn't anticipate any difficulties on that front, either."

The expression on the Countess' face was unusual. I could only describe it as ... commiseration.

- "She told you."

- Yes. It was decidedly odd, for her to go into hemmer again, so soon. She'd been perfectly regular before that. So ... how was she, Cook? Satisfactory?"

I nearly choked. But Kanitz was serious. She was awaiting an answer.

- "She was amazing." I whispered.

- "I can imagine. She described you as 'spectacular'."

- "Can I ...? May I ... speak to her?"

- "No." said Kanitz. "You will come to realize that further contact between you and ... Themis ... would be unwise. You didn't give yourself away today, but the only people who would have seen it were the Queen and me - and we both already knew."

- "The Queen knows?"

- "They are very close."

- "What about Princess ... Maia Ariana?"

- "She can't see past the end of her own nose. You see, Cook? I share secrets with you. Trust me, when I tell you things - and don't push when I don't."

Kanitz' curly hair was sticking out in every direction. I couldn't tell if she was a friend, a patron ... or the Medusa.

***

As I left the Palace, I cradled the Queen's gift in my hand. It was a small ring, with a precious stone, the colour of an emerald.

*****


Westrons Pt. 08

I had an independent command. A regiment of my own. Countess Aneli was right: there was no shortage of recruits. After Tonol, and our victory parade, hundreds of women wanted to join up.

Captain Chardeia, one of the Company Commanders, had distinguished herself at Tonol. With Aneli's approval, she was promoted to Major, and would act as my second-in-command. Chardeia was a bit stuffy - she didn't appear to have a sense of humour - but there was no doubting her courage.

With the help of our Captains and sergeants, we selected the 100 best marksmen - markswomen - and formed a first company of sharpshooters. Kanitz had promised me rifles, and a soon as they began to arrive, I issued them to my 1st Company.

Muskets are smoothbores, like a pea-shooter. When the bullet is expelled from the barrel, it can go anywhere. A rifle has grooves on the inside of the barrel; they literally spin the bullet, like a tight spiral on a football. Much more accurate.

In fact, there's not much value in aiming a musket. Point a lot of them at the enemy, and let fly. A significant part of a volley's impact is the effect on your enemy's morale: it can be absolutely terrifying.

There's a cumulative effect, too. After standing and facing several volleys, even veteran soldiers start to wonder about the law of probabilities. How long can it be before one of those bullets hits her?

But rifles are more accurate, and have a longer range. I had plans for my sharpshooters.

The remainder of my veterans were distributed in two ways: I formed an elite 2nd Company, and then used the rest as corporals and file leaders, to help integrate and train all of the new recruits.

Langoret did the same. I never took a step without discussing it with her first. She talked me out of one or two innovations, but generally she agreed with what I wanted.

Our iron ramrods began to arrive, thanks to Kanitz. Nonetheless, I wrote her letters, to keep her abreast of what we were doing, but also to badger her for more money.

Countess Aneli had already come up with much more coin than she'd promised. I didn't know how she was doing it. We were also camped on her estates, and the two regiments were rapidly eating her out of house and home.

That gave me another idea, though. I broached it to my colleague.

- "I think we should march to your estate." Langoret was a Countess in her own right, and just as wealthy as Aneli.

- "That's almost 200 leagues!" she said.

- "I know."

The veterans didn't grumble too much. "Here we go again." they said. It was like the race from Tonol to Cercen all over.

The new recruits were astonished. If their seniors weren't objecting, though, they weren't about to complain. It was hard for them, but they kept up.

It was a nightmare for me. I made it on determination and willpower alone. I needed a week to recuperate, on Langoret's estate. We ate her livestock, for a change, and gave Aneli a short respite.

- "You know," said Langoret, "this has been a bonding experience for the veterans and the new recruits. You're very clever, Cook."

Darned right I was - especially since I hadn't expected that.

***

There were times when I wished that I'd been more of a hands-on technician. I'd read time-travel stories, and enjoyed them. Somehow, the hero always knew how to build a laser pistol with odds and ends he scrounged up, or could accurately predict the date of the next eclipses, solar and lunar.

Unfortunately, that wasn't me. I understood the principles behind some of our modern gadgets, but when they broke, we didn't fix or repair them: we just replaced them. If I'd ever wanted to know how to build a laser pistol, or memorize the date of the next eclipse, I could have learned it in Sleepread.

Instead of becoming an engineer, I'd studied military history. Here and now, I thought the Westrons needed me a lot more than they did a technician. Besides, what could a techie do without magnetics, or plastics, or extremely rare metals? Was there even any accidentium on this planet?

Then there were the social costs to consider. Sure, mass production of muskets would probably help the Westrons win this war. Repeating rifles would be awesome, too. But what about the next war? Or the one after that?

Mass armies could lead to mass destruction.

In the Seven Years War (1756-1763), they had technology very similar to what the Westrons and Crolians were using. The armies were small, and slow-moving. Non-combatants got out of the way - although I'm sure that thousands were killed or rendered homeless.

The Napoleonic Wars used much the same weapons, but with massive armies (about 800,000 combined at the 3-day Battle of Nations in 1813).

Millions of civilians died in World War One, a century later. And the Second World War killed tens of millions.

With that in mind, I wasn't too disappointed that I couldn't revolutionize Westron technology.

***

In one sense, Tallia was absolutely useless as an aide-de-camp. She had no leadership skills whatsoever. I would never be able to have her replace an injured officer, or lead a small group of soldiers in any kind of special task.

She had a hard time mastering our marching pace, too. I could only do it on guts and sheer willpower. Tallia was suffering.

But as an executive assistant, she was absolutely amazing.

She kept my maps organized, and knew exactly where each one was, if I wanted to consult them. She found food fit for humans, so that I didn't have to live on a 90% meat diet.

Tallia also found me some natural scents. It was odd - like putting on cologne every morning. But the senior officers all noticed, and they thanked me for it. Apparently, my natural odours were distracting for them.

- "How did you know?' I asked Tallia. She just grinned.

Tallia had other skills, which she demonstrated early on. Langoret and I were discussing tactics, when she admitted that her 1st Company - modelled on mine - weren't even remotely ready.

- "Only half of them have rifles, Cook." said Langoret. "And we haven't practiced enough. I don't want to use up all of the powder."

- "Pardon me, Colonel." said Tallia. "You have 61 rifles. And we have more than enough powder, if you would like to practice. Six more barrels arrived today."

Langoret wasn't the only one who was amazed. I asked Tallia to find us a tally of all the extra gunpowder - that is, what we hadn't already issued to the soldiers.

- "31 barrels." she said, without a moment's hesitation.

Langoret slowly turned to look at me. I could only shake my head.

- "Tallia - how do you know that?" I asked.

She lifted her chin. "Why would I not know?" she retorted.

She had an encyclopedic memory. That alone was impressive. But Tallia could summon up that knowledge before you could snap your fingers. I couldn't for the life of me figure out how she did it.

"I've always been able to do it." she said.

***

I had 30 dummies - scarecrows, really - set up. Then I formed up a company, about 75 yards away, in a two-deep line. Then I gave the order to fire a volley.

- "Reload!"

- "Fire!"

I had the whole company advance, to see how many of the scarecrows they'd hit.

Two.

Granted, one of the dummies had been hit twice - but that was it: three hits, out of over 150 shots. Even that, I thought, was a bit lucky.

I couldn't tell the troops what I'd learned in Sleepread aboard the Halygon: that in actual combat, the results were even lower.

- At Chotusitz, in 1742, the Prussians expended 650,000 cartridges, to inflict 6,500 casualties on the Austrians (killed & wounded). That's 1%.

- Napier, in his History of the Peninsular War, said "... not one out of 300 balls expended, took effect."

- At Vittoria, in 1813, British infantry inflicted one casualty for every 800 rounds fired

I couldn't tell our soldiers those stories. So I tried to show them. We repeated the experiment with every single company of both regiments, except for the rifles. The results were remarkably similar: between one and four hits for two volleys.

The troopers got the point. If they spread out, as skirmishers, the enemy line was unlikely to do them much damage - especially if they kneeled to shoot, which would make them even harder to hit.

There was another advantage to this approach, which our soldiers were quick to grasp. The very first volley fired by a unit was always their most effective. The muskets had been carefully loaded.

After that, thick smoke, careless or hurried loading and weapon malfunctions decreased the power of the next volleys. Officers were accustomed to hold their fire, and save the first volley until they could get close enough to the enemy to do the most damage.

But would they have the patience to do that while our skirmishers were tormenting them?

***

It was going to happen, eventually. I was far too shy to mention it, but Langoret brought up the subject herself.

- "Cook, I will be going into hemmer in a week or so."

- "Oh? I mean - you can tell, this far in advance?" I knew very well that she probably could; she'd just caught me off guard.

- "Of course." She looked at me oddly. "I mentioned it because I wanted to ask you a favor: would you stay away, while it lasts?"

- "Certainly." I said. "As you wish."

- "I will be in my command tent." said Langoret. "I can send an aide, if I need to communicate with you. And you can send Tallia if you need to contact me."

- "Agreed."

Langoret could tell that I was trying to keep it professional. She smiled. "I have a suitor. We may marry ... after the war. He would understand, if I strayed, but I find that I have no desire to. Also, I would not want to fall pregnant. Not now."

- "I understand. Thank you for telling me."

Yes, I was mildly disappointed. Langoret wasn't as striking as Themis, but she was attractive. She was intelligent, and brave, too - qualities I find very appealing.

But I was also beginning to think of her as a friend, so of course I'd respect her wishes. It might have been awkward, afterwards, too ... I went to find something to do, to take my mind off the thought of Langoret in heat.

I stayed well away from her command tent. She sent an aide to see me, twice. I sent Tallia back, to coordinate a joint march, involving both regiments. Tallia was gone quite a long time.

- "What took you?" I asked, when she returned.

- "She wasn't at her command tent. She was at the Countess' manor." said Tallia.

I had to laugh. Langoret trusted me - but she'd taken the extra precaution of moving, just in case.

***

Weeks later, Countess Aneli invited the two of us for a meal. Our aides ate in the kitchen; Langoret and I were served in the Countess' dining room.

She had questions about our progress, and our plans for the immediate future. Halfway through the dinner, though, she changed the subject rather suddenly.

- "I will probably be in hemmer in a sevenday or so." she said, as calmly as if she'd been describing the weather. "Could I prevail upon you, Colonel Cook, to join me when it comes?"

Luckily, I didn't have any food or drink in my mouth, so I didn't spit anything across the table. I tried to glance at Langoret for help, but she was keeping a perfectly straight face.

It would have felt rude, somehow, to decline. Besides, what choice did I have? Hell hath no fury, and all that ...

- "I would be honoured, Countess." I managed to say.

- "Oh, good." she said. "Kanitz' aide said that you were exceptional. I'm looking forward to it already. Will you have another cutlet, Langoret?"

And that was that. I'd just agreed to have sex with the Countess. Not once, or twice, either, but multiple times over the course of several days.

I tried to sneak a few looks at Aneli, but there were only three of us at the table. She saw me looking - well, checking her out, really - and smiled.

I had no idea of her age. She was no great beauty, with her pouty lips and pug nose, but her big blue eyes were attractive enough, and she did have that spectacular mane of wavy hair, the colour of brass.

She was short, and a bit round. Well, I was going to learn a great deal more about my employer - and we'd be seeing a lot more of each other, too.

After the meal, the Countess promised to send for me when her time arrived. We thanked her, and began the walk back to camp. Tallia and the other aides followed a few paces behind.

- "That was ... unusual." I said, quietly. "Wasn't it?"

- "Somewhat." said Langoret. "She probably should have asked you privately, but Countess Aneli has always had a reputation for being ... outspoken."

- "So this isn't ... strange? You think I should go."

- "Of course you should go, Cook. You said you would."

- "I know. It's just - I don't know much about the Countess, or her ... tastes."

- "She'll tell you, if you can't guess." said Langoret, with a smile. "But I don't imagine you'll have any trouble. 'Exceptional', did she say? Now I wonder if I made a mistake when I asked you to stay away." She was teasing me.

- "Don't you start."

Langoret laughed aloud, and patted me on the back.

***

I didn't tell a soul, and I doubt that Langoret did, but somehow, every soldier in both regiments seemed to know where I was going, when the Countess sent me her invitation. I suppose her servants talked - or Aneli herself did.

It was like the walk of shame, only before the deed, rather than after.

- "Go get her Colonel!" I heard someone shout.

- "For the honour of the regiment!" called another.

- "Don't let us down!"

- "Don't let it down!"

Many others shouted encouragement; some offered suggestions, or advice. I'm sure that I was blushing fiercely long before I reached the Countess' manor.

She was waiting for me in a parlour, lying on a couch - completely naked.

- "I thought we could start in here," she said, "and then have a meal afterwards - to help you replenish your strength."

I decided to enter into the spirit of the thing. Why not? "Or I could simply make a meal of you." I said.

'Mmm ..." she liked that idea. Aneli was arranged in a classic odalisque pose. I was a little surprised, and very pleased with the view she offered.

Aneli wasn't actually fat at all; she had strong legs, and thick thighs, and her waist wasn't narrow, but there was nothing unappealing about the shape she was displaying for me. In fact, I felt a surge of erotic energy. I was going to fuck this woman. Repeatedly.

I could smell her arousal, and almost feel her lust. I stopped just inside the parlour door, and slowly began to remove my clothing. The breeches came off second last; I saved the red sash for last.

- "Oh - well done." she said. "You could give lessons."

I advanced on her slowly. Aneli lay back on her couch, almost as if she expected me to mount her immediately. As she lay back, her impressive breasts flattened somewhat, and spread to either side.

Instead, I knelt beside the bottom of her couch, and stroked her ankle. I lifted her leg, and began to kiss my way upward, along the underside of her leg.

- "Oh, my." she said.

When I reached her ass, I blew lightly on her hyper-sensitive skin. Then I flicked my tongue across her lower lips.

- "Oh - Queens and Princesses!" she moaned.

I hadn't set out to tease her, but Aneli seemed to like it, so I tormented her just a little bit. By the time I inserted my tongue inside her, she was squeezing my head with those powerful thighs.

I didn't rush her at all. Airta and Themis had taught me that we had all had night - if not the next few days. Finally, I slid my tongue over her clit. She shuddered, and came.

- "Cook - that was ... You have to fuck me, now. But we are definitely doing that again!"

I crawled up, between her legs. I kissed her, a moment before my cock slid into her super-slick pussy. She grunted, and hunched her hips to get me deeper.

- "Ah - you are a big one, aren't you?" she said. Aneli certainly liked to talk.

I sucked her nipples, as I began to stroke into her, in slow, deep thrusts. I wasn't going to last all that long, this first time, so I began to pick up the pace, and slammed it to her, quick and hard.

Aneli responded in kind, humping her hips up at me as I drove into her.

- "Ah!" I grunted, as I felt my orgasm cresting, like a wave. "Take it! Take it all - Countess!" I spewed a load of semen inside her.

She held me tight, afterwards.

- "At this point, I believe that you can call me Aneli, when we are alone - and especially when you are inside me."

She disengaged, and sat up. Her heavy breasts changed shape; they looked like full waterbags, hanging beneath her. Aneli then knelt on the couch, and presented me her backside. She didn't need to ask; I was still hard, and ready for more.

To my surprise, her ass was exquisite: taut, shapely, and utterly irresistible. Her incredibly long hair was draped over back, and flowed over her flanks, like a brass veil.

I entered her from behind. Almost immediately, I sighed. She was wet, and very hot, but still remarkably tight for a woman who had to have seen more than a few hemmers.

- "Big." she grunted.

Her dorsal fur was thicker than either Airta's or Themis'. Aneli groaned when I ran my fingers through it.

I found a steady rhythm, and thrust my erection inside her, as far as I could, before drawing it back until only the tip was still nestled between her nether lips.

Aneli was sliding her ass back at me, matching my pace and intensity. I parted the curtain of her hair, and reached under her to fondle a dangling breast.

- "You have - a big - root." she said, between thrusts.

- "Nice - to hear." I replied. "You have - a great - ass."

- "I know. But people - usually - only - notice - my hair - or- my - tits."

- "They're - worthy - of - notice - too."

She came as I lightly pinched her nipple, just a moment before I flooded her with my second load of the evening.

It was still early.

***

We had a light meal - to restore my strength, as she put it. From the way she was looking at me, I was tempted to ask for six dozen oysters.

Aneli loved to talk about sex.

- "Are there positions you haven't tried - that you'd like to? Can you do that thing with your tongue again? What do Pylosian women like?"

I got up from the table, and picked her up in my arms.

- "Bedroom." I growled.

She pointed, and I carried her there.

I deposited her near the headboard, and climbed up behind her. Aneli braced herself, with both hands on the wall above her bed, as I thrust into her from behind. I grabbed handfuls of that surprisingly shapely ass, and fucked her hard.

Then I reached under her arms, and cupped her breasts. They were big handfuls. When I switched one hand, and ran my fingernails down the fur on her spine, Aneli moaned, and came.

I kept pounding her against the wall, until I came myself.

Aneli didn't have to work hard to coax me back to full readiness. She kissed me, and licked my cheeks, my chin, my neck, and then my armpits. The pressure of her great breasts on my chest may have helped.

But her scent was very potent. There was also something else - I couldn't put my finger on it, but the Countess was supremely desirable, and I was aroused at several sub-conscious levels.

She straddled me, and dangled her breasts just above my mouth. She shifted her shoulders, which swung her tits from side to side, slapping against my cheeks, or my chin. I tried to trap a nipple with my mouth.

After five orgasms, she let me rest.

I woke to find my growing erection in Aneli's mouth. I feigned sleep a little longer, to let her suck me for a while. Then I startled her by lunging off the bed, and flipping her onto her back. I went down on her, and tried my best to give her every sensation I could.



She was happy to come that way, but immediately pulled me into the missionary position. My second (or third?) wind kicked in.

A day later, my fourth wind was definitely gone. I don't know if Aneli took pity on me, or if she was tired out herself.

I staggered back to camp, late at night. Tallia helped me to my cot, and covered me with a blanket.

***

The next afternoon - I slept through the entire morning - Tallia had hot soup for me.

- "How was she?" she asked, with a big grin.

- "Great." I was a bit shy, but I remembered how Tallia's whole family had been interested in the details of Airta's hemmer. Time to start thinking and acting like a Westron, I told myself.

"Countess Aneli has ... umm ... large appetites."

- "And large breasts." said Tallia, holding her hands well out in front of her chest. "You must have enjoyed playing with them."

- "Ah -" Okay, adopting more Westron attitudes was going to take me a little longer.

She looked down, at the gap between her hands and her own tiny breasts. "Sometimes I wish that I was much larger."

- "Don't." I said. "You're perfect as you are."

Oops. I hadn't meant that to sound flirtatious. Tallia blushed, and lowered her hands. There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. She broke it first.

- "The guns are here." she said. "Your cannon have arrived."

I was out of bed a moment later. Langoret was waiting for me.

There they were - six brand new 3-pound guns. As cannons go, these were pop-guns. But they were light enough to be pulled by a couple of soldiers. And they just might - I hoped - offset a little of our opponent's advantage in firepower.

- "They don't look like much." said Tallia.

- "Mobility first." said.

To my surprise, and delight, one of the Wole drivers who'd transported the guns to us was familiar to me.

- "Lebuc?"

- "You remember? I am honoured."

Lebuc was the ox-cart driver who'd given me a ride from Frenet, and then found me another ride to get me to Cercen. His mustache was even more luxurious, and he was wearing a bright green vest around his portly frame.

- "How could I forget?" I said. "You did me a great service. And if ever I can repay it ... you have but to ask."

- "You've come a long way, Colonel." said the Wole.

That was when I remembered another of my projects - I had dozens, but this one was high enough, in terms of priority.

- "Would you share my midday meal, Lebuc? You and the other drivers?"

He was taken aback, but recovered quickly.

- "We would be pleased, Colonel."

There are many ways to defeat your enemy: advantage of numbers, superior position ... and better intelligence.

I was frustrated by how little we knew about what the Crolians intended. Themis had told me everything she knew about her hereditary enemies, but it hadn't helped me much, in terms of predicting what they might do next.

But the Woles knew both Westrons and Crolians. They travelled freely between the kingdoms, did business, and were relied on by both sides.

I wasn't so crass as to ask if they'd be willing to spy for me. But Lebuc and his friends saw nothing wrong with telling me what they'd seen, or what they'd heard. Of course, they expected something in return; who doesn't?

Langoret wasn't thrilled, at first, when I invited her to join us. But halfway through our meal, she began to see what I was after. By the end of our meal, she was in a state of disbelief.

- "They know so much." she said.

- "True. And we've only just begun to ask questions."

***

We split the guns - three to each regiment - and practiced taking them with us on marches. A trooper could carry two of the 3lb shot without too much trouble. Two women could drag the little guns, though it took four to get them across rough terrain.

We were also fairly wasteful with powder, making sure that our riflewomen and our skirmishers got plenty of practice with our new weapons, and our new tactics.

- "You spend an awful lot of time working with the soldiers." observed Tallia. "I didn't think Colonels did that."

- "Know your soldiers, and make sure they know you." I said.

- "Well put." said Langoret.

I explained to Tallia that a commander was only as good as their chain of command. If the junior officers and the rank and file troopers understood what you were trying to do, they were more likely to implement orders correctly.

- "I see." said Tallia. She did, too. For someone with no military training and zero experience, she caught on quickly.

I admired her intelligence, and her ability to adapt so swiftly - just as I also admired her slender form as she bent over the map table.

It was strange to have her know what I'd been doing at the Countess' Manor. Tallia had once again helped me pick the right flowers to send to Aneli - but I noticed that she didn't ask for any more details of the encounter.

Unfortunately, my time with Aneli, far from sating me, only whetted my appetite for more. But I wasn't about to start visiting my soldiers when they went into hemmer - even if some of them might have appreciated it.

There was plenty of ribald talk, and I heard quite a bit of it, even firsthand. Sometimes I wondered if I'd been meant to hear it. It just wasn't worth the risk, though: if 2 or 3 soldiers would have welcomed my attentions, that was all well and good, but if just one felt that I was abusing my position, then I could jeopardize all of the trust and credibility I'd built up.

My thoughts kept returning to Tallia. She was lovely - and only 18. I was ... 25, I suppose (does stasis count?). The difference between us was considerably less than that between Vanova and me. Still, Tallia seemed awfully young.

If she went into hemmer, could I send her away? Or did the simple fact that she was here at all indicate that her parents knew what might happen, and were prepared to accept it?

***

We took the troops on lengthy marches, dragging our little guns along, and blew off plenty of gunpowder as we practiced with cannon, rifles, and muskets.

I spend my days explaining to the troops what we were trying to achieve, a company or a platoon at a time. Langoret did the same in her regiment.

Then I was ordered to the capital. Langoret took over while I travelled to Cercen. Tallia came with me, in the company of our Inhaber. We rode in an ox-cart designed for carrying passengers.

Aneli was friendly and easy-going - but it seemed to me that no one would ever be able to guess that we'd rutted for three days straight only a few weeks ago.

There were no lingering glances, no intimate touches. Aneli wasn't at all shy, though; she could discuss the regiment's business for an hour, and then switch to the topic of sex.

- "If I'd known earlier what you could do ..." she mused. "I would have kept you locked in my cellar. Or perhaps not - your gifts should probably be shared."

It made me more than a little uncomfortable - especially with Tallia sitting next to me. I had to adjust, obviously. Sooner or later, I'd have to learn to think like a Westron, when it came to sex.

If I could.

***

I gave Tallia leave to spend with her family; she'd never been away from them for an extended period of time. I joined them for a meal, on our second night in Cercen. Most of the time, though, I was at the Palace.

This year's campaign against the Crolians wasn't going particularly well. The South was quiet, after Tonol, and would stay that way until the enemy could replace all their lost siege guns. But the news from other areas was less encouraging.

Kanitz kept me busy. I met gunsmiths and foundry workers, a Quartermaster and a wheelwright. The gunsmiths interested me most.

- "You know," I said, "you could increase production dramatically if you could persuade these gunsmiths to take on more workers - even just a second apprentice."

She laughed. "That won't happen, Cook. The apprentice sleeps in his master's house. He works for a roof a over his head, and his daily meat. But he fully expects to take over the shop one day - and probably to marry the master's daughter, into the bargain."

"If the gunsmith took on a second apprentice, his first apprentice would quit."

- "Hmm. I hadn't thought about it that way." I admitted.

Kanitz gave me a funny look, but then we moved on to other matters. She arranged for me to see my children again.

Airta was holding Oscel and Caneia, one in each arm. But there was another child in a bassinet: a baby girl, with bright yellow hair, and sparkling blue eyes.

Her mother's hair - and my eyes.

- "She'll be well looked after." Kanitz promised me. "Her name is Tonola. People will think that she was named for the victory. But you know why her mother chose that name."

- "Does she - come to see her?"

- "Almost every day. The Queen put Princess Maia Simonia in charge of the Palace nursery, among her other duties."

What incredible people, I thought, again. What an incredible place.

***

Kanitz spent quite a bit of time with me. Countess Aneli was present for about a quarter of our discussions. We covered the new weapons, new tactics - and I broached my plan for the winter, for the very first time.

- "You can't be serious." said Aneli.

- "No one campaigns in the winter, Cook." said Kanitz.

- "That's why it will work."

Kanitz asked me to stay behind, and I explained in greater detail what I had in mind. When we'd exhausted that subject, she brought up some other ideas I'd mentioned the very first time we'd met.

- "You have an amazing memory, Lady." I said. "I'm impressed - and flattered - that you would remember such things."

- "Perhaps it's because you continue to raise such interesting subjects." she said.

Some of my notions were too innovative for her; they would have required wholesale economic or social changes. But she was a visionary, of sorts, who could see the potential in some of my proposals.

A few of my plans would give us only a temporary advantage; the Crolians could copy them, and use them against us. But I did have a few ideas exclusively suited to the Westrons.

- "We should continue this." said Kanitz. "I have to meet the Queen for an hour or so. What about supper, afterwards? Here?"

- "I'm at your disposal, Countess." Was I wrong, or was there a hint of promise in the look she flashed me? But I hadn't smelled or felt anything which suggested that she might be in hemmer - or even close to it.

- "Airta will show you where you can refresh yourself."

That meant a chamber pot and a wash basin. But I was happy to take advantage of them. Better than the camp latrine, by far.

Kanitz was a bit late, but she'd evidently washed and changed her clothes. She was wearing that damned sheath dress again, which did little to conceal the shape of her breasts, or her prominent nipples.

Airta and another aide served us roasted meats, with a vegetable which reminded me a little of eggplant, onions shaped like leeks, and a variety of mushrooms (most of which were quite tasty).

- "This is wonderful, Countess." I said. "Thank you."

- "You are very welcome, Cook." she said. "Would you like to know what the Queen and I were doing, while you waited?"

- "If ... you want to tell me."

- "Of course I do. I wouldn't have mentioned it, otherwise. There are factions, at court, Cook. There are some who believe that Maia Matila isn't fit to rule. But there are also those who believe that a male should not be allowed to command a regiment."

"Your friend Aneli had to listen to three separate proposals that she turn over command of her regiment to a Westron female."

- "Oh?"

- "She was magnificent, of course. Aneli has a certain ... flair - wouldn't you say?"

- "She certainly does." I agreed. The odds that Kanitz didn't know that Aneli and I had spent three days fucking were ... negligible.

- "She told them that it was her regiment, and that she'd choose a Penchen or a Wole to command it before she let anyone else tell her what to do."

"She also stunned everyone when she told them she was pregnant - and that you were the father. She ... added some details about your ... "

- "Yes - I can imagine." I said, quickly.

"You should be proud, Cook. The Countess hadn't conceived in a number of years. She also rated the experience quite highly."

"Aneli silenced them, for the moment. That's not the same as winning them over. You've had a success, Cook - a brilliant success. But ..."

- "But?"

- "I won't lie to you. There are several influential women who believe that you should not be in command of a regiment."

- "Because I'm a male?"

- "Male. Not a Westron. Too popular ..."

- "Too popular?"

- "Don't let it go to your head. The Queen had to address these requests that you be replaced. There are several people who believe that they could have done even better, at Tonol, had they been there."

- "Ah." I was familiar with the type - I'd met enough of them at AFOTA.

- "We need another success, of some kind." said Kanitz. "I understand, it's not fair, to ask you to win us a victory, when you just did ... but there it is ..."

- "Would the winter plan do it?"

- "It might. But a failure would be ... very awkward."

- "Then we won't fail." I said.

- "I will be occupied for most of the day, tomorrow. Could we meet for supper again - in the evening?"

- "I'm entirely at your disposal, Countess."

- "I like the way you say that, Colonel."

***

I spent the day with Tallia and Esyle, who wanted to 're-stock' the 'food chest', as Tallia put it. That meant following the pair of them about as they found bargains.

- "How is she?" whispered Esyle, at one point, as Tallia haggled with a Wole merchant.

- "Fantastic." I replied. "She knows where everything is - her memory is phenomenal ..." I went on to extol the virtues of my aide. More and more, I was thinking of her as a miracle - some sort of gift from heaven.

- "Oh." said Esyle. She wasn't as impressed as I'd thought she'd be.

Talley was grumpy, and the sisters quarreled. I was happy to get back to the Palace.

Kanitz had changed her clothes - it was another clingy sheath dress, though, which didn't help my concentration at all.

- "Do you mind, Cook, if we don't discuss military matters this evening? Or politics, for that matter - I've had both of them up to here -" She held her hand up to her neck.

- "What would you prefer to talk about?"

- "Tell me about Pylos. Your life there, music, people you knew ..."

This was dangerous territory for me. I could bring up what I'd learned in Sleepread, and rattle off statistics. But Kanitz was very intelligent; she'd recognize it if I sounded like a textbook, or an encyclopedia.

So I began to describe people that she'd never meet, people that I knew, from AFOTA, mixed in with a few childhood friends. Kanitz began steering me towards the subject of my family.

That wouldn't do, either. I had a sudden inspiration, and began to tell her about a fictional family - the Allbetters, from a series of dramavids my mother had been addicted to.

- "You must have had your eye on a young woman ... or more than one." said Kanitz. This was safer territory. Westrons were fascinated by sex, and could talk about it all night.

So I told her about Bia and Long, the techs aboard the Halygon. I hesitated to say anything about Vanova, but the Countess was looking at me, so I began to describe my waitress-lover - probably the most important woman in my life before I'd come to this planet.

Kanitz was very curious about this aspect of my life. I was no expert on Westron females, obviously - but I began to suspect that the Countess might be approaching her hemmer.

There were signs: her eyes were bright, and her nipples were straining the fabric of her dress. She was also frequently touching her unruly hair, twirling the curls between her fingertips . But I couldn't smell anything, and it didn't feel like hemmer - from my limited experience. Perhaps she was still more than a week away.

- "Do you miss her?" she said.

I'd become distracted. She was asking about Vanova.

- "Ah - sometimes. But it's unlikely that we'll meet again. I mean, if I make a career here ..."

- "You are making a career here." said the Countess.

- "Yes. I certainly hope so."

Countess Kanitz smiled. "Shall we go upstairs? The moons are close together."

I didn't know quite what she meant by 'upstairs', but I followed where she led. Our path took us through some private apartments.

- "Yours?" I asked.

- "Mine."

She had a balcony, with a wonderful view of the river, and the city. I was surprised by how dark Cercen was at night. No wonder people stayed indoors after dusk!

- "You can see the rapids, as well." She pointed, off to the right. I was standing to her left, so I had to lean forward to see.

That put me quite close to her. I could smell her hair, and ... her scent. I could feel her body heat. But there was no sign of hemmer about her.

"See them?"

- "No."

- "Here." She squeezed herself in to the very corner of the balcony, to give me a little more space. Then she took my hand, and drew me closer.

"Lean out a little." she suggested.

I did. The white water was a fine sight.

But there was something else, even closer, which monopolized my attention. Kanitz was backed into the very corner of the balcony, but she was facing me. Her hand still held mine.

When I turned my head, our faces were only inches apart.

I didn't understand the hows or the whys - all I knew was that I was inches away from one of the most beautiful women in the Westron Kingdom. She wasn't in hemmer - and yet the invitation was plain.

I kissed her.

It was impossible not to compare. Vanova kissed with love. Airta, Aneli - even Themis - kissed with passion, carried away by their hemmer.

But Kanitz kissed with ... curiosity. She seemed to be exploring the possibilities, or cataloguing the sensations. Whatever it was she was doing left me weak in the knees. When we finally broke the kiss, we were still only inches apart.

- "Well, Colonel ..." She looked me in the eye. "Are you interested?"

I had to smile. Her memory for the things I'd said and done was phenomenal.

- "If the Countess thinks that it would be ... appropriate."

She led me by the hand, back into her chambers. She passed me a candle, and picked up another herself; she brought me to her bedroom.

This was decidedly odd. Unless I was sadly mistaken, we were about to have sex.

But how could she do this, if she wasn't in hemmer? Or was her hemmer so minimal that I couldn't even detect it? Never mind, Cook, I told myself. Enjoy the taste, and the texture - you can ask what kind of food it is afterwards.

Candlelight does marvelous things for a woman's beauty. In Kanitz' case, it made her look spectacular.

She took hold of the hem of her dress, and in one sinuous move, lifted it over her head.

I forgot to breathe.

She had nothing on underneath. Her skin was flawless, her complexion olive. That frizzy mop of dark hair, and her dark eyes ... yet she had the pinkest of nipples, perfectly seated on lovely breasts. Their size and shape suited her admirably.

Her stomach was flat. Her hips swelled only slightly. Her legs were slender, and shapely. She had a triangle of thick pubic hair.

I stepped towards her. Kanitz raised a hand to my chest, and stopped me at arm's length.

- "I'm not in hemmer, Cook." she said. "Do you understand? I will need ... preliminaries."

Preliminaries? What a lovely word for foreplay.

- "I understand, Countess."

She lowered her arm, and stepped closer, to press her body against me. But she buried her head against my chest.

- "When we are alone ... you can use my name, Cook. 'Kanitz' is a title."



- "Wenzla." I whispered.

- "Mmm ..." she tilted her head up, so that I could kiss her.

I treated her like my prom date. I kissed her, lovingly, inserting only the tip of my tongue into her mouth. I stroked her shoulder, and lightly ran my fingers down her arm.

I caressed her back, lightly scratching her shoulder blades. To my surprise, she didn't seem to have a ridge of dorsal fur - only a little bit of hair.

Her little ass fit my hands perfectly, though. Wenzla seemed to like that. She became the aggressor in our kissing; her tongue was chasing mine inside my mouth.

Her breasts fit my hands very nicely, too. Her nipples were responding, so I bent my head and took one into my mouth. She gasped, but her hands went around my head as she pulled me even closer.

I steered her towards the bed. I could feel her tense up.

- "Relax, Wenzla." I whispered. "We have time, yet."

I lay beside her, kissing her and stroking her luxuriant curls. When I caressed her face, I could feel her smile.

Then I slid down the bed a little, and kissed and suckled at her breasts. But it wasn't until I trailed kisses across her stomach that she responded.

- "Mmm ..."

Now I could smell her. She was moist - but not drooling, as she would have been, if she'd been in hemmer. So I took my sweet time, and teased her fleshy outer labia with my lips and my tongue.

Wenzla ran her fingers through my hair as I licked her. Time no longer mattered. There was nothing else on my mind, except this incredible woman. I reached up to caress her breasts as I continued to eat her pussy. I could feel her beginning to lubricate.

Countess Kanitz came on my face, with a stifled groan.

I climbed up beside her, and held her in my arms, as she recovered from her orgasm.

- "That was ... wonderful." she said.

- "I'm glad you enjoyed it."

- "I can return the favor." she said. "Or we can copulate." She put a hand on my chest. "But ... you would have to pull out, Cook. It ... would not be a good time for the Queen's Chancellor to bear a child."

- "I understand." Hemmer or no hemmer, I was hard as a rock for Wenzla, Countess Kanitz. From the way she'd said it, I knew what her first choice was.

I rolled atop her, and nestled the head of my cock against her pussy lips. She reached down to take hold of me, and pulled. I was careful, and went slowly.

She was wet, but awfully tight.

- "I'm ready." she said. "Push!"

I did, and suddenly slid a few inches deeper.

- Ah!" she cried out. "So good!"

I didn't immediately begin moving - I just enjoyed the sensation of being inside her, and waited for her to grow accustomed to it.

- "You are deliciously tight, Wenzla." I whispered.

She grinned. "And your girth is ... interesting. Ah - now, I think, we can make love."

It didn't occur to me until much later, that she'd used a Pylosian expression - Terran words, really. Westrons said copulate, fuck, join, plow, couple ...

But when Wenzla began thrusting her pelvis at me, I forgot about linguistics. I went easy on her, at first, but she was the one consistently increasing the pace.

- "Ah! Yes!" she said. But even in the throes of passion, she remembered to warn me. "Outside! Don't forget - you have to pull out -"

I did, and ejaculated a massive load onto her. My first shot hit her just under the chin. The second and third coated her tits, and then I pumped a few more weaker jets onto her stomach.

We lay side by side, our limbs entangled. She was panting; I was breathing heavily, too.

- "How -" I began. "How is this even possible?"

She kissed my chin.

"Wenzla. How ...? You aren't in hemmer."

Countess Kanitz didn't respond.

"I don't understand." I said. "Forgive me - but ... you don't have dorsal fur, either."

- "No, I don't." she said. "Now you know my secret."

- "Your secret?"

- "I'm a hybrid, Cook."

***

"My father was Pylosian. His name was Owusu. Mother said that he had light brown skin, and was quite tall. That was virtually all she knew about him."

"I never met my father."

She looked at me, as if I might have known the man she was speaking of. Now I understood her lack of dorsal fur, and the crazy curls of her hair, so unique among Westrons.

"My first lover was Pylosian, too; had to be, since without hemmer I couldn't attract a Westron male. His name was Pratha, and he was very gentle. I bore him a son."

- "You have a son?"

- "Yes. He lives with a foster family. His life will be normal - he'll be able to marry, and raise a family. It's only hybrid females who are ... alone."

"The only males we can hope to arouse are other hybrids. Even then, it's difficult to compete with a woman in hemmer. But there are hybrids, scattered about the kingdom. A few dozen. We're like the Woles, in a way: we pass largely unseen."

"I've had two other lovers, but we had to be very discreet. Neither was very satisfactory. Certainly no match for Pratha - or for you."

- "You had to be discreet?"

- "It wouldn't do, would it, for Countess Kanitz - now the Queen's chancellor - to be revealed as a hybrid?"

"So now you know my deepest, darkest secret." she said.

She was lying next to me, stark naked, even as she exposed herself metaphorically.

"And you must be wondering: why is she telling me this?"

- "As a matter of fact, I am."

- "Well, I thought it would be only fair, if we are sharing our bodies, that we also share secrets. I've told you my biggest secret - now you can tell me one of yours."

- "One of? But, Countess ... Wenzla - I don't have any secrets."

- "You know, Cook, you're really not a very good liar." she said.

- "I beg your pardon?"

- "You're not really from Pylos at all - are you?"

*****
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- "You're not really from Pylos at all - are you?" said Countess Kanitz.

I hesitated just a split-second too long. She had me - and she knew it. Talley'd been wrong: I wasn't a very good liar, after all.

There's a story about a little chick (a baby chicken) who wasn't paying attention in the farm yard. A cow unloaded a massive dump on her. Covered in bovine excrement (almost submerged in it, in fact), the little chick began plaintively calling for its mother.

A hawk heard the chirping, and swooped down, to collect the little chick.

The moral of the story is, when you're neck deep in shit, keep your mouth shut. Things can always get worse.

Countess Kanitz was studying me. She didn't seem angry to me - more ... curious.

- "Care to tell me the truth?" she said.

Ouch.

- "I'm not sure that you'd believe me, Countess." I said.

- "It's really quite odd. The Pylos that you've described in our conversations is somewhat like the place Pratha told me about. But different, too, in several key particulars."

"Pratha had never heard of Owusu. And you've obviously never met either of them. Yet all three of you have travelled to our shores."

"How many Pylosians have come to the Westron Kingdom? I find it hard to believe that you wouldn't know each other - that you never met to compare your impressions, or to share knowledge. Is there no 'Westron explorers' club' in Pylos?"

I had no answer for that shrewd guess.

"You know, none of the Pylosians who've been here ever came back. Once they leave, they never return. Isn't that odd?"

"I gave Pratha a letter for Owusu. There was no reply. Wouldn't you think that at least one Pylosian who came here would have formed a meaningful friendship? That they might correspond with a Westron friend? They'll sire children, but they won't write a letter?"

"You seem to have truly loved your Vanova. But you never mentioned writing to her. A Pylosian ship brought you to Cercen - might not another carry a letter back for you? Or is it that you cannot write to her?"

"Did you make her up? She sounded so real."

- "She's real." I mumbled. I'd almost said: She was real.

- "But she's not in Pylos, is she? Is that why you don't write?"

Kanitz was too damned smart. She couldn't envision space travel, but she knew - thanks to Themis, no doubt - that the only letters I'd written while I was at Tonol had been delivered to Cercen - to Talley. From him they'd gone straight to Kanitz herself.

With their technology, letter-writing was the only form of long-distance communication. I knew that. But humanity had long lost the ability - and the inclination - to communicate in that manner. And Kanitz had figured it out.

She was sitting on the bed, with her legs off to the side. Still naked, which was more than a little distracting. That might have been one reason why my brain was working so sluggishly. I couldn't think of a damned thing to say that would help.

Kanitz simply watched me, and waited.

- "I don't want to lie to you." I said.

- "But you won't tell me the truth."

- "That's ... not quite the same thing."

- "Evasion." she said, with a sigh. Kanitz slid off the bed, and reached for a robe.

"We might as well have something to eat, I suppose. Are you hungry?"

I looked at her, in disbelief.

- "But ...?"

She came to my side of the bed, and rested one knee beside me. Then she leaned over and kissed my cheek.

- "Cook - I'm not going to have you arrested, or imprisoned. You know my secret, remember?"

"You saved Tonol, so the Queen is in your debt. Langoret swears that you're some kind of military genius. Aneli says that she'll need a year to recover before her next hemmer."

"And Themis says that you are a good man. The best she's ever met."

I blushed.

"There." said Kanitz. "How can you do that - and yet lie about who you are, and where you come from?"

I was completely at her mercy. She stood up, and paced the room.

"Cook, Cook, Cook. What am I to make of you?"

- "Do you need to know so badly, Countess?" I asked. "Isn't it enough to know that I'll do everything I can to help you defeat the Crolians?"

She paced some more.

- "I suppose the secret - or secrets - are older than you are. The mysteries of Pylos are one thing, or many things - and you're another. Your story of exile ... that also rang true."

"Ah, well ... One thing at a time. Food, first. Then we'll see about having sex again. I think I'd like to be on top, this time."

***

She fed me, while sitting on the bed, wearing a robe that did little to conceal her charms. It gaped open, at the top, revealing the shape of one perfect breast. It also left a delectable stretch of thigh uncovered.

It may seem odd, that in my present predicament, I was growing aroused. I should probably have been afraid - or busily trying to construct some plausible lies.

But she'd said she wasn't going to kill or imprison me.

- "Why did you help me gain command of a regiment?" I asked her.

- "You mean, if I thought you were lying about Pylos?" She smiled. "Perhaps it's the way my mind works. I seem to be like a cabinet, with separate drawers for all of my different concerns."

"Pylos and Pylosians ... Whatever your people were doing here, I suspect that they did not intend to harm us. Not directly, at any rate. Then they all left, so I closed that drawer."

"There was Talley, of course. I had him watched, discreetly. He is no spy."

"And more than a decade later, you arrived. I found you interesting, and ..."

She brushed back her hair, and tucked a few rebellious strands behind her ear.

- "And?"

- "I liked you, Cook. From the very beginning. You are engaging and entertaining. I enjoy talking to you; you fire my imagination."

"And yes - I wondered if I should sleep with you."

- "But?" I guessed.

- "But the Queen was dying, Maia Matila's succession had to be assured, and you re-awakened my suspicions of Pylosians."

- "So you tested me."

- "Of course. Your knowledge of military matters, your ability to resist Nystu in hemmer, and your performance with Airta ..."

Just like that, I felt a big piece of the puzzle slide firmly into place.

- "Themis didn't go to Tonol just to observe the army, did she? She was also there -"

- "To observe you. Yes."

My heart dipped a little. It didn't sink, entirely; I couldn't for a moment believe that Themis had faked her feelings for me. No - those were real.

"I myself am quite cynical." continued Kanitz. "But in your case, I had to consider if my judgment was clouded by wishful thinking. I wanted to believe that you could be trusted, because I found you so fascinating, and because I wanted to copulate with you."

"Princess Maia Simonia is a good judge of character. Her appraisal of you would also be completely unaffected by sexual interest - of course, we never expected her to go into hemmer so soon. That was quite extraordinary."

- "So the story that she volunteered ... that she wanted one last adventure .."

- "All true." said Kanitz. "It was all her idea. The Princess suggested that she could be an impartial judge of your character, where I could not."

- "I see." That made me feel a little better.

Kanitz sighed. "Cook, you may be a skillful tactician, and a student of military science. That, with a bit of courage, may get you killed."

That got my attention. "I don't understand."

- "You are a political neophyte - a babe in the woods. You look around, and see the prospect of a glittering military career, with beautiful women whose hearts beat faster for you, when they are in hemmer."

"But we are an ancient people, steeped in intrigue and political skullduggery. There are women here who will eat you for breakfast, and spit out your bones."

"You mustn't trust everyone you meet, Cook. Especially me."

- "You?"

- "If it served the Queen's interest, I would dispose of you. With regret - but I would do it."

- "Thank you ... for the warning."

- "I am serious. You mustn't trust everyone you meet. Or copulate with."

- "Aneli?"

- "She's very fond of you. She loves the attention she has received, for having such a controversial Colonel. And you certainly gave her a memorable hemmer."

"But if our opponents find a way to offer her something she wants more ..."

- "Really? And Langoret?"

- "I believe that Colonel Langoret is exactly what she appears to be: a professional soldier. But there could very easily be much more to her than meets the eye."

I took what Kanitz said very seriously. I suspected, though, that she didn't know Talley's family very well. I found it hard to believe that Tallia had some kind of secret political agenda.

- "Why would you tell me not to trust you?"

She laughed. "Really? How would you respond if I said: Trust no one - except me."

- "So I shouldn't trust ... Themis, either?"

- "Ah ... I believe that you know the Princess better than I do. In several ways. I suspect that she fell in love with you, at Tonol. She's not a practiced liar, either, Cook."

"But ask yourself: does she love you more than she loves her sister?"

I couldn't answer that.

Kanitz stretched - and her robe slipped, a little.

- "Have you had enough to eat?" she asked.

- "More than enough." I said. Truth be told, I wasn't hungry.

- "Good. Because I'm monstrously excited. Political intrigue always does this to me. Would you be interested in copulating again?"

"I may not need so many preliminaries, this time."

***

Yes, I rose to the occasion. But I didn't skimp on the preliminaries, as she called them. Foreplay needn't be simply a pre-requisite; it can be an end in and of itself. I caressed, fondled, and teased her, and stroked, kissed, and licked.

But mainly, I teased her.

- "You're paying me back, for all those tests, aren't you?" she said. "Oh - that's evil."

I'm proud to say that I wore her out.

Afterwards, she lay beside me, sleeping peacefully. I stared at the ceiling of her bedroom, wondering what I'd gotten myself into.

She'd exposed me as a liar, and revealed her own most precious secret. She knew that Pylos and Pylosians were something of a myth - and then she let the matter drop.

And we'd had sex twice. Good sex. Not the fireworks of hemmer, but unlike Westron females, Kanitz could do it again next week, if she chose to. I dearly hoped she would.

After that? That's where my idle dreams began to lose steam.

I was Colonel of an 18th-century style regiment, in the midst of a just, defensive war. I'd caught the eye of the Queen (and the Queen's sister), and my prospects were golden. Expulsion from AFOTA was far behind me.

Yet I was in an alien land, run by women, who could only have sex (rather spectacularly) once a year or so. And if Kanitz was being honest, I was up to my neck in intrigues and power struggles that I didn't even begin to understand.

- "Deep thoughts?' she said.

- "I thought you were sleeping."

- "Dozing. You took a lot out of me, there. That was quite a test."

- "I was hoping that I could see you again." I said.

- "Of course you'll see me." She turned on her side, and rested her head on her arm, so that she could look at me. "What you really hope is that we'll end up in bed again."

- "Yes. You're magnificent."

- "Ah, but I can't compete with a woman in hemmer."

- "You can, Wenzla. Successfully."

She stroked my face. "That's sweet of you to say. I do enjoy your company, Cook. You change things. You change me. And I'm just as delighted with our coupling - you're wonderful."

- "Thank you."

- "But you must see: I can't have you here, as often as I would like - which would be always. My secret would never last, if you were in my bed every night."

"And could you be happy in the Palace? What would you do, to occupy yourself? Could you be satisfied, with the limited time I would be able to devote to you?"

"You weren't made to be a consort, Cook. It sounds tempting ... to have you at my beck and call. But neither of us wants that."

She made perfect sense. Langoret and I were building a force which might play a decisive part in the war; I couldn't abandon that. Nor I could make repeated visits to the capital, just to see Kanitz.

- "I can't keep you here." she said. "I can only hope that you'll return, from time to time."

- "Ships passing in the night. Like the moons." I said. "Each of us travelling our own path, but coming close together every now and then - close enough to touch."

- "That's a lovely thought. I think that you should make love to me again. Is that not how you say it, in Pylos - wherever it may be? Make love to me one more time, Cook."

***

She was an incredible, fascinating woman. One of a kind. I was hopelessly infatuated with her. Not in love - she was far too calculating for that. And she would always be the Queen's Chancellor first. But Kanitz could swiftly become an addiction for me.

She was probably right: it was best for both of us to pursue our own objectives. We could help each other, that way.

Kanitz was also making me think of my own situation. She'd given me plenty of food for thought. As I walked back into Cercen, my mind was skipping ahead.

I wanted a military career: Kanitz and the Westrons were offering me one. I liked these people - very much. I could feel useful - and valuable - if I helped them fight their war.

But in my personal life, could I be happy with a succession of encounters with females in hemmer? I was enough of a horndog to imagine a schedule - a rotation, if you will - of beautiful women who would do their best to fuck me to death. I figured that I could probably survive a hemmer every two weeks or so. Maybe three weeks would be safer.

The romantic - and the realist - in me wanted someone to love. That included sex, of course - frequent sex. Kanitz had just shown me that she could be that person, physically. She was also intellectually stimulating enough to hold my attention.

But emotionally? Talley and Tisucha had a true bond; they loved each other. Could I find someone like that? And given what Kanitz had told me about hybrids, perhaps I already had.

When I arrived at their house, Tallia and Esyle were preparing the family's evening meal. The younger daughter was grilling meat, while my aide was baking bread for her father and me. The females would nibble at a small piece, to be polite; they were mainly carnivores, who just didn't appreciate warm, fresh bread with a dab of butter or oil.

But they were all familiar with Talley's more omnivorous tastes, and happily catered to him. Tallia did the same for me, in camp: she was an expert at locating and acquiring a variety of foodstuffs, to keep me healthy and happy.

We ate, and drank, and I answered all their questions about the Palace. After dinner, Talley produced a bottle of fortified wine, which we sipped from tiny crystal glasses.

When her husband began to nod off a bit, Tisucha shooed him off to bed. Tallia might be in the army now, but in this house, her mother was the ranking Field Marshal. The girls helped their father up the stairs.

Tisucha re-filled my glass.

- "You seem to have the weight of the world on your shoulders, tonight." she said.

- "Me? Ah - I've been thinking."

Tisucha waited patiently. But I wasn't about to start telling her that I'd been thinking about her daughter. Bent over a map table, in those tight little breeches ...

- "Two nights at the Palace." said Tisucha. "A woman, then?"

- "Yes." I was no longer surprised at how open - and how curious - Westrons could be about sexual matters. That's not to say that I'd reached their level - or ever would.

- "Was it Countess Kanitz?" asked Tisucha.

I couldn't help it. This time I sprayed a mouthful of fortified wine across the table, narrowly missing my hostess.

- "How-? How could you possibly -?"

- "Only two nights." she said. "And you look nowhere near as exhausted as you did after Airta - remember? So you weren't with a female in hemmer."

- "But-"

- "And Kanitz is the only hybrid that I know of, at the Palace."

I was stunned. How could she possibly know the Countess' secret?

Tisucha saw my confusion, and smiled. "I delivered her baby, Cook. I've seen her naked. Why do you think she asked for me, specifically, to attend her? Kanitz knows very well who my husband is."

- "I thought ... I thought that was a closely-held secret."

- "Perhaps. But not from her physician."

Portions of my conversations with Wenzla came back to me. She'd specifically warned that I shouldn't trust her. She'd also pointedly told me that I was a babe in the woods, when it came to intrigues - which she loved so much, they aroused her.

The Queen had to know that her Chancellor was a hybrid. Themis, too? I wasn't so sure about the third sister, Maia Ariana. But Airta had to be in on the secret. How many more knew?

Or was Kanitz just playing with me?

- "You know Kanitz."

- "Yes."

- "And she knows you."

- "Yes."

Devious. Unnecessarily so. Kanitz could've simply sat me down, and explained everything. Instead, she'd seduced me, as a prelude to introducing the subject of hybrids. Moves within moves, plans with more layers than an onion.

Was anything she'd told me true? I didn't know, at this moment, if Owusu or Pratha had ever existed. All she'd needed to do was ask me about Tallia.

But if that was her goal - to get me thinking about Talley's daughter - she'd succeeded.

Tallia.

***

Kanitz called us back to the Palace one last time.

- "While I understand that you are doing excellent work, Ensign," she said, to Tallia, "I have some concerns about Colonel Cook's safety. For that reason, I am assigning him two more aides. Bodyguards, in fact."

- "Bodyguards?"

- "There have been a few ... disquieting rumours. Surely you won't refuse two additional soldiers for your regiment? They will be subordinate to Tallia, and can assist with her duties. But they can also provide some protection for you, Colonel."

She presented my two new aides. Oshide was short, slender, and surprisingly dark-skinned. She moved like a feather-weight prize fighter.

Yehla was tall - nearly my height - and plain-featured. She had an athlete's body, except that she seemed to be a little ... top-heavy.

Neither one smiled.

***

Countess Aneli decided to remain in the capital, to enjoy her new-found celebrity. That meant that Tallia and I could do without the ox-cart.

We took advantage of the opportunity to teach Oshide and Yehla how to keep pace with me. Run 100, walk 50. Every time I did this, I was reminded of how I'd learned the very first time - with Themis.

Both bodyguards caught on quickly, despite the disparity in their sizes. Yehla was powerful, if a bit ponderous. Oshide moved like a panther, cat-quick.

Tallia made every effort to be pleasant with them. I gradually became accustomed to having at least one of them near me, almost all the time. Disquieting rumours? They seemed to take it all very seriously.

Langoret had everything well in hand, back at our camp. She raised an eyebrow at my two new aides, but didn't comment when I explained Kanitz' reasoning.

We had a long talk. She already knew of my plan, but it was time to work out the details, and prepare our regiments - without letting them know what it was they were preparing for.

***

Then it was time.



- "Tallia? Walk with me, will you?"

I'd already asked Oshide and Yehla to give us a little space. They would probably hover within sight, but hopefully out of earshot. Tallia was curious about this break in our routine, but she followed me to the edge of camp.

There was a big rock - a boulder, really, perhaps twice my height. It was rough, but almost flat on top. We climbed up easily. I sat down, facing away from the rows of tents.

She sat down next to me, and patiently waited for me to explain what we were doing here. Not for the first time, I admired her composure.

I approached this conversation the same way I would go swimming - especially if I thought the water might be cold: just dive right in.

- "You've never experienced hemmer." I said.

She wasn't shocked; if she was surprised at all, she didn't show it.

- "No. I probably never will."

- "Is that why you aren't married?"

- "I suppose. But I'm still quite young."

- "Do you know any hybrid males? I mean - have you met any?"

Tallia nodded. "Three. The first one I referred to as 'Too Old'. The other two were Too Fat and Too Stupid. Does that tell you enough?"

- "Were they ... interested? In you?" I asked.

- "Too Fat married a Westron last year. Neither of the others made an offer."

- "They're idiots." I said. I couldn't believe that any male would pass up a chance to be with a beautiful, intelligent girl like Tallia. Sure, a female in hemmer was hard to resist - but Tallia could be sexually active all year round.

She smiled at the compliment, but continued to sit quietly. It was another quality of hers that I admired: patience.

"If one of them had offered marriage ... would you have accepted?"

- "Not likely. And not after ..."

It was my turn to wait, to show a little patience. I gave her time to find the words.

"Not since you knocked on our door." she said.

- "Not too old, too fat, or too stupid?"

She laughed. "No. Quite the opposite. Young, physically fit, and very intelligent. Also handsome, with a very big -"

- "Ah-hemm." I coughed.

- "And now a hero, the victor of Tonol, promoted to Colonel ..."

I shook my head. "Tallia - you have stars in your eyes. Fame is ... fleeting. And I realize that you have fewer options than most women ..."

That was putting it mildly. In a 'Last Man on Earth' scenario, or as one of the very few eligible bachelor hybrids in Cercen, I understood that I looked relatively good.

- "Fewer options is not the same thing as no options." she said.

I sneaked another peek at Talley and Tisucha's daughter. Tallia had her mother's exotic features and slender build. Her face was truly lovely, framed by her long, lustrous dark-brown hair. I took another deep breath.

"Tallia, you are beautiful, and highly intelligent. You're one of the most resourceful and eminently capable people I've ever met."

"The longer I'm with you, the more reasons I find to admire you."

"But ..."

This was going to be much harder than I'd anticipated. I didn't want to hurt her - but I owed her the truth.

- "You don't like me." she said, softly.

- "No. No! That's not it at all. Tallia - what I wanted to tell you ... it's just ... I can't marry you."

- "Marry?"

- "I'm not like your father. What he and your mother have is amazing - incredible. I can't be that man, though. I couldn't promise you anything like that."

- "Marry?" she repeated. "Cook - I don't want to marry you."

At that point, my carefully-prepared speech smashed through the guard rail, rolled off the edge of the cliff, and plunged into the gorge. It caught fire halfway down, and then crashed onto the rocks below.

- "You don't?"

- "No. What about Esyle?"

- "Esyle?"

- "I couldn't monopolize you, Cook." she said. "Esyle needs you, too. And you will always have other obligations: Countess Aneli, Countess Kanitz ..."

- "Wait! You know ... about -"

Tallia looked much older, and very much wiser, at that point.

- "How could I be possessive, or jealous, when my sister needs you as much as I do? My parents are unique, Cook. I knew from the moment we met that you weren't like my father."

"And now you know: I'm not like my mother. Nor do I want what she has."

I didn't know what to say. This was so far from what I'd expected, that I was completely flummoxed. Discombobulated.

- "What ... what do you want?" I coughed again, cleared my throat, and lowered my voice an octave. "What would you like, Tallia?"

She had her answer prepared.

- "I want you to be my first, Cook. But I also want you to be available for Esyle. And ... whoever else you need to be with."

"In a perfect world, you would be mine, first - but I would share you."

What a planet. What a world. I was still baffled, but also impressed beyond measure.

- "Does your -"

- "My mother knows how we feel. Esyle and I have discussed this with her."

Beautiful, intelligent ... and psychic.

- "Tallia - I wasn't expecting ... this. I need to ... think a bit."

- "I'm not going anywhere." she said.

***

The year's campaigning didn't go well for the Westrons. The southern front was quiet. In the centre, an able Westron General named Vis fought a war of manoeuvre, and kept the Crolians at bay. Stalemate. In the north, though, our General felt that she had to give battle.

She lost 6,000 of her troops.

I wasn't sure that Langoret and I could have made a difference. We needed this year, to train, to practice the skills we'd need for the next campaign. But I had plans. We met with our company commanders, and I explained to them exactly what I wanted to do.

- "But - no one campaigns in winter." they said.

- "That's why it will work." I said. - "Where do you think our enemies will be?"

- "In winter quarters." said Faregil, the bright young Captain of my 2nd Company. She was beginning to get it.

- "No one has ever done anything like this before." said a junior officer.

- "I know. We'll be the first. Imagine how proud you'll be when you tell your children about it."

- "We can change the course of the war." said Langoret.

That got their attention.

***

Lebuc and a few of the other Woles came through for me. They were able to extend and add detail to Talley's maps.

On the central front, the Crolians had a major supply depot just a dozen leagues from the border. They kept a small winter camp, with less than a regiment of troops, right on the disputed frontier, astride the only decent road.

We could attack them. With two regiments, we could win.

That wasn't what I had in mind. Kanitz thought my plan was audacious; Aneli called it plain crazy. It had never been done - which was exactly why I knew that it would work.

All the route marches, all the practicing, paid off. We had the troopers carry only food, limited powder and shot, and warm clothing.

We crossed the border a few leagues north of the main road. With no wagons or guns to slow us down, we made excellent time, even over broken ground, and through a forest.

A few Crolian civilians saw us: farmers, herdsmen. But they had no way of communicating with their army, except to walk to the nearest base. They weren't about to abandon their herds or their fields. We were also moving faster than they could.

The first major hurdle was spending the night out in the open. The soldiers weren't accustomed to sleeping out of doors in winter. Langoret and I toured the camp, and spoke to the troopers. The knowledge that we were sharing their hardships went a long way.

Some of my soldiers suggested that they'd be warmer if I shared my body heat with them. They were just joking; none of them appeared to be in hemmer.

We arrived outside the Crolian town of Napore just after midday.

- "You did it." said Langoret. "You know, I was not entirely sure that you could find it. I should have known."

I couldn't tell her about my non-CAT exercises at AFOTA, but orienteering and map-reading were definitely among my strengths. I'd brought us to our destination, and - as I'd expected - the Crolians had no idea we were on their doorstep.

There were winter barracks for four regiments only six leagues away. Those troops, though, might just as well have been on one of the moons, for all the good they'd do.

There were 2-300 gendarmes in Napore: not soldiers, not combat troops, but military police, or commissioners, who would oversee the disbursement of supplies to the combat units.

They stood around with their mouths open as we marched in. There were three gates into the town; only one was hurriedly shut. The gendarmes ran away, hid themselves, or simply surrendered.

A few shots were fired, and a pocket of resistance had to be overcome. We lost one killed, and three wounded.

Napore was ours.

The town contained massive livestock sheds and slaughterhouses - the Crolians were carnivores, like the Westrons. But Napore was also an arsenal.

- "3,000 muskets." said Tallia. In the first few hours, she completed a reasonably thorough inventory, by questioning the Crolian quartermasters, and then checking their claims.

" 14 guns, of various sizes. 21 tons of powder. 2,400 oxen." The list went on, and on.

- "That's fantastic!" I said. The haul exceeded my expectations.

- "Oh, there's more." said Tallia. "Oshide and Yehla discovered something else. One of the Crolians was hedging a bit, so Oshide put the fear into him, and he started blabbing."

- "Blabbing about what?"

- "They'll show you."

Oshide and Yehla led me to a warehouse opposite the storehouse containing the powder. Four of my troopers were standing guard. They opened it, and led me inside.

- "Mother of Mercy!" I breathed.

Chests, stuffed with coins. I felt like Sinbad, or Henry Morgan. Coins everywhere. It was a fortune - and not a small one.

- "It's the pay for five regiments." said Oshide.

- "Oh, you're beautiful." I said. "I mean, you are beautiful - but this is beautiful, too." I made a silent vow to name my next child after Oshide. Maybe my next three children.

She was standing right next to me. Dark brown hair, dark skin, exquisite features ... and grey eyes. The combination was astonishing. She was grinning.

- "Happy to be of service, Colonel." she said.

Langoret had done yeoman's work, too. She found the wine cellars and the brewery. She and a company of soldiers smashed the bottles, and stove in the casks. Westron soldiers weren't terrible drunkards, but it was better to remove the temptation than to regret it afterwards.

The soldiers had no reason to complain, on our second night. They slept indoors, warm and comfortable.

The following day, we loaded up. Every soldier filled her backpack with coins. When the coins ran out, we started loading powder. We weren't able to take it all.

But we did empty their barns, driving over 2,000 oxen ahead of us. We took only the animals - no carts, because we wouldn't be travelling by road.

We left long before the enemy ever arrived. If they were on their way, the first thing they would encounter was the population of Napore, heading down the road towards them. Langoret had suggested taking the quartermasters as prisoners, for ransom.

- "I don't want them to see us marching cross-country. The less they know, the better." I said.

We trailed a long length of slow fuse, which we lit once we were well away from the town.

It was a magnificent explosion.

Napore disappeared, in a massive cloud of dust and debris.

We returned home with 2,000 oxen, enough powder to fight a small war, and a fortune in Crolian coin.

***

I let Langoret take the coin to Cercen. She needed some time with her boyfriend (or fiancée), and it was my turn to 'hold the fort' in her absence. I got both regiments into winter quarters, snug and warm in their barracks. Tallia, as always, was invaluable.

I'd come to a decision, with regard to her. It was time to just ... dive in.

- "Would you have dinner with me?"

Tallia frowned. 'What are you talking about? We always have dinner together."

- "I was thinking ... just the two of us."

- "Oh?" Tallia was no fool. "Oh! Just ... the two of us."

I convinced Oshide and Yehla to give us some space again.

She wasn't a big fan of bread, but when I wrapped it around freshly grilled meat, with onions, and the bread soaked up all of the juices ...

- "Oh ... this is good. Mmm ..." she said. "You're trying to change my mind about bread?"

- "I have to try, if you and I are going to be together."

- "Together?" Her eyebrows rose.

I'd been giving the matter considerable thought. Looking into Oshide's eyes at close range had made me wonder, but I'd come to a few conclusions.

- "I can't promise to be faithful, Tallia. Not like your father is. But I think you're wonderful - you know that. If you'd like to have a sexual relationship, as well as our professional connection, and our friendship ... then I'm willing."

- "Friendship?"

That wasn't quite what I'd expected her to seize on.

"You do like me." she said.

What a planet. What a girl.

She kissed me. Carefully, hesitantly ... her lips were soft, and yielding. I'd intended all along to go slowly, to be extra-patient with her. But she was such a good kisser, I forgot where I was , for a moment.

- "Wow!" I breathed.

Tallia blushed. "You've probably kissed quite a few girls." she said.

- "Not like that."

- "Really?"

- "Kiss me again - just so that I can make sure."

She did.

Winsome. That was the word for Tallia. She was so lovely, so captivating. I don't know how a male could look at her and not fall hard. I'd been afraid of her youth and her innocence; I didn't want to repay Talley and Tisucha's hospitality by taking advantage of their daughter.

Turns out, that's exactly what mother and daughter wanted. In that case ...

We kissed some more. She was curious, inquisitive - and very intense. I waited, and kissed her, and waited ...

- "Aren't you going to touch me?" she whispered.

- "I don't know." I answered. "Are you going to touch me?"

- "Oh!" She hadn't considered being the aggressor. But once I'd opened that door, she went straight through it. Tallia begin began unbuttoning my shirt.

She got three buttons undone, and then slipped her hand inside.

- "Mmm ..." I moaned, softly. Thus encouraged, she ran her hand across my chest.

I let her explore, while trying to unbutton her shirt, one-handed. It took me quite a bit longer. Finally, though, I undid the third.

Tallia froze as my fingers brushed across her sternum.

- "They aren't very big." she whispered.

- "But they're yours." I said.

I reached inside her shirt, and cupped her breast. They weren't very big at all. But they were warm, and soft, and capped by the most amazing puffy nipples.

"Oh? What have we here?" I said.

I circled her nipple with my finger, and then ran my thumb across it.

"Tallia - these are wonderful."

I bent my head, and ran my tongue along the underside of her small breast. By the time I flicked my tongue across her budding nipple, Tallia was panting.

That encouraged me to pause, and lead her to my bed. It wasn't a particularly big bed, but if we squeezed in together, we could fit.

She didn't seem alarmed at all, but I didn't want her to get nervous. I kissed her, and concentrated on her soft lips for a while. Then I slid my hand back under her shirt.

- "You really like them?" she asked.

- "Keep coming to my bed, Tallia. You'll be able to tell by how much attention I pay to your nipples."

- "Mmm ..." She liked that answer.

I kissed her again, and let my hands range.

Tallia was so slender, there was very little fat on her body, other than her diminutive breasts, and her scrumptious little ass. Her tiny cheeks didn't even fill my hand.

That encouraged her to reach south of my belt line. I felt her hand brush over the bulge in my breeches.

- "I miss your scarf." she said.

- "Really?"

- "No. Not that much. I think I'll buy you a blue one when we get back to Cercen."

I looked up, to find Tallia smiling broadly.

- "Are you teasing me?" I asked.

- "Maybe. A little."

I growled, and unbuttoned her breeches. Then I flipped her onto her stomach, and peeled them off her exquisite buttocks. She didn't seem to be unduly worried.

- "Are you laughing?"

- "I'm sorry, Cook. Really. But ... it's funny."

- "Good."

I kissed her again, a little more aggressively, more passionately. Then I turned her on her back, and pressed her into the bed, with the weight of my chest. My hand drifted to her lower belly, and I ran my finger through her sparse pubic hair.

When I first touched her labia, she drew in a breath, sharply.

- "I won't hurt you, Tallia." I said. "We'll stop if I'm hurting you."

- "I know. But it's alright if it hurts a little. It's wonderful, so far."

- "It gets better."

I kissed my way down to her navel, while my hand stroked her calves, and began to caress her thigh. I don't know if it was her passionate nature, or her Westron blood, but Tallia was probably already prepared.

But I delayed, and kissed and caressed her legs, before lowering my head to her pussy.

She came. Almost instantly.

It was a powerful orgasm, to judge by the torque she applied to my head and neck with her hands and thighs.

- "Oh! Oh! OHHH!" she grunted, as she tried to twist my head from my body.

I crawled up beside her, and held her in my arms. She kissed me fiercely, and tried to climb atop me.

She wanted more, and I hastened to reassure her that we weren't done. Not at all.

She wanted to repay me in kind - immediately. A moment's reflection was all I needed to realize that it wasn't a bad idea. I didn't want to try to enter her after a prolonged session of foreplay - it would be a shame if I could only last a few strokes.

So I lay on my back, and put my hands behind my head.

- "I'm all yours." I said.

Tallia grinned again, and straddled my lower legs. She seemed to be enjoying herself, thus far. She struggled with the buttons of my breeches.

- "Oh my." she said, as she pulled my erect member from my pants.

It was fully erect, massively engorged. From the angle I was looking at, it seemed to reach higher than her belly button. From the look on her face, she seemed to be thinking the same thing.

But she was game. Tallia dipped her head, and licked the tip. She stared at it, for a moment, as if unsure of the best approach. Then she opened her mouth and slid her lips over the head.

She tried several more things: she licked down one side of the shaft, and up the other, and then swirled her tongue around the edge of the crown. For such an inexperienced girl, she was remarkably adventurous.

Tonight was meant to be for her, though, so I helped her to get me off faster. "Use your hand, too - yes, like that."

I warned her that I was about to come. Tallia began to suck even more energetically. She didn't pull away, even as I started to come, shooting my load straight into her mouth. She swallowed frantically, trying to get it all.

Some of it dribbled from the side of her mouth, onto her chin. She wiped with her fingers, and then licked them clean.

- "That was awesome!" she said. The big smile reappeared on her face. I had to laugh at her enthusiasm.

- "Have you been practicing?" I asked.

- "No. Well ... we talked about it. Quite a bit, I suppose. Wait - you already-"

She protested, mildly, when I put her onto her back again, and slid down the bed.



- "I haven't had a chance to show you my appreciation, yet." I insisted.

Tallia was more than ready to lose her virginity, but I wanted her experience to be memorable, and overwhelmingly positive. So I slipped a pillow under her ass, and gently kissed her pussy.

I took my time. There was no hurry to bring her to orgasm: I wanted her to experience many of the things I could do for her with fingers, lips and tongue.

She was resting on her elbows, her head propped up, watching me. She seemed fascinated. When I reached up, though, with one hand, to toy with her nipple, Tallia let herself fall back on the bed. She surrendered to the sensations she was feeling.

She came more quietly this time, with a shudder and a moan.

I crawled up between her knees, and rubbed the head of my cock against her lower lips. She was quite wet already, but I spat into my hand and smeared the saliva over my dick.

I slid against her lips, without attempting to enter her; instead, I massaged her labia with my shaft. Four times, five ... then Tallia grew impatient, and tucked me inside her. She also lunged forward with her hips, trying to drive herself onto me.

The head of my cock split her pussy open, and penetrated maybe two inches, before it stuck fast. She grunted.

- "Easy." I said. "Breathe, Tallia."

- "You're inside me." she whispered.

- "Just barely."

She glanced down, between her legs. "Oh - there's so much left to go."

- "Breathe, Tallia. We have time." I was quietly thanking her for having gone down on me earlier. If she hadn't, I'd probably be shooting my first load inside her at this point. She was hot, and damned tight.

I pulled back a little, and pushed forward, for an infinitesimal gain. Back - and forward again.

- "You're being very patient with me." she said, softly. "I knew you would be."

- "You're worth it." I whispered back.

It took many tiny strokes, many little gains, before I was firmly lodged inside her. Finally.

- "We're copulating, Cook."

- "Yes. Yes we are. Am I hurting you, Tallia?"

- "No." she said. "A little. But I like it. I'm so very glad it's you."

What could I say to that? I did the best for her that I could, holding back until she was more comfortable with me inside her. Four shallow strokes - pause, and breathe. Five longer strokes. Pause.

At eight, I couldn't take anymore: I pulled out, and shot a huge load of semen onto her stomach. Eyes wide, she stared at me as I pumped streams of viscous liquid onto her.

She pulled me close, smearing my essence between our bodies, as she kissed me.

- "Will you .. do that again - with me?" she asked.

- "Every day, Tallia." I said. "Every day."

*****


Westrons Pt. 10

Thank you.

The feedback I've received has been wonderful: constructive criticism, genuine praise, and wonderful reflections from fans of fantasy and military history.

Thank you, to those who've suggested that I could make money at this. But I don't really need it. I write for my own enjoyment, first and foremost. Finding out that some of you enjoy it too is a great feeling.

***

Tallia was a godsend.

As an aide, or executive assistant, she was nothing short of miraculous. She could identify half a dozen things that needed to be done, every day, and then do them - without bothering me with the details.

She seemed to have the ability to read my mind, or predict an order that I was going to issue. Sometimes she'd even have it written out, ready for my signature - before I'd even asked her to.

- "Seventh Company need more practice on the range." I said. "Allocate an extra couple of barrels of gunpowder to them."

Just like that, Tallia would hand me a requisition for the quartermaster to issue extra powder to 7th Company. All I had to do was sign it.

"How do you do that?" I asked.

- "You said last week that you were disappointed with their marksmanship, and that they needed more time on the range."

- "So you wrote up the requisition?"

Tallia just shrugged, like it was no big deal to anticipate what I would want.

- "Do you just guess, sometimes?" I asked her.

- "You have a tendency to think aloud." she said. "And you often give me ... hints - of what you're planning to do. It's not that difficult." From what she was telling me, I'd have made a terrible poker player.

- "For you, maybe. Do you ever guess wrong? Write up orders that I never ask for?"

- "Not very often." she said, with a grin.

- "You know, Langoret offered me a barrel of gold for you." I said.

- "You wouldn't trade me for the world."

- "Oh? Really? You're so sure of that?"

- "You wouldn't trade me, Cook." she said. "You told me so."

That was true enough. Because in addition to her administrative excellence, Tallia was also remarkably adept at predicting my mood, and even the level of my desire for her.

The day after her defloration, she was eager for more, but too sore. I went down on her instead, and brought her off twice before I tucked her in and let her sleep.

After that, though, she was all over me. She wanted to do everything, all of the time. And that suited me just fine.

I'd been in the Westron Kingdom almost three years. In that time, I'd had sex with Airta, Themis, Aneli, and Kanitz.

I'm not knocking hemmer. It's absolutely amazing. But it only lasts for a long weekend, at most. Intense, crazy sex - and if you have strong feelings for the person you're coupling with, a dozen times or more, it can be incredible.

After that ... nothing. The feelings are still there, but you're saddled with the harsh fact that you won't be making love with her again for a year, or more.

Tallia wanted to have sex every day. Twice a day, more often than not. She knew when I was aroused, and when I was just mildly horny. She learned very quickly that I could be turned on, and ready to go, even when I wasn't sporting an erection.

She gained confidence in her own body, trusting that I truly did like her little tits, with their puffy nipples, and that I was genuinely obsessed with her trim little ass.

She was also quite adept at predicting her own cycles. She would never experience hemmer, but she wasn't human either. She menstruated regularly: every three months, and then every four months. I couldn't quite believe it, but she assured me that it was true.

- "I'd love to have a baby." she said. "But not now. You need me here."

- "I most certainly do."

She cried her eyes out when I gave her a ring.

It was the ring Queen Maia Matila had pressed into my hand, when I first met her, after out victory at Tonol.

- "It's not a wedding ring, Tallia."

- "I know." she sobbed. "But you only gave flowers to Airta and Aneli ... you gave me a ring."

***

With our successful winter raid, the Crolians were deprived of a major supply depot. They'd have hard time sustaining a large campaign on the central front without it.

In the south, they couldn't tackle Tonol again without siege guns - nor they could they bypass it. That meant that the enemy were most likely to attack in the north. They'd won a battle there last year. Another victory like that would probably bring the Westron Kingdom to its knees.

Kanitz summoned both Langoret and me to Cercen just before spring. I brought Tallia along, though, so that she could visit her family.

- "You can copulate with her, if you want. Countess Kanitz, I mean." said Tallia. "Actually, you probably should. Especially if she wants you to."

- "You're a maniac." I told her. There was no exact word for 'maniac' in Westron - what I'd really told her was that she was 'seriously crazy'.

- "If you mean that I love you, and I want you to be happy ... then yes, I am." she said.

Tallia gave me so much, and asked so little in return. I choked a bit. Then I wrapped her in my arms, and kissed her.

- "I love you, too." I said. "You just have to tell me how to make you happy - because I still don't understand Westrons very well."

Tallia went to stay with her parents, while Langoret and I attended a conference at the Palace.

Aneli was there - very pregnant. She insisted that I run my hands over her extended belly, and feel the weight of her engorged breasts.

- "This is your work." she said. "Spectacular, aren't they?"

- "You may have the greatest chest in the entire Kingdom." I said. "And your ass is pretty incredible, too." I whispered.

What the hell. Keep your employer happy. Especially if it's true.

Kanitz brought our meeting to order.

- "The Queen has nominated General Vis to command on the Northern Front." she said.

Vis had been in charge of the central sector last year. By skillful manoeuvring, she'd kept the Crolians from making any serious progress.

"Your regiments will be attached to the Army of the North."

- "We have to be together." I said. "If they split us up, any effect we might have will be diluted."

- "I agree." said Langoret.

Kanitz smiled. "That is exactly what I argued. Fortunately, General Vis was prepared to be reasonable. She will allow your two regiments to be brigaded."

Kanitz looked at me. I'd explained the value of brigading regiments to her last year. It wasn't something I'd expected her to accept. But she had.

- "Cook should command." said Langoret.

- "That's not necessarily -" I began.

- "We learn from each other." said Langoret. "But you have excellent battlefield instincts. The command should be yours."

- "The Queen agrees." said Kanitz.

End of discussion. I was a Brigadier - with no change in rank.

"Can you stay, tonight, Colonel Cook?" asked the Chancellor.

It was quite incredible, if you ask me. Kanitz had pretty much said "Will you stick around, and have sex with me, Cook?" Langoret said goodnight, and Aneli asked me to have lunch with her a few days hence, to choose names for our child.

I wasn't going anywhere - that was for sure.

- "I'm sorry." said Kanitz. "That wasn't particularly subtle."

- "You don't have to be subtle for my sake." I said. "I am entirely at your service, Countess."

She shivered. "I love when you talk dirty, like that."

First, though, she took me to see my children. Oscel and Caneia were almost 2 years old. They were speaking - combining two and sometimes three words to make little sentences. Tonola was happy to pull my fingers, and easily amused when I reacted by squeaking.

I have no idea what kind of father I might have made, or whether Westron society could accommodate what I would've liked to do. But the simple fact of the matter was this: I wasn't going to be around often enough to help raise these children.

I'd be with the regiment. There was no way to get out of that. Daddy's job involved travel. Kanitz had spelled it out correctly for me: my children would know who I was, and what I was doing. I just wouldn't be around very often to see them growing up.

Kanitz touched my elbow, to get my attention. When I turned to her, she raised her eyes. I looked up.

There was a balcony overlooking the garden courtyard where the children played. Themis was there.

She looked every bit as beautiful as I remembered. She waved, and smiled, and my heart broke all over again. Tears filled my eyes.

- "Papa cry." said little Caneia.

***

- "I'm sorry." said Kanitz, afterwards. "I thought that you would enjoy seeing her. She wanted to see you."

- "I appreciate it." I said. "I didn't expect to react ... that way."

Kanitz nodded. She didn't press me on it. We had dinner together.

"How is Tallia?" she asked.

- "She's the best aide ... put it this way: if I wanted to create the perfect aide, Tallia would be better than anything I could've imagined."

- "So I hear. That's wonderful. And ... you two have copulated?"

I swear, I could live to be 100, and spend all those years here - but I'd probably never get used to the way Westron females talked about sex. Especially how easily they discussed sex with someone else.

Unless I was seriously mistaken, Wenzla was planning to fuck me a couple of times before dawn. Yet she thought it perfectly appropriate to discuss my sexual relationship with another woman - not very long after letting me visit my children by two other women.

She saw the confusion on my face, and wanted to know if I was upset.

- "Not at all." I said. "Just ... bewildered." I explained why.

She listened attentively, storing away everything I said in her prodigious memory. "Yes," she said, "I have every intention of copulating with you, Cook - immediately after you kiss and lick me again. I've been dreaming of that, over and over."

"But why would I care - or worry - if you were doing the same thing to young Tallia yesterday? I hope that you were: she's a lovely girl, and deserves as much happiness as you can give her. And the more practice you get ... the more I benefit."

- "You're not ... jealous?"

- "Was Tallia jealous, that you would be spending the night with me? I would be very surprised if she was."

Amazing place. Incredible women.

Kanitz got me into a discussion on the subject of jealousy. Of course, she did this while wearing a sheer gown that was a little too tight.

"It is a negative emotion, which could cause blame and anger. It's aggressive, and manipulative." she said.

- "But ... what's so bad about wanting to keep the affection of someone you care for?"

- "Why must you keep your lover's affection? That sounds ... possessive. We think of affection as a gift, to be enjoyed."

- "Well, jealousy shows that I care. I mean - would you prefer that I was indifferent about who ... or how many sexual partners you took?"

- "I am hardly indifferent, Cook. I am keenly interested in your sexual history."

- "Okay. Let's try this: what if we were married?" I said.

- "Really?" She raised one eyebrow.

- "Hypothetically, Wenzla."

- "Am I hypothetically a Westron female, or a hybrid?"

I wasn't going to do well in this argument. I didn't even know for sure which side I was on. Kanitz looked delectable, and I was letting her engage me in a debate.

So I let her keep talking, and slipped under the table. I crawled under her chair, and ran my hands up her legs.

- "That is hardly fair, Cook."

- "I was losing the debate, anyway." I said. "Besides - you never play fair, Wenzla."

- "Mmm ... that's true ... oh, there - like that." she said. "Oh - Cook. You're wasted, commanding a regiment. You should be here, at the Palace ... pleasuring the Queen's Chancellor ..."

After her first orgasm, I carried Kanitz to her bedroom, and stripped her. I went down on her again, but she was too impatient to have me inside her.

***

I had dinner with Tallia's family. Talley still seemed to have some reservations about me: I was a hero, who stayed overnight at the Palace. I'd repaid his investment in my career. I was also having sex with his daughter.

Tisucha's attitude had no room for ambivalence. She approved of me wholeheartedly.

- "How was she?" she asked me.

Honestly - have you ever had a mother-in-law (or girlfriend's mother) ask you about their daughter's sexual performance?

- "You taught her well." I said. That seemed to be the correct answer.

Later that evening, I helped Esyle clean up after dinner.

- "How was she?" she whispered.

- "Didn't she tell you?" I whispered back.

- "Of course." said Esyle. "I just wondered ... what you thought."

- "Your sister is incredible."

That seemed to make her happy.

I slept in my customary place, on the floor. Tallia came down, after everyone else was asleep, and pressed her slender body against mine.

- "I'm here ... if you want me." she whispered.

I wanted to laugh out loud. Once I'd told her what everyone else had said - or asked - Tallia did laugh. When I laughed along, she shushed me.

Then she rode me, on the floor of her parents' dining room.

***

On the first day of spring, we got our brigade going. Langoret's troopers were as good as mine, when it came to long marches, and no one balked. They complained - all armies complain. But they moved, and at a good pace.

1st Company were the sharpshooters, armed with rifles. They were slower to load, but accurate at a much greater distance. 2nd Company were elite, the best troops I had.

3rd Company took charge of our 3-pounder cannons. They weren't much trouble on level ground, but rough terrain and steep hills could be difficult.

4th and 5th Companies were carrying 2 cannonballs each; 6th and 7th Companies were loaded down with powder charges. The last three Companies were smiling today; they'd get regular turns as we shifted the jobs around. I wanted everyone to be familiar with working the guns.

They'd all be bitching about the extra weight after a few days of this, but I hoped that the little cannons would change their minds if we got into a fight.

There was no hurry, no forced marches. All of the heavy gear was on ox-carts, travelling with the artillery. But I set out an advance guard and rearguard, as well as flanking parties in skirmish order.

- "But we're on our own land." said Tallia.

- "We'll do it every day. No matter where we are. Because the first time we forget to do it may be the day we get ambushed."

***

The camp at Elkit was immense - much bigger than the one I'd been in with Themis, outside Tonol. General Vis was to lead an army of 15 regiments (2 of them excellent Penchen mercenaries), and a dozen more Free Companies and independent companies: an estimated 18,000 troops.

Langoret and I spruced ourselves up, and went off to meet our Commanding Officer.

General Vis was older than I'd expected, though she kept herself in excellent condition. She had corn-coloured hair, a nose worthy of a painting by Brueghel, and grey-blue eyes. She also didn't seem to be very pleased to see me.

- "I hope, Colonel Langoret, that you will keep your ... colleague ... under control."

- "That shouldn't be necessary, General." said Langoret. "Colonel Cook's behaviour has been above reproach, in the time I've known him."

I loved her for saying it, of course, but it didn't score us any points at the meeting of Inhabers the following day.

The Westron command system was ponderous, at best. General Vis had to explain her intentions to 15 Colonels (many of whom owned their regiments). As a courtesy, she'd also included the dozen Free Company commanders.

Picture a big tent with 35 people stuffed into it, and you'll get the idea. The only consolation, I suppose, was that the Crolian system was equally complex.

Two of them were in hemmer. I was painfully erect through the entire meeting. But I was also intrigued by my first sight of the Penchen Colonels.

The Penchen have no gender. I don't mean that they're asexual: they are neither male nor female. There were two of them. One was tall and dark, the other tall and fair. Honestly, I had no idea if either one was male or female.

General Vis called us to order. A tall, well-built Westron Colonel immediately stepped forward. She had dark hair, dark eyes, and a sharp nose.

- "Is it necessary, General, for the Pylosian to attend our conference? I find his presence distracting, and ..." She turned in my direction, and sniffed. " ... his odour ... offensive."

"I'm quite certain that many here would agree."

Langoret bristled. I think she was about to step forward, but I held out my hand, so that she would have had to brush by me. She took the hint, and kept silent.

- "I was unaware of any odour." said General Vis. "I've been informed that the Colonel in question wears scents to minimize his ... odour."

- "Unsuccessfully, in my opinion." said the imperious Colonel.

- "The Queen had no objection, when I met her." I said, loudly." Nor did the royal Princesses. Or Countess Kanitz. Perhaps the Colonel ... is particularly sensitive."

- "We will meet tomorrow." said General Vis, regaining control of her meeting. "Outside."

***

- "Her name is Berandot." said Langoret.

- "And she matters?"

- "There are currents, at Court, that you are unaware of. I am not the best person to explain them to you. I suggest that you take it up with Chancellor Kanitz."

The next day's outdoor meeting was brief: General Vis notified us that we would be marching in a two weeks' time, and that every Inhaber was responsible for making certain that their regiment was fully supplied, and ready to move.

By nightfall, every soldier in the army had probably heard that Colonel Berandot had insulted me; there had already been two fights between troopers of the Aneli regiment and hers. I had to do something.

The next day, I inspected each company in turn.

- "You may have heard," I told the riflewomen, "that Colonel Berandot insulted me. Nothing could be further from the truth."

"The Colonel merely pointed out that in the confines of the General's tent, my ... body odour was quite ... strong."

"I took it as a compliment."

Some of the veterans were grinning.

"After all, most of you were at Tonol. You probably had occasion to ... be distracted ... by my ... musk. If you didn't, you were probably too far away."

"I know that a few of you ... lost a little sleep."

Maybe I was beginning to understand Westron females - or soldiers, at least. The troopers were grinning, appreciating my attempt to turn the insult into a joke - at Berandot's expense. I was suggesting, in a roundabout way, that she was a horny ... well, they got the idea.

I gave ten similar versions of that speech - one for each company.

- "She won't appreciate that." said Langoret.

- "Good. As long as the soldiers don't feel like they have to fight over it."

***

Langoret and I were ready to go the day after we arrived at Elkit. Two weeks was a long time, when we had nothing to do but wait for the other regiments to prepare.

- "Pack a supper." I told Tallia. There was no Westron word for 'picnic', but she got the idea.

It had to be a dinner for four, because Oshide and Yehla wouldn't let me out of their sight. I asked them for a little privacy, after we'd eaten, which they grudgingly granted.

- "Are you ...?" asked Tallia.

- "We've never made love outside." I said. Tallia loved that 'Pylosian' expression - it was so much more intimate than 'copulating'.

- "Oh! Mmm ... in that case .."

She was out of her clothes in no time. Tallia pretended that she'd found a flower, with a notable scent. She bent over it, and breathed deeply.



Then she looked back at me, over her shoulder.

Ask and ye shall receive. I knelt behind her, and kissed her leg, just above the back of her knee. I kissed her four more times, on different spots on her inner thighs. Once I had her convinced that I was going to tease her, I planted my nose in her pussy.

After a few tastes, I stood up, and plunged my erection into her.

Tallia gurgled - it was what she wanted, but not quite when she'd expected it. She bent over further, to grant me greater access. I grabbed firm hold of her hips, and fucked her hard and fast, from behind.

That's when we both heard - and saw - the explosion.

***

We ran back to camp.

My command tent was gone. Obliterated. One of my soldiers was dead, another four injured. No one knew quite what had happened.

That is - most of the regiment knew that I wasn't in my tent. But no one had seen any strangers go near it. The only people who would have paid attention - Oshide and Yehla - had been watching Tallia and me fuck on the hillside.

- "Powder barrel." said Oshide. ""Someone placed it next to your tent, and then lit a slow match while they walked away."

- "Nobody saw anything?" said Tallia, incredulous.

The worst thing, of course, was that we didn't know if it had been a stranger ... or one of our own.

***

Oshide and Yehla got a little crazy after that. Well, Oshide, really - and Yehla followed her lead. She recruited two dozen soldiers that she trusted, from the 1st and 2nd companies, and set them as guards around my new command tent.

There were never less than four on watch, at all times. But Oshide also had several more, carefully watching anyone who approached, or who seemed to be paying too much attention to where Tallia and I were.

Tallia refused to leave me, in any case.

- "Oshide has it all under control." she said. "Besides - we're going to war. There will be people shooting at us. The only way to keep us absolutely safe is to resign our commissions and go home. Don't ask me do that."

She had a point.

General Vis came to inspect the site.

- "Any chance that it was an accident?" she asked.

I wasn't going to say anything, but Langoret did.

- "It was an assassination attempt, General."

Vis looked thoughtful. "Do you want guards from my headquarters? For additional security?"

- "We have the matter in hand." said Langoret.

- "Let me know, if I can I do anything to help." said the General. "I will be writing a report to the Chancellor, on the subject."

My report, and Oshide's, had already been sent.

Once Vis had gone, I turned to Langoret.

- "I think it's time that you told me something about these factions."

***

Over dinner, Langoret did her best to boil down the Westrons' complicated system of politics and intrigue.

The Queen's party, headed by Kanitz, were obviously focused on fighting the war.

- "But there are many groups in opposition."

- "Who opposes fighting the war?" I asked.

- "No one. The argument is about how we fight it. There is a party that wants us to be more aggressive, to carry the war into enemy territory. But there is also a clique that wants to build fortresses, for defence."

- "Okay. Aggressives and Defensives."

- "But those positions are partly just a pretext. What they really want is control of patronage appointments and the Crown purse."

- "Ah. Line their pockets and promote their friends."

- "Yes. Then there is the party which supports the Queen, but opposes Kanitz. Another group would prefer to see Princess Maia Ariana on the throne."

- "No disrespect intended, but she didn't strike me as all that bright."

Langoret sighed. "She is not. Whoever became her Chancellor would effectively control everything."

- "Is there a party around Maia Simonia?"

- "No. The Princess has refused to let herself be used in such a manner. She steadfastly supports the Queen. However, that could all change."

- "How so?"

- "Westron noblewomen are not bound to these parties. Alliances and loyalties are constantly shifting. If Maia Simonia fell out with her sister, a party would form around her overnight."

- "Which party does General Vis belong to?" I asked.

- "She was pro-Queen, anti-Kanitz, until recently. Now she is more ... aggressive, in outlook."

- "What about Colonel Berandot?"

- "Pro-Ariana."

- "And what about you, Langoret? Is it rude to ask?"

- "I am politically neutral, Cook. I simply want to see the Crolians defeated. For now, I believe that the Queen and Kanitz are the best hope for us."

***

There was an additional side-effect to the explosion. Oshide got herself so tightly wound up that she went into hemmer.

She wasn't particularly subtle about it, either. Her teeth were clenched, and I could see the beads of sweat on her brow. Of course, I could smell her, too, and almost taste her arousal on the air. Oshide was practically vibrating.

- "Should I send you somewhere?" I asked her.

- "Absolutely not. I won't go."

On the bright side, we weren't on active campaign yet. It would be another week before we broke camp and marched against the Crolians. A distraction like this, the night before a battle, could have been disastrous. I'd have had no choice but to send her away.

And Oshide was distracting. She was short and slender, like Tallia, but much more muscular. The combination of her dark hair and dark skin, with her unusual light eyes, was very appealing. Her scent, too, was powerful. I was rock hard for much of the day.

To make matters worse, Yehla went into hemmer, too.

She wasn't as noisy, or as tense, as Oshide. But having two attractive females in hemmer in the command tent was putting a strain on the front of my breeches.

- "You have to do something." said Talia.

- "I don't think that I can send them away." I said. "Particularly Oshide. The way she is now, she might refuse to leave. It would drive her crazy."

- "You could try something else."

- "Such as ...? I'm open to ideas."

- "You could ..." and just before the words came out of her mouth, I knew what she was going to say. " ... copulate with them."

- "Tallia!" I protested.

- "It would help them." she said. Then she glanced at my crotch. "It might help you, too."

- "But -"

- "It's the best solution, if you think about it."

I did think about it. My lover was suggesting that I have sex with my bodyguards. I probably should have left the tent, to clear my head, and consider the matter dispassionately. The problem was, if I left, they'd both follow me.

Oshide wouldn't let me out of her sight - not for a moment. She'd been watching me the whole time, from the other side of the tent. She hadn't said a word, but the look in her eyes made my knees weak.

- "Maybe it is the best solution." I said.

- "Finally!" said Oshide. "Thank you!"

She stood up, and began shedding her clothes. And just like that, the die was cast.

Oshide had beautiful skin, and small breasts tipped with the darkest nipples I'd ever seen. There was almost no fat anywhere else on her body. She had virtually no hips, and a taut little ass that looked tight enough to hurt your hand if you tried to spank it.

Naked, she advanced, and wrapped her arms around me. Oshide moaned aloud.

- "Come on, Yehla." she murmured. "Come get some of this."

Tallia spoke up. "I'll ... check on the guards. We'll keep watch." With a smile, she flashed me the thumb up sign I'd taught her. Then she slipped out through the tent flap.

I turned to see Yehla removing her shirt. Mother of Mercy! I knew that she was top-heavy, but the breasts she revealed were breathtakingly large. They swept apart, gracefully. They were also remarkably well-shaped, despite their enormous size.

Oshide had unwound my sash, and loosened my breeches. She tilted her head up, and kissed me, hard, even as she reached into the front of my pants.

- "Ohh, fuck ..." she moaned, into my mouth.

She slid to her knees, dragging my breeches down as she went. Then she took my rock-hard cock into her mouth. I groaned aloud. Things were rapidly getting out of control.

A moment later, it seemed, Oshide was on her back, pulling me atop her. As I slipped inside her, she wrapped her legs around my hips.

- "Yess!" she hissed, as I penetrated her. She was amazingly wet, and took my full length easily. Her nipples were so hard, I felt them stabbing into my chest like tiny daggers.

We fucked on the floor. We mated, I should say. It was primal, urgent, and almost frighteningly intense. I shot my load deep inside her. Oshide cooed as she felt me coming.

Only then did I realize that Yehla was kneeling on the floor beside us. She'd been stroking my back and caressing my ass as I fucked her partner.

- "Oh, you are going to love this." said Oshide. I wasn't sure if she was talking to Yehla, or to me. She rolled me over, so that I was on my back.

Two hands were stroking and squeezing my cock; my erection hadn't subsided at all. Oshide took me in her mouth, to get me wet for her friend. Then she move aside to let Yehla climb aboard.

Oshide held my erection, and Yehla sank down on it. She was very wet, and very warm. But Yehla was very different. There was no mad frenzy, no rush to orgasm. Instead, she rocked gently back and forth, squeezing my rod with the walls of her pussy.

- "That's incredible." I whispered. Yehla just smiled and continued her gentle to and fro.

I couldn't resist: my hands rose to her massive breasts. She raised her hands, too, to support mine, and to encourage me to squeeze just a little bit harder.

Oshide couldn't stay completely out of it. I felt her hand cupping my balls.

It was a long, and surprisingly comfortable fuck. It felt amazing, but there was no pressure to come. Yehla smiled, and continued to ride me at her own pace.

Oshide couldn't bear the inactivity. She knelt beside us, and bent down to kiss me. This was my second threesome; I was reminded how incredible it was to be kissing one woman while another rode my cock.

But Oshide didn't stop there: she looked into my eyes, and seemed to read approval for what she did next. She lifted one leg over my chest, and straddled my face. I just ... did what came naturally.

I'd never performed oral sex on someone after coming inside her. Another first. The taste of our mingled juices was odd, but not repellent; to be honest, I couldn't tell where one left off and the other began.

Oshide came first, surprisingly. That sent Yehla on her way, and as her pussy clenched around my cock, I gushed inside her.

It seemed like only moments later that I was kneeling behind Oshide, whose face was planted on a cushion on the floor. Her pussy was positively gaping, at this point, as I rammed into her.

Yehla came to kneel beside me, and I got to repeat the experience of kissing one woman while I fucked another.

- "Harder!" grunted Oshide.

I took a firm grip on her bony hips, and slammed my cock into her. It was just a case of hammering as much cock into her as I could, as fast as possible. She was thrusting her ass back at me, keeping time with my lunges.

To my surprise, I ejaculated what felt like another massive load into her; I hadn't thought that there was much left in the tank.

Some time after that, I remember lying back, with Oshide in the crook of one arm, and Yehla on the other side, her big breast resting on my chest.

I awoke, later, to a gentle kiss on my lips. It was Tallia.

- "You need to eat something." she whispered.

- "He needs to drink, too." murmured Oshide. "Especially if he's going to keep shooting his juices into us."

- "Oh, yes." whispered Yehla - probably her first words of the night.

Oshide had some food, but mostly she watched me eat, with an expression in her eyes that I could only describe as ... predatory.

- "You heard everything Countess Langoret said to me, the other day." I said. "Was it accurate?"

- "Yes. I like her. She's ... straightforward. Honest."

- "I like her too."

- "Have you copulated with her?" asked Oshide.

I had to laugh. "You Westrons. It's all about the sex."

Oshide looked mildly offended. "We don't get to do it often enough - so we like to talk about it."

- "You do benefit, Cook." said Tallia. "I think you like it when we talk about sex."

- "Of course he does." said my dark-skinned bodyguard. "Finished eating? Because Yehla gets you first."

***

I lost count of my orgasms, and of theirs.

One experience stuck in my mind. Oshide had been riding me - hard - while Yehla took a turn sitting on my face. We'd come - I think - which led to a change of positions.

Yehla sat down on my cock, while Oshide lay down perpendicular to me. She was kissing me (and tasting Yehla on my lips), when she pulled back, and smiled. Actually, it was more of a feral grin.

- "I think you like us." she said.

- "What's not to like?" I responded, without thinking.

I know that, at one point, Oshide was on her back, with her ankles past her ears, as I plowed her furrow. I remember, too, Yehla leaning over my map table, as I thrust into her from behind. What I can't quite recall is how I survived their hemmers.

***

The whole regiment knew that I was ensconced in my tent, with two females in hemmer. Langoret's regiment knew it, too.

When I emerged from the tent, two days later, there were nearly 200 soldiers loitering or skylarking nearby.

- "Command conference." said Tallia. "Tomorrow."

- "Will you be able to stand?" asked Langoret.

***

General Vis wasn't thrilled. She had orders to give, instructions to impart. But 2/3 of her audience were more interested in looking at me. I'm sure that many were wondering how I was still ambulatory, after 48 hours in a tent with Oshide and Yehla.

Berandot glared at me, too. I ignored her.

Vis had news for us.

- "We march the day after tomorrow." she said. Two days early. I heartily approved - especially if there were spies in our camp.

She then presented the order of march. I was surprised; it was quite innovative. In this era, lacking satellites or aircraft, we had to actually see our enemies. Lacking cavalry, our scouts went ahead on foot. They had to fight their way past the enemy's scouts, to locate the main body of the Crolian army.

After that, it was a question of concentrating our army faster than they could. Both sides relied on narrow, unpaved roads. Both sides also had long trains of ox-carts, carrying their supplies and ammunition, or pulling their artillery.

Vis' approach was to advance on five parallel roads, like the prongs of a pitchfork. If one of us found the enemy, we could all concentrate on that area.

On the extreme right, she placed Langoret and me. Our two regiments would proceed in an ENE direction (East-Northeast).

Just north of us was a brigade of three regiments, commanded by Colonel Berandot. I didn't like the sound of that from the get-go, but I had no real grounds for complaint.

General Vis would lead the central prong of the pitchfork, with 5 regiments and most of the free companies. She was ideally placed to support whoever first encountered the enemy.

Five more regiments would form the most northern wing of our advance. I liked her aggressiveness, the flexibility of her plan, and the scope for independent action she'd granted us. I just wasn't too keen about Berandot being the closest support we could call on.

I also didn't trust the speed of the four other prongs of our advance. Langoret and I could leave our ox-train behind, and cover 30 leagues in a day. I doubted that any of the other brigades could do better than 9 or 10.

Our troops were in good spirits, though; they liked the idea of advancing into Crolian territory (even if it had been Westron land no so long ago). The usual campaign tended to involve retreats and withdrawals; moving forward was a pleasant change.

The maps we'd been given weren't very good, though. We passed a road junction with a small hamlet that wasn't supposed to exist. Then a road connecting our advance to Berandot's, on the map, turned out to be illusory.

But the weather held, and we made good time. On the second day, I spotted several good locations for a brigade-sized battle, with very favorable ground, and pointed them out to Langoret.

- "You have a good eye." she said. "I wouldn't have considered that second site."

On the third day, in the afternoon, riflewomen came back to report. They were from the 1st Company, which was leading the way.

- "We made contact. Captain says it's a regiment."

- "Go forward and see." said Langoret. We'd agreed that it was unwise for both of us to go forward together. For one thing, it would leave the brigade temporarily leaderless; for another, we could both run into trouble, and be captured or killed at one blow.

We also agreed to halt the advance until I'd seen for myself what we were facing.

The riflewomen ran forward with me. 1st Company sharpshooters were spread out across a shallow ridge, to either side of the road. They were shooting, and calmly reloading.

When I came to the crest of the ridge, what I saw took my breath away.

A Crolian regiment, in three-deep line, was slowly advancing towards us. They were still 300 yards away - well out of musket range. But our rifles were cracking, and every now and then we could see an enemy stumble and fall. Most didn't get up again.

But the sight that staggered me was behind them. A second regiment, forming into line. Beyond them, the ground sloped away gently. Our slightly elevated position allowed me to see the mass of troops, artillery and ox-carts, stretching away for miles.

- "Looks like their whole army." said the Captain of the 1st.

*****
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It certainly looked like their whole army. There was nothing wrong with my eyesight; I identified ten separate regiments, each with their ox-drawn artillery, headed in our direction. There could easily be even more troops behind these.

- "Fighting withdrawal." I told the Captain of the 1st. "Just as we practised."

I turned and jogged to the rear. There was a great deal to be done, and it had to be done quickly.

First, I sent the 3rd company forward, to leapfrog the rifles. "Open order. Skirmish. Pull back if they keep advancing. I'll have the 4th ready to replace you."

"Tallia - write out this message: 'Enemy army advancing directly at us, 10+ regiments plus artillery. Request immediate support. Will stand at village of Limset.' Include the map coordinates."

"Four copies - quick as you can. Two to Colonel Berandot, two to General Vis."

If I sent four runners, the message should get through.

Langoret arrived just as I sent off another company to reinforce the skirmishers. I filled her in on everything I'd seen, and what I'd done so far.

- "What are you suggesting?" she asked.

- "Remember those spots we passed, yesterday?"

- "The village? And the odd slope?"

- "Yes. I'm thinking that we could make a stand there. For a short while, at least."

Langoret looked concerned. "Ten regiments, Cook."

- "But they can't all come at us at once."

The road we'd been following wound its way through farmland and orchards, with occasional groves of mixed forest. In some places, we could have lined up five regiments shoulder to shoulder.

But in many other locations, there was limited space on either side of the road to deploy troops. Two or three regiments would have difficulty advancing in line abreast.

If the Crolians pursued us, we could lead them on, using our new tactics to snipe at them, to sting and harass them all the way.

And if we did stand - or when we made our stand - we could do so on ground of our choosing, with significant advantages. Not a Thermopylae, by any means, but something much more gradual, and more subtle.

Langoret looked me in the eye. I'm sure that she could sense how excited I was.

- "You think that we can do this."

- "I'm pretty sure we can." I said. "It's what we've been rehearsing for all year."

- "What is the worst case scenario?" she asked.

- "Nobody comes to help us. We have to spike our guns and run for it. But we'd get away, Langoret. They can't keep pace with us."

"And we'll have hurt them, badly, before that ever comes to pass."

Langoret nodded. "I believe that you have the rights of it, Colonel. What are your orders?"

We sent word to the ox-drawn artillery, turning them around, and sending them back to Limset. We got our three pounders sorted out, and set them up in trios.

I explained my intentions to Major Chardeia and Captain Faregil (2nd Company). Tallia heard it all, too, so that she'd have some idea of how I expected the day to go.

- "You might want to send a company back to the supply wagons, and have them bring more powder and shot for the rifles." I suggested.

Tallia reached into her satchel, and handed me a piece of paper.

- "Already written. It sounded like they were using quite a bit of powder up there."

I wanted to kiss her. I settled for leaning over, and whispering that thought into her ear. She grinned, and produced pen and ink so that I could sign the order.

Langoret and I went forward a bit, to watch the enemy advance. We were just in time to see the Crolian regiment halt. They were being harassed by 40 or 50 of my riflewomen, spread out in ones and twos over a front of half a mile.

But the Crolians were plainly frustrated. They presented muskets, and fired a volley.

I saw one riflewoman fall.

One of her companions ran over, and helped her to her feet. They withdrew together. Wounded, then; not killed.

The Crolians had fired 300 shots, give or take a few - for one hit.

Meanwhile, rifle shots could be heard almost constantly, at the speed of a two-finger typist. A Crolian soldier fell. Then another.

My sharpshooters were showing their skill, and the benefit of all their training. They were also shooting at a huge target: a wall of Crolian infantry, 300 wide by three deep.

Some of the riflewomen were so good, they were targeting officers - and hitting them.

But they'd been in action long enough. I had the recall sounded. As the rifles pulled back, the 3rd company advanced to replace them.

Skirmishers with muskets had to get much closer to be effective. Still, they were spread out over a wide front, and they were shooting as the same large target. They could also reload and shoot at a faster rate than the rifles. More shots - just less accurate.

The Crolian commander was plainly confused. He ordered another volley, which brought down two of our troopers. In the same period of time, however, at least half a dozen of his soldiers fell.

He chose to advance, and brush these gadflies aside.

The 3rd retreated, just as we'd taught them, leapfrogging by platoon. There was always someone shooting at the enemy. The Crolians could plainly see that there were very few troops opposing them. There was literally nothing to fire a volley at.

Yet they were taking continual losses. A man here, two there. Pinpricks. Bee stings. But the losses were beginning to add up.

- "It's amazing." said Langoret. "I apologize. It is ... just as you said."

- "Sometimes you have to see it, to understand." I said. "And there are plenty of officers who see it, and still don't get it."

That might have described the commander of the Crolian regiment. He could see his men falling. He fired volleys at our skirmishers, to little or no effect. Finally, he had his men fix bayonets, and charge.

3rd Company simply retreated, at a run. The Crolians were trotting forward, keeping their linear formation more or less intact. Our women simply outran them.

4th Company took the place of 3rd. They fired a few shots, and then retreated, because the Crolians continued to advance.

But the enemy regiment couldn't run for long. After a 1,000 yard jog, they halted, and re-dressed their lines.

5th Company got their chance, and advanced as a cloud of skirmishers.

The Crolian regiment suffered more casualties.

- "Can you see it?" I asked.

- "Their third line." said Langoret. "It's looking very sparse."

The lead enemy regiment had lost more than a hundred men - perhaps over 150. They weren't all killed, of course. But a wounded man who needed help to withdraw took 2 or 3 enemy combatants out of the equation.

The Crolian Colonel was either very courageous, or very stubborn. He kept pressing his advance, at a considerable cost in killed and wounded. Finally, he realized that his predicament was basically unsolvable. He withdrew.

I sent my 6th company forward, to harass the enemy as the pulled back.

The rifles wanted another crack at our foes. 2nd, 3rd and 4th companies expected the fun to continue, while 7th through 10th wanted their turn. That was only the Anelis; Langoret's regiment wanted a chance, too.

We sent for Langoret's 1st: her rifles. The Crolian lead regiment was pulling back, and a fresh second regiment was advancing in its place.

Langoret and I unleashed nearly 200 sharpshooters on them.

Whatever words of wisdom the Colonel of the lead regiment imparted to his colleague in the second unit obviously went unheeded. People so rarely profit from good advice, or listen to the voice of experience.

Their second regiment proceeded to make all of the same mistakes. They advanced in 3-deep line, presenting a massive target to our rifles.

When their casualties became noticeable, the Colonel halted, and fired several useless volleys. The whole time they did that, our sharpshooters lay down in the grass and chose their targets.

Langoret turned to me, her mouth half-open.

- "This is ... even better than you said. I can hardly believe it."

For the rest of that afternoon, the second Crolian regiment repeated every single mistake that their predecessors had made. We inflicted significant losses, while suffering very few of our own.

Their next decision was to bring forward artillery.

Our riflewomen had a field day.

What's the point of firing a cannonball at a single individual, 200 yards away? The guns were smoothbores - meant to be fired at large, compact formations. The Crolians lost quite a few gunners, and more officers, before they sent the first regiment forward again, to screen their guns.

We sent another four messengers, in case the first ones hadn't gotten through. We also rotated our skirmishers, to give as many companies as possible a little action.

At dusk, as the visibility faded, we pulled out troopers back 2,000 yards. I didn't anticipate a night attack, but we preferred to be safe rather than sorry.

Langoret and I received reports from our company commanders: we'd lost 11 killed and 17 wounded.

We gathered all of our captains, and explained the situation to them. Their confidence was sky-high, after a successful day.

- "Tomorrow may not be so pretty." I said. "You have to tell your troopers that. There will be some pain, until the rest of the army arrives to support us."

- "But we are very pleased with your performance today." said Langoret.

We discussed possibilities for a time, and then ate dinner. Langoret went off for further discussions with her own captains.

No sooner was she gone than I felt a hand on my ass.

- "That was amazing to watch." said Oshide, as she pretended to whisper in my ear. In fact, she was nibbling on my ear lobe.

- "I thought your hemmer was over." I said.

- "It is." she said. "But I'm already looking forward to the next one."

She and Yehla followed me as I circulated through the companies. They'd done well today, and deserved to hear it from me.

It was quite late before I was comfortable that I'd talked to everyone I needed to. Tallia waited patiently as I expressed my last worries aloud.

- "You need to sleep." she said.

- "I feel like I forgot something."

- "It's too late to do anything about that. If it makes you feel better, I'll wake you before dawn."

- "Promise?"

- "Lie down." When I did, Tallia crawled into my arms, and turned around, presenting me her back - and that taut little ass.

- "Tallia ..."

- "Shh .." she hissed. "Go to sleep."

- "It won't be easy to sleep, with ..."

- "Then do something about it." she suggested. "And then you can go to sleep."

I'm reasonably certain that Robert E. Lee or Stonewall Jackson never got laid the night before a battle. I'd bet that Oliver Cromwell never did. Marlborough, on the other hand ...

Tallia reached back, and tucked my growing erection inside her.

- "You're ... a bad influence." I said.

She just chuckled, and thrust her ass back at me.

***

At first light, we took another good look at the maps. Tallia wrote up a second set of messages to Colonel Berandot and General Vis, and we sent off four more runners.

The Crolians, meanwhile, were deploying four regiments, side by side. They were also bringing up ox-teams and unlimbering guns.

I should have worried about them doing that by night. If their guns had been in place before first light, they could've inflicted some casualties on us.

Instead, we simply retreated.

Our own artillery was already on its way back to the little village of Limset. We had nothing here but foot soldiers and our light 3-pounder guns. We were on our way and well out of range before the enemy had set up a single battery.

Oshide and Yehla hovered near me at all times; Tallia was close by, too.

Two leagues before the village, we came to the second spot I'd identified as advantageous. There was a stream - the barest trickle of water, but it had steep banks, so that a bridge of stone and wood had been built to cross it.

It was scarcely necessary for soldiers: a quick hop and a jump, and they could be across the stream without even getting their feet wet. But it was a much more serious obstacle for ox-drawn artillery.

The little bridge was the only way across for them - and it was barely wide enough for one team to pass at a time.

On our side of the stream was a farm. I felt sympathy for the first hardy family that tried raising livestock or growing crops here. The ground must have been covered with rocks and stones at one time. They had moved them, one at a time.

They'd built the bridge, and a low stone wall to enclose two of their fields. Good cover for our skirmishers, which I'd spotted right away.

But our side of the stream was also somewhat narrower than the far side. If four Crolian regiments arrived in line abreast, and crossed the stream, they'd find it a tight fit on the other side. And if they advanced ...

They did.

Four Crolian regiments came across, and found that there was only enough space for three. After some confusion and conferencing, the fourth regiment was sent back across the other way.

All this took time, of course. While the Crolian Colonels met and conferred, and sent back to their General for instructions (who knows where he was), time passed.

Our soldiers, hunkered down behind the stone wall, had a field day. There was no shortage of targets.

The 3- pounders added to the enemy's consternation. Eight or nine-pounders might have swept them from the field entirely, in bloody ruin. But our little guns contributed to the damage.

It's extremely unpleasant to stand still while someone is shooting at you. It's very disconcerting when the person next to you is hit. The Crolians repeatedly fired back at us, but the effect was minimal. It was probably just to keep their troops occupied, and make them feel as if they were at least striking back.

But they could tell that we had cannon, however small, while they had none.

That was probably why they attempted to do two things at once. The three regiments began to advance, in line. At the same time, they began to bring up their artillery, to cross the bridge.

Langoret's 1st Company were in the woods to the south, some 300 yards from the bridge. My 1st company was to the north, in a smaller copse of trees, and a little farther away.

As instructed, they let two guns cross the bridge before they opened fire.

Both oxen pulling the third gun went down. The bridge was now blocked. Gunners and drivers began to fall. The fourth gun team, still on the far side of the stream, was hit. The next teams in line began to turn around and retreat.

The gun teams already across were sitting ducks. One crew didn't even try to unlimber their gun; they took cover.

The officer commanding the fourth Crolian regiment showed some initiative: he shortened his line, and marched towards the little copse where my riflewomen were posted.

They had neither the numbers nor the rate of fire to defend the position. As they'd been instructed to do, they withdrew.

Meanwhile, the Crolians advanced on us. At 100 yards, they stopped, straightened their lines, and fired a volley. It had little to no effect. But they made great targets for our muskets, and the 3-pounders couldn't seem to miss.

The Crolians calmly fixed bayonets. Then they resumed their advance.

Now they began to take fire in the flanks, from companies we'd posted in an orchard to the south, and behind a stone wall which ran parallel to their line of march on the north side.

The Crolians weren't stupid; they just hadn't seen this type of fighting before, and their command structure was no more flexible than the traditional Westron organization. They weren't cowards, either - they kept coming.

We had, at best, a regiment and a half to receive them. But we also had some cover, and twelve little cannon. Those little guns repaid the investment we'd made.

The Crolians halted at forty paces, and fired a volley. That one did some damage; we took losses. But our answering volley, bolstered by a dozen 3-pounders, was hard for the enemy to take. It changed their minds.

They didn't press home the attack. Instead, they began to retire.

Yes, if they had charged, the fight might have gone their way. But ask yourself this: would you have been willing to charge straight into the mouth of a cannon?

Horses can balk before a jump; so can people - especially in groups. Even Napoleon's Old Guard finally broke, at Waterloo. The firing on their flanks and behind them must have helped to influence their decision, too.

The enemy retreated all the way to the stream.

It was a victory, of sorts. Our soldiers were elated. They were a little surprised when I ordered an immediate withdrawal.

The farm and the stream had served their purpose. If we stayed there, though, the Crolians would clear away our sharpshooters, and bring heavy guns across. Once that happened, we would start to take heavy casualties.

So we pulled out before they expected us to, and marched for the village of Limset.

***

Tallia came through for me again; she'd ordered up more powder and shot for the units which had been in action. She'd also written up a summary of the action to date, which I sent off to Berandot and Vis.

If they were marching towards us, we had a chance to win a significant victory.

If they weren't, then we'd be in serious trouble before dark.

- "Will they arrive in time?" asked Langoret.

- "I hope so."

- "Regardless of what happens after this, you should be proud, Cook." she said. "Your ideas have been vindicated. This is a major achievement."

- "Thank you. It wouldn't have been possible without you, and your regiment."

- "It is your achievement." she insisted.

- "You misunderstand me, Langoret. I'd be dead. You saved my life - and most of the Anelis - at Tonol. We bit off more than we could chew, and you saved us."

She didn't quite get the 'biting and chewing' reference, but Langoret knew what I was saying. She smiled.

- "Still trying to share the credit for Tonol, are you?" she said.

- "Till the end of my days."

We had time to meet with our captains, and to repeat our instructions.

Limset was at a crossroads, of sorts, which would allow Berandot's brigade to reach us more quickly - if they were coming.

It was on a rise, at the top of a deceptively steep hill. I'd looked back, the day before, when we were at the bottom of that long slope. I could barely see the village.

If the Crolians set up artillery down below, they wouldn't quite be able to see us. Indirect artillery fire was a rare skill, in Earth's 18th century; I could only hope that the same held true for the here and now.

Limset had a sizeable barn, and perhaps fifteen dwellings. Like the farm at the stream, they were built of stone, which was plentiful. The walls of the houses were of stone for the first three or four feet, and then of wood thereafter, with wood shingles for a roof.

The inhabitants - Crolians - had all fled at our approach. There was no one to apologize to, when we vandalized their houses. The troopers made loopholes in the wooden walls, to see and to shoot through.

On our right, there were a dozen excellent little fortresses, as each house could be turned into a strongpoint. Langoret put three of her companies into the houses, and posted the rest of her regiment behind them.

On the left, there was the barn - another strongpoint. I put my 6th Company in there. There was a gap between the barn and the rest of the village. We sited Langoret's artillery in the gap.

Aneli's artillery went to the far side of the barn. We also placed six of the 3-pounders, and kept the remainder in reserve.



- "Satisfied?" asked Tallia.

- "For now." I said.

Langoret was right; the tactics I'd introduced had been proved a success. Now, though, we had a chance at something even better. If Berandot and Vis answered our call, we could inflict a serious defeat on the enemy.

If they didn't, our two regiments would take heavy casualties, and we would probably have to abandon our guns.

But I intended to make the Crolians pay a heavy price while I could. And I had one more ace up my sleeve.

On the enemy side of the field, there was a slight rise which would be irresistible to gunners and artillery officers. I was betting heavily that they would position their heavy guns there.

Because a little further south, some 250 yards away, was a rocky outcropping, with a sprinkling of stunted pine trees. Langoret's 1st company were there.

The Crolians arrived in force, and they put on quite a show. Six regiments - four of them new, marched towards us. Oshide had very sharp eyes, and was busily calling out uniform colours and distinctive lapels or shoulder patches to Tallia, who wrote them all down.

Behind them came a mass of artillery. Most of the Crolians were about to find out that they couldn't quite see our ranks; they were going to be firing blind, or aiming for the roof of the barn.

The heaviest guns went to the little rise, just as I'd hoped.

Langoret's riflewomen opened fire, with immediate effect. They inflicted considerable losses on the ox-teams and drivers, the gun crews and the officers. The Crolians tried bravely to set up a gun, and fire back, but they finally had to give up the attempt.

A regiment of infantry was sent to drive these annoying sharpshooters away; they discovered that there was no easy way to climb the rocky outcrop.

Meanwhile, the rest of their artillery opened fire. Most of our troops were farther back than they knew. Cannonballs did strike the houses, and the barn took several direct hits. We suffered casualties.

Several soldiers were wounded by flying splinters, something I hadn't expected. But most were protected by the stone walls.

After a lengthy barrage, the Crolian infantry began to form ranks, preparing to advance.

That was when Tallia caught my sleeve. The runners I'd sent to Berandot were back.

- "They aren't coming, Colonel." said a dark-haired trooper. She looked disconsolate.

I bit back a curse. Swearing my head off wasn't going to help anything. "What did Berandot say - exactly? Can you remember?"

- "She read the message. Then she called her Colonels - Avette and Seriba. She told them what the note said. Then she said that she would continue to obey General Vis' orders, until instructed otherwise."

My heart sank a bit. I don't know if I'd really expected Berandot to come, but I must have been holding out some hope, because the messenger's report felt like a kick in the balls.

- "That's all?"

- "That's it, Colonel."

- "You made good time ... Aylen, is it?" (I have a good memory for names)

- "Thank you, Sir."

- "Stay nearby, will you, Aylen? I may need you again."

I immediately told Langoret.

- "Not good."

- "No."

- "My regiment could cover your retreat." she suggested.

- "When it's time, we'll retreat together." I said.

We couldn't withdraw now - not with five enemy regiments advancing on us. They couldn't run as fast as Westrons, but to retreat now would mean abandoning our wounded.

I remembered what I'd seen at the bastion outside Tonol. I wasn't about to leave my soldiers behind, to be raped, or ... eaten ... not if I could help it.

When the Crolians crested the hill, they immediately came under fire. It wasn't a concentrated volley, but there were muskets firing from the woods, on their flanks. There were also troopers firing from the loop-holed buildings.

The enemy continued to come forward - what else could they do? They flowed between and around the houses, and around the barn.

The doorways of the houses had been barricaded: a couple of Crolian musket butts had no impact on them whatsoever - especially when the men closest to the doorway were immediately shot down.

The Crolians who swept around both sides of the barn got the biggest surprise: our artillery opened fire at 200 yards' range - with canister. They went down like ninepins.

That first attack faltered, because the Crolians hadn't been prepared for what they had to face. They tumbled back down the slope, pursued by our skirmishers.

- "Amazing." said Trooper Aylen, behind me.

- "Tallia - ammunition for the barn." I called out.

- "On the way."

- "Major Chardeia - put three of the 3-pounders to the right of the barn."

No, it wasn't an AFOTA TacSim. I knew that. People were dying out there. People that I liked, and cared about.

But if I handled this correctly, fewer of them would die. And their sacrifice would mean something, if I could turn this into a significant victory.

Langoret appeared at my elbow.

- "They've done well." she said.

- "They certainly have."

- "Time to go?" She didn't look afraid. It was a fair question.

- "Not yet."

- "Are you sure?" said Langoret.

- "General Vis may be moving. Berandot may come."

- "She said that she would not."

- "That was yesterday. They must have heard the guns, later that afternoon." I reminded my colleague of Napoleon's maxim: march to the sound of the guns. If Berandot did that, she'd be late, but we could still win.

Langoret gave me a long look.

- "Alright." she said. "I trust you."

The second Crolian attack was no more successful than the first. Our troopers almost welcomed it, because the enemy artillery stopped firing as their soldiers climbed the hill.

They hadn't brought any special tools with them; they still could only hammer on barricaded doorways with musket butts. When they pushed past the buildings, they met massed artillery fire and concentrated volleys.

There was a long bombardment, thereafter. The Crolians were withdrawing three of the regiments who'd attacked us; their losses had been heavy.

Hours passed, as the Crolians brought up more ammunition for their artillery, and moved fresh regiments into the front line. I moved 6th Company out of the barn, and let 9th Company take their place. Major Chardeia asked if she could command them.

- "That's a good idea." I let her go.

The next attack was led by fresh, enthusiastic troops - and it failed again, as they ran into point-blank artillery fire where they didn't expect it.

Langoret came to consult with me again.

- "We're running a bit low on ammunition." she said.

- "I can send you some." said Tallia.

The next attack was the most serious.

Some of the Crolian troopers had brought along stacks of dry brush, which they piled outside the door of the houses, and then tried to set alight. They took appalling losses doing so, but once some of the buildings were on fire, a few of our troops panicked, and tried to sortie.

They emerged into the midst of enemy regiments, and were immediately engaged at close quarters. Bayonet work, hand to hand - that was not to our advantage.

The enemy also seemed to have learned from their previous experience. A dozen or so Crolians emerged from behind the barn, and ran towards our main line.

Our artillery belched fire, and those attackers disappeared.

But their sacrifice had been deliberate. The moment our guns had fired, a mass of Crolians appeared, and charged us in a mob.

There were several hundred of them - not quite a full regiment. But I didn't have nearly so many soldiers to hand. 1st Company were sharpshooting, 9th were in the barn, 7th were in the woods ...

- "Tallia - get back. Captain Faregil!" I called.

- "Here!"

- "2nd Company to counterattack - on my command."

I heard the trio of 3-pounders fire. Then the two companies nearest us fired a volley. The enemy charge seemed to stagger, for a moment - then they came on, and at twenty paces, they fired a devastating volley of their own.

My first instinct was to look for Tallia. I couldn't see her. Then Oshide sprang at me, and shoved me with both her arms.

I was falling, looking back at her, when I saw the spurt of blood and shattered bone from the side of her head. She stumbled, and fell.

Faregil didn't wait for my order. She launched her elite company at precisely the right moment.

The Crolians weren't expecting a countercharge - not after their close-range volley. Faregil smashed into them, with almost 100 of the best troopers in Aneli's regiment.

Oshide was dead. I knew it right away. I leapt to my feet, and drew my sword. Half of 6th Company rallied to me. Faregil and the 2nd had gone to the right of the barn.

I went left, and gathered the 5th and 8th. With some 200 bayonets, I led a charge around the left flank.

The barn was on fire; Major Chardeia and the 9th had sortied, and were fighting hand to hand. There were still women inside, still shooting, to judge by the musket flashes at the loopholes.

We hit the enemy from a direction they hadn't anticipated.

It was like the fight at Vanova's hotel bar all over again. I was outnumbered, but I had position and surprise on my side. They just didn't have the space to re-deploy, to take advantage of their numbers.

We overran the first group we encountered, quite easily. The second bunch fired a few shots, and then broke and ran.

The next enemies we encountered had their backs to us - they were more concerned with 2nd Company's counterattack.

I fired my pistol at one, and slashed at another, taking most of his forearm off. Tallia wasn't there, to reload my pistols (as Themis had done at Tonol) - but Yehla was beside me, and she was as enraged by Oshide's death as I was.

Aylen, the messenger, came up on my left, and shot a Crolian. Then she took a bayonet in the guts, and went down. I slashed her attacker across the face.

They were running.

- "Sound the recall!" I ordered.

There were still masses of enemies down below; we couldn't afford to mix it up with them.

- "Sir!" Yehla was pointing, to the north.

Fresh troops, coming down the road.

Ours?

- "Avette's regiment!" shouted Yehla.

- "Find me Major Chardeia. And Faregil!"

Chardeia was dead, but Faregil was fine.

- "Take your company. Open order. Pursue and harass. Keep going until you meet solid resistance. I'll send you support as soon as I can." Faregil was a solid officer; she knew what I wanted her to do.

Our soldiers were brave - but they weren't suicidal. Most of them knew better than to charge after the Crolians with an unloaded musket. They'd also had a year and more to absorb my teaching, and their training held.

I was able to re-form half a dozen companies in a matter of minutes. Two of them I sent after Faregil, to join in harassing the retreating enemy.

Langoret was re-organizing her regiment when I found her. The two of us could see the Crolians streaming away. Many of them, it seemed, weren't stopping to rally.

- "What next?" she asked. "Back to open order?"

- "Yes. Pursue and harass." I said. "Avette's regiment is coming. We'll use the 3-pounders to break up formations."

- "I can handle that." she said. "You should go to meet Colonel Avette. You don't want to trust this to a messenger."

That made sense. I took Yehla, and half a dozen troopers. Tallia looked like she wanted to come, but I sent her back to collect whatever ammunition we had left, and move it forward.

The rifles were still cracking, firing from the woods, and the 2nd were shooting at any Crolians who didn't run fast enough.

Avette's regiment came marching up to the crossroads.

I'd met the Colonel before; we'd been introduced, and then attended several command conferences together. But as a junior member of Berandot's brigade, I hadn't paid her much attention at the time. It was hard to notice other people when the imperious, charismatic Berandot was in the tent.

Avette had copper-coloured hair, pale blue eyes, and small mouth. Her olive complexion made for an unusual contrast; for some reason, she made me think of a Renaissance painting.

I didn't stand on ceremony.

- "We're very glad to see you and yours, Colonel!"

- "I apologize, Colonel Cook." she said, very formally. She spoke slowly, carefully, and enunciated every word. "We should have left at once, but I hesitated far too long."

"Colonel Seriba and I were ordered not to march towards you. I regret that I wasted so much time before realizing that this command was dishonourable as well as unmilitary."

Avette was an Inhaber; she owned her regiment outright. Still, disobeying a superior officer's order was a serious matter.

- "You arrival presents us with an excellent opportunity." I said. I wanted to shake my head - this was the first time I'd ever spoken to Avette, and I was already sounding just like her.

- "Consider my regiment a part of your brigade. I will accept your orders."

- "That's ... a very noble gesture." I said. On impulse, I bowed to her.

- "No more than my conscience demands." she said, proudly. But she curtsied to me in return.

I filled her in on the situation as we directed her troops to the battlefield. Even though they hadn't been trained in open order fighting, they were relatively fresh, and could tackle smaller enemy formations while my skirmishers flowed around and past them.

The Crolians were in full withdrawal. Five or six regiments were retreating from two. Well, three now. We had to keep them off balance.

Langoret had most of our brigade on their way down the slope from Limset. I sent more messengers, to General Vis, and to Berandot, just for the hell of it.

The pursuit from Limset had a sort of unreal quality to it. We were pushing a force twice our size. The rifles kept picking off officers, or the oxen pulling artillery or supply wagons.

The skirmishers fired at any target that presented itself. And when we ran into large groups that looked like they might be on the verge of rallying, my soldiers concentrated on them, and then Avette's regiment advanced on them.

Only one group stayed for more than one volley.

And that encounter was enormously significant. Several colourfully-dressed officers were trying to gather more troops around them. Two were picked off by sharpshooters, and another was wounded.

Several men immediately clustered around the stricken officer, as if shielding him with their bodies. Hello, I thought - who's this?

Avette's troopers fired a volley into them. While the survivors fled, Faregil's 2nd company overran the remnants of the little group.

We didn't know it, but we'd just won the war.

***

- "You should see this prisoner, Sir." said Faregil.

The Crolian officer had the typical heavy jaw and beady eyes of his people, but he was rather short, and a bit chubby. His uniform was bright red, and loaded down with so much gold braid that I wasn't surprised he'd chosen to surrender rather than run.

He'd been hit in the hand, and seemed to have lost a finger. He was grimacing with the pain.

- "This is Colonel Cook, Commander of Aneli's regiment." said Faregil.

- "You're ... not a Westron?" said the chubby Crolian.

- "Pylosian." I said.

- "And male?" He didn't seem sure whether that made matters better or worse. He clumsily detached his sword and scabbard from his belt. Then he awkwardly turned it around - almost dropping it in the process - before presenting it to me, hilt first.

"I offer you my sword." he said.

- "I accept your surrender." I answered. "You ... fought bravely. Ah ...?"

- "I am Crown Prince Ellem Anry of Crolia."

***

The fat little bugger we'd captured was the heir to the Crolian throne.

I had no way of knowing if his removal from the field had any immediate effect, but the Crolian army continued to come apart at the seams.

As it turned out, the war was over, even if the Battle of Limset was still going on.

It was much like a snowball rolling downhill. As the Crolians withdrew, their retreat picked up speed. Regiments which hadn't even been involved in the fighting were swept away along with the beaten.

We pursued them for the rest of that day. Avette's regiment joined in, of course, but her greatest contribution might have been sending three companies back to her supply train, at a run, to bring back extra ammunition for Langoret and me.

The rifles ran out of bullets long before dark.

The Crolian infantry fled as fast as they could: that meant abandoning ox-teams and artillery, supply wagons, tents ... there were oxen everywhere. That was one of my most vivid memories of the aftermath of the battle.

***

Our troops were exhausted. Avette volunteered two of her companies to act as pickets.

I was too keyed up to sleep. The magnitude of our victory was enormous. If I was right, the capture of the Crown Prince, even without the destruction of his army, meant that the war was effectively over.

Oshide was dead. My tantalizing, clever bodyguard, who'd already been looking forward to her next hemmer. Major Chardeia, as well, and probably far too many of our soldiers.

Tallia tried to stay awake with me, but she was worn out, too. I let her sleep.

In the early hours of the morning, Langoret found me. She came to stand beside me, but remained silent for a while, which I was grateful for.

*****


Westrons Pt. 12

General Vis hadn't changed the direction of her advance, but she did move faster. Her central brigade made contact with the rearguard of the Crolian army. She called in the northernmost wings of our army, and fought a battle near a village called Henach.

She trounced two enemy regiments, and took 600 prisoners. She also captured 4 enemy standards and 9 guns.

Langoret, Avette and I defeated 12 enemy regiments. We took 3,200 prisoners, captured 21 standards and 65 guns. We counted over 1800 dead.

The remainder of the Crolian army melted away. They left behind virtually all of their ammunition and supplies, including the Crown Prince's solid silver dinner plate and all the other luxurious fittings of his sprawling command tent.

Our losses were 262 dead and 471 wounded. Only a small number of those belonged to Avette's regiment. Langoret's and Aneli's regiments had paid heavily for their victory. One in three was a casualty.

Major Chardeia was dead. So was Oshide.

The Crolian Crown Prince was stunned by the swiftness and the magnitude of his defeat - and he didn't even know all of the details yet. He was eager to talk to me; I got the feeling that he wanted to reassure himself that I was some kind of military genius, which would explain how I'd beaten him.

Not a female, nor a Westron, but a male Pylosian.

- "You know, Colonel," he said, "my Royal Father would pay handsomely for the services of such a talented commander as yourself. I am certain that we could match - or easily surpass - what the Westrons are paying you."

- "That's nice to know, Your Highness. But I'm not a mercenary. I'm Pylosian - not Penchen."

- "Land, then? A title? The King could be very generous ..."

I wasn't even remotely tempted. Not after I'd seen the half-eaten corpses in the bastion at Tonol. Not after Oshide.

Besides, the chubby Prince was beginning to get on my nerves. He reminded me of several of my classmates from AFOTA.

I figured out a way to kill two birds with one stone. I called Captain Faregil to my tent. She was a brown-eyed, brown-haired woman, who looked far too pretty to be such an effective officer.

- "Captain, I have two documents for you: the first requires that you command the escort which will take our esteemed prisoner to Cercen. The second is to notify you of your promotion to Acting-Major."

Three birds, actually: Chubby off my hands, Faregil rewarded for her valour and intelligence (she'd make an excellent 2nd-in-Command), plus she could carry letters to Kanitz for me, and describe the battle, firsthand, for our esteemed Chancellor.

I was smiling as I held out the documents to Faregil ... only she wasn't taking them from my hand. Instead, she couldn't even look me in the eye.

- "Sir ... I'm sorry, but ... I can't accept the promotion."

- "Of course you can." I said. "No one deserves it more."

- "I ... I can't, Sir. I'm married ..."

- "I know. What difference does that make, Faregil?" I was thoroughly confused.

- "I love my husband, Sir. I can't be ... one of your concubines."

- "My what?"

- "I'm not his concubine." chipped in Tallia.

- "Me neither." said Yehla. "I'm his bodyguard."

- "Wait - you thought ...?" I was blushing fiercely.

- "It's not like that at all." said Tallia.

Poor Faregil was more embarrassed than I was.

- "There is no such -" I began ... until Tallia put her hand on my arm.

- "I think that Captain Faregil needs to hear this from someone else." said my aide - and lover. She led Faregil from the tent.

By that time, I understood what she was thinking. She'd come to the conclusion that working closely with me meant ... sleeping with me.

I'd never had sex with Chardeia. But Faregil had been at Tonol (where she'd also distinguished herself). She had to know about Themis and me.

Then she also knew that I'd had sex with Tallia ... Oshide and Yehla ... even Countess Aneli. I could readily understand how she'd mistaken my intentions.

Tallia returned - alone.

- "What did you say?" I asked.

- "Nothing. I took her to see Colonel Langoret."

That did the trick. The next time I saw Faregil, we were both embarrassed from the get-go. Neither of us could get a word out, for a moment.

- "I'm so sorry, Colonel." she said.

- "Perfectly understandable. I can see why you thought ... what you did. But promotion in this regiment will be by merit, if I have anything to say about it. Merit alone."

- "Colonel Langoret explained it to me, Sir. About her hemmer, and -"

- "I understand. Does that mean that I can address you as Major Faregil?"

- "Yes, Sir." She smiled. "Thank you, Sir."

- "Glad to hear it. Would you do one thing for me, Major, before you leave for the capital? Please tell the rest of the regiment that promotions will never be contingent on ... sexual activity. I don't want anyone else to think that."

- "As you wish, Colonel."

***

Everyone in the army knew that a cease-fire was imminent. The destruction of their Northern army and the capture of Prince Ellem Anry would force the Crolians to a truce, at the very least. It might even lead to a more permanent peace.

General Vis designated zones for us to occupy, and then came to see us.

- "You've done remarkably well." she said, to Langoret and to me. "The Queen will be very grateful." Her tone was mildly patronizing.

- "Congratulations on your victory at Henach." I said.

- "Thank you." said the General. "Yes, both battles were quite decisive."

I avoided looking anywhere near Langoret. I wasn't sure that I could keep a straight face.

The General had brought several aides with her, to catalogue and calculate the value of the spoils we'd taken. She was probably eager to figure out her share of the proceeds.

That was an uncharitable thought, I knew. But I was rapidly growing less and less thrilled with our Commander.

Vis was astonished to learn that Tallia had already performed a thorough inventory of everything we'd captured. There was very little for her aides to do - and no chance for them to pocket valuable items. That silver dinnerware was going straight to the Queen, if I had anything to say about it.

In a bit of a huff, now, Vis proceeded to question us thoroughly about the actions of Colonel Avette on the day of the battle.

- "I don't quite understand, General." I said. "Colonel Avette contributed directly to our victory. Yet you make it sound like she's ... accused of some kind of wrongdoing."

- "She disobeyed a direct order, Colonel." said the General. "She will have to answer for that."

- "You're serious? Avette came to our support when Berandot wouldn't, and you want to punish her for that?"

Langoret reached out to put her hand on my arm. General Vis didn't miss that gesture.

- "Colonel Avette will be the subject of an inquiry." she said. "There is nothing that I can do about that."

- "That's total bullshit!" Luckily for me, I'd spoken in Terran. Vis recognized my tone, but the words meant nothing to her.

"A Pylosian expression ..." I explained. "It means that ... Colonel Avette deserves every consideration."

***

- "Complete and utter bullshit!" I repeated, when the General had gone.

- "You have to be more diplomatic." said Langoret. "Insults won't help Avette. Try to understand the General's position."

- "Fuck her position." I was steaming. Vis would've fit in perfectly at AFOTA. "Instead of thanking us for winning the war, she tried to imply that Henach was just as significant as Limset. That's crap - and it's disrespectful to every soldier in both our regiments - and Avette's."

Langoret kept her cool. "All true, Cook. But the General is no doubt embarrassed, to be so outdone by her subordinates. Her faction will not be grateful, that you've eclipsed her so completely."

"There's nothing to be gained by rubbing her face in it. We should try to be as conciliatory as possible."

- "So Avette is subject to an inquiry? And nobody says shit about Berandot?"

Langoret didn't answer. She just waited for me to cool down.

- "Politics, Cook." she said. "The Chancellor can explain it better."

The only bright spot that day was when Tallia decided that I'd had enough rest, and was ready for some sweet houghmagandy.

***

Avette's inquiry was something of a spectacle. I wished I could have been there. Apparently, Berandot appeared, to testify that her subordinate had disobeyed a direct order.

Avette fired back, accusing Berandot of cowardice, and of a politically-motivated attempt to leave Langoret and me hung out to dry. That took courage - or maybe she was just really, really angry.

Of course, she was all alone. Neither Langoret nor I were invited to be part of the proceedings. No one spoke on Avette's behalf.

Berandot didn't dispute the assertion that her actions had been politically motivated. Nor did she deny that she'd left us exposed to a crushing defeat.

But she didn't like the accusation of cowardice.

Words were exchanged. The upshot was ... a duel.

Avette and Berandot were going to settle the issue - with pistols.

***

Yehla was pregnant.

She was happy. I was torn - happy for Yehla, but ... I couldn't help wondering if Oshide had also been pregnant when she was killed.

Tallia understood. I didn't say a word, but she knew - somehow - what I was feeling. She wrapped me in her arms, and held me close.

Yehla caught on. She asked me if she could name her child Oshide - regardless of whether it was male or female.

***

Avette missed.

Berandot 's shot hit Avette in the forearm, shattering it.

Honour was satisfied.

***

Langoret and I went to visit Avette, afterwards. She looked tired - exhausted, really. The broken arm had to be painful - it wasn't a clean break.

- "I'm so sorry." I said.

- "Why?" she said. Her pale eyes were surprisingly fiery. "My only regret is that I missed."

- "You did the right thing - and they're punishing you for it." I said. "It's so ... unfair."

- "Cook - would you ... let me speak to Langoret? Alone? Just for a moment."

That threw me, just a bit. I excused myself.

Langoret came out half an hour later. She held up her hand, when I started to ask what Avette had said.

- "It's complicated, Cook." said Langoret. "Avette is ... politically significant, now - and she knows it."

"She wants to be part of our brigade. Her regiment, to train with ours."

- "That's great!" I said.

- "That's not all. She wants a title. She knows that you have Kanitz' ear, and that Kanitz has access to the Queen. She's asking us to call in favors for her."

- "And? Because it sounds like there's more ..."

- "She wants you for her next hemmer. She wants a child by you."

"Don't feel too flattered, though. I suspect that she wants to do it mainly because it will infuriate Berandot."

***

The Crolians didn't muck about. They sued for peace, ceded the province around Limset and Henach, and paid a staggeringly huge ransom for Crown Prince Chubby.

Our troops were recalled to the capital.

It was a bit of a whirlwind after that. General Vis and her brigade held a victory parade for Henach. The Crolian prisoners were marched through the streets of Cercen. In some ways, it reminded me of Roman triumphs.

The Aneli and Langoret regiments paraded the following day - and Avette's regiment was included.

The citizens of Cercen could count. They saw the prisoners, and all of the captured banners and guns. They went absolutely wild when the Crown Prince of Crolia rode by, on an ox-cart. He waved to the crowd, as if he was winning an award.

The people could also see how few of us there were. We were missing the dead, the seriously wounded, and the females in hemmer (and there were quite a few of those - I suspect the powerful emotions unleashed in battle had something to do with it).

The troopers who could march deserved it. It was their victory, more than mine or Langoret's. Naturally, they sang dirty songs, and managed to make it sound as if we'd won at Limset because I'd had a four-way with Tallia, Oshide and Yehla the night before the battle.

Avette wasn't going to miss it; she marched with her troopers, broken arm strapped to her side. She got a fair number of cheers, too, from what I heard. The crowd may have understood that she alone had come to help Langoret and me; it was more likely that they knew about her duel with Berandot.

***

Langoret, Avette and I were presented to the Queen and her sisters.

- "This is becoming a habit with you, Colonel Cook." said Maia Matila. "If you are going to win a victory every year ... I can only hope that I'll see you even more often."

She was still the loveliest woman I'd ever seen. And I was cognizant of the honour she was doing me. But I couldn't wait to mumble a platitude to her older sister, Maia Ariana, and move down the line to the youngest Royal - Princess Maia Simonia.

Themis, to me.

She leaned forward, to whisper in my ear. "I'm so proud of you, Cook."

That was all the reward I needed.

***

- "A title for Avette?" said Kanitz. She didn't sound happy.

General Vis' little charade about censuring Avette had come to nothing. After the duel with Berandot, and the Queen's open mark of favor, Vis' friends must have told her that criticizing Avette would come across as petty jealousy. The General quietly let the matter drop. But I wanted a more tangible reward for the only commander who'd come to our aid.

- "Langoret seems to think it's a good idea, too. " I said. We were sitting in the Chancellor's study, with Countesses Aneli and Langoret. Airta hovered in the background.

- "Colonel Langoret is not a member of our faction." said Kanitz, a bit stiffly.

- "Really? After Tonol? The supply depot at Napore? Limset?"

- "Don't be an ass, Cook." said Aneli. "Langoret's a good commander, and she's had the fortune to work with you over the past few campaigns. What we're trying to work out is whether we can trust her - politically."

That struck me as funny, considering that Kanitz didn't trust Aneli (or anyone else, for that matter).

Langoret chose her words carefully.

- "I came to the conclusion," she said, "that the Queen's party, in particular Colonel Cook and Chancellor Kanitz, represented our best chance for victory."

"That proved to be correct. But I believe that we will have to fight the Crolians again. Unless something significant occurs, I will continue to support the Queen - and Cook."

Wow. Langoret was good at this. I wanted to kiss her (Truth be told, I wanted more than that, but she was devoted to her fiancée/boyfriend).

- "Five to ten years." said Kanitz. "The Crolians may recover sooner, but we have time."

- "All the more reason, then, to build a stronger party." I said. "Avette is respected for her courage. And she's a good Colonel. We can work with her - train her regiment up to the standard of ours."

- "Party and army are not quite the same thing." said Kanitz. "You are asking for the moons."

Langoret and I wanted a title for Avette. We also wanted more 3-pounders, more rifles, and more troops to train in the tactics that had been so successful at Limset.

- "We can afford this." I said. "Avette is worth it."

- "We'll see." said Kanitz. She brushed aside a stray lock of her frizzy hair. "Can you stay this evening, Colonel? I'd like to discuss a few matters over dinner."

Langoret didn't react. Aneli did.

- "Don't wear him out, Wenzla." she said. "I can feel my next hemmer coming - and it has to be Cook."

- "He will be in tip-top shape for you, Aneli."

- "He'd better be."

Langoret and Aneli were escorted out by Airta. Once the door closed behind them, the Chancellor laughed aloud.

- "I do love politics!" she said. She twirled, and spun on her heel. Then Countess Kanitz threw herself at me. She wrapped her arms around me, and kissed me on the lips.

"Oh, Cook ..."

She kissed me again, more gently.

"I broke every rule, to let you in the army. To give you a commission. I let my instinct guide me, when normally I rely entirely on logic. And look what you've done!"

She was still kissing me. I responded as any man would, with a spectacular woman. Then she surprised me, by leaning against me, her head against my chest.

That seemed to suggest that ... she just wanted to be held? In all the time I'd spent with her, Wenzla had never shown a soft, sentimental side. Political calculation, intelligent conversation, mind-blowing sex ... but never warm and fuzzy, like this.

- "Will you have dinner with me?' she whispered.

- "Of course."

She looked up at me. "I'm sorry. What I really mean is ... will you stay tonight, and take me to bed?"

- "Of course I will." I answered. What an incredible woman. She didn't need hemmer to arouse me; just the thought of spending the night with her had me hard as a rock. She could feel it, too.

Once we'd sat down in her apartments, I decided to tackle the things on my mind while I still could.

- "Oshide saved my life, just before she died."

- "I know. She was one of my best. I shall miss her."

- "Does she have a family?"

- "They are well-looked after. I owe them a debt, too."

- "Yehla is pregnant."

- "And she will be cared for." said Kanitz. "Have no fear, Cook: we value loyalty, here."

- "Then why won't you give Avette a title?" I asked.

- Politics, first?" said Kanitz. "Very well. Of course we'll grant her a title."

- "You will? But -"

- "I had to sound at least a little reluctant ... that's how the game is played, Cook. If we gave in too easily, then Aneli would want more. She already has a title - she would want access to the Queen, and to be part of our inner councils."

"Fortunately, your friend Langoret is neither greedy nor overly ambitious - would that there were more like her."

- "I see."

- "Don't sound so disappointed, Cook. You and Langoret will be rewarded. Aneli will gain prestige ..."

- "I'm not looking for a reward." I said.

- "It's not entirely about what you want." she said. "The Queen must be generous - and it must be known. Loyalty and skill have to be celebrated. Besides, we know some things that you would like - even if you don't - yet."

I was reminded of what she'd told me - that I was a political neophyte, a guppy in shark-infested waters.

- "You told me that I shouldn't trust you."

- "Nor should you, Cook. But the Queen is grateful, and you know that the Princess holds you dear. I may be devious ... but I'm not blind to your skills, and your merits."

"There are times that I wish that I was your aide-de-camp ..."

That sounded very much like an invitation to me. I stood up, and went around the table. I picked her up, and carried her into the bedroom.

She was more than ready for me - she didn't 'require many preliminaries', as she would have put it. So, naturally, I teased and tortured her as if she was a pleasure slave.

I went down on her until she begged for mercy, and pleaded with me to enter her. Finally, I stripped her completely, bent her legs back until her ankles were past her ears, and drove my full length inside her.

***

In the morning, she washed my cock and balls with a wet cloth, sucked and licked me back to full mast, and then rode me at a leisurely pace until she came. She pulled back, when I warned her, and I shot my load all over her stomach, and mine.

- "That was very nice." she said. "More sedate than last night, but I enjoyed it."

- "I'm sorry. I got ... carried away. I hope I didn't ..."



- "You didn't hurt me, Cook. I understood. You were a little upset, and a little bit angry ... and you channeled that energy into me. I would have told you immediately if I hadn't enjoyed it."

That made me feel a little better.

"You know," she said, "if we can sign a lasting peace, I may want you to give me a child."

I made a sound something like a 'gleep'.

"A daughter?" said Kanitz "To follow in my footsteps, perhaps? Or yours?"

After a quick breakfast, she was all business once again. She took me back to her receiving room, and passed me a bundle of papers.

- "Read these, Cook. I will return, shortly."

The first paper was a letter.

Congratulations, you lucky bastard! Tell Langoret that I'm pleased for her as well. Damn you both - why couldn't I have been there?

There's nothing happening down here - well, a few skirmishes between outposts. I lost a little piece of my ear when a Crolian missed me by an inch or so - don't know if he was lucky, or I was!

It looks like the war may be over. It won't last, though. Before you know it, those bastards will be back at our throats. Trust me on that.

When that happens, I want to be wherever you and Langoret are - because that's where the action will be.

Please don't forget me!

Yours,

Tudino

Tudino! The real victor at Tonol ... Langoret and I had set the table, but it was Tudino who'd delivered the crucial, decisive blow. And she wanted to work with us!

There were two more applications - or petitions, I suppose - asking to serve with me, or me and Langoret. I didn't know any of the names.

Then there were drawings of a building, a map of Cercen ... I had no idea what they meant. I was still trying to make sense of them when Kanitz returned.

She had several soldiers with her.

- "Colonel Cook, these are your new bodyguards." said the Chancellor.

Ishana was a hard-faced, slightly older female. I wouldn't have been surprised to hear that she was wanted for murder in all three kingdoms. She had dark circles under her eyes, and sharp, angular features.

Madze was a big girl, with brown hair, powerful arms and a cleft chin.

Nasta was a tall, blue-eyed blonde. If I'd met her at home, I would have guessed that she had Russian or Ukrainian blood. Except for one thing: she had a wide, flattened nose.

Koroba was a skinny blonde, with brown eyes, which reminded me of Themis. But the Queen's sister had a lush body, generous hips and full breasts. This girl was thin, and sharp-featured. She also met my gaze straight on.

There was one more thing I noticed, at first glance: Nasta looked like a nice girl. The other three had hard eyes - killers, if I wasn't mistaken.

"Ishana will arrange a rotation, so that you aren't left alone." said Kanitz. "We don't want any ... accidents."

Then her tone softened. "Can you come back tomorrow night? Spend the evening with your friends, but I would appreciate it if you could join me for dinner again."

- "I would be honoured."

- "You can trust these women, Cook. They were all friends of Oshide."

***

It was decidedly weird, knocking on Talley's door, with four women like these. Tisucha was completely unfazed; she embraced me warmly, and then invited my bodyguards in.

- "We won't disturb your reunion, ma'am." said Ishana, who seemed to be the leader of the squad. "We can watch from outside, for now. But if Colonel Cook is staying the night, I'd prefer to have one or two of us inside, then."

- "I have blankets and pillows," said Tisucha, "if you don't mind sleeping on the floor." She didn't mention that I'd be sleeping there, too.

- "Perfect. Thank you." The four of them left.

- "I'm glad that you have bodyguards." said my hostess. "Tallia told us about the attempt on your life. And that poor girl Oshide ..." The rest of the family appeared.

Talley actually embraced me.

- "You did it. Goddamn - you actually did it!" He broke out another special bottle.

Tallia hugged me, and kissed me on the lips. Then, suddenly, it got a little awkward. Esyle was standing shyly behind her sister. I wasn't entirely sure how to greet her, after what her sister had told me.

Esyle had tremendously long dark brown hair, which hung down her back almost all the way to the top of her ass. She wasn't quite so slender as Tallia; 'a little more meat on the bone' would be one way to describe her.

Tallia was more exotically beautiful, like her mother, but Esyle was lovely in her own way, with a certain vulnerability that made me want to cherish and protect her.

Better not to delay - even if I made a faux pas, that would be better than to leave her hanging. I stepped forward, and took her in my arms. Just a hug - but a warm one.

- "Welcome home." she whispered.

They had questions about everything. Tallia had already described the battle for her family, from her perspective. Now they wanted to hear it from my point of view. Talley, so far as I knew, had never had a military career, but he asked technical questions, more to show off his own knowledge than to hear my answers.

Tisucha kept the food and drink coming, without seeming to miss one word of the conversation. But it was Esyle who kept attracting my attention. She sat quietly at the end of the table, her mouth slightly open. Her eyes never left me, except when I glanced her way; then she'd blush and look down.

I knew what the sisters wanted; Tallia had spelled it out for me, quite clearly. They hoped to share me.

It was flattering, of course, and the idea was intriguing. But to have Tallia's sister sitting only a few feet away, watching, and listening to every word ... it was definitely odd. I hardly knew Esyle.

She'd been barely 16 when I first arrived. I was 25 now, but felt as if I'd aged a decade in the past two years. Esyle still seemed very young to me.

I was thinking like a Terran, of course. There was nothing wrong with having sex with someone you'd just met - but that wasn't what was happening here. Esyle wanted to sleep with me, and then be a partner for life - along with her sister.

I caught their mother watching me, too. She knew what her girls were planning - and she approved! Tisucha eventually called an early end to the meal, and tried to hustle her husband upstairs to bed. Usually, Talley would have gone, after only the mildest of protests.

Tonight, though, he broke that pattern.

- "You go ahead, dear." he said. "The boy and I have a little talking to do."

- "Don't be too long. Your daughters need to talk to Cook, too."

- "I'll call them when we're done." he promised.

I braced myself for one of two things:

- a father and son-in-law heart to heart (maybe Talley was going to tell me to stay away from Esyle, or to choose one daughter and stick to her exclusively)

- or, some male bonding over military matters

It was neither.

- "What'd you say to Kanitz?" he asked. "Did you shit the bed?"

- "Pardon? What do you mean?" Talley was speaking to me in Terran slang. If anyone was listening, they were unlikely to understand a word.

- "The Chancellor called me up on the carpet - gave me the 3rd degree about Pylos." He glared at me. "What did you tell her?"

Talley and I were on the same side on this one - in fact, we were the side - there was no point in keeping secrets from him on this subject. I related my astonishing conversation with Kanitz, including her shrewd questions about my failure to write letters to any of my friends back in Pylos.

- "You're telling me that she guessed?" said Talley. "Holy shit ..."

He poured us both a stiff drink.

"We are royally fucked, boy."

- "Not necessarily." I said. "She could have exposed me immediately - but she didn't. Hell, she could've made us both disappear, if she wanted to."

- "That's true."

- "I think she's curious. But she doesn't question our loyalty - either of us."

- "As long as we're useful." said Talley. "My maps, you on the battlefield."

- "Exactly."

- "Alright. S'long as neither of us says anything stupid. By that, I mean s'long as you don't say anything stupid. Maybe we should compare notes - get our stories straight."

- "That's a good idea." I agreed. "Tomorrow, though? We should do that when we're sober."

- "Mmm. Yeah."

Talley finished his drink, and climbed the stairs to his room. I don't know if he told his daughters that we were done, or if they'd been listening all along, but Tallia and Esyle came down a moment later.

Tallia poured us another drink.

- "Well? How do we do this?" she said.

- "It's not a we, yet." I replied. "There has to be Esyle and me, before anything like that. But I think that we need to discuss it, first."

It wasn't entirely my imagination: I'm pretty sure that Esyle flashed me a look of gratitude. She seemed to be eager, but also terrified, in equal parts.

- "Alright." said Tallia. She began rolling up her sleeves.

- "He means me and him." said Esyle. "Just the two of us."

Tallia seemed a little disappointed. She looked to me for confirmation.

- "That's exactly what I meant."

Big sister gave in. "Fine, you two work it out. But I want to hear everything in the morning." She kissed me, and stroked my hair as I caressed her leg. "Goodnight, then."

She left me alone with her sister.

- "You can relax, Esyle." I said. "I'm not going to insist that we copulate on the floor."

She surprised me by grinning. "I'm not afraid of the physical act, Cook. Mother and Tallia have described it for me - many times - and it sounds wonderful. Tallia even said that it's very exciting to do it on the floor."

These women were never going to cease amazing me. Here I'd thought that Esyle was a blushing virgin ... but she was worried about something ...

- "What is it that you are afraid of?"

Esyle took a deep breath. "I'm sorry ... it's just that ... I don't know if Tallia and I have given you a choice in the matter. If I know my sister, she simply told you that you would be my first, and then that we would share you afterwards."

"I don't believe that we ever asked how you felt about it."

I'll admit it: I was touched. I reached out, and gently placed my hand over hers.

- "Thank you, Esyle. For thinking of me."

- "Oh, Tallia thinks of you, Cook. She just assumes that she knows what you would like, without the need to ask. But she loves you dearly."

- "And I love your sister, too. But I learned to love her, when we were working together, day after day, sharing meals, sleeping in the same tent ..."

- "I'm not very military, I'm afraid."

- "I know. I don't expect you to be. One Tallia is plenty. But what I meant was ... we had time to discover that we liked each other. I knew that I was attracted to her, but I found out that I admired her quick thinking, her cheerfulness ..."

- "You want to know me better, and decide if you like me ... before you decide if we should copulate? I don't understand ..."

- "No. It's not about ..." Suddenly, I had the urge to laugh. Here I was trying to talk myself out of sleeping with a lovely young girl.

"You're very attractive, Esyle. Of course I want to copulate with you. And I like you - very much. That makes it even more appealing to me."

- "It increases your pleasure, if you like your partner?"

- "Well ... yes, it does. But we Pylosians ... we can differentiate between fucking, and making love." I proceeded to explain the two concepts to her.

- "So ... you fucked Countess Aneli, and gave her a child, but you make love with my sister." Esyle frowned. "I'm not sure that I understand, Cook, because some of the things Tallia described sound more like fucking."

"Perhaps I should ask my mother whether she fu-"

- "Yes! Splendid idea." I interrupted. "The point is ... I'd like to get to know you better, Esyle. Before we commit to the kind of relationship that I have with Tallia."

- "I see. You want to fuck me, but you're not sure if you like me."

- "No! I mean ... I do like you. Very much. I just don't know if ... we should commit to a long-term relationship, when we don't know each other all that well yet."

Esyle nodded. "I'm sorry, Cook. I'm not trying to be difficult. I just don't see why we can't copulate, and then decide if we have a future together."

- "Ah - because ... that might make you feel bad, if I'm with your sister, but you and I decide that we aren't right for each other ..."

Esyle smiled, suddenly. "I think that I'm beginning to understand! You don't want to copulate, and then discover that you don't really like me ... because you're afraid to hurt my feelings. You're worried about me."

Her smile grew even broader. "That's very sweet."

What a woman. What a planet.

***

I slept on the floor, with hard-faced Ishana on one side of me, and the big blonde, Nasta, on the other.

Ishana snored.

***

Kanitz had invited me back to the Palace. That was just was I needed, at this point: another erotic encounter with an amazing woman, while I tried to work out in my head if I wanted to have sisters as my lovers, in a long-term relationship.

She insisted on showing me more diagrams of a building in Cercen. I didn't understand what it was, or why she was consulting me about it.

- "I am not consulting you." she said. "The Queen is trying to decide if she should give it to you."

- "Wait - this building? It looks like ..." There was no Westron word for 'mansion'.

"It's practically a ... Palace."

- "It is a Palace, Cook. It's called the Belere, and it once belonged to the Queen's great-aunt. She was a very good general, you know."

- "The Queen wants to give me a Palace?"

- "How else is she to reward you?"

She could buy me more 3-pounders, I thought. But it made sense, all of a sudden. She couldn't very well give me a title - since their disasters with a male army, the Westrons had undergone a profound social and cultural revolution.

Nobles, officers, the entire army ... these were the preserve of females. I was an anomaly - and a potentially dangerous precedent.

- "That's ... very generous." I ventured.

- "An address in Cercen could be beneficial for your social standing." said Kanitz. "You can't very well continue to sleep on Tisucha's floor."

"Your aide could turn it into a sort of ... headquarters, for you, when you're in the city."

- "Thank you." Kanitz hadn't said a word about Talley. No mention of her meeting with him. Maybe it wasn't going to be an issue.

- "Dinner in an hour." she said. "I have some business to conclude. Can you find your way upstairs, to my rooms?"

- "I know the way."

Kanitz leaned over, and kissed me on the cheek.

- "Good."

I washed up, in a porcelain basin, and then wandered out to her balcony, to look out over the city.

A Palace. The Queen was going to give me a Palace. Tallia would be in her element, updating the furnishings, finding staff to keep it clean, to maintain the gardens ...

Would Esyle like it? Would she want to live there, if Tallia and I had to go back to war?

I found myself grinning, as I looked at the rooftops of Cercen. This was not at all what I'd expected, lying in stasis aboard a Halygon ship, on my way into exile.

It was a thousand times better. Successful general, respected by able soldiers like Langoret and Tudino ... hero of the hour, with a grateful Queen looking to reward me ... on a planet of fascinating women, who loved talking about sex, having sex, and especially having sex with yours truly ...

Plus I had the ear of the Chancellor, a fascinating woman who engaged me at every level. I heard her footstep behind me, and turned around, wondering what she might be wearing this time.

It wasn't Kanitz.

- "Hello, Cook."

I couldn't catch my breath.

- "Princess ..."

- "No. Only Themis." she said. "Always Themis, with you."

Maia Simonia. Themis. Bright yellow hair, amazing brown eyes ... she was wearing a simple shirt, and plain military breeches. It didn't matter; she could have worn a burlap sack and made it look great.

Besides, the simple military attire immediately took me back to the camp outside Tonol. Two years ago ... and I remembered it all, like it was yesterday.

She closed the gap between us, and took me in her arms. Then she tilted her head upwards, and our lips met.

For her, it was a hug, and a tender kiss. For me, it was like my first kiss with the girl of my dreams. I was instantly hard, and my knees were trembling.

She pulled back, and drew me into Kanitz' rooms.

- "Will you have dinner with me?" she asked.

- "I would rake the Palace grounds with you. I'd empty the chamber pots, if you asked me."

I'd forgotten the simple beauty of her smile, the incredible sensations I experienced when she laughed.

She steered me to the table, and sat me down. Then she sat down opposite me.

- "I've missed you so much." she said. "Even now, we're only meeting because Kanitz wants to create some sort of hold over you."

- "What?"

My aide Themis was back. "I wanted to be here, Cook. But it would never have happened if Kanitz didn't think that it might give her some advantage over you."

- "Why? She doesn't need any ... advantage."

- "My sister and her Chancellor are afraid of you. They fear that you might flirt with one or two of the other parties, and discover what they're willing to offer you."

- "You mean a party like the one that tried to kill me?"

Themis frowned. "Don't make a joke of it. I was very afraid for you. I still am."

- "Let's not talk about politics." I suggested.

- "Fine. But you should know: Kanitz will try to use you. That's why I'm here, tonight. To exert some ... leverage on you."

- "I would never hurt you. Or your sister. You don't have to worry about my loyalty."

- "Yet they do, Cook. You mustn't trust that they have your best interests at heart."

- "I appreciate the warning."

Themis shook her head. Then she stood up, and transferred her meal to the spot next to me. She moved her chair, and sat right beside me.

Then she smiled, and leaned closer.

I kissed her. She gave up the pretence of eating a meal, and wrapped her arms around me. The sensation was incredible, for me, but I had to remind myself that she wasn't in hemmer. My nagging erection had no place here.

- I worry about you." she said, softly.

- "And I you."

- "Don't. I'm in no danger. My sister negotiates alliances, and Kanitz investigates the advantages to be gained by marrying me here, or there. But they've yet to find a good match."

I didn't like hearing her talk about this. Themis wasn't mine - and never could be - but that didn't make it any easier to hear about the royal matchmaking. I really didn't want to know who they were planning to marry her to - he could be the nicest guy in the Kingdom, and treat her like a Princess ... well, as she deserved. I just didn't want to know.

Yes, I recognized the irony. She was alone, and chaste, while I was off with Tallia and Kanitz and my bodyguards and Aneli ... and I was the one feeling jealous.

- "That is why this evening is bittersweet, for me." she said. "It's part reward, and part bribe."

- "Tell me about our daughter." I suggested.

She did, and for a moment I enjoyed the illusion that we were a married couple, discussing our child.

- "I follow your career - everything you do." she said. "Kanitz lets me read your reports - I love finding out what's going on, from your perspective."

"I know you've copulated with Kanitz. She was very complimentary. But I think I'm happier about your aide - Tallia? I'm told that she's exceptional. Is she good to you? It must be wonderful to have sex whenever you want."



Nope - not even remotely the oddest conversation I'd had. Themis was genuinely pleased that I was with Tallia. She just didn't seem to feel any jealousy at all.

Neither of us was very hungry, but eventually we ate a little bit. Mostly we just wanted to sit close together, our hands frequently touching.

Kanitz herself found us sitting that way, some time later.

- "I'm sorry." she said. "Time to go." Then she left the room to give us a last few moments.

There was nothing more to say. Themis held me tight, and kissed me. Then she was gone.

***

My bodyguards were waiting to escort me back to Talley's house.

- "You alright, Colonel?" asked the tall blonde. Nasta, I think it was. She'd seen the dreamy look in my eyes, and noticed that I wasn't particularly paying attention to my surroundings.

- "He's fine." said Ishana, the hatchet-faced squad leader. "Follow us. Keep your eyes and ears open." She led the way, and I went along, still floating several inches off the ground.

It was a fine night. The moons were quite far apart, which allowed a thousand stars to sparkle and shine. I was trying to conceive of a scenario which would allow me to marry Themis. If I saved the Queen's life ... maybe the grateful monarch would give me her sister's hand.

In the morning, I knew that I'd snap out of it. I had absolutely nothing to complain about. Tallia was wonderful. And there was Esyle to consider. There was nothing at all about my situation to regret.

We were almost to the landing when Ishana suddenly stopped, and drew her sword. She thrust out her left arm, and shoved me backwards.

I hadn't been paying any sort of attention, and the quick movements caught me off guard. Ishana's push caught me off balance, and I stumbled.

Half a dozen shadowy figures were rushing towards us. I saw the glint of cold steel.

Ishana engaged a pair of them, but they weren't interested in her. It was me they were after.

Out of nowhere, the little blonde - Koroba - sprinted up on my left. She had a pair of pistols in her hands. At a range of two yards, she fired; I couldn't tell if she hit anything. Then she lunged forward, with amazing speed, and practically touched her next target with the end of her second pistol. That shot was muffled - but it didn't miss.

By the time I recovered my balance, I knew that I wouldn't be able to draw my own sword. Besides, it was only a fancy dress smallsword (a gift from the citizens of Tonol, for my part in the battle that saved them). It was more of a fashion accessory than a weapon.

I side-stepped quickly, and the blade aimed at my stomach sliced through my shirt and waistcoat. It might have taken an ounce of flesh with it.

There was an arm attached to that sword, which I grabbed with both hands. Then I fell to the ground, taking my assailant's arm with me. It snapped like a dry stick, and I discovered that the person who'd tried to stab me was female - she shrieked in pain.

Then the big blonde, Nasta, stepped in, and nearly separated the assassin's head from her shoulders with a powerful sabre cut.

The surviving attackers fled, but Ishana didn't pursue. She turned, instead, to make sure of me.

- "Is he alive?" she hissed.

- "I'm fine."

- "He's not just alive." said Nasta. "D'you see what he did?"

- "I saw." said Koroba.

- "Eyes and ears!" snapped Ishana. "They might come back."

I doubted that. Three of my bodyguards were present, and there were four figures on the ground. The others were probably running for their lives.

Within a few moments, we heard whistles, and Palace Guards came running. They'd heard Koroba's first shot - one of the reasons she'd used her pistols.

I wasn't daydreaming anymore. My heart was pounding. But I knew that I was alive only because of these talented fighters, and their vigilance.

- "Thank you, Ishana." I said. Then I thanked each one in turn.

"You saved my life."

*****
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- "How could you let this happen?" Kanitz was furious, and Ishana was bearing the brunt of it.

- "It wasn't her fault." I said. "She saved my life. So did Koroba and Nasta."

- "It should never have happened in the first place!"

- "They did their jobs, Chancellor. I'm unhurt. Their response was amazing."

- "Where is Madze?" said Kanitz.

- "It's her night off." said Ishana.

- "She'll be sorry she missed it." said Nasta. Koroba poked her.

"What?" said Nasta. "It's true."

Kanitz sent the bodyguards outside.

- "I'm so sorry." she said, softly. She stepped closer, looking unusually hesitant. She held out her arms. "May I ...?"

The Chancellor hugged me, very gently.

"I was so afraid. When they told me there had been a shot ..." she whispered.

It seemed completely genuine to me. Yet only a few hours ago, according to Themis, Kanitz had been using the Princess to gain (or keep) some kind of hold over me.

Maybe Kanitz did have real feelings for me. But she was also a political intriguer of the first order, who seemed to love the game for its own sake.

- "You'll stay here, tonight."

She got me a room in the Palace basement, close to where Airta and I had spent several passionate days and nights. My three bodyguards were posted down there with me.

- "May I ask a question, Colonel?" asked Koroba, the sharp-featured little blonde. She didn't wait for me to answer. "How did you do it?"

- "Do what?"

- "One of them got past Ishana, and had you dead to rights. You hadn't drawn your sword - and the next thing I knew, she was on the ground, with a broken arm. Even if Nasta hadn't almost taken her head off, she was probably out of the fight. How did you do it?"

- "Ah." Well, no harm in teaching a little ... just to show them that there was no magic involved.

I unbuckled my belt, and handed Koroba my smallsword, still sheathed. Then I stood in front of her.

- "Aim at my navel." I instructed. I moved slightly left; she followed my movement with the tip of the blade. I move slightly to my right, and again she adjusted her aim.

"Which movement is easier?" I asked her.

- "To my right - when you moved to your left." She was slightly puzzled.

- "So I waited until she lunged, and moved to my right, to make it just that little bit more difficult for her to adjust her thrust. I didn't simply dodge, either."

- "No." said Nasta. "I saw you - it looked like you were spinning."

- "You turned your back?" asked Ishana. She was scowling.

- "Let's try this at ... medium speed. Go ahead, Koroba - stab me."

The little blonde grinned, and thrust the smallsword forward. She expected me to dodge to my right, and was already adjusting her aim when I spun in the opposite direction.

She was surprised, but she didn't flinch, or overreact; she knew it was only a demonstration. I finished my spin, and brought my arm down.

- "What ...?" said Nasta.

I was standing close to Koroba, with her extended arm trapped under my armpit. My other hand was on her elbow, applying gentle pressure.

- "Don't relax." I said. "Keep your arm tense." Then I pressed just a little harder.

Koroba's eyes went wide. She got it right away.

- "You just fall on her arm - with your full weight? Where did you learn ...? Pylos?"

Nasta wanted a demonstration, too. She was much bigger than Koroba, and wondered if that move would work on her. It did.

I don't know where it came from, but an idea suddenly occurred to me.

- "Ishana, how did they know that we were coming? They didn't wait to see who we were ..."

She frowned.

- "That's right." said Koroba. "It was too dark to positively identify you. They had to know - someone told them that you were coming."

- "How?" asked Nasta.

- "Shit!" swore Ishana. "Keep him here!" She bolted from the room, and up the stairs.

The mystery was solved, a short time later, when Ishana returned with Kanitz.

- "One of the servants." said the Chancellor. "She's gone."

***

Tallia was furious, too. But she knew better than to blame the bodyguards. She'd seen Oshide and Yehla look out for me; she also knew that Oshide had sacrificed her life to protect mine.

We hadn't had sex for a week, with so many people in her parent's house. This night, though, she wasn't going to let that stop her. She suspected - rightly - that I could use some comforting. Despite the fact that Koroba and Madze were lying on the floor not four feet away, Tallia started fondling and caressing me.

She kissed me, and stroked my cock until it was fully erect. Then she turned and pressed her naked backside against my crotch. She tucked me inside her, and began to gently rock back and forth.

***

Esyle knew that we'd made love; maybe Tallia had told her before breakfast. She smiled pleasantly and asked if I'd had a good night.

I'd meant to do it sooner, but there was no time for like the present.

- "Esyle, would you have lunch with me?" I asked.

- "Of course I'll be here for lunch."

- "No, I meant just the two of us. Would you like to go down to the river with me?"

- "Like ... a first date?" I'd explained the 'Pylosian' custom of dating before becoming intimate. It was something the Westrons understood, except that they did it after they'd had sex.

We packed a picnic lunch, and set off across town. Ishana and Nasta hovered nearby at all times. I asked Esyle to make one small detour, to a gunsmith's shop where Tallia had helped me buy my pistols.

After that, we sat on the riverbank, and watched the boats. I was relieved that Esyle didn't seem to mind the presence of my two bodyguards. She was a little nervous, but that was mostly because the whole experience was so novel for her.

- "It's an ... interesting custom." she said.

- "I'm glad you're enjoying it."

- "I already like you, and I'm ready to copulate. But I can see that if we were strangers - if we had just met ... this would be a good way to find out if I did like you enough for sex."

- "That's pretty much the idea."

- "In Pylos, do you copulate during the first date, or is there some sort of waiting period?"

Esyle was mildly annoyed that I started to laugh. "Are you making fun of me, Cook?"

- "No, sweetheart. I wouldn't mock you. I like you. You're lovely, and clever, and I enjoy your company."

- "That's good." she said. "So when -?"

- "Not quite yet."

***

Kanitz set aside an entire afternoon for me. Alone.

- "The women who tried to kill you were soldiers. Deserters from General Vis' own regiment."

- "Deserters?"

- "Yes. For maximum deniability. But we can't leap to conclusions; they could easily have been suborned by someone from another party."

- "Berandot?"

Kanitz smiled, ruefully. "Unfortunately, Cook, you have quite a few enemies. I told you - there are many women who believe that no male should be allowed to command troops. Then there are those who resent you because you're Pylosian."

"Now I've discovered that there are males who dislike you, too."

- "Males? I've ... I don't know any Westron males - except for a gunsmith, and a tailor, and ..."

- "There are several males who would've liked to service Countess Aneli during her hemmer. If she'd been pleased, she might have married again. There are rumours that you've also had Langoret -"

- "That's not true!"

- "I know." said Kanitz. "But rumours and innuendo can sting ... true or not."

- "What about the servant who disappeared?" I asked.

- "She used a lantern, to signal, when you left the Palace. We're following her trail. But I fear she may already be dead."

Shit. This was serious, now.

"On a happier note," said Kanitz, "the Queen has decided to grant you the Belere Palace. Your share of the prize money and the Crown Prince's ransom has also been determined."

- "The Belere? That house ...?"

- "Is yours. A gift from your grateful monarch."

I was stunned. I had a mansion, now? That feeling lasted only until Kanitz passed me a piece of paper. On it was written a number, with so many zeros, that I felt faint.

- "This is ...?"

- "Prize money."

I was filthy, stinking rich.

"One last thing." said Kanitz. She looked me in the eye, making sure that she had my complete attention.

"I assume that you and Talley have had a chance to ... reminisce, about Pylos. May I suggest that the two of you make certain that your stories are ... compatible?"

***

Was Kanitz trying to protect us? Or was she intent on keeping the secret of Pylos a secret? I couldn't tell.

One thing was certain: on the day she wanted the two of us to disappear, our lives wouldn't be worth a damn.

***

Esyle loved the Belere.

Tallia took a step back, and let her little sister see the place, take the lead, and respond to its myriad possibilities. It was a very, very wise thing to do.

- "Oh - this could be the dining room!" said Esyle.

I stepped close to Tallia, and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.

- "You're a genius." I whispered.

- "No genius. You and I have the army, and the command tent." she said. "My sister needs something that is yours and hers - the two of you. This could be it."

- "When did you become so wise?"

Tallia liked hearing that. Tisucha overheard us, and she smiled as well. She and Talley were with us, for the inaugural visit.

I took Esyle aside.

- "Tell me - do you think that you could turn this into a home? Not just a palace, but a place to live? For all three of us?"

Tallia would've squealed, and leapt into my arms. Esyle just smiled shyly, and reached for my hand.

- "We can live here. There are rooms that be set aside for you: a library, a map-room, a cabinet, for receiving officers. There's a fine dining room, for entertaining guests. The gardens are lovely, too. I could even have a small library."

But we can have several bedchambers, so that you can sleep with whomever you wish to. There could be a nursery, overlooking the gardens ..."

- "Could you organize this, Esyle?" I asked. "I suppose ... what I'm asking is: would you like to be the Lady of Belere?"

She grinned at me. "Is this our second date, Cook?"

***

Ishana shook her head. "We can't accept this."

- "Of course you can. Send it to your family. Or put it aside, and save it."

I had just presented my four bodyguards with a modest amount of cash. Ishana wavered a little longer, but she could tell that her colleagues wanted her to accept it. Nasta was positively vibrating with excitement.

- "We ... we shouldn't accept gifts." said Ishana.

- "Why not? Besides, that's not a gift." I said. "It's just a bonus. I've done the same for every soldier in the regiment."

"This, on the other hand ... this is a gift."

I presented the twin wooden boxes. Ishana hesitated, but curiosity got the better of her: she opened one.

- "Oh ..."

Each box contained a pair of splendid pistols. One for each of my bodyguards.

- "You have to accept, Ishana." I said. "How else can I show my appreciation for what you've done for me?"

- "You could come over when I'm in hemmer." said Koroba, the little blonde. From the challenge in her eye, I guessed that she wasn't just joking.

- "Oh!" said Nasta. "Can we do that?"

Ishana lifted one of the pistols, and lovingly ran her fingertips over it.

- "Thank you, Colonel." she said. "These are ... very fine."

I spread some of my new wealth around. I had to persuade Tisucha to accept some cash; she gave in only when I suggested that she could keep it as a reserve for her daughters.

I sent Yehla some money, too, to help support her family and our unborn child.

The soldiers in the Aneli regiment got a bonus as well. I offered a reasonably good sum to anyone who wanted to retire - enough to purchase a small plot of land, or start a business. Those who remained in the regiment got a smaller amount. After three victories in as many years, many were prepared to stay on.

I also went to visit Oshide's family. It was one of the hardest things I've ever had to do. They were pleased to hear that their daughter had saved my life, but there was no way to pretend that she wouldn't still be alive if she hadn't.

***

Aneli hosted a small dinner gathering at her house in Cercen. That alone created a new problem for me.

The Belere Palace was a much grander place than Aneli's establishment in the capital. It was finer than her estate, too. She had lands, and a title, but would she be jealous when she was invited to the Belere? How would she react if she thought that her protégé was ... outgrowing her?

Langoret and Major Faregil were present. So was Colonel Avette. There was a surprise guest, too, as I discovered when someone slapped me on the back hard enough to nearly dislocate my shoulder.

- "Ha! Cook!"

It was Tudino, standing hands on hips, a bold twinkle in her bright blue eyes, and an impudent grin on her mis-shaped face. She was missing part of one ear, now, too - thanks to a Crolian sniper.

It didn't really matter. Tudino was never going to be mistaken for a beauty. But I found her very appealing. She had courage, and character - and a powerful right arm.

We embraced in front of the others, like long-lost friends.

- "Where have you been?" I asked her. "That's another parade you've missed, now."

- "I'll be at the next one - that I can promise you. As long as you'll let my regiment team up with yours - and share some of the action."

Langoret and I had already discussed it. We were in complete agreement.

- "It will be a pleasure to have you with us." said Langoret.

- "As long as my regiment is included." said Avette.

- "It will be." promised Aneli. "But how will this work, Cook? One brigade of four regiments? Or two brigades?"

- "We have the flexibility to do both. Or even to have four regiments acting independently. With commanders like these," I said, "we can do anything."

- "That sounds like a toast!" laughed Tudino.

It was the first of many. We ate well, and drank a fair bit. Aneli led the conversation, for the most part. I shouldn't have been surprised when she turned to the subject of sex.

- "My last hemmer was fantastic. It could have been the subject of a song. I'm hoping that my next one is just as wonderful. In fact, I suspect that it's already on its way. Another week or two." Then she turned to me.

"Cook - you'll be there for me, won't you?"

Put on the spot like that, I had no choice. Now that she mentioned it, I should have known; there was the faint scent of arousal about her.

- "It would be my pleasure, Countess. You're not the only one who has fond memories of our last encounter."

She grinned at me. I grinned back. Fucking Aneli was no hardship. Langoret was smiling, too, remembering the last time we'd been in this position.

It was an odd little dinner party, though. Aneli made the mistake of trying to match Tudino drink for drink. I can hold my liquor, but Tudino had two hollow legs, from what I could see. Aneli's eyes glazed over, and we had to have her servants carry her to bed.

- "Cook? Could I have a word?" asked Tudino.

- "Of course."

- "In private?"

We stepped into Aneli's sitting room.

- "What's on your mind?" I asked her.

For the first time since I'd met her, Tudino looked mildly embarrassed.

- "It's ... ah, shit. Listen, Cook ... I know that I'm not much to look at. Actually, that's probably an understatement. Males run the other way when they see me coming. But ..."

I blinked - several times. I'd had a fair bit to drink, but somehow I understood her tone before I caught what she was actually saying.

- "Are you ... asking me ...?"

- "Yeah. I'll be in hemmer in a couple of weeks, too. And I thought ... maybe ..."

I couldn't sense anything about Tudino that would have hinted that she was close to hemmer. No scent, no glow ... nothing. But I knew that she didn't think she was attractive.

Her jaw was crooked, her chin was quite big, and the corner of her mouth had been creased by a bullet, at some time in the past. Her nose had been broken, at least once, which I could certainly relate to. No, Tudino was no classic beauty.

But I found the contrast between her coal-black hair and her pale skin quite fascinating. Her eyes were exceptional, too. But it was the whole package which intrigued me. Tudino was a damned good leader, and a battlefield commander with excellent timing.

Her courage was undeniable; I couldn't think of anyone who'd been wounded as often as her, and yet continued to soldier on. I liked her. Hell, I admired her.

- "I would be honoured, Colonel." I said.

- "Really?" She seemed surprised. "I mean ... it's just - I thought that this peace might be my only chance to ... have a child. You ... you don't mind that I'm ..."

- "You're an incredible woman, Tudino. I would take a bullet for you. Joining you for your hemmer sounds much less painful."

She laughed aloud.

- "I like you, Cook. I liked you from the first. I thought it was your nose, but maybe it was your personality all along."

- "Say the word, and I'll be there."

- "Think you can survive both Aneli and me, in the same week?"

- "If I do, I'll hold a parade." I said.

- "Ha! I'll march in that one."

- "Seriously, Tudino: there's just one hurdle - I'll have to ask my ... my lover if she doesn't mind."

- "Why would she?"

Good question. Why would she?

Langoret walked me home, with her aides and my bodyguards.

- "An interesting evening." she said.

- "It was. Do you have any advice, though, on how to prevent Aneli from putting me on the spot like that?"

Langoret smiled. "No. She's a force of nature. I wish I could help you with that - but I fear that you are on your own, where her hemmer is concerned."

- "Thanks."

- "Don't thank me too soon. I may be adding to your ... difficulties."

- "What?" I couldn't help it: I had a sudden vision of Langoret naked.

- "While you were off with Tudino, Colonel Avette asked my advice."

- "About what?"

- "About whether you would attend her in her hemmer."

I shouldn't have been surprised. Avette had taunted Berandot - and others - that she would bear my child. I'd thought that she was just trying to piss them off. Angry words, in the heat of the moment ...

- "She was ... serious?"

- "Oh, yes." said Langoret. Then she laughed again.

***

What a horrible problem. Women who wanted me to have sex with them.

Tudino was right; Tallia didn't mind at all. Including Esyle in our ... arrangement was her idea, anyway. And Aneli was like a legacy; I couldn't really turn her down.

- "Won't it make it awkward, working with these Colonels, afterwards, if we've ...?"

- "Awkward?" said Tallia. "The opposite is more likely, don't you think?"

I took a good long look at my lover. This ought to be good, I thought.

"Remember how you were with me, before we'd copulated?" she said. "Nervous, always careful not to say the wrong thing, afraid to get caught staring at my backside ... wondering how to approach me, the when and the where ..."

I had to laugh. "You're right. But how did you know all that? You are some kind of mind reader ..."

- "It's not very difficult, with you, sometimes." she said. "But how do you feel around me, now?"

- "Like I want to pull your breeches down and bend you over that table ..."



- "I was being serious." she said, with a little pout. "Admit it: you're more comfortable."

- "You're right."

- "Then isn't it time you copulated with Esyle?" said Tallia. "Especially before Aneli and the two Colonels wear you out? You'll be no use to anyone for some time afterwards - that's assuming you survive."

"Besides, the longer you wait, the more Esyle will worry that she doesn't appeal to you, or that there's something wrong with her."

- "There's nothing wrong with her!"

- "Then ...?"

- "It's a little complicated, Tallia. Where? When? I don't want her first time to be on the floor of your parents' house."

- "What about the Belere? You'd only need to furnish one room ..."

- "Tallia, you're a genius."

***

Esyle had no idea why I would want to go to the Belere in the evening, when it was too dark to see anything. But once we went through the front door, and she saw the trail of candles that Tallia had set up, she was enchanted.

- "Oh! It's beautiful ..."

There were flowers (Tallia knew her sister's favorite scents), and a bottle of wine and some smoked sausage, fruit and cheese on a small table. But the key element was the wide bed, with a luxurious mattress and cotton sheets.

I didn't have to say a word. If Esyle were going to balk, it would be now. There wasn't much doubt about why we were here - if she wanted it to be tonight.

- "It's lovely, Cook. Tallia helped you, didn't she?"

- "All clear, Colonel." said Koroba, with a little grin. Ishana and Nasta were downstairs, while Madze was lurking somewhere outside. Ishana wanted the whole crew present if we were going to spend the night in an empty house.

- "Thank you, Koroba." said Esyle.

- "You're very welcome, Lady." said the little blonde.

- "Why did she ... call me that?" asked Esyle, suddenly shy.

- "Because you are." I said. "My Lady. The Lady of Belere. This is to be your home."

- "Our home." She wrapped her arms around me, and buried her head against my chest.

I held her close, felt her relax.

- "A glass of wine?" I suggested.

- "Just a little."

Esyle surprised me, a bit. She wasn't flamboyant. or a little 'precious', like her sister. Tallia was clever, and assertive. Esyle was just as intelligent, but more reserved, more patient. But that didn't mean that she lacked confidence - far from it.

While I poured two glasses, she quickly stripped off her clothes and sat down on the bed. I hadn't expected that at all.

She was very pretty, in a more subdued, less obvious way than her sister. She was a little more solidly built, too, though still small-breasted and slim-hipped.

There was a sort of calm, a certain serenity, about her features. And she had incredibly long, thick hair, which looked even more spectacular framing her nakedness.

- "You're ... beautiful." I got out, a little throatily.

- "I can hold your glass, while you take off your clothes." she said.

She watched me, with a slight smile on her lips. Why had I ever worried that Esyle was shy? Tallia's sister - Tisucha's daughter. I can't imagine that any young woman had ever been better prepared for her first time.

She was patient with me, as I tried to be patient with her. We kissed for a long while, and I stroked her luxurious hair. I caressed and fondled her little breasts.

Esyle sighed when I finally reached her pussy. She especially liked it when I slipped a finger inside her. Her first orgasm was quiet, and subdued, but no less intense for all of that. She clung to me, as her whole body quivered and shook.

When I finally entered her, I discovered that she was quite wet, and more than ready for me. She'd been practicing, I guessed, with a ladies' aid - or perhaps a variety of them.

She seemed to experience no discomfort, as she wrapped her arms and legs around me. It was as if she couldn't possibly get close enough.

All my fears of hurting her, of finding that she was too tight - evaporated.

It was a beautiful experience, for both of us.

- "What a wonderful way to start." she murmured, just before she fell asleep.

***

We repeated the experience the very next night. Esyle had obviously had some excellent sex education: she took the lead, and pressed me down on my back.

Then she straddled my lower legs, and took me in her mouth. He long, thick hair fell over my stomach like a dark, silky curtain. She was better at this than she should have been, considering that she'd been a virgin only yesterday. Big sister had to have been coaching her.

She used her hand to firmly stroke my saliva-soaked shaft, while taking the first few inches in her mouth. I warned her when I was close, but she only intensified her efforts.

When I came, she gulped and swallowed every drop. Then she lay down beside me, and held me tight.

- "Was that -?"

- "Incredible." I said. "Your teacher deserves a bonus. But you're a prize pupil."

I returned the favor, which she enjoyed immensely. But after she came, as I went to move between her legs, Esyle stopped me with her hands. She turned me over, onto my back again, and mounted me instead.

She sank down on me, slowly. Then she leaned forward just a little, so that she could trail the ends of her prodigiously long hair across my chest, my shoulders, and my face.

My second orgasm was a long time coming, but she made the journey unforgettable.

***

Esyle refused to sleep with me the following night.

- "And stay away from my sister. too." she insisted. "You need to save your strength for Aneli. Tallia told me how worn out you looked after your first bout with her."

I wanted more of Esyle, but it was probably good advice. My patron, in hemmer, was a bit of a demon. A little rest before the main event could only help.

We met at the Palace, where Aneli had been staying for most of the past week. Her fine house in Cercen wasn't large enough - nor was it far enough away from the neighbouring buildings.

Aneli's hemmer might have caused an uproar, if males had caught her scent. Even if she had hidden in her house, to try having sex there was asking for trouble. Once in the throes of passion, Aneli was very vocal - and very loud.

So she'd accepted Kanitz' invitation to spend her time in security, at the Palace. My bodyguards received word when she was ready, and escorted me there.

The Countess was in one of the luxurious underground love-nests. And she was more than a little impatient to begin.

- "Finally!" she said. "Where were you? I was about to start climbing the walls!"

She remembered to offer me a drink, but then gave me no time to taste it. Aneli wanted oral sex - and she wanted it right away.

I didn't mind. Aneli was short enough that I could reach up and fill my hands with her magnificent tits while I ate her. She grabbed hold of my hair, and pulled my face closer.

- "Oh, yes! I missed this! If only I could hemmer every month!"

I lifted my head up, to respond. "You'd need a stable of lovers, Aneli. Once a month would kill me."

She chuckled. "You'd die happy, though. Less talk - more licking!"

She'd been waiting for her first orgasm for days. It didn't take long. I didn't give her a chance to recover - instead, I crawled up between her legs, lifted her knees, and sheathed myself inside her in one long lunge.

She grunted, and then let out a long groan.

I gave her my very best, pumping my cock into her humid depths over and over again, until she came again.

Then she wanted it from behind, on her knees. I only lasted a dozen strokes in that position, before blasting an enormous load of cum into her.

As soon as she'd assured herself that I had another erection, Aneli wanted to ride me. Then it had to be from behind, again, with her kneeling by the headboard, hands on the wall.

- "I loved it this way, last time." she said. "Ungghh ... yes - like that!"

After three (or four?) orgasms, she gave me a moment to catch my breath, while she went into the next room to wash. I had a quick bite and a drink, while I could.

Then it was more oral sex, in a 69, followed by a long, thorough plowing in the missionary position. After that, she wanted to sit on me, facing away, while I sat on the edge on the bed.

- "Any ideas, Cook?' she asked. "I have some old favorites, but is there anything else you'd like to try? Something I might not have seen before?"

Challenge accepted. I put her into a spoon position, just to recover a little strength. When I felt my arousal building, I flipped her onto her back, and quickly straddled her stomach. I lifted her heavy breasts towards the center of her chest, and created a tunnel of flesh around my engorged member.

Aneli was absolutely stunned as I fucked her tits. I knew that she wouldn't feel much, in terms of physical sensations, but the sheer novelty of the act caught her off-guard.

- "Where - should - I come?" I grunted.

- "What?"

- "Too - late."

I ejaculated all over her. It didn't have the volume of my first orgasms, but there were several jets of semen that splashed her throat, her chin, and two satisfying spurts that landed on her face.

Aneli couldn't believe it.

- "That's ... that's insane!" she sputtered. "Is that something you do in Pylos? I had no idea your people were so ... crazed."

She was turned on enough that she manhandled me onto my back, and slid her body over mine, squishing her big tits against my chest and stomach, smearing my semen on both of us.

Aneli saw that I needed a little ... encouragement, so she took me into her mouth, and sucked me back to life, before climbing aboard the erection she'd created.

After that joining, she finally let me rest a little: that is, she fell asleep.

***

The next day, Aneli resumed her onslaught on my stamina. I'd like to think that I acquitted myself well.

For one thing, her lush, voluptuous body was like a playground specifically designed for my carnal fantasies. Even after she washed, or douched, she remained wet and hot, her pussy a juicy cleft just begging to be repeatedly penetrated.

She had energy, and imagination. I liked Aneli, so it wasn't difficult to summon up the energy to try to please her - especially if by 'trying to please her' I really mean 'fucking her as hard and as long as I could'.

Her hemmer scent, and that ... special something - I can't quite define it - contributed to keeping me hard for the rest of that second day, so that I could fuck her every time she asked me to.

When she passed out, completely exhausted, I was tempted to hold a small victory parade just for myself. That thought only lasted for a moment, as I fell asleep beside her.

By the time she woke me up, Aneli's hemmer was beginning to fade. She had just enough scent (or pheromones, or whatever the secret ingredient was) left to get another rise out of me.

We had one more long, friendly fuck, doggy style.

Afterwards, I lay back down beside her, and kissed her. She seemed surprised by that.

- "You ... you genuinely like me, Cook?"

- "What? How could you doubt it?" It may sound strange, but I suspected that I understood what she talking about.

Her question might have sounded bizarre, considering that we'd just had sex ... well, I'd lost count, again, of how many times. A lot.

But Aneli knew that it was just sex, fuelled by her hemmer. A male who completely despised her would have been powerless to resist; he would have fucked her until he passed out - just as I had.

She knew that I was capable of resisting. The simple fact that I could spend months in a military camp, surrounded by any number of females in hemmer without losing my mind was proof of that.

It was that simple gesture - kissing her - when her hemmer was no longer operating so powerfully on me, which made Aneli think that I actually had affection for her.

- "Of course I like you." I said. "You are one of a kind, Aneli."

- "Not just because I gave you command of my regiment?"

I raised my self up on one elbow. "Gratitude alone is very different. You can tell the difference."

- "I know." she said. "I'm just hoping ... that we can still be friends, when you're no longer just my Colonel."

I kissed her again, and held her close. She closed her eyes, and hummed.

Meanwhile, my thoughts were flitting around like water bugs. What had she heard? What did she know?

***

- "It's an invitation." said Tallia, as she handed me a bulky envelope, sealed with wax.

- "How do you know?" I asked. "The seal's unbroken."

She just rolled her eyes.

It was indeed an invitation - to a formal ball, held by Countess Iloni, to celebrate the victories of Henach and Limset.

- "The nerve!" said Tallia. "As if the two battles were equal!"

- "Vis has been playing that game all along." I said. "That's no surprise."

- "You should tear it up, and throw it away!"

- "Iloni?" I mused. "Isn't she the one who ...?"

She was indeed the legendary - or notorious (take your pick) - Countess I., renowned for the frequency and the power of her hemmer. She went into hemmer twice, and sometimes even three times a year.

There were stories that no male could keep up with her; that on occasion she'd had two or even three - at the same time. In a society as open about sex as the Westrons, it amazed me that any female could be perceived as wanton, or wicked.

Of course, there was probably an element of envy, or jealousy involved.

- "She probably just wants to fuck you!" spat Tallia.

Esyle spoke up. "I think you should go."

- "Oh?"

- "It will look petty if you don't. Or, people may think that you're afraid."

- "I'm not sure that I care what people think."

- "You should." But Esyle had one more persuasive argument up her sleeve: I wouldn't be the only male at the ball. It would be my first real chance to encounter upper-class males.

I'd met Westron males, of course: shopkeepers, gunsmiths and foundry-workers, for the most part. But I'd never met any Counts (though that title only meant the consort of a Countess).

"The army has accepted you." continued Esyle. "But the nobility don't know what to make of you, yet. Now that you own the Belere, they really aren't certain. This is a test, of sorts, to see if you fit in."

- "I don't." I said. "But now I'm curious. How do I respond to the invitation?"

- "Who will you go with?" asked Tallia. "Aneli?"

- "No." said Esyle. "They'll think that you're just -"

- "I'll go as the owner of the Belere, in my own right." I said. "And that means that you'll be accompanying me, Esyle."

- "Me? But I can't -"

- "You most certainly can. Aren't you the Lady of Belere?"

- "Ooh." said Tallia. "That'll put the sand up their nostrils."

I'd been with the Westrons for three years - and it was the first time I'd ever heard that expression. But it sounded appropriate enough.

***

Tudino had reserved a small hemmer-cottage, outside the city.

These were little getaway villas, far enough from the capital that no wandering males would come by. Only those whose wives or lovers were waiting for them were allowed past the checkpoints, guarded by soldiers.

I was stunned by the sheer size of the 'Hemmer-village'; there were hundreds of little houses - and soldiers everywhere.

Any male who thought he could sneak in here was taking a serious risk. Getting caught meant a heavy fine, plus a public flogging. That was just the beginning. An offender would find that his family and friends and all their neighbors now shunned him.

The penalty for a second offence was more permanent: death.

There was a small market here, too, with female merchants, and plenty of Woles, too, doing a booming business. Food, wine, candles, luxury linens ...

The soldiers examined my pass thoroughly, even though I was accompanied by three of my bodyguards. Ishana herself was in hemmer, and hadn't made the trip.

Tudino had rented a modest little villa. There were many types of hemmer-cottages. The smallest were provided to the urban poor, free of charge.

I saw the curtains move on the front window. She didn't come outside, though. Shyness? That wasn't something I ever associated with Tudino.

- "Good luck, Colonel." said Nasta.

- "Just call for help if you get into trouble." said Koroba, with a sly grin. "We'll be outside if you need us."

Tudino was sitting on the edge of the bed, but she leapt to her feet when I came through the door.

- "Lock it." she said.

I barred the door, and then stepped towards her.

She flinched.

I pretended not to notice. Tudino, the Hero of Tonol ... nervous? Her face was surprisingly pale; she should have been flushed with arousal. And that look in her eyes ... was that fear?

I couldn't remember ever seeing her in anything but military garb: breeches, white shirt and waistcoat. But today she wore a light, frilly shirt that left her arms and part of her shoulders bare. The frills accentuated the neckline, and then trailed down the front.

- "Shall we have a drink?" I asked. "How are you, Tudino?"

My feigned nonchalance didn't fool her.

- "Ah, shit." she said. "I'm a mess, Cook. I'm sorry."

I handed her a glass of wine. "Care to tell me about it?"

- "I don't know. Looks like I brought you all this way for nothing."

- "Nothing? You mean, you're not really in hemmer?" I didn't know if it was possible for Westron females to have false alarms.

She snorted. "No. This is my hemmer. This is it. Awesome, isn't it?" She looked so dejected, so downcast ... she couldn't even look at me.

I touched my glass to hers. "Your health." I lifted the glass and took a sip. She followed suit, but without raising her eyes. The edge of her glass barely touched her lips.

This was not the Tudino I knew.

- "Tell me about it." I suggested.

- "I'm sorry." she said, again. "I'm sorry you came all this way -"

- "I came here to be with you, Tudino. Because you're my friend. Whatever happens here - or doesn't happen - is only between you and me. No one else needs to know a damned thing about what we say or do."

- "Or don't do."

She still wouldn't look at me, so I was able to study her thoroughly. She'd invited me here to have sex. She was disappointed, or embarrassed - or even humiliated, because she couldn't. Or felt like she couldn't.

She was in hemmer, she'd said. But I couldn't see any of the tell-tale signs of arousal. I breathed deeply, through my nose, as discreetly as I could ... ah - there it was.

Aneli was like a tidal wave of pheromones, with a powerful, potent scent. I could almost taste her arousal on the air. Themis ... was like lying down in a field of fragrant flowers. Aphrodisiac flowers.

Tudino was like the gentlest of tidal pools - almost imperceptible. My heart went out to her. In a land ruled by hemmer, she was supremely disadvantaged.

- "We don't have to do anything." I said. "I'll be perfectly happy letting you try to drink me under the table while we trade war stories."

"After all, we're here for at least two days, aren't we?"

Her head shot up. If we simply walked out, my bodyguards and a hundred soldiers were going to know that nothing had happened.

For the first time since I'd met her, Tudino looked very vulnerable. This woman could face a storm of shot without flinching; as far as I knew, she'd been wounded in virtually every engagement she'd fought in.

But she was terrified, now - and on the verge of tears. She couldn't send me away, either, because that would only broadcast her shame far and wide.

- "We could say that it was me." I suggested. "That I couldn't ... perform."

- "Hah! Who's going to believe that?"



- "Why wouldn't they believe it?"

She snorted again. "Aneli brags about your virility all day long. There's a story that you took on two of your bodyguards in hemmer at the same time."

"And your aide, Tallia. You don't even need hemmer to have sex with her. Constantly."

- "Alright. So we'll stay here." I said. "I don't mind. Will you at least have a drink with me?"

- "I'm so sorry. I fucked up."

I raised my glass. "Here's to fucking up - and living to tell the tale. I mean ... not that we're going to tell anyone ..."

- "I know you're trying to make me laugh, Cook. And I appreciate it. But -"

- "You know, Tudino, if this was a military situation, you wouldn't hesitate to tell me if there was a problem - even if it was entirely your fault."

- "It's NOT my fault. Fuck! I was BORN THIS WAY!"

- "What way? Why don't you just sit down and tell me about it." I gestured at the table, laden with food and drink - lots of drink.

She followed my lead, if only because there would be a table between us.

- "I'm ashamed enough as it is." she said. "Do we really have to talk about it?"

- "Come on, Tudino - what else are we going to do for two days? And you saved my life at Tonol. Seems like the least I can do is listen for a bit."

She shook her head. "You keep saying that. It's not true."

I refilled my own glass, and topped hers up.

- "Langoret and I are in full agreement. We'd bitten off way more than we could chew. If you hadn't sortied when you did, we were done for."

- "Bullshit. You had them on the run. I just kicked them in the balls when they were down."

- "Alright, we'll never get to the bottom of this, without several cases of wine. Why don't you just start with what's bothering you?"

- "You won't let it go, will you?" She sat up a little straighter, and spread her arms. "Smell me. Take a good look: I'm a fucking freak."

I wanted to take her in my arms, to comfort her. She wasn't ready for that.

- "Who says so? What asshole ever told you that?"

- "My grandmother. My mother. I say it, Cook! Look at me!"

- "I am looking at you."

- "I'm ... a freak."

- "You'd have plenty of company in Pylos." I said. "We have people that want to ..." I described several fetishes and deviant desires.

"But are you talking about your hemmer? Or is it something else?"

- "I don't HAVE a fucking hemmer!" she snapped.

- "You do, you know. When was the last time you lay with a male?" I was guessing.

- "Fuck you, Cook!"

- "When was the last time?" I repeated.

- "Six years ago." she mumbled. I heard her clearly, and didn't force her to repeat it.

- "What happened?" I asked, as gently as I could.

- "He was the local stud, well-known for impregnating every female he copulated with. My grandmother ... recruited him. I no longer cared about the ... sexual part any more. I just wanted a child, and ... for people to treat me as if I was normal."

I didn't interrupt.

"He couldn't even ..." She blinked back tears. "He couldn't even get hard. Still tried, because he was probably worried about his reputation. It was like trying to feed a soggy slow match into a musket barrel."

Ouch. I tried not to wince at that image. "He talked? Afterwards?"

- "No. I told him I'd castrate him if he breathed a word. It was the first ... blemish, on his otherwise spotless record."

- "That wasn't your first attempt, I take it?"

She shook her head. "Third. That's why we went to a so-called specialist. My grandmother was trying to help ... damn it - why am I talking about this?"

I nudged her glass towards her; Tudino suddenly snatched it up, and drained it.

- "Pretty good wine." I said.

Tudino shook her head. "You're such an asshole, Cook."

- "Maybe." I said. "But you invited me for a reason. What was that reason, Tudino?"

- "What?"

- "You've had bad experiences. Why invite me to your hemmer, after six years?"

- "Don't be thick. I told you: I wanted a child. I thought you were handsome. I ... I like you. I was drunk when I asked. Alright?"

- "And?"

She glared at me. "Give it a rest, won't you?"

- "You picked me because I'm Pylosian."

- "Yes, Fine. Because you have a hybrid lover, and you can get it up for her every fucking day, even though she has no hemmer ..."

- "That's true. I love Tallia, and she ... excites me. Without hemmer."

"So how are you any different, Tudino?"

She didn't answer, but instead drained her glass again.

"How are you any different?" I repeated, in the barest whisper.

- "Why are you doing this to me? I'm a freak! I'm fucking ugly!"

- "You're no such thing! Whoever gave you that idea was wrong! Wrong!"

That shocked her into silence. I took a deep breath. "I wish that you could see yourself as I do. Damn, Tudino ..."

"Your hair is amazing. It's so long, so dark ... I just want to run my fingers through it ... and then, you have a high forehead. Some people may not find that appealing, but I do. It reminds me of the first-class military mind inside your head."

"Your eyes are simply spectacular. They're your best feature, if you ask me. I noticed them the first time we met - do you remember? After Tonol? I only saw one eye, because the other was covered by a bandage."

She nodded, ever so slightly.

"Your nose is a classic. Tudino: look at mine. How could you think that I wouldn't sympathize with a broken nose?"

"Your lips are ... soft and kissable. I know: a bullet scarred the corner of your mouth. Damn, woman - don't you realize how much presence that gives you?"

- "Presence?" she whispered.

- "Presence. Charisma. I don't know what to call it."

- "My chin ..."

- "You have a strong chin. Slightly crooked. Hit by a musket ball, at some time. Do you know what that means?"

"It means that you're one of a kind, Tudino. There's no one like you. Your face is unique, and highly attractive, because of who you are ..."

- "Stop."

- "You're the only Tudino I know. I came up here because you asked me. But If you want the truth, I was looking forward to it -"

- "Cook , stop!" she snapped.

I stopped.

"I appreciate what you're trying to do." she said. "But you don't have to -"

She fell silent, suddenly, because I pushed my chair back from the table, and stood up. I looked her in the eye. Then, slowly - deliberately, I lowered my hand, to the red scarf I wore as a sash. I moved the trailing ends aside, to reveal my swollen erection.

Tudino's jaw dropped. She stared at my crotch.

- "How ...?"

- "I'm trying to tell you." I said. "You're a striking, beautiful woman. And your hemmer is working on me."

- "I don't -"

- "You do. Your scent is so subtle, it's almost unnoticeable. But I can sense it."

- "Subtle?"

- "Delicate." I said. "Just barely perceptible. But so tantalizing ..."

Tudino was still staring at the outline of my erection through my breeches.

- "That's ... You mean it?"

Very slowly, I circled the table, until my engorged member was only a foot from her face - at eye-level.

Tudino couldn't resist. She raised a hand, and reached out, until her fingertips brushed against my swollen cock.

- "Oh -" was all she said.

I took hold of both her elbows, and pulled her from the chair. She didn't protest, or pull away, when I kissed her.

She was nervous, and still a little skittish. But her lips were molding themselves to mine, and she was holding on to me tightly with her hands.

When we finally separated, just to breathe, she placed a hand on my chest.

- "Wait, I ..."

I didn't wait. I scooped her up in my arms, and carried her to the bed.

- "No more waiting." I said. "I'm going to give you an orgasm - with my fingers, and my tongue. We'll talk after that."

I was bluffing, just a bit. I had no intention of trying to finger her right away. In fact, I didn't try to remove any of her clothing, either.

I just kissed her.

Males have pheromones, too, and she just needed time to sense mine. She let me explore her lips, and discovered that I hadn't been lying: I enjoyed every moment that we lay side by side.

That's not to say that my hands were inactive. I ran my fingertips across her hip, to her waist. I caressed her hair. Then I touched a single finger to her nose, feeling the bump there.

Before she could say anything, I took hold of her hand, and raised it to my nose, so that she could feel the bump on mine.

She smiled.

I kissed her some more, and then put my hand on her breast, through the frilly shirt. Her breath caught - but she didn't object.

I pulled back, and reached for the top bottom of her shirt. Very slowly, very deliberately, I undid it. Tudino watched me, but made no move to stop what I was doing.

After the third button, I was able to slide my hand under the frills, over the bare skin which had rarely - if ever - been touched.

She was small-breasted, like Esyle, but her nipples were ... exquisite.

I returned to kissing her, while I fondled her breasts, and then undid the rest of her buttons. Now there was some colour in her cheeks, and her nipples were standing to attention. She had to be able to sense my arousal, too.

Tudino's military-style breeches were easy to remove. She was tense, but she didn't fight me. I stroked her bare legs, and then kissed my way from her knee to her hip. Then I moved up to lay beside her again, and resumed my attention to her breasts.

As I kissed her, and toyed with her nipples, Tudino's hands began to wander. I felt her fingertips trail across my ass, and then she turned towards me, so that she could brush her hand over my erection.

Only then did I slide lower, and kiss little circles around her navel. I looked up, and met her eye. She was watching me, fascinated.

- "May I?" I asked.

- "No one has ever ..."

- "Someone's about to." I said, softly.

It wasn't so surprising that no one had ever done this for her before. Westron males were usually so intoxicated by their partner's hemmer that they could barely think: they could only rut.

I was suddenly overcome by a wave of passion. I can't quite explain it. If you had asked me, a week earlier, who I loved, I could have answered: Esyle, and Tallia. Themis. With fond spots for Kanitz, and, to a lesser degree, for Aneli.

I still loved Vanova, though I'd probably never see her again. And I got a pang whenever I thought of Oshide.

But at that moment, I felt like I was riding a wave, and that wave was Tudino. She deserved the best damn hemmer I could give her.

When my lips touched her labia, she folded. I made love to her pussy with my mouth. Time passed, but neither of us was aware of it.

Her first orgasm began to build. She was tense as a bowstring, almost bent in half as she arched her back and thrust her pussy at me. I could feel it coming - that was when I introduced a second finger inside her, and flicked my tongue across her clit. And then back.

I was wrong. It wasn't just Tudino's first orgasm of the day; it was her first ever orgasm shared with another person.

***

It's a testimony to the trust between her and I, and to the openness of Westrons, in general, when it comes to sexual matters: there was nothing especially awkward about Tudino wrapping her arms around me, and crying her eyes out, moments after the first shared orgasm of her life.

She had masturbated, alone, during her hemmers, and brought herself off.

- "But I never, never felt anything like that."

She smiled, and kissed me. We lay like that, for a few moments. I kissed her back, and began caressing her back, her shoulders, and then her surprisingly delicious little ass. Her dorsal fur was dark, but sparse.

Tudino happened to glance down, and saw my erection, standing tall and proud like a flagpole (It could have been even harder; then it would have been pointing at my chin).

She looked back at me. A devilish little smile slowly spread across her face.

- "Can I? Or ... can we?"

She didn't wait for an answer. "The wetter the better, I suppose?" She lowered her head, and tried to take my full length into her mouth. She slurped and slobbered, apparently more intent on covering me in spit than in imparting any pleasure.

Without further ado, she swung her leg over, and straddled my hips. She took a firm hold of my erection. Then she tried to sit down on me, all at once.

- "AAAHH!" She let out a piecing scream. It must have hurt like hell. My cock was wedged halfway inside her. Only tenacity and determination kept her from leaping off me like I was a hot stove. Or maybe it was sheer stubbornness.

- "Don't move." I cautioned. "Wait. Wait a bit."

- "Till it stops hurting?" she said. "Because I expected it to hurt a bit ... but this is -"

- "Wait till you get used to it, a little."

- "It's hardly 'little'." When she realized what she'd said, she chuckled - and then winced.

- "You have to relax."

- "Easy for you to say."

- "That's why I'm saying it." But I tried to help, rubbing her thighs, and then sliding my hands from her waist to her breasts, and then back. "Can you lean forward?"

She could. Kissing and fondling seemed to help. So did Tudino's hemmer; we could both feel it increasing, growing in intensity. It kept me hard; it also seemed to help her lubricate.

- "I do have a hemmer!" she exclaimed. "Can you feel it?"

- "I most certainly do. You just needed to be warmed up."

- "I feel warmer now, that's for sure. It doesn't hurt so much, either." She tried a little movement with her hips, and then another. We both felt the progress, as I slid a little further inside her.

Tudino's cheeks were flushed, now. Even her throat and chest had a bit of colour. Her nipples were hard, and I could smell - and sense - her growing arousal.

She shifted again, drew back, and then thrust forward. She had to repeat those motions several more times, but finally ...

- "I did it! All the way!"

- "That's wonderful! Congratulations!"

- "I couldn't have done it without you." she said, more softly. "I wish my grandmother could see me now."

*****
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Tudino was absolutely thrilled when I groaned and ejaculated inside her.

- "I can feel it!" she exclaimed.

She wanted to look at my semen, as it oozed out of her. She also wanted to touch it, to rub it between her fingers, and to smell it. She even raised her fingers to her lips, and tasted a bit - but she didn't want to waste any.

"How do I stop it from coming out of me?"

- "Liquid can't flow uphill." I said.

She lay back on the bed. I tucked a pillow under her ass, so that she wouldn't try to keep legs in the air.

- "How much does it take?"

- "Sometimes, once is enough."

- "But we should do it again, to make sure." she said. "Maybe a few more times."

I had to laugh. "That's why we're here."

- "So ... as long as my hemmer lasts?"

- "That's the idea." I took a deep breath. "You know, it's getting even stronger."

- "That's amazing. I've never heard of such a thing. Have you?"

- "No. Maybe you should ask your grandmother."

- "Oh, I will: trust me." She glanced down at my crotch. "Are you hard, again?"

- "Not again. Still. I told you: your hemmer is very potent."

- "How long does it take? To produce more seed?" she asked.

- "Ready when you are."

She would've scrambled back on top of me, but I suggested that she just roll onto her side. Somehow, I had the feeling that it would be wise to conserve my energy. I introduced her to spooning.

- "Mmm ... that's nice." she cooed. "You know, Cook, I quite like copulating."

- "It doesn't hurt anymore?"

- "Not at all. It feels ... incredible. You hybrids are so lucky. You can do this whenever you want."

- "There's something to be said for hemmer, though."

- "Like what?"

- "We wouldn't be here, if you didn't have one."

- "I know." she said. "But if I was a hybrid, we could do this all the time."

- "Who would command our regiments?"

- "Hah! True."

I was growing more excited, so I turned her onto her back, into the missionary position. I was still careful, worried about hurting her, but Tudino met my every thrust with a lunge of her hips.

I came again, flooding her insides. She hadn't reached an orgasm, so I used my fingers to get her there.

After a short rest, I convinced her that we should eat, and drink.

- "Is that how you produce more seed?"

- "Yes. But I can also see that I'm going to need quite a bit of energy to keep up with you."

We sat at the table, naked. She saw me looking at her. I was trying to count her various wounds and injuries, so she helped me to see them all.

There was the scar left by a bayonet, along her scalp. The bullet mark on the corner of her mouth. The nose - broken by an enemy elbow. Her chin - very nearly shattered by a musket ball. Her ear, missing a small piece.

She'd had a bullet graze the top of her breast, and another break her left leg. She also had a sword scar along her ribs. "That was from a duel." she said.

Eleven wounds in all.

- "Have you ever considered another line of work, Tudino?"

- "I'm good at what I do."

That first day, we tried doggy, cowgirl again, reverse cowgirl, and then face to face, with her sitting in my lap.

- "I like them all." she said.

***

Her hemmer lasted for four days.

We didn't fuck the whole time. In between couplings, we stopped to eat and drink. We also talked quite a bit; I wanted to know more about her family, and how they had so badly mis-diagnosed her hemmer.

Military matters came up, too. How could they not? We had hours and hours to talk, and fuck, and talk some more.

On the third day, I introduced to the idea of making love, as opposed to simply fucking. She took to it like a duck to water. She was especially thrilled when she had her first orgasm while I was inside her.

- "See? This is what I meant! You hybrids have the time - the luxury of time - to think of things like this! And to practice!"

She took it easy on me, that fourth day. She knew that Aneli had damn near killed me over three days. So we talked a little more, and cuddled longer.

- "Cook, do you think ...?"

- "Yes, Tudino. I will join you for your next hemmer." I said.

She punched me in the chest. "How did you know I was going to ask that?"

- "I guessed."

She wrapped her arms me, and kissed me.

- "I hope it's a girl." she said.

***

I will never forget Koroba's and Nasta's looks of sheer awe as we exited the cottage, after four days. Ishana was there, too; Madze had left, because she'd gone into hemmer herself.

The way they stared at Tudino was absolutely priceless. She'd known admiration, before, for her military skills and especially her courage. She'd never seen adulation - and envy - for her sexual prowess.

A week later, a wagon arrived in front of the Belere. Esyle took delivery of 16 cases of wine. There was a note attached:

A small gift, to show my appreciation to you sisters, for lending me your man. I hope that I'll be invited to your home in future, so here is some decent wine that you can serve to me when I visit.

Yours,

Tudino

- "Why 16 cases?" asked Esyle.

***

Yehla gave birth to a little girl, and named her Oshide.

***

Esyle and Tallia asked for a moment of my time. They also asked my bodyguards - Ishana and Nasta, this time - to excuse us.

- "It's just ... an idea we had." said Tallia. "I was explaining to Esyle how you talked to the Woles, and got them to verify and even extend some of Papa's maps."

"And we got to thinking: what if we invited Woles to come by the house - our old house - to talk to him?"

- "Ostensibly, they would be there to help with his maps - both Westron and Crolian territory, to allay suspicion. We could offer to pay for their assistance." said Esyle.

I began to see where they were headed. "And while they're there, we could ask them innocent questions about what they've seen on their travels ..."

- "Exactly!" said Tallia, with a big grin.

- "Talley would be willing to do this?"

- "We haven't asked him yet." said Esyle. "We came to you, first."

- "But if it helps improve his maps, and provides useful intelligence for the army, of course he will." added Tallia.

- "Who would ask the questions?"

- "Not you." said Tallia. "Your bodyguards would scare everyone away. Better, I think, if it doesn't like look like the army is directly involved."

- "Woles aren't stupid." I warned her. "But that's a wonderful idea. What would you need from me?"

- "A list of questions you'd like us to ask." said Esyle. "And money, of course."

I liked it; it felt like we were starting an intelligence network. But there was more. Esyle came closer, and sat on my lap, so that she could whisper in my ear.

"I had the link boy follow Ishana the other day, when Nasta relieved her. Care to guess where she went?"

- "Home?"

- "To the Palace. He waited until she came out, less than half an hour later."

- "Okay."

Esyle leaned back, and looked me in the eye.

- "I know they're your bodyguards, Cook - just don't forget who they work for."

***

Esyle needed a little more persuasion before she agreed to attend Countess Iloni's ball. Tallia worked on her. They both agreed that we needed new clothes.

- "I'll just go in uniform." I said.

- "You can't!" They were both horrified. Apparently that would have been the faux pas of the half-century.

On a formal occasion like this, women still wore breeches, but many colours other than white were allowed. It was their shirts that would set them apart. Sleeves could be long, short, wide or flowing. Necklines could be high, modest, low, or absurdly low.

The shirts themselves could be loose, or skin-tight, as the wearer preferred. The materials were silky, or satiny, and the array of colours to choose from was astonishing.

So were the prices.

Jewelry was absolutely necessary, too. I could have bought a pair of six pounder cannon for what we were spending on this. But it was necessary, if Tallia and especially Esyle were to move in society, commensurate with my new status as ... well, whatever I was.

Besides, neither sister was a fashionista. They didn't need the latest or the most avant-garde of anything. So I indulged their modest tastes to a moderate degree, and we were all happy with the results.

The trouble started when we went to look for my clothes.

- "A skirt?" There was no Westron word for kilt, which I would have worn with some pride. But the current fashion for male skirts was nothing short of obscene.

Actually, that was the problem: it was so short that I felt utterly ridiculous. The damn thing was a mini-skirt. My ass was sticking out the back, and my balls were hanging out the front.

- "Nu-uh. Not for me."

- "But that's what males wear." protested Tallia.

That's when I noticed the edge of Esyle's lip curling slightly. They were having me on. Tallia burst into laughter a moment later.

- "Oh! You should have seen your face!"

I let them enjoy their joke. When they were finished laughing, they had the tailor bring out some real skirts.

Those didn't make me feel any better. And the shirts ...

The whole ensemble reminded me of a cross between a pornographic vid performer, and a male stripper of the ancient world.

- "I'm sorry, girls. I can't wear those things. I won't wear them."

- "Seriously, Cook." said Tallia. "That's what upper class Westron males wear, at a ball, or a party. You have to wear them."

- "Okay." I said. "Now picture your father wearing them."

- "Eeww."

- "Exactly. Look, it's quite simple: I'm not a Westron male. So I'll go as what I am - a Pylosian."

With appropriate concessions to Westron culture, I ended up with a kilt that fell just below my knees, a plain white shirt, and a simple black waistcoat. New stockings, a new belt ... the girls insisted on all the accessories.

When I was all kitted out, I felt like the lad on his way to a highland theme wedding, back on Terra. But Tallia was nodding, as she circled and studied me from every angle.

Esyle actually clapped her hands.

- "You look wonderful." she said. "That outfit will stand out - no doubt that's what you intended all along."

If you can't fit in, might as well stand out. I could pretend that I'd meant to do that all along.

Koroba and Madze had discreetly followed us as we toured the shops. Tallia (the little sneak) invited them in to see my new clothes before I changed back to my military gear.

Madze just nodded, but she seemed impressed. Koroba was struck speechless - for a moment.

- "Hoo-ee." she said. "You look yummy, Colonel."

Tallia and Esyle grinned. They took that as a compliment.

***

We formed a party with Langoret and her fiancée, a male named Tomos. He was short, and lean. I liked his plain, open features. He seemed like a decent guy, but I couldn't quite get over his get-up. Let's just say that I was glad I didn't have to emulate him.

Langoret was dressed conservatively (as I'd fully expected), but she looked very elegant. She and Esyle quietly admired each other's shirts.

All four of my bodyguards were on hand, and Langoret had an attendant as well, who would carry a lantern to light our way home.

Avette wouldn't be coming. She didn't care for many of the people who would be there. To be honest, she probably wasn't invited in the first place.

It was quite a procession, though, as we walked from the Belere to Countess Iloni's Palace, known as the Markviet. We encountered other parties, heading in the same direction. Some of them knew Langoret, which led to introductions.

To me, the females looked spectacular, and the males slightly ridiculous. But no one else seemed to find anything out of the ordinary.

There were sleeveless shirts, to show off the wearer's biceps. Wide open shirts, to display pecs and and/or abs. Bright colours, to match their hair. And finally, shirts that dipped in the back, behind the head, to reveal a trace of dorsal fur. Those were considered by far the most daring.

Countess Iloni's home was palatial: large, with extensive gardens, and luxuriously appointed. Evidently she had money and taste (the two don't always go together).

As the guests arrived, they joined a long receiving line. There was no other way in, and nobody else in our party reacted, so I supposed that this was normal practice.

Just before the entrance, we could hear someone - female - announcing the names of the guests. I had a mild panic.

- "Esyle - how's she going to know who we are?" I asked.

- "All under control, Cook." she said, calmly. She showed me a card, whereon she'd written our names. Colonel Cook, and Esyle of Belere.

We let Langoret go first.

- "Countess Langoret, and the future Count Tomos!" They'd officially announced their engagement, so I guess that made Tomos a Count-in-waiting.

"Esyle of Belere, and Colonel Cook!" The announcer read them in reverse order - or maybe it was Esyle who'd had them backwards.

There was a sea of people inside - and this was only the entry hall. Langoret had briefed me on what to expect: food and drink to the left and right, music and dancing straight ahead. The Countess liked to stay in her spacious garden, at the rear of the Palace. We were going that way, to pay our respects to the Hostess.

- "Cook!"

It was Tudino. She didn't stand on ceremony: she launched herself at me, wrapping me in a big hug, and then kissing me soundly on the lips.

- "You're late!" she said. Her eyes were bright, but she didn't look at all drunk - she'd probably only had half a dozen drinks to warm up.

- "I believe you were early." said Langoret.

- "Well ... show up early, and you can leave early, without offending everybody. I'm not really used to ... this sort of thing."

- "You look wonderful." said Langoret. She did, too: Tudino was wearing a loose blue shirt, with silver piping, which brought out her eyes and set off her long black hair.

- "Umm ... thanks." She wasn't used to compliments, either. But she let herself be persuaded to join our little party for a while.

As we progressed through the gathering, dozens of people came over to say hello to Langoret. She introduced them all to Tomos, and then to Tudino, Esyle and me.

- "Langoret is very well-known." I said to Esyle, after the twentieth round of introductions.

- "Don't be fooled." she said. "Some of these people barely know her. They're more interested in meeting you. And getting a good look at me, and especially Tudino."

- "Tudino? Because she never comes to these things? Or because of the battle of Tonol?"

- "Neither. They're curious, because they've heard the story about her hemmer."

- "What story?" I asked.

- " Four days? Until now, she's been ... socially reclusive. I don't how else to put it. All of a sudden, though, she has a four-day hemmer? With you? Of course they're all curious."

- "Don't they have anything better to do?"

- "You must know Westrons by now - we love to talk about sex. Our own, other people's ..."

I took Tudino aside.

- "You know that they're talking about you?"

- "About my hemmer? Yeah. That's all Countess Iloni and the others wanted to talk about. 'Why have we never heard of you before? Was it really four days? Tell us everything.' That kind of thing." She rolled her eyes.

- "Not your style."

- "Hardly."

The music in the crowded ballroom was muted. In fact, I could barely hear it over the buzz of conversation.

- "They will play louder, when the dancing begins." said Langoret. "How are you holding up, Cook?"

- "So far, so good." I was on my second drink - there were dozens of waiters circulating, with trays of drinks, which rapidly found their way into the hands of thirsty guests.

- "Are you enjoying it, though?" she asked.

- "Not yet. Are you?"

Being Langoret, she just gave me a half-smile, and continued to lead us towards the gardens at the back of the estate.

There were scores more people outside, but it was easy enough to locate our hostess. There was a knot of about a dozen garishly-dressed people that everyone else seemed to be watching. Not staring, exactly; but it was easy to see that many of the guests were frequently glancing that way, or listening in that direction - while pretending not to.

We met Aneli on the way, surrounded by a boisterous group.

- "Cook! And Tudino!" she called out. "The heroes of the hour!"

Okay, I didn't care for that. Tudino and I could be called heroes - but it wasn't because we'd had sex for the better part of four days straight. And to say that, with Langoret present - a genuine hero - it just felt wrong.

Aneli was ... what she was. I wasn't going to change her. But I didn't have to like it.

- "And the lovely Esyle!" laughed Aneli. "Most fortunate of women!"

- "I'll talk to her." said Tudino. "You go on."

- "Tudino!" called out Aneli. "Let's compare recollections!"

Langoret didn't say a word. Neither did Esyle. I bit back a whole slew of them.

The group around Countess Iloni saw us coming, but they went on pretending that they hadn't. Until the hostess deigned to acknowledge us, we didn't officially exist.

The Countess wasn't at all what I'd expected. The most frequent, most famous hemmers in the Kingdom? I'd been picturing some sort of modern Messalina, a femme fatale to rank with the great seductresses of all time.

She was tiny, for one thing. Five feet tall, maybe. Her hair was impressive: chestnut brown, with reddish-purple highlights.

She saw us. Actually, she saw me. Our eyes met. Very pretty eyes, in a lovely face.

After a moment, she whispered something. I couldn't read her lips, but the woman next to us looked up, and her glance flickered over the members of our party. She waved.

The group around the Countess parted, and made room for us to approach.

- "Countess Langoret." said our hostess. Okay, her voice was hot. If someone was going to bring you off without even touching you, it could be this woman.

She and Langoret touched hands.

"Count Tomos. Congratulations. I hope that you'll be very happy together."

- "Thank you, Countess." he said, with a bow.

- "Esyle." Iloni extended her hand before Esyle was even close. My lover had to step forward, and reach, so as not to appear ungrateful for the mark of favor she was being shown. It was cleverly done - and smoothly, too. I don't think that anyone else noticed.

But I did. And my dislike of Countess Iloni probably started that very moment.

"So glad you could join us." she said.

- "Thank you, Countess." said Esyle.

- "And this is the famous Colonel Cook."

- "Countess." I bowed.

- "We have all followed your achievements with tremendous interest." said Iloni.

The way she said it, I knew that the 'achievements' she was referring to weren't necessarily military in nature.

She was a hot little number; I'll grant you that. Her voice had a certain power. She had nice tits, artfully popped up. Her bright purple shirt was cleverly designed to show them off, without seeming to reveal too much.

Deep brown eyes, trimmed eyelashes, perfect features ... she was truly lovely.

And on top of that ... I could smell her. I could feel her, too, and on a woman who wasn't in hemmer, that was just incredible. I began to understand her hold over male Westrons; this woman could cause a riot among eunuchs.

Unfortunately, I couldn't prevent the front of my kilt from ... bulging forward, a little.

Countess Iloni's eyes flickered down for less than a second. But she saw it. And I saw the smile that tickled the corners of her mouth.



- "We really must become friends, Colonel." she said.

- "My hope as well, Countess." I said.

Never. Not in a million years. Iloni's face was carefully made up, to conceal her true age. I'd have put her in her early thirties. But the eyes don't lie. This Countess was a thousand years old, in terms of experience.

Sometimes, you just instinctively dislike someone, from the very first moment.

A dozen more introductions were made. I couldn't have remembered three names, a minute later. I was too busy wondering if Iloni was the one who'd blown up my tent, while I was lying in the tall grass with Tallia.

***

I was caught off guard, later, when the guests split up - by gender.

- "Go with Tomos." said Langoret. "He'll look after you."

The females went off to one side, and the males to the other. That left the dance floor of the ballroom open. Now I could hear the music.

It was odd, to say the least.

- "The point," explained Tomos, "is that everyone can see which female asks which male to dance. It may be the first overture to inviting him to participate in her hemmer."

- "Like high school, in reverse." I mumbled. Then a horrible thought struck me.

"Tomos, I don't know how to dance." Not in Westron fashion, anyway. I had a nightmare vision of some female dragging me onto the floor, where I would be revealed as nothing more than a grinning idiot.

- "I know, Cook." he said. "Esyle said that you were graceful as a lumbering ox. That's why she didn't even try to teach you. And that's why we're going to get something to eat. Come on."

- "A lumbering ... Wait - aren't you going to want to dance? With Langoret?"

- "She asked me to take care of you." he said. "And no - I wouldn't want to dance here, in any case. Langoret knows how I feel about her. We have no need to put on a show for these drones."

He led me back, towards the entrance. We passed close to General Vis, and her little entourage. I figured that a bow was sufficient, given that I had nothing to say to her - not after the way she'd treated Avette.

- Urgh." muttered Tomos.

- "Pardon?"

- "I'm sorry. For General Vis to pretend that she would have won the battle at Tonol ... and then to claim that she could have organized your winter raid, if only the Crown had provided her with the troops ..." His face was screwed up in an expression of disgust.

- "Is that all she said?" I asked.

- "I don't understand how you and Langoret can take this so calmly. It would drive me mad. That woman has said that you should never have stayed to fight at Limset, because you were outnumbered."

"That, she claims, is evidence of poor generalship, whereas her victory at Henach was tactically and strategically sound. You were merely lucky."

- "I'm getting used to it. Langoret has even thicker skin than I do."

Tomos laughed. We each grabbed a plate, and loaded up.

- "Drones?" I said, repeating something he'd said earlier.

- "I shouldn't have said that." he admitted. "But ... there are far too many wealthy people, in the capital. Too much money, too much time on their hands, and nothing constructive to do ... I'm sorry - listen to me go on."

- "I'm interested, Tomos. These are things I know so little about. Langoret won't tell me, because she doesn't want to influence my thinking."

- "Nor do I."

- "What do you do?" I asked him. "I mean - pardon my ignorance - but do you have an occupation? A vocation?"

- "I raise oxen. I'm a farmer." he said.

We talked for a while, about breeds of oxen, the army's requirements, Woles ... he was easy to talk to.

- "Can I ask you something?"

- Please do." he said.

- "What political faction does Countess Iloni belong to?"

He grinned. "Langoret told me that you'd quizzed her about our politics. And the endless intrigues. You have to take my word for it, Cook: we're not all bad people."

- "I like Westrons, Tomos. I like them better than my own folk. There's just this small minority of yours who are trying to kill me."

- "Forgive me. I didn't mean to make light of your situation. To answer your question ... I don't believe that Iloni really belongs to a faction. She is a faction."

"She shifts so rapidly ... groups tend to coalesce around her, if you understand what I mean. Then she moves ... and things change. I'm sorry if I can't explain it properly."

- "No need to apologize - thank you for telling me."

- "I hope that we can be friends, Cook." he said. "Langoret thinks the world of you, and I have this odd sense that I already know you, somehow, from all the stories she's told me."

- "I have one more story for you." I said. I told Tomos the tale of how Langoret had hidden from me, when she was in hemmer.

He laughed. "I'd already heard that one - from a different perspective."

- "Is there - a lavatory here?" The drinks were catching up with me.

We asked the first waiter who passed by. He directed us to a hallway in the east wing. There was a room set aside, with little curtained alcoves, and large chamber pots. A servant was busy carrying one out through a door on the far side of the room - probably to empty it in the garden, or to pour it in a cess-pit.

I waited for a gent ahead of me to finish. That was when two men came up beside me, and took hold of my arms. They turned me around.

A third male stood there. He was big, for a Westron, and thickly muscled. I'd never seen him before. There was no sign of Tomos, who was probably still in the main room.

There was a quick exodus from the lavatory, as anyone who wasn't actively using the chamber pots decided that they should be somewhere else. That was all I needed to know.

- "You need to be a taught a lesson." growled the third male. His hand closed into a fist, while his two confederates tightened their grips on my arms.

I kicked the male on the right, a stomp with the sole of my foot right on the side of his knee. His leg buckled, and he yelped as he let go of my arm.

I swung that arm around, and punched the guy on the left, right in the throat. He released his hold, too, when I followed that up with a kick in the balls.

The third male swung at the side of my head, but he telegraphed the blow, so that it was easy to dodge. I just swayed to one side. He tried again. That swing I blocked, with both arms. I got a grip on his hand, turned it into a reverse wrist lock, and then got my other hand on his elbow. A swift push let him feel the pain.

The first male looked like he was trying to get up, so I kicked him in the head. Then I said "Come along." to the guy with the muscles, intending to drag him with me, back into the main room.

We didn't get there, because Ishana and Madze burst into the room, with Tomos a step behind. He looked ready to mix it up.

- "Anyone know this male?" I asked.

***

From the uproar we caused, you'd think that there had never been a fight at one of these balls. Or maybe the excitement was partially because I was involved.

Ishana was furious. She and the three other bodyguards formed a circle around me. I told her about the two others, so she sent Madze and Nasta to check them out.

- "No need to hurt them." I said. But I would like to know who they are."

- "This one's name is Krayt." said Tomos, indicating the male I still held in a wristlock.

- "You know him?"

- "I know of him."

- "AH!" said Krayt, as I adjusted my hold on his arm. It was bent back at an awkward angle.

There was a crowd gathering, getting bigger all the time.

- "Ishana - maybe we should get out of here? I'm guessing that Kanitz might want a word with this guy."

- "We have no authority to arrest him, Colonel." she said. "I'm sorry. But we know who he is, so we can bring his name to the Chancellor's attention."

I was tempted to break the bugger's arm; he'd probably intended to inflict a fair bit of punishment on me. There were too many people around us, though.

- "Alright. Let's get out of here, then. Tomos, would you mind letting Esyle know where I've gone? Ishana - who's going to stay with her?"

- "HOW DARE YOU!"

I knew that voice. And that tone.

Colonel Berandot.

She was a tall, imposing woman, and she looked really good in black, with scarlet trim. But her face was contorted in rage.

- "Release him this instant!" she shouted. She'd built up quite a head of steam - and she was coming straight at me.

Ishana stepped between us.

- "Colonel -" she said, "this male-"

Berandot barely slowed down. She backhanded Ishana across the face.

I didn't stop to think. I let go of Mr. Muscles' wrist, and stepped forward. With flat palms, I just ... pushed. My left hand hit Berandot's shoulder. My right hand must have been a little lower, because I made contact with something softer.

I shoved Colonel Berandot. She staggered back, and tripped over the leg of another guest who didn't get out of the way quickly enough. Berandot fell, and landed heavily - right on her ass.

The hall went dead quiet. I could hear the music coming from the ballroom.

Ishana took charge. There was a little blood on her face, but she ignored it.

- "Outside." she ordered. Koroba took my arm, and pulled. Nasta and Madze rejoined us, and covered our retreat.

The party was over.

***

- "What have you done?" asked Langoret.

She and Tomos had brought Esyle back to the Belere. Tudino was with them.

- "It wasn't like I planned it." I answered. "She hit Ishana, and I just ..."

There wasn't much more to say about it. Everybody seemed to be in shock - including me. Tallia took charge, and put food and drink in front of us.

"I'm sorry, Esyle." I said. "I didn't mean to spoil your debut."

- "It wasn't your fault." she said. "I was afraid for you, though."

- "They'll be talking about this for a year." predicted Tallia.

- "I am more concerned with the immediate consequences." said Langoret.

- "They attacked him, in the lavatory." said Tomos. "I'm prepared to swear to that."

Langoret was a little bit prescient. Half an hour after we were all safely gathered, there was a knock on our gate.

It was Berandot.

We all trooped out to meet her. I wasn't about to duck her, even if I'd had a choice (which I suspected I didn't).

- "Colonel Cook." she said. "You have assaulted a friend of mine. When I attempted to address the situation, you laid violent hands upon me. You've caused me shame and embarrassment."

"I would demand an apology, but the injury you've caused me is too great."

"I demand satisfaction."

***

There was more, of course. There's always more.

- "As the injured party, I claim choice of weapons." Berandot said. That sounded ominous.

"My seconds will call upon your seconds in the morning."

- "I'm his second, Berandot!" shouted Tudino. "And you'd better hope that he doesn't fall ill just beforehand!"

Nobody could do 'haughty' like Berandot; she sniffed, and turned on her heel.

I had just been challenged to a duel.

***

- "Well, that was foolish." said Kanitz.

We were alone in her cabinet meeting-room.

- "I'm sorry, if this causes you any -"

- "You're sorry?" She shook her head. "I consulted just about every expert on the subject of duelling in the capital. There hasn't been a female-male duel in eleven years. But they're all agreed: you're both army officers."

"Gender doesn't matter, in such a case. Technically, you could challenge a Penchen, and they have no gender."

After pacing for a while, she hid me in a little alcove, out of sight, but well within earshot. She wanted me to listen as she questioned the people involved in our little 'incident'.

- "I don't want to spy on anybody." I protested.

- "Be quiet. Stay here."

First, she interviewed Aneli. I was embarrassed to listen to it, because the owner of my regiment seemed wholly intent on covering her own ass, in case anyone thought that she was at fault. She blamed Langoret for not keeping me out of trouble.

Tomos was next. He told Kanitz his story, and then apologized for not doing a better job of keeping me from harm. That was interesting.

Langoret took her turn. She stuck to the facts. Except when it came to the matter of the duel.

- "Is there nothing we can do?" she asked.

- "It's out of our hands, at this stage." said Kanitz.

Esyle was interviewed, too. She acquitted herself well.

Tudino was amazing.

- "I'll kill her, if you want. Before the duel can take place."

- "That might not be wise, Colonel." said Kanitz. "What weapon did she choose?"

- "Pistols."

- "When?"

- "A week from today."

Kanitz then heard from each of the bodyguards in turn. Ishana, straight to the point, described the bare bones of the events of that night. Koroba, though, advanced the theory that I'd been set up - not once, but twice.

Kanitz came to check on me, in the little alcove.

- "What do you think, so far?" she asked.

- "I'm proud of my friends." I said. "Did you get what you wanted?"

She shook her head. "We've only begun. Have something to eat, before we continue."

We sat on either side of her desk, and ate.

- "I'm afraid for you, Cook." she admitted. Kanitz wasn't being clever; she seemed to be genuinely worried. I thought that I could see dark circles under her eyes.

- "What can I do?"

- "Win the duel." she said.

After our lunch, she interviewed General Vis.

- "I bear Colonel Cook no animosity." she said.

- "Yet the two males who assisted Krayt in ... waylaying the Pylosian ... were your nephews, General." said Kanitz.

- "I had no idea that they were involved with other ... factions." General Vis was full of shit, as a general rule - she couldn't quite meet the Chancellor's eye.

Her nephew were idiots. They only knew that Krayt needed their help to teach the foreigner a lesson.

- "Why?" asked Kanitz.

- "Why ... what?"

- "Why did the foreigner need to be taught a lesson?"

- "Well ... he's been copulating with our women."

Kanitz let them stew in silence for a moment.

- "Your women?"

I couldn't see their faces, but they must have been feeling pretty stupid. Kanitz fined them a substantial sum, and advised them to stay away from Krayt.

Krayt himself was made of sterner stuff. He denied that there had been any assault or attack on me in the lavatory. He denied even knowing who I was. Instead, he claimed that I had jumped him.

- "Why?" asked Kanitz.

- "Huh?"

- "Why would Colonel Cook attack you, if you'd never met?"

- "Uhh ... jealousy?"

Krayt was a cockroach. But two interesting things emerged, as Kanitz questioned him: he'd been Berandot's escort that night, and he'd 'participated' in the hemmers of General Vis and General Brune, in the past.

Kanitz fined him heavily, and sent him on his way, before calling me out of my little hiding place.

- "He's just a tool, Cook. I could lock him in the stocks for a few days, but that's about it." The Westrons didn't have prisons, per se. Most offences were dealt with immediately: a fine, a beating or a flogging ... or execution. Prison was a place you waited in, for a day or two at most, until your sentence was carried out.

"You could challenge him to a duel, but that would be unwise."

- "Oh?"

- "He is too far beneath you." she said. "Beneath contempt, of course, but socially inferior, too. If you killed him, or even if you simply maimed him, it would look ... bad."

"Also, his family might feel justified to seek recourse."

- "Another duel?" I guessed. "If I was a Count, or a Countess ... what would I do about someone like Krayt?"

- "Set your servants on him, and have him beaten to within an inch of his life." The way Kanitz said this, I wondered if it was something she'd done before.

It probably wouldn't go over well if I - a foreigner - tried something like that.

She explained the limits on her legal power to deal with Krayt. He was - barely - a nobleman. In the 17th or 18th centuries, on Terra, you'd have described him as a gentleman (not because he was courteous, or kind to women, but because he didn't have to work for a living).

As a noble, he couldn't be publicly beaten, or flogged; and if his crime was a capital one, he would have the privilege of being beheaded instead of being hanged like a commoner.

- "I see."

- "But in this case, I'd prefer if you left Krayt to me." she said. "He's only an insect, but I'll have him followed, to see which hole he scurries into."

"Ready for more?"

I went back to the little alcove.

Berandot was ... Berandot. Haughty, stubborn, and difficult.

- "How DARE you summon me here - like a common criminal!" she shouted, before Kanitz had even uttered a word.

"This is an outrage! I won't stand quietly for this sort of treatment!"

The Chancellor didn't reply. She just let Berandot run out of steam.

- "Colonel Berandot." said Kanitz, finally. "There is nothing I can do to prevent your duel with Colonel Cook."

- "You'll miss him when he's gone, though, won't you - your little ... hemmer-toy!"

I couldn't see Berandot's face, but I was taken aback by the venom in her voice. She had a powerful hatred for me. It went well beyond the personal.

Kanitz' voice was level. "As I said - I will not prevent your duel. That is not why I summoned you. The reason you are here today is the unprovoked assault on Colonel Cook by three young idiots - one of whom was your escort."

- "A scuffle between males." said Berandot, dismissively.

- "Three against one? And one of the three ... why was Krayt your escort, that evening? I would have thought that your tastes were more ... refined."

I had to admire Kanitz' tactics, there. She hit Berandot in the one spot she was most vulnerable: her snobbery. Krayt was a bit seedy. The usual reason for taking a male out in public, for women of her class, was quite simple: a thank you, after a satisfactory hemmer, or as a prelude to inviting him to your next hemmer.

In other words, Kanitz was implying that Berandot had fucked Krayt - or that she was thinking about fucking him.

- "I do not have to explain my actions to you. Or to anyone." huffed Berandot.

Kanitz must have said something - or whispered it - I couldn't hear. But I clearly heard Berandot's response.

- "You wouldn't dare."

Kanitz didn't answer. That was the end of the interview.

She came back to my little hiding-place after Berandot had gone.

- "Interesting. Koroba may have been right. There's no way that Berandot would associate with a creature like Krayt - someone put her up to it. She was set up, just as you were."

"Can you stay for one more?"

- "I'm at your disposal, Chancellor." She smiled at that.

The last person she called in was Countess Iloni.

It may sound unbelievable, but I could smell her - and almost feel her - before I heard her voice.

- "Thank you for acceding to my request, Countess." said Kanitz.

- "My pleasure, Chancellor." said Iloni. "I hope that I can be of help to you."

- "Do you know anything about a male by the name of Krayt?"

- "The one who attacked Colonel Cook? In my home - over the chamber pots, of all places. What a delicious scandal. And now a duel, to top it off." Iloni made it sound like the best thing that could have happened at her party. No doubt they'd be talking about it for months.

- "Krayt?"

- "Hardly my type, Chancellor. Nothing like that Colonel of yours - now he looks well worth the trouble. I am so curious - how was he?"



- "I'm sure you've already heard, from other sources." said Kanitz.

Aneli, I thought.

- "Well, of course," said Countess Iloni, "but I so value your opinion. Was he as good as I've heard? Or were you disappointed? We all noticed that he didn't impregnate you."

- "I asked him not to." said Kanitz. "A pregnancy would have been ... inconvenient, given that we were in the midst of a war, at the time."

- "Oh, yes - the war." Iloni made 'the war' sound like a distraction, or an annoyance which interfered with her social schedule.

She was a consummate actress, and could have had a successful career as an improv performer. Kanitz came at her from several surprising directions, but Iloni parried or deflected every sally, without ever seeming ill at ease.

I don't know if she would have told the truth under torture - but I was seriously tempted to find out.

Kanitz finally dismissed the Countess. I waited until she called me, to come out from my hidden corner.

- "I'm sorry." she said. "I couldn't get anything out of her."

- "I thought you did well. It's just a game to her, from what I could tell. She would've run rings around me, if I'd been asking the questions."

- "That's true." Kanitz smiled, but the smile faded too quickly. She was preoccupied.

- "You seem to have other things on your mind." I said. "If that's the last of the interviews, I'll let you get to it. I appreciate what you're doing, though."

- "Cook?" Kanitz asked. "Will you sit - just for a moment?"

"May I ask you something?"

- "Of course. Always."

- "I know that you have things to do ... and people to see." she said. "But ... could I prevail upon you ... to spend the night here? With me?"

- "When you say 'spend the night' ..."

- "Lie with me. I want you to give me a child."

***

We had dinner together, by candlelight, in her rooms. A nice bottle of wine ... all very romantic. Except for the elephant in the room.

- "You want a child from me now, in case I don't survive the duel."

Kanitz didn't deny it. "Anything can happen in these things, Cook. If ... if the worst result came about, I would never forgive myself for not bearing a child by you ... when I could have."

"If I had the choice, I would wait ... but tonight and tomorrow night are ideal ..."

- "I understand." I said. I didn't know whether to be flattered, or frightened.

- "I'm afraid." she admitted. "I can't predict the future, and I fear the possible outcomes."

I'd never felt closer to Kanitz. No, I didn't entirely trust her; she herself had taught me that. But she was letting me watch and listen as she worked, and now she was allowing me to see her in an unguarded moment.

I still admired her, and respected her talents. And there was no question: she was one of the most desirable females I'd ever met.

After our meal, there was no point in delaying. Neither of us had to say anything. She rose from the table, and led me into her bedroom.

She opened the curtains, letting the light of the two moons flood in. Then she began to remove her clothing, so that I could see everything.

I came up behind her.

- "Look out the window." I told her.

I ran my fingertips across her shoulders. Then I let my fingernails run down her back, on either side of her dorsal fur. I lightly scratched both cheeks of her magnificent ass.

Then I kissed her leg.

- "I'm ready, Cook." she whispered.

- "Preliminaries are important." I replied.

She spread her legs when I insinuated a hand between her thighs. Kanitz moaned when I kissed the lower slopes of her ass, and then trailed my tongue down to her inner thigh.

She was quite wet, but I wanted to eat her out from behind, so I did.

Kanitz' orgasm caught her by surprise - her knees buckled. I held her up, as I rose to my feet, and then steered her to the bed.

I was very gentle with her, as I laid her down, and then entered her. The Queen's Chancellor and I had had sex several times, but I wanted this night to be memorable for both of us. For her, in case it led to a child. I hoped she'd remember it fondly.

And for me ... in case the memory only lasted for six days.

*****


Westrons Pt. 15

Kanitz arranged me for me to see my children before I left the Palace. Oscel and Caneia (Airta's twins) were 3 years old, and Tonola, my daughter by Themis, was 2 1/2. I talked with all three; Tonola wanted me to identify the flowers she'd yanked from the Palace garden. She held them up, one at a time, until I'd named them all.

I was on my way out when I heard a discreet cough, which caused me to turn my head.

Themis.

I went to her, and she enfolded me in her arms. There was no one else nearby, thankfully, so she was able to kiss me, and hold me tight.

No platitudes, no clichés. She didn't have to say anything. Themis embraced me, kissed me once more, and then slipped away.

***

Tallia was trying hard to keep her emotions in check. She was distraught, but didn't want to upset or depress me. Our lovemaking, though, was frighteningly intense, as if she was trying to sear every sensation into her memory.

Esyle was more pragmatic. If these were indeed to be my last days, she made certain that I would enjoy them. Fine meals, the best of Tudino's wines ... and whenever Tallia let me go, Esyle took me to bed, and cradled me.

Tallia was upset that their cycles were all wrong; there was no way for either of them to become pregnant before the duel. Esyle simply accepted it, as one of those things she couldn't change.

She also helped me to write my will. I wanted it done, so that they'd be properly looked after if Berandot killed me.

Bequests for Airta's twins, a small amount for Tonola ... it was unlikely that she'd need money, given who her mother was, but a gift now and then couldn't hurt. In the same vein, Aneli's son, Tonol, and the child she was carrying now, would probably never be poor, but I set a little aside for them.

Yehla's girl, named after Oshide could use a more sizeable grant. Then there was Tudino's child - she insisted that she was pregnant, though there was no way to be sure.

Would Kanitz conceive? That was strange; I might never know.

Five children - or maybe eight. Two battles won, plus the winter raid. I hadn't done badly at all, in a few short years. Then I shook myself - I was thinking like I was already dead.

I left the Belere to Esyle and Tallia. Even though they probably couldn't afford to maintain it, they could sell it and live comfortably on the proceeds.

Then I got busy trying to figure out how I was going to win this duel.

Tudino and I practiced with pistols, with Nasta and Koroba watching. Koroba herself was a damn good shot, in addition to being deadly with a variety of blades. She had a few useful tips to pass on.

They showed me how to stand - which I had already figured out for myself, but I let them move me around until they were satisfied.

- "It's a shame you're so damn big." said Tudino. "Now would be a good time to be a skinny wretch, like me, or ..."

- "Like Koroba." said Nasta. The big blonde wasn't a fool; she just didn't have any brakes on her tongue. If a thought crossed her mind, it usually ended up exiting via her mouth.

After a long practice session, where I must have shot thirty times, with several pistols, and Koroba cleaning and reloading for me, I turned to Tudino.

- "Well - is there anything else I can do?"

- "Hope she misses?" said Nasta.

***

Avette sent a polite note, asking if she could come by to visit. I assumed that it was to discuss her hemmer; it was, and it wasn't.

I was always struck by the olive tone of her skin, contrasted with the copper colour of her hair. She had grey-blue eyes, and classic features; once again, I was reminded of the portrait paintings of a millennium ago.

She'd met Tallia, after the battle of Limset, but she introduced herself to Esyle, and thanked both sisters for considering her wish to have me at her hemmer.

- "We'll leave you to it." said Esyle.

Avette had a preternatural ability to remain calm and composed. Most people would have begun to speak the moment the door closed behind the sisters. But Avette simply continued to look at me, without any change of expression.

- "I wish to thank you." she said, finally. "I am told that you interceded on my behalf, with the Chancellor." Avette's title had finally come through; the Queen had made her a Countess.

- "Langoret and I believed that you deserved every honour."

- "Thank you, again. There is another matter I wish to discuss with you."

- "If you're here to talk about your hemmer," I said, "that makes you just about the only person I know who thinks I can win this duel. Or survive it, at any rate."

- "You can win." she said.

- "Oh?"

- "I am a very good shot, Colonel Cook." she said. "I am not bragging, or claiming a skill I do not possess. When Berandot challenged me, I was pleased, because I expected that killing her would prove that right was on my side."

- "I believe you."

- "I was burning with anger, the week before our duel. I simply could not wait to face her. And when we finally met, that morning, the mere sight of her nearly drove me mad. I wanted to hit her, to smash my fist into her lying mouth."

- "I know that feeling."

Avette frowned. "This is no joke. If you are not mentally prepared, she may very well kill you."

- "I apologize. I wasn't taking what you said lightly."

Avette waited for a moment before beginning to speak again.

- "Berandot was not angry at me. She saw me merely as an opportunity to defend her reputation, to refute my accusation. She is no coward. But her claim to honour is a sham."

"I let my anger take over. I fired first - and I missed."

"Berandot took all the time she needed to compose herself. Then she fired - and missed by an inch. She meant to kill me, Cook. She was aiming at my body, but she struck my outstretched arm instead."

- "You were angry. She was calm."

- "Exactly. When you meet, on the morning of your duel, she will say something offensive - not merely vulgar, but utterly vile and despicable."

- "To make me angry."

- "Yes. She will smile at you, mock you. And if you let her irritate you, if you think too much about what she said ... you will miss."

- "What do you recommend?" I asked.

- "I would suggest that you ignore her, but that is difficult. You could also fight fire with fire, if you think you can make her angry."

"Duelling requires ice-cold water in your veins. I was too hot-blooded."

- "That's excellent advice. Thank you."

- "Are you a good shot, Cook?"

- "Fair."

- "Let her shoot first."

Avette was silent for several minutes, letting me digest what she'd said.

"May I say more?" she asked.

- "Please."

- "I was a member of a rather conservative faction. We were unhappy with the direction of the wars - every war, not just the last one. We disapproved of the Queen's choice of an heir. We did not like the Heir's choice of a Chancellor. In short, we were unhappy, and disapproved of just about everything."

"We claimed to represent traditional values: honour, loyalty, truth."

"It came as quite a shock to me, to realize that most of my colleagues were only paying lip service to those values. They would have put a Crolian on the throne, if only they could control her. They would have happily lost the war, to prevent their rivals or opponents from winning it."

I didn't say a word. Avette was baring her soul, and admitting past mistakes - it was already difficult for her, without me interrupting.

"After Limset, I was so angry that I announced my intention to become pregnant by you. I am ashamed to admit that my intention was mostly to shock my former 'friends'."

"It was profoundly disrespectful to you. I apologize."

- "I understand."

She nodded, and fell silent again. A few moments later, she went on.

- "I had time, after the duel, to reconsider my hasty words, and to re-evaluate ... everything. It became clear to me that while I had behaved foolishly, your conduct throughout was honourable and courageous."

"That is why I had to come today, to formally ask you to attend my next hemmer. I would very much like to have a child by you."

***

"Did you hear, Colonel?" asked Nasta, the big blonde. "Your friend Krayt got a beating last night. Someone did a pretty thorough job on him."

- "Really?" I said. "Where were you two last night?"

- "Ha ha." said Nasta. "Funny."

I was just joking, of course. But two things struck me: Koroba didn't laugh. The impish little blonde had a quick wit, and a sly sense of humour. But on this occasion, she didn't say anything at all. She also turned her head when I looked her way.

The second thing I noticed was that she kept her hands behind her back - where I couldn't see them.

***

Esyle organized a party, the night before the duel.

You could make the argument that I should have been resting, or clearing my mind, or something like that. But my lover knew me well; she suspected - rightly - that I wouldn't be getting much sleep tonight.

Tisucha and Talley came. Langoret and Tomos, Tudino and Avette rounded out our little gathering, along with all four of my bodyguards. Esyle had thought about inviting Aneli, and then decided not to.

- "She would drink, and get maudlin - and then do something dramatic to claim everyone's attention."

- "You're probably right." I said.

It was a quiet affair. Langoret and Avette seemed to get along well. Tudino was more lively, and she included the bodyguards in the conversation. Tallia didn't cry.

Our guests left early, after wishing me luck. Esyle put Tudino in a guest room; as my second, she'd be accompanying me to the duel.

Tallia took me to her bed, and made love to me, with passion, and urgency. When she fell asleep, I left her and went to Esyle's room. We made love, too, more quietly, but no less intensely.

It rained that night, I remember - quite heavily. The ground would be slick, in the morning. I was suddenly glad that we were fighting with pistols, instead of swords: the footing might be slippery.

Then I smiled at myself, in the dark. Glad to be fighting with pistols ...

***

The morning dawned grey and cool, with wisps of fog still in the air. I thought about just sneaking out early, but Esyle and Tallia both woke up. Esyle looked like she hadn't slept at all. They tried to get me to eat, but I had no appetite.

They hugged me, and kissed me hard. I told them how much I loved them.

- "Come back." whispered Esyle.

The muddy streets were almost deserted, in the pre-dawn. None of the few individuals we passed had anything to say, for which I was grateful.

Tudino and the bodyguards were silent as well.

The location chosen for the duel was just off the road to Frenet. I'd passed this way, in the other direction, when I first arrived in the capital. It felt like a long, long time ago, or as if it had happened to another person.

Tudino and Colonel Seriba - Berandot's second - had agreed on the spot: a meadow, shielded from the road by a small grove of trees.

The grass was slick, and cold. For some reason I noticed that.

There were half a dozen people there when we arrived. Berandot, her second, a few servants, and a doctor. Tudino went over to speak to them. I wondered if they flipped a coin to choose either end of the meadow.

But Tudino was also honour-bound to ask Seriba if the quarrel could be settled. Seriba had to ask Berandot, who would say no, she could not accept an apology, because the affront to her honour was too great ...

I tried to remember what it felt like to face Partosian, or Mongo, or Karpov, back in the AFOTA days. I'd known, then, that I was going to lose; for some reason that made me calmer.

Today ... I didn't know. Avette had given me her advice. I was free to take it, or to try to get off a shot first, before Berandot could shoot me.

Tudino came back. "All set." she said. "We're at this end."

If only it was 'we' ...

Koroba loaded the pistols, under Tudino's watchful eye. She prepared two - if the first misfired, I was allowed a second. The little blonde's lips were tightly pressed together as she handed me the first pistol. She didn't say anything - and, thankfully, neither did Nasta.

- "Hey - Koroba." I said.

She looked up at me.

"Were you the one who kicked the shit out of Krayt?" I asked.

She grinned. "Yeah."

- "You didn't have to." I said. "But ... thanks."

- "You're welcome, Colonel."

Tudino led me out to the middle of the meadow. Berandot and Seriba met us there.

- "We are agreed," said Seriba, "that this quarrel cannot be composed, and that the only recourse is to single combat ..."

It was formulaic, and I'd heard it all before from Tudino. Seriba's voice was monotonous, anyway. I glanced at Berandot.

She was glaring at me, like a fighter at a weigh-in. Then she spoke.

- "I'm glad," she hissed, "that one of your little whore bodyguards died at Limset. I'm only sorry that the other one survived. The fewer hybrids about, the better."

Oshide. She was spitting on Oshide. And at that moment, I understood what Avette had been trying to tell me. I can't quite explain it, but instead of shooting Berandot in the face, or trying to gouge her eyes out with my fingers ... I just grinned at her.

- "I had no idea you were so jealous, Colonel." I said. "It's too bad, though, because I can't imagine being desperate enough to want to copulate with you."

"I wouldn't fuck you with Krayt's dick."

Her eyes blazed, and she actually took a step towards me. If Seriba hadn't been in the way, I think she might even have taken a swing at me. Tudino was alarmed enough to step between us, just in case.

The seconds separated us, and quickly decided to proceed to the main event.

Tudino positioned me, and then she and Seriba counted the paces between the duellists. Ten. They conferred, and repeated the process. Still ten.

It was cool, and damp out, but I knew that I was sweating. My pits were clammy, and I felt a drop of sweat trickle down my spine.

- "You may fire when ready." said Seriba.

I turned my body sideways, like a fencer, to present the narrowest target. Then I raised my arm, and pointed the pistol at Berandot.

And at that precise moment, I decided that Avette was right. So with my left hand, I reached down and adjusted my package. No, I didn't want to get shot in the balls, but mostly I just did it to piss off Berandot.

I barely knew Avette - except that she'd come to help Langoret and me at Limset, when no one else had. But she knew Berandot. She'd stood exactly where I was standing: ten paces from the muzzle of Berandot's pistol. Or eight paces, if you counted the outstretched arms.

My hand was trembling, and my breathing was all fucked up - then I heard the crack of a pistol, and felt - or heard - a whistle as the bullet passed me.

Berandot had fired. I wasn't dead.

I looked at my target. And ...

- "Tudino!"

I had to call her three times, before she came over.

- "What are you doing?" she whispered. "Shoot at her!"

- "How long do I have?"

- "What?"

- "How long do I have? Is there a time limit?"

- "I don't ... know. Why?"

- "Ask Seriba."

Apparently, the issue had never come up before.

- "I don't understand." said Seriba. "What are you asking?"

- "Just shoot, damn you!" swore Berandot.

- "I'm asking how long I can save my shot." I said. "Can I pass? And keep my shot, in case Berandot challenges me again?"

Tudino and Seriba had one hell of a long conversation. I didn't mind the delay at all. If Berandot shit a single brick, it was all worth it.

After a long, long time, the two Colonels approached me.

- "I think ... you should just shoot, Cook." said my second.

- "There is no precedent for what you are suggesting." said Seriba.

I'd already come to that conclusion. It seemed like a perfectly good idea to me, at first. But I could see how someone could torture another duellist - forever.

You missed me? I save my shot. A week later, I call you out, make you stand on the slick grass, ten paces away ... and then decide that I don't feel like using my shot today after all ... and then four years later ...

- "Fine. Stand back."

I have to give Berandot credit for one virtue: courage. She just stood there, sneering at me, the same haughty expression on her face. Maybe she just hated me too much to be afraid.

As the seconds moved away, I lifted my arm, and pointed the pistol at her. Then I lowered my aim, and fired a shot into the wet grass.

- "Fuck you." I said.

***

Deliberately wasting my shot was just my way of messing with Berandot's mind. Besides, if I shot and missed, I didn't know if she could demand a second shot. I wasn't interested in that option at all.

Berandot was absolutely furious. She took it as a personal insult - which I suppose it was. Seriba had to restrain her - again.

Tudino was stunned. "Why did you ... what was that?"

Ishana had a sour face. Nasta and Madze looked confused. Of all those present, only Koroba got it.

- "Ha! Did you see her face?"

- "Annoyed?"

- "Look at her face! Like she's spitting nails!"

I was still alive.

In the following days, word spread that I'd fired into the ground. It became a more popular topic of discussion than the fight at Iloni's party.

Traditionalists disapproved. It had never been done before, therefore it was wrong. A travesty. Disrespectful. General Vis was of that opinion, and so was Ishana, my chief bodyguard.

Many of the younger set were fascinated. Tudino eventually swung around to agree with them. "It's your shot." she said. "Who has the right to tell you where to aim?"

People got the impression that I'd somehow spared Berandot. I'd shown mercy. End of quarrel, end of debate. That, of course, was almost guaranteed to drive my opponent crazy.

Koroba absolutely loved it. Not only had I made Berandot angry, but I'd made it difficult for her to challenge me a second time.

Kanitz was delighted as well - for her own reasons.

But that was all in the future. We walked back to the Belere. There were more people in the streets, and many of them seemed to know about the duel, and its result.

- "Good for you, Colonel!" someone said.

- "Well done, Limset!" said another. I don't know if he was referring to the battle, or if he thought Limset was my name.

A few people came up to pat me on the back, or to touch my hand. My bodyguards were watchful, but it was all sincere. Either the locals wished me well, or they figured that someone who survived a duel had to be lucky - and maybe some of it would rub off.

I don't know how they knew, but Esyle and Tallia were waiting at the front gate of the Belere when we approached. I was a lucky bastard. Two beautiful women were waiting for me.

- "I know it's early in the day for drinking, Tudino." I said. "But perhaps you could make an exception, today."

I got another surprise, when I entered the house: Langoret and Tomos were there, with Talley and Tisucha. So were Aneli, and Avette. I was shocked to see Kanitz, too. Even Yehla had made the trip.

There were hugs embraces, and a quite a few kisses. Someone grabbed my ass, too. Yehla embraced me tightly, pressing her heroic breasts against my chest.

Talley tried to find a spot out of Kanitz' line of sight.

We cracked a few bottles, while Tudino and Koroba related what had happened.

I sat back and just enjoyed the feeling of still being alive.

Aneli was disappointed that I hadn't killed Berandot, or at least wounded her. My patron was a bit loud, even by her own standards: I think she felt a little guilty that she'd tried to excuse herself in the interview with Kanitz. As far as she was concerned, only the two of them knew about it, but it might have been sitting awkwardly on her conscience.



Avette, classy lady that she was, didn't say anything. She just gave me a gentle hug.

- "You were right." I said. I repeated what Berandot had said, in her attempt to infuriate me.

That led to loud requests from Tallia, Aneli and Nasta and Koroba to have me describe exactly what had happened, from my perspective.

- "Really?"

- "We couldn't hear very well." said Nasta. "We were too far away."

- "You'd best tell them." laughed Tudino. "Otherwise, they'll just make something up."

- "Yes." said Kanitz. "I wonder how many versions of the story will be circulating by nightfall. But I doubt that Berandot will be the heroine in many of them." I quite enjoyed the sight of the Queen's Chancellor laughing.

- "You may as well tell it." said Esyle, putting her hand on my shoulder. "They'll just keep pestering you until you do."

She and Tallia were sitting next to - or on me, to be more precise. It was as if they needed to touch me to be sure that I was really there. I felt the same.

So I re-told the whole thing, from what I remembered.

I looked straight at Yehla when I repeated what Berandot had said about hybrids. My former bodyguard swallowed, and fought back tears.

Tudino nodded along, confirming that I'd said or done exactly that. But even she was surprised when I admitted that I'd 'adjusted' my package, just before Berandot shot.

- "You didn't!" shouted Tudino.

- "I did." Then I raised my glass to Avette. She smiled, and nodded once.

- "That's so rude!" said Koroba. "I love it!" I was glad that she and Nasta approved, because it was plain from the expression on Ishana's face that the commander of my bodyguard was less than impressed.

- "I am still proud of you." said Langoret. "Despite your unorthodox methods."

- "Why didn't you shoot her, though?" asked Aneli. "I don't understand!"

- "He hurt her worse." said Avette. "He might have missed, or he could have injured or even killed her. But what Cook did hurt her more. He shattered her pride."

- "She can just challenge him again."

- "Oh, no." said Kanitz, with a glance at Avette. Those two exchanged a very interesting look. "Everyone will believe that Cook spared her - that he was merciful. For her to pursue another duel would publicly brand her as ungrateful, even dishonourable."

- "She would rather die, than be humiliated." said Avette.

- "Exactly." said Kanitz. Those two made eye contact again. "She cannot challenge him again - by her own code."

- "That's a fitting punishment, then." said Tallia.

Tallia's hand began to roam a little higher on my thigh. I wasn't about to complain, but it felt odd to have my lover caressing me, when we were sitting with a gathering of women who ... well, let's put it this way: I'd had sex with 6 of the women present - and was hoping, or expecting to have sex with 2 or 3 more.

It also struck me that 3 of these women were hybrids, and that three more were mothers of hybrids (not counting Kanitz and Tudino, who might be pregnant).

What a place.

Tallia almost dragged me upstairs before our guests had gone.

- "It won't take long." she whispered, directly into my ear, so that I could feel her hot breath and her wet tongue.

- "It would be rude. Besides - I want it to take a long time ..."

I didn't want the party to break up too soon. There was something about Kanitz's expression ... somehow, I knew that gatherings like this didn't happen often enough. Four Colonels, the Chancellor, four Countesses ... could this be the beginning of something bigger?

***

Tallia and Esyle just about wore me out, over the next week. If they'd had some kind of schedule, or some kind of agreement about sharing me, that quickly went out the window. They both wanted me - every day. I did my best to keep up.

Avette's note arrived a week after the duel. Her hemmer was due to begin.

Tallia and Esyle were agreed that I shouldn't - or couldn't - turn down this invitation. I understood their logic: it wasn't polite to turn down a friendly invitation to have sex (multiple times, over several days). I was still amazed, though, after all this time, at their lack of jealousy.

Avette had rented a cottage outside the city, just like Tudino, only hers was larger and more luxurious. My bodyguards were impressed. First class all the way for the new Countess.

She greeted me at the door with a brief hug and a light kiss on the cheek.

I was shocked, because I could tell, right away: her hemmer was well under way. I was instantly, painfully hard. Her scent was powerful, heady. I could feel her arousal, and my body temperature was swiftly rising.

But Avette was remarkably composed. In fact, her body language was unequivocal - not just yet, she was communicating, without saying a word. Patience.

She gave me a brief tour of the cottage. It reminded me of a ski lodge, or an alpine chalet. She offered me a tray of smoked meats, with some cheese and bread, in deference to my Pylosian eating habits.

- "That's very thoughtful." I said. "Thank you."

I wanted her. I wanted her very badly. But if Avette enjoyed this patient buildup, it would've been churlish of me not to go along.

She poured me a glass of light wine, and then another for herself. She indicated a chair for me, and then sat down on a couch opposite.

- "Will you pledge a toast?" she asked.

I touched the edge of her glass with mine. "To a graceful lady. I've never been so happy to see someone as I was when we met on the field at Limset."

"But you almost matched it when you opened the door for me, today."

She smiled. "You could have been a courtier."

- "I fear that my knowledge of ... the proprieties is limited. For example, I have no idea if it's acceptable to tell a woman that her ... fragrance is intoxicating."

- "If you are alone with her, and she is in hemmer ... then, yes, that is a suitable topic for discussion."

I knew better than to compare her to others. It might come across as bragging: 'Well, at the other hemmers I've attended ...'

- "I am quite awed, Avette, by your composure. Your scent is very potent, and I can feel you - as if you were trailing fingertips across my skin. I'm sure that I'm flushed. I feel warm, and ... very, very aroused."

"But your self-control is amazing. I don't know how you do it."

- "The same way you do." she said. "I know what is to come, but I don't surrender to it immediately. The rewards of patience are immense."

- "Pleasure deferred is pleasure intensified."

- "Exactly." Avette smiled. "That's it. I'm very pleased to hear you say that."

- "It's your hemmer, Avette. I reserve the right to surprise you, here and there - but we'll proceed as you wish."

- "Your self-control is impressive." she said. "Countess Kanitz told me about it, but I must confess that I thought she was exaggerating."

- "You are definitely testing my limits." I told her. "But I want to please you, first."

- "That has the sound of a challenge. Let me see if I can test you further."

Avette put her glass of wine down. She stood, and then - slowly - lifted a hand to the top of her shirt.

What followed was the most incredible striptease I've ever seen - I emphasize the tease. Her movements were so deliberate, so slow ... she didn't gyrate her hips, or pout - she simply tantalized me as she took damn near forever to undo one button.

The body she revealed - ever so gradually - was spectacular.

High breasts, with splendid aureoles and erect nipples ... a trim waist ... I was already an admirer of her olive complexion, but by the time she lowered her breeches to her knees, I was firmly convinced that there should be statues of her all over Cercen.

Avette sat down on the couch, her knees together, turned to the side. She was naked, and yet somehow she managed to look almost demure.

I knelt at her feet, and rested my hand on her silky smooth leg. I stroked the top of her thigh. She didn't protest; the expression on her face was difficult to read, but I interpreted it as encouragement - along with a little curiosity.

She let me run my hands over her magnificent body. She didn't flinch when I cupped her superb breast. I helped her stand, so that I could reach even more places on her body.

Then she stopped me - but only so that she could begin to undress me. She took her time, again, teasing both of us as she drew out the simple operation of undoing a button. Her hands roamed, too, but she never reached, or over-extended herself.

I sat her down again, and this time she let me spread her knees. I kissed the inside of her leg, and gradually worked my way up her inner thigh, while I trailed my fingers across her mound.

When I first kissed her pussy, Avette stopped breathing for an instant.

- "Oh - Oh, you really do ..."

I smiled, with my lips on her labia. I hadn't even kissed Avette on the mouth, yet. But she'd evidently heard that I'd gone down on someone ... Kanitz? Or Tudino?

Westron females do love to talk about sex. Unfortunately, their hemmers are often so powerful that it short-circuits the brains of Westron males. Many can't think of anything but a mad rush to orgasm.

Avette had already made her preference clear, and I was more than prepared to indulge her: what followed might have been the most protracted session of oral sex in the history of the Westron Kingdom.

I paced myself. My knees got tired long before my tongue did; I shifted her position so that she was lying on her back - that way I could lie between her legs, on my stomach.

After a long, long time, Avette reached down to run her fingers through my hair. Then she shuddered, and let out a sigh.

- "Shall I continue?" I asked her.

- "Mmm - no. I think that you should enter me, now."

She was warm, and wet, and surprisingly ... accommodating. I wouldn't use the word 'loose'. Considering that they only had sex once a year - or less - I would've expected Westron women to be quite tight.

But their hemmer obviously got them over that difficulty. In addition to driving males mad, and causing consistent erections for days, the females were incredibly lubricated, so that they could copulate a dozen times or more, without experiencing any significant chafing or soreness.

I entered Avette in the missionary position. Long, deep strokes, followed by a few shorter thrusts ... all of them slow.

- "Mmm ..." I think she was letting me know that she approved of the pace.

After quite some time, my arms got tired of supporting my upper body. But I didn't want to lay down atop her, and make her bear my weight.

Avette sensed my dilemma.

- "Shall we move to the bed?" she suggested.

She laid me on my back, and took charge of the motion, and the pace. Slow. Unhurried. Gently rocking her hips, she slid back and forth on my erection for quite a long time.

When she eventually tired, Avette lay down beside me, facing away. She had me enter her from behind. My first orgasm crept up so slowly that it surprised me.

I can't quite explain it. It felt - at least to me - that we did nothing but fuck, or rest in between bouts. But when I tried to figure out, afterwards, how many times we'd ... coupled, until I came inside her - the only number I came up with was six.

She was very fond of spooning, because it required so little energy. But she was also happy to change positions frequently, and she did seem to enjoy doggy.

When I introduced her to face to face, with her sitting astride my thighs, she was quite keen. Yet she said very little. It was no less intimate, but it was definitely unusual.

I'd never experienced anything like it - or anyone like Avette. Coupling with her was like gliding, or stroking. There was no pounding, no pummeling ...

It was like skating, instead of running, or jumping.

Her hemmer lasted a little less than two days.

***

- "Another invitation?"

- "Looks like." said Esyle, weighing the heavy envelope in her hand.

After the duel with Berandot, or perhaps after the news of Tudino's four-day hemmer - who knows? - I started to receive invitations from females I'd never met, or could barely remember meeting.

The invitations were all the same: they were asking me to 'attend' their hemmers.

I insisted that we discuss it - Tallia, Esyle, and me.

- "I'm not interested in sex with strangers." I told them. "I have more than I can deal with, as it is. In Pylos, I'd be thrilled to be in a monogamous relationship with either one of you."

"Look at your father: he feels lucky to have your mother - and so he should."

- "You're not our father." said Tallia.

- "Thankfully." added Esyle.

- "Honestly -" said big sister. "We should consider some of these invitations. You could make some important connections. New friends ..."

- "I prefer to have sex with people I like." I said. Yes - I actually said that.

Esyle was letting Tallia argue with me, while she opened the latest bulky envelope.

- "Oh!" she said.

- "Who's that one from?" asked Tallia.

- "Countess Iloni. She's inviting Cook to ... dinner."

- "No." I said, a split-second before Tallia did.

Esyle looked thoughtful. "I don't know if you should refuse. She may not like that."

- "Too bad."

Neither sister tried to talk me out of my decision.

***

"Could we speak to you, Colonel?" asked two of my bodyguards. It was the two blondes, Koroba and Nasta.

- "Always. No need to be so formal." I said. "What's on your mind?"

Koroba produced a bottle of resin wine - the cheap stuff.

- "Can we talk over a drink?"

- "You didn't have to bring a bottle." The Belere was well-stocked, thanks to Tudino.

- "Well ... we wanted to offer you a drink - not ask for one."

- "I see. Alright." I ushered my two bodyguards into my study - at least, that was what Esyle called it. There were books, and maps, and functional chairs.

I brought in three glasses, and Koroba popped the cork on her bottle.

- "To successful duels, and happy hemmers." she said.

We touched glasses. Nasta had trouble meeting my eye, while Koroba was grinning impishly - her customary expression, really.

Nasta was a big girl - tall, blonde, blue-eyed - and built like a shield-maiden from the Kievan Rus. She wasn't the sharpest knife in the drawer, but she had a good sense of humour. The first thought to cross her mind was often instantly transformed into words, spilling from her mouth without any checks or controls.

Koroba was shorter, slimmer, and much quicker in every sense. She had a wicked wit. She also had that combination that had so bedeviled me when I first met Themis: blonde hair, a fair complexion, and brown eyes.

The wine was ghastly.

- "What's on your mind?" I repeated.

Koroba grinned. "Nasta has to ask you something. But she's too shy. Or embarrassed. So she asked me to speak for her."

- "Fair enough."

- "She doesn't want to have her hemmer with you."

- "Koroba!" said Nasta. "That wasn't -"

Koroba couldn't help it: she started laughing

- "Sorry - sorry!" she said, to Nasta. Then she turned to me. "Sorry, Colonel. I couldn't resist."

"Here's the long and the short of it: Nasta wanted to hemmer with you, but then she met this guy, and now she's in love, because it could be serious."

"So Nasta feels bad, because she's worried that you were expecting to be there, at her hemmer, but ... well ... there you have it."

- "I'm sorry." said Nasta. "I hope you're not disappointed, or ..."

- "Oh, but I am." I said.

- "Umm ... what?"

- "I turned down Countess Iloni, just this very morning, because I was expecting to be with you."

The look on Nasta's face was priceless. She flushed, and moved her lips, but no sound came out.

Until Koroba's peal of laughter startled us both.

- "OH! You should see your face! He got you! He got you good!"

Nasta was still confused. I reached out, and took her hand.

- "I was just joking. I'm really glad, if you've found someone. I understand, completely."

Koroba was still laughing.

- "You're a piece of work, Colonel. I love it!"

We had to reassure Nasta - she was still confused. Eventually she realized that I wasn't angry. Koroba drained her drink, and re-filled all three glasses.

- "That was the first part." she said. "The second is ... my hemmer. I still want you, Colonel. I mean - if you wouldn't mind." For the first time since I'd known her, Koroba sounded slightly tentative, as if she wasn't completely sure of herself.

I decided not to tease her. "It would be an honour and a pleasure." I assured her.

***

The next invitation came in an even bulkier envelope. It took Esyle a few moments to figure it out. She started passing pages to Tallia.

- "There are multiple invitations in here! A concert, a Grand Ball ... even a boat party. For all three of us."

- "What's the occasion?"

Both sisters turned to me, with almost identical expressions of exasperation.

- "The Royal Wedding!" they shouted, in chorus.

- "Weddings, actually." said Tallia. "The Queen is getting married, and so is her sister - Princess Maia Simonia."

*****
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The Queen was to marry. People had been discussing it for months, speculating, guessing, and even making wagers about who the lucky male might be.

She'd chosen the son of one of her closest allies. Some thought that she might have tried to form a new alliance, or even to win over one of her opponents. I approved of her choice, though: reward your friends.

Her husband would be the Prince Consort - not the King. He would live in style, and have the privilege of attending the Queen's hemmers, and fathering her children. If he showed any talent for governing, he might be allowed to play an active role in ruling the Kingdom.

Maia Simonia - Themis - was marrying the son and sole heir of the late Duchess of Ivia. Themis' daughters would eventually inherit the Duchy. It was a significant land grab for the Royal family. Some families would be jealous, but no one could blame the Queen for obtaining the young heir - and his property - for her sister.

There would be three months of preparations, followed by two weeks of parties and special events, leading up to the weddings. It might sound like a long delay, but the announcement had to travel to all corners of the Kingdom, by boat and on foot - and then the leading noble families had to get ready to travel to the capital.

Themis was getting married.

- "How do you feel about it?" asked Kanitz.

We were in the Chancellor's study again. Kanitz was visibly pregnant - with my child.

- "I'm fine." I said.

- "Are you sure? I know how you felt about her."

- "Thank you for asking, Wenzla. I appreciate your ... concern. But, really - you used the correct verb tense: 'felt'. It was three years ago, after all."

Themis - Princess Maia Simonia - was unique: intelligent, kind, beautiful and brave. I could remember the sound of her voice, the touch of her skin, the smell and the feel of her during her hemmer.

Neither Tallia nor Esyle knew about this part of my life. My time with Themis was safely and secretly ensconced in my memory. And in our daughter.

- "Three years is not so long, when it comes to matters of the heart." said Kanitz. She was the only person who knew everything about Themis and me. I always wondered if Langoret suspected or knew, but she'd never said a word.

- "The Princess and the Pylosian? I came to terms with it even then, in our camp outside Tonol, before I knew who she really was." A marriage between us was out of the question. And to be honest, I wasn't certain that I could devote myself completely to a Westron.

Sex once a year? Admittedly, hemmers were incredible, and there's something to be said for three straight days of amazing sex. But annually?

- "Are you happy, Cook? Living among us?" asked Kanitz.

We were alone, so it was safe to take the Queen's Chancellor in my arms, and kiss her.

- "Very much so, Wenzla. I always dreamed of a military command - and you've given it to me. My sex life is a fantasy come true, and I've found good friends - true friends."

I didn't mention that I still missed coffee, every now and then - even after all this time.

- "I was thinking more of the people trying to kill you." she said.

It wasn't the first time, I thought, remembering my time at AFOTA. But I couldn't speak of such things with her.

Kanitz had her own troubles: Krayt had been found, floating face down in the river. He'd been badly beaten, and strangled.

There were suspicions, and even some accusations, that the Chancellor had had him murdered, to protect her 'Pylosian Pet' - the Queen's favourite Colonel. There were worse nicknames, and even some scurrilous pamphlets.

I'd seen one with an illustration that showed me waving a sword while I mounted the Queen from behind, even as she signed over the Belere Palace to me.

Esyle assured me that people didn't take 'these sorts of things' seriously. Tallia, on the other hand, tore the offensive paper into shreds.

I knew that Kanitz had been trying to have Krayt followed, to discover who his friends were; she was the last person who would want him dead. Yet there would be many, even among the aristocracy, who would suspect that she'd been behind the killing.

- "It could have been worse." she said. "They could have killed him the day before the wedding. Or the boat party. That would have been a disaster."

But that wasn't why she'd called me in to see her.

- "Tell me about Talley's maps." she said.

Esyle, her sister and I referred to it as 'the Wole project'. Using my money, Talley was offering generous pay to anyone who could help him improve the accuracy of his maps.

Obviously, Westrons turned up, to see if they could earn some coin. But others came to see the quality of his work, and several ended up making purchases.

There were also Woles who dropped by. They knew the Westron Kingdom as well - or better - than the Westrons themselves. But they also knew the Crolian lands. Talley had specifically mentioned several provinces which had fallen to the Crolians in past wars.

The Woles were happy to show Talley where roads had been built, or where towns were prospering and growing. They also knew the locations of mines and lumber camps, of foundries and workshops. And of supply depots.

Esyle and Tallia often chanced to 'drop by', to visit their father, whenever he had Wole guests. Pure coincidence, of course. Then the two gregarious ladies might become involved in a conversation with these well-travelled Woles.

- "I want to know everything they discover." said Kanitz. "No matter how small the detail, or how inconsequential it seems."

- "It's Esyle's project." I said. "It was all her idea. And she intended all along to share everything she learned with you."

- "Thank you. Please tell her that I appreciate it. And ... thank both sisters for ... tonight."

I raised both eyebrows. "Why? What happens tonight?"

- "Don't play with me, Cook. I'm uncomfortable, short-tempered, and tremendously horny. You'd better be prepared to do something about that."

- "I am at your service, Chancellor."

***

We received a second invitation to dinner from Countess Iloni.

- "A small gathering: only 12 people." said Esyle. "And this time, I'm included in the invitation."

- "She's learning." said Tallia.

- "Please respond politely," I said, "but decline."

- "On what grounds?" asked Esyle. "I can't just say 'No'."

- "Ill health." I suggested.

- "Are you sure, Cook? You could be making an enemy here."

- "She already is. I don't like her, and I certainly don't trust her. Last time we went to her house, Krayt and Berandot were there ... need I say more?"

- "I agree completely." said Tallia.

- "You weren't invited." said Esyle.

***

Aneli gave birth to a boy. Predictably enough, she named him Limset. Poor little fellow.

Tudino was indeed pregnant, and so was Avette. Kanitz was hoping to deliver her child before the Royal weddings.

Tallia wasn't jealous, but she might have been a bit ... competitive. She became increasingly demanding. Her cycle had arrived, and she wanted to make absolutely certain that I would impregnate her.

That meant making love to her three or four times a day. It was like a hemmer - without the assistance of additional pheromones. She was sore, and cranky, and I was chafed raw.

On the fifth day, I could only manage to have sex twice. I was utterly exhausted, and I knew that the old soldier just wasn't going to be able to rise to the occasion.

- "I'll be fine in the morning, Tallia." I promised. "I just need a rest, tonight."

She didn't say anything, but I could feel the reproach in her eyes.

Then Esyle's cycle began.

I tried my best. Twice a day with Esyle, once with Tallia. The sisters began to get a little chippy. Tempers were short, and starting to fray.

It was time for a family conference.

I had them sit down. Both were eying me with mild suspicion.

First, I knelt at Tallia's feet.

- "I love you, Tallia. I love making love to you, too."

"I'm doing my best to keep up with you. But I think that you both need to know something about hemmers - from a male perspective."

I explained to them what I'd experienced, from Airta to Avette. Every woman is different, and her hemmer acts differently on her, as well as on her partner. But there were common elements.

For the male, hemmer acts like a super ED pill (erectile dysfunction). It also constantly lubricates the female, to prevent discomfort for both partners. On top of that, the pheromones and chemicals released are astonishing. I'm not even sure of how much effect they have.

I didn't want Tallia and Esyle to feel ... lacking in any way.

- "I can't make love to you eight times in a single day. It's just not possible, for us."

"But we can make love for ten days straight. Or twenty - or a hundred - which no Westron female can do."

I moved over to kneel at Esyle's feet.

- "Sweetheart, I love you, too. Your sister is going a little crazy right now. And so are you. Can the two of you, maybe ... talk about it?"

They did.

Tallia desperately wanted to get pregnant now ... because no one knew if or when another war might start. If that happened, we'd be back with the troops, and she didn't want to leave me alone.

Esyle understood. She also knew that she was younger, and that she didn't have the same worries that her older sister did.

Shortly after that, I was able to leave the room, and let the sisters work it out.

***

A week later, they'd both had calmed down, and were either pregnant - or they weren't. We couldn't do anything about it, any more.

So I spent an evening with Kanitz, at the Palace. Her time was drawing nearer, and she was feeling alone. I held her, and listened to her complaints. Then I rubbed her feet.

I rubbed her back, too, until she fell asleep.

It was an amazing revelation, for me. I'd always thought of Wenzla as a spirit of the air: a creature of intellect, rational and coolly calculating. But she was vulnerable now, and her fears and emotions were coming to the surface.

Had she not been the Queen's Chancellor, I might have married her. But the mere fact that I thought of her as 'Kanitz' more often than 'Wenzla' was telling. It was unlikely that she could ever give herself to me completely.

No matter. I could love her without calculating the percentages. She was friend, advisor, lover ... wonderful lover. There would probably always be a part of her that I couldn't reach; I just had to accept that.

***

I travelled to the barracks where the Aneli regiment were housed. Many of the troopers would be away, on leave. Major Faregil had been dropping in more regularly, but they needed to see their Colonel from time to time.

It was a week's journey, just to get there. Tallia had volunteered to come along, but I asked her to stay with Esyle. This visit was purely to re-connect with the troops; I didn't need her administrative expertise on this occasion.

And yes - I needed the rest.

It was just my four bodyguards and me. Ishana still kept her distance, but she was a first-class professional. Madze knew her job, too. Nasta made me laugh. And Koroba ... well, she was a piece of work. I enjoyed having her around.

The troops grumbled about the food, their accommodations, the duty officers, the price of wine ... in other words, they were fine. Soldiers who weren't bitching about something would worry me far more.

Just to mess with their heads, I took them on an overnight route march. I made them bring the 3-pounders, plus several hundred 3 lb. cannonballs. They cursed me all morning, but I set a gruelling pace, so by afternoon they were too winded to complain as much.

It nearly killed me, of course.

But it was much harder on my bodyguards. Madze dropped out early; I picked out two troopers who were flagging, and had them stay with her. Madze wasn't out of shape; she was just so big and strong that she was built more for fighting than running.

- "Bring her along when you think she can make it." I told them.

Ishana grit her teeth, and toughed it out. Nasta was in great shape, but even she was gasping by the time I called a halt. Little Koroba was breathing hard, but she seemed to have enjoyed the experience.

- "You do have ... endurance ... Colonel." she said. "That's good ... because .. you're going to need it ... when I hemmer." She was smiling when she said it.

- "I'll be there, Koroba." I said. "But you'd better live up to it; you've been raising my expectations for a while now."

I was too sore to sleep properly, so I walked around the camp, checking the sentries. Of my bodyguards, only Koroba was awake enough to accompany me.

- "Why did you do that?" she asked.

- "Do what?"

- "You sent that corporal ahead, to warn them that you were coming. Why?"

- "Because if I found them asleep, I'd have to punish them - severely. Most of the women fought at Limset. They haven't had to march like this since then."

"Besides: who do you think is on guard duty?"

- "What do you mean?"

- "Take the four of you - my bodyguards. Imagine that you were a squad, and that one of you had to stand sentry tonight. Who would it be?"

- "Me." Koroba didn't even need a second to think about it.

- "Exactly. So if I sneaked around, and caught you with your eyes closed ... would it be fair to punish you, when you were covering for your squad mates, who are even more exhausted?"

The sentries were all alert when I came around. I was happy to discover that I recognized most of them, and could recall their names. There were a couple I couldn't remember. I didn't try to fake it.

When I was a kid, we had a neighbour who called me 'Scout', or 'Chief'. I thought both nicknames were cool, until I heard him calling another kid the exact same thing. He just couldn't be bothered to remember our names.

Obviously, the soldiers would have preferred that I remember their names. But if I recognized a face, and could recall that they'd been with 9th Company in that goddamn barn at Limset, where Major Chardeia was killed ... then they were proud to tell me their name when I asked.

I didn't sleep that night. In the morning, I gathered the regiment.

- "I'm pleased." I said. "Pleased to see that you can still run."

Then I looked them over. "You were probably wishing that you'd never heard of me, or cursing my name, yesterday. Well, that's fine."

"Here's my offer for today: twenty minutes of rapid fire, by platoon - and the three-pounders. Show me that you remember how ... and we'll take the rest of the day off. March back tomorrow. What do you say?"

They liked the idea.

"6th Company - you should be loving me, right about now, because we're going to fire off some of the cannonballs that you would've had to carry on the march back to camp."

They laughed at that - especially 6th Company.

Of course their performance was 'acceptable'.

"Day of rest." I declared. "We march at dawn tomorrow." Nobody had to know that it was the Colonel and his bodyguards who needed the rest most of all.

***

After a week with the regiment, it was time to head back to the capital. Soldiers are the same as most employees: they like to know that the boss cares about them, but they don't necessarily want him or her breathing down their necks (or looking over their shoulders) on a regular basis.

It took longer to return to Cercen, partly because we were travelling against the current, drawn by teams of oxen. But the last stage took even longer, because the teamsters and their beasts were curiously absent. We had to wait an extra day while substitutes were drafted.

Truth be told, I didn't mind the delay. I was enjoying the trip, away from the politics of the capital. Primarily, I was happy to become a little closer to my team of bodyguards.

Ishana disapproved of me. She was a true conservative, a sexist, and a borderline xenophobe, so that I was anathema to her, on so many levels. She didn't say much, but her facial expressions were revealing.

Yet we had a mutual respect, based on appreciation of skill and integrity. I didn't openly challenge her assumptions; I just left that up to her.

Nasta continued to make me laugh. She was eager to please, but suffered from a bad case of foot-in-mouth disease. Her malapropisms were very entertaining.

Madze was coming out of her shell. She had a dry sense of humour, and a powerful sense of loyalty, but it took time to gain her confidence. She'd known the two blondes for four years, and was only just beginning to trust them. It was obviously going to take a little longer with me.

Koroba was a revelation. Most Westron females, when they weren't in hemmer, had little interest in males. They were still interested in sex - they loved to talk about it - but their curiosity was purely intellectual (or gossipy - does that qualify as anti-intellectual?).

Countess Iloni, obviously, was something of an anomaly. And Themis, outside Tonol, had volunteered to give me hand jobs, or blowjobs ... out of love - not because she was aroused.

But Koroba flirted. There's no other word for it. She would lean over the boat's rail, as if she was watching the water, and then suddenly turn her head, to see if I was checking out her ass - which I usually was. Then she would grin, and stride away, swinging her hips.

She often tried to 'spice up' our conversations. That only embarrassed her squad mates: Madze and Nasta had boyfriends, while Ishana ... well, 'nuff said.

She was a little troublemaker, and I was already looking forward to her hemmer. She deserved a spanking, but if I was to tie her down, and tease her mercilessly, that might do the trick ...

With all the delays, we arrived just outside the capital near dusk. Rather than look for an inn, Ishana and I agreed that we should push on.

We hired a link boy (a lantern bearer) to light our way through the streets, just in case it got really dark before we reached the Belere.

I was looking forward to my reunion with Tallia and Esyle, so I was a caught off-guard when Ishana suddenly stopped.

- "What's that?" she said. The others had heard something, too - they drew weapons and formed a circle around me.

We all heard the scream. It came from the next street over. Then came the sound of a pistol shot.

- "Let's go!" I said.

- "We'll deal with it!" snapped Ishana. "You stay here. Madze - stay with him."

Ishana and the two blondes ran off into the gathering dark, towards the sounds. I didn't like the idea of being left behind, but Madze blocked my way with her arm.

- "We should follow them." I suggested. "We're all safer as a group."

- "She said to stay."

- "I know, but -"

I became aware of two things at that moment. First, our hired linkboy was backing away; I could tell because the light around us grew dimmer. As I turned him to ask what he was doing, I saw half a dozen shadowy figures approaching - they had us surrounded.

The leader was hooded, and was pointing two pistols at us.

- "You're coming with us." said a female voice. "Don't try anything stupid."

I wasn't about to - not with two loaded pistols, at close range. I had only my smallsword. Madze had a more functional weapon, but she wisely made no move to draw it.

I could see two other hooded people, to the left and right of the woman with the pistols. They were carrying weapons, too. But those weren't pistols, and they were too short to be swords. There was no glint of metal. Clubs? Cudgels?

- "Take their swords, Number Two." said the pistol wielder, to someone behind us. Then she addressed Madze and me again. "Don't resist - no one has to get hurt."



That was enough information to change my mind. If this was an assassination attempt, I'd already be dead. That fact, plus the cudgel, told me all I needed to know: this was an abduction - a kidnapping.

And wherever these people were planning to take me, chances were I didn't want to go.

Someone directly behind me jammed a pistol into my back, and then reached for the hilt of my sword with their left hand.

She wasn't expecting me to take hold of her hand with both of mine. I spun on my heel, and savagely twisted her arm. She couldn't roll or fall quickly enough; she screamed as I dislocated her elbow.

Luck was with me. As my assailant fell, she dropped her pistol, and I saw the puff of dust in the dry dirt where it fell. I snatched it up.

There was no time to look out for Madze. She was a professional, and could take care of herself - I hoped.

I cocked the hammer on the pistol, and ran towards the leader - the woman with two pistols.

- "Stop!" she shouted. "I'll shoot!"

She didn't. But I did.

For some reason (which I still can't explain), I followed that up by leaping forward and kicking her in the chest. She staggered back, and fell on her ass.

I didn't see where her pistols went. Just as I regained my balance, I felt someone approaching. My dodge was only partially successful. A club struck me on the shoulder, numbing my left arm all the way down to my fingertips.

When a second attacker came from the right, I was barely able to fend them off with one arm and a foot. In the end, that simply allowed the first club-wielder to line me up for a better strike. Her weapon clipped the back of my head, and I fell to my knees.

Then there were two of them, kicking and swinging clubs, as I tried to cover my head, shield my testicles, and roll away.

I felt several solid blows land.

And then they stopped. My two attackers were gone.

- "Colonel! Colonel? You alright?" It was Nasta.

- "Yeah. I'm -" I had to spit out some of the blood in my mouth. "- fine. Actually, I felt groggy, and was having trouble getting to my feet. "Where's Madze?"

The big bodyguard was on one knee, stunned. Someone had hit her in the head with a club, too. But she was still holding her bloody sword, and there was a cloaked and hooded figure lying in the dirt nearby.

Two dead. The others - including our friend with the dislocated elbow - had scarpered. The link-boy was long gone, too. I couldn't blame him.

Koroba helped me stand, as my head began to clear.

The scream and the shot in the next street had been nothing more than a diversion. Ishana was furious: she'd been duped, and she felt as though she'd failed.

- "I will offer my resignation, Colonel." she began.

- "We were all fooled, Ishana." I said. "Pull yourself together. We need to keep possession of those two bodies, to identify them. And you still have to get us to the Belere. The night's not over - yet."

That did it. It was as if I'd slapped her in the face. Her back straightened, and she began issuing crisp orders.

- "Nasta - pull those bodies over here. Don't lose sight of them. Koroba - we need an ox-cart - there was a stable that we passed ..."

- "On it!" The little blonde sped off.

- "We're not going to the Belere tonight, Colonel." said Ishana. "There may be a second party lying in wait. We're going to the Palace - as quickly as possible."

- "You think -"

- "This was a well-organized plot. I wouldn't be surprised if the delays we experienced on the river were orchestrated. They knew exactly where we were, and where we were going."

She was probably right.

We arrived at the Palace, and woke up a very annoyed, very pregnant Chancellor.

- "Again?"

Kanitz was angry. Ishana insisted on tendering her resignation a second time. Koroba volunteered to run to the Belere, to let Esyle and Tallia know that I was alright. Nasta offered to go with her.

A doctor was sent for, to take a look at us. Kanitz knelt beside me, and looked me in the eye.

- "I'm fine." I said. "Ishana's not to blame."

- "We'll talk about it in the morning." she said.

***

Madze was concussed. I was possibly concussed, and my shoulder was badly bruised. My ribs were sore, too, where a couple of kicks had connected.

Esyle and Tallia were there when I woke up. There were a few tears, and quite a few kisses, before I could coax smiles out of them.

Kanitz was much more business-like.

- "This ends now. I went easy on Krayt and Berandot. No more."

She chased down every loose end.

The teamsters who should have been pulling our boat upriver had been paid, and told to take a day off. They couldn't identify the noblemen who'd paid them.

Kanitz tracked down the terrified link-boy who'd run away. He wasn't a part of the abductors' plan.

One of the two dead women - the one holding the two pistols - was tentatively identified. Kanitz was shocked. She called in an expert witness.

- "Yes. That's her." said Avette. "She was a sergeant in my 3rd Company."

She didn't have to say anything to me. I knew exactly how she was feeling.

But she crossed the room, to stand directly in front of me. Face to face.

- "I am so sorry." she said.

- "It's not your fault, Avette. Someone's been suborning the soldiers in your regiment. It's probably happening all over the army."

- "The other four may be from your regiment as well." said Kanitz.

- "The ones on leave. I'll find them." said Avette.

She never did. But there were four soldiers in her regiment who never returned. Deserters.

***

Kanitz gave birth to a boy. She was pleased.

- "Poor little tyke." she said. "But at least he can marry a Westron, some day. What would you like to name him?"

I hadn't expected her to leave the choice up to me.

- "Howe." I said. My high school History teacher.

- "Was that a Pylosian General?"

- "No - he was a teacher. But a great man, nonetheless."

- "I like the sound of it." said Kanitz. "Like 'Cook' - simple. Straightforward."

- "Perfect."

***

Tudino gave birth to a beautiful little girl. She had black hair, a phenomenal chin, and exceptionally bright blue eyes.

- "I was thinking of calling her 'Cook'."

- "What? Why would you do such a horrible thing?"

- "Horrible?" said Tudino. "What are you talking about? Every time I call her name, I'll be thinking of you."

My smile vanished. I'd been joking; Tudino was completely serious.

She wrapped an arm around my neck. "I love your name, Cook. Why would I not want to perpetuate it? It will make me happy, every time I hear it."

How was I to argue with that?

***

The sisters were fully occupied in preparing for the Royal Weddings. Thanks to Kanitz's influence, both of them had invitations to attend the main functions with me. It was definitely deserved, considering that Tallia had been my aide at Limset, while Esyle was busily gathering intelligence for the Crown through her Wole Project.

But I think that Kanitz also enjoyed tweaking the noses of the conservative nobility. Even those cranky old biddies who barely knew me would wonder why I had two women - one on each arm. And in this society, there would always be someone who would be delighted to tell them.

I was already notorious as the father of two of Aneli's children, the partner in Tudino's near-legendary hemmer, and now the father of her child as well as the Chancellor's. Avette's pregnancy, the duel with Berandot ... and now the fact that I was living with two hybrids.

Even worse: they were commoners.

Some people would be offended - there are always people who are looking to be righteously indignant. But imaginations would be running wild, too.

It didn't matter to my lovers. They were too busy. According to them, we needed new outfits for each major event. The Belere had to decorated, as well, inside and out. Apparently the loyal citizens of Cercen were showing their devotion to the Queen by displaying banners with the royal colours of red and white

Tallia took me shopping for clothes. Then Tallia and Esyle went shopping for clothes. The capital's tailors were enjoying a once-in-a-lifetime bonanza.

The first big party was a concert, held in the Palace gardens. A mere 600 people were invited. Because there were male performers and male guests, some of the women who received invitations were not able to attend, as they were in hemmer. There were some very happy members of the B-list who got to take their places.

There were musicians, of course, but the main attraction turned out to be the mass choirs - two female, one male, and three mixed. One of the all-female groups was composed entirely of soldiers, including two women from the Aneli regiment. Langoret's, Tudino's and Avette's regiments were also represented.

I enjoyed their performance, but I have to admit that the all-male choir was really very good. There are those who say that women can sing baritone, while others argue that the deepest or lowest a female can go is contralto.

But there really is something to be said for a vocal group that can integrate baritones and even basses into a song. It was stirring.

Unfortunately, that wasn't the only thing that was stirring. I had an uncomfortable erection for most of the performance.

The fault for that was entirely Countess Iloni's.

I'm not sure why she was sitting almost directly in front of us. There were two possibilities.

First, I noticed that the section we were seated in was mostly female. That might have been done deliberately, because Iloni tended to be ... distracting ... even when she wasn't in hemmer.

Second - and I was inclined to believe this one - Iloni herself had persuaded someone to juggle the seating arrangements. All she had to do was turn in her seat, and look back, to speak to me almost directly.

Before the performance even began, she came in with a few other guests, and pretended to be surprised to see us.

- "Colonel Cook!" she exclaimed. "What a pleasure to see you again. I trust that you're fully recovered from your illness?"

"Esyle - how nice to see you again. And is this your sister, Tallia? What an honour to finally meet you."

It was all bullshit, of course, but we had no choice except to play nice. Esyle and Tallia might even have been a little bit flattered at this attention, from one of the capital's most famous socialites.

Iloni took every opportunity to turn in her seat, and ask how I was enjoying the concert. The way she twisted around never failed to open a gap in the top of her dress, and give me a fine view into her cleavage.

But even that wasn't necessary. I could smell the bitch. Worse than that, I could feel her presence. With my eyes closed, I could've told you if she'd moved.

I was hard before the singing even started.

It was utterly irrational, but I had visions of shoving her chair over, and throwing the Countess to her knees. Unfortunately, the vision continued, to include a scene where I would yank Iloni's breeches down, and ... I tried to concentrate on the singing.

But the voice choir could only engage one of my senses. I could see Iloni, shifting in her seat, and then turning to us to comment. She started addressing her whispers to Esyle, who was seated on my right. That way, I got a good look at her profile and her cleavage every time.

I could smell her hair, too, and her body. That alone was distracting.

But I could feel her there, even with my eyes closed. It wasn't as powerful as the sense of touch, but it was all the more invasive, because it was so unusual.

Iloni knew exactly what she was doing. There was a little twinkle in her eye, and just a ghost of a smile on her lips - the non-verbal equivalents of a "Gotcha!".

I struggled manfully through the rest of the performance. Getting up and leaving would probably have been the wisest, safest course. But that would have meant ceding the field to Countess Iloni, and I didn't want her to win.

My erection grew uncomfortable, and I had to shift a bit, trying to make an adjustment. Tallia glanced down, and saw the lump in my kilt.

- "Mmm." she whispered. "Save that till we get home."

I glared at her.

Somehow, I survived the singing. I was also enormously grateful that there were no long-winded speeches afterwards. The singers were thanked, and the guests were reminded of the protocol for the boat party - or the wedding flotilla, as they chose to call it, which was to take place the day after tomorrow.

- "Well, I hope to see you all again soon." purred Countess Iloni. "Perhaps you'll be well enough to join us for dinner some evening."

I grunted something in reply, and concentrated on getting us out of there.

I spotted Kanitz as we were leaving.

- "Did you enjoy it, Cook?" she asked.

- "The singing was wonderful." I said. "I could've done without Countess Iloni sitting right in front of us, though."

- "What? She wasn't supposed to be there. I saw the seating plan. I made sure that ... certain people were on the far side of the gardens."

- "Well, Iloni wasn't." I snapped.

- "I'll look into it." she said. "I'm sorry, Cook."

- "Look on the bright side." said Tallia. "She won't be on the same boat as us."

- "She'd better not be!"

That night, I didn't sleep with Tallia, even though she offered. I didn't go to Esyle, either.

I didn't want to hurt them.

***

The Wedding Flotilla was a huge event. They'd gathered several dozen river barges, and then decorated them with banners and pennons, and garlands of fresh flowers.

It was a beautiful sight - and it smelled wonderful, too.

The Queen and her consort to be were in one boat, Princess Maia Simonia in another with her intended. Each vessel that followed had illustrious passengers, representing the wealthiest and most aristocratic families in the land.

Kanitz had arranged for us to share a boat with her. Aneli, Langoret and Tomos, Tudino, and Avette were also aboard - along with quite a few bodyguards. Weapons were discreetly stowed away.

The plan was for the flotilla to gently drift downstream with the current, so that people could line the riverbanks and get a glimpse of their Queen and her consort. It was a spectacular show - the kind of event that these folk would be telling their grandchildren about one day.

There were a dozen regiments of soldiers, too. They would get to enjoy the display, even as they participated in it - and provided security at the same time.

In the afternoon, we would stop, to load on new supplies of food and drink, and then reverse course. Every ox-team and driver within a hundred leagues would be there, working in relays to tow us back upstream.

Each boat would break out coloured lanterns, so that as we returned to the capital, there would be a beautiful light show for the participants and the spectators. Most people were going to get to bed very late.

The plan was to arrive at the landing before midnight, for a torchlight procession back to the Palace. It was designed to look like 'a river of light'. Of course, that assumed that there would be some of us still capable of walking, after eating and drinking all day and all of the night.

That was how it was organized. I'm not sure if everything went according to plan, or if it was as impressive a spectacle as everyone hoped. I didn't actually see any of it.

Because I wasn't there.

*****
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I never saw the boat party, or the Wedding Flotilla - whatever you choose to call it. It's a shame, too, because Tallia had a lot to do with its success.

Kanitz questioned the Palace functionaries in charge of the seating for the Garden Concert. She sacked them all.

- "I couldn't tell which ones helped Iloni. I think they were all lying." she said.

That left her seriously short-handed, just before the boat party.

- "Why don't you get Tallia to help?" I asked. "She's an organizational genius."

That turned out to be my greatest contribution to the Royal Weddings. Well, one of them, at least. Once Tallia got on board, that flotilla's success was practically guaranteed. She drafted soldiers from Aneli's and Langoret's regiments, and put them to work.

Kanitz persuaded her to stay on, to go over the arrangements for the Grand Ball, the last major event before the weddings.

- "She's in her element." said Esyle.

- "I bet you she ends up organizing the weddings, too." I said.

Tallia didn't come home for the whole week.

But that's not why I missed the flotilla. The reason for that was much simpler: Koroba. She went into hemmer the day before the river cruise.

- "You have to be with her." said Esyle.

- "You mean miss the flotilla? Will Tallia forgive me?"

- "You promised Koroba." said my lover. "There will be other parties."

- "Did you really just say that?"

She pushed me out the door. "Go. Go - I'll explain it to Tallia."

She didn't have to. Kanitz arranged it so that Koroba didn't have to travel. She was downstairs, at the Palace, in the hemmer rooms. I saw Wenzla on my way in.

- "It's all taken care of. She's downstairs already. Nasta can stay, and look after things. Ishana and Madze will take care of Tallia and Esyle."

- "Thank you."

Tallia had a brief moment to spare for me. I got a kiss, and a pat on the ass.

- "I'm sorry you'll miss the party." she said. "It's going to be wonderful."

- "You're not angry?"

- "Because you're keeping your word? Don't be silly. Just don't miss the Grand Ball."

Nasta escorted me downstairs. There were quite a few guards down there, but it was nice to have a familiar, friendly face nearby.

- "Just call me if you need anything." she said. "I mean ... not - well, you know what I mean."

- "Thank you, Nasta."

Koroba was waiting for me in the very same room where I'd first experienced a hemmer, with Airta. She was pacing the floor, wearing out one of the ornate rugs. I watched her for a moment, before knocking on the already open door.

She gave me a big smile. "You came."

- "Of course I did. Wouldn't miss this for the world."

- "You chose me over the wedding flotilla."

- "I had a feeling you'd be more fun."

- "Mmm. Hope so." Then she glanced away. "Ah. I have to ask you: I don't ... I don't want to get pregnant. Is that ... going to be difficult?"

- "No."

- "I heard ... well, your self-control is supposed to be exceptional. There are stories ..."

- "It shouldn't be a problem." I assured her.

Koroba was cute, and sexy. Her scent was delightful - I can only compare it to something like fresh-baked cinnamon buns. That's not quite what she smelled like, but it was on that order of magnitude. My mouth was watering, a little, and I was eager to sample the buns. But I wasn't going to lose my mind or forget where I was.

I could feel her hemmer, as well, and it ramped up my excitement. But it wasn't overpowering, by any means.

Koroba appeared to be a little embarrassed, after raising that subject. She didn't seem to know what to do next.

- "Could you pour us a drink?" I suggested. We probably didn't need one, but I figured that it couldn't hurt.

She turned to the sideboard, and opened a bottle. Koroba had her back to me. Instinctively, she turned her head to see if I was checking out her ass. I was.

- "You're so bad." she said, with a grin. She wiggled her hips a bit.

I stepped up behind her, before she could finish pouring, and encircled her narrow waist with my right arm. With my left hand, I accepted the cup she passed me.

- "To a happy hemmer."

She grinned. "You're so funny."

- "What's so funny about that?"

- "I've never been toasted before. Most males just want to get straight down to business."

- "I'm eager, too," I told her, "but there are so many things I wanted to do with you. Like this." I leaned forward, gently nuzzled her ear, and drew in a deep breath.

She smelled fantastic. Koroba had lovely features, halfway between a pixie and an elf. Her hair was bright yellow, almost white. She had perfect teeth (not a given in the Westron Kingdom), and an impish smile. To set those all off, she had dark brown eyes and reddish brown eyebrows.

- "How do I smell?" she asked.

I remembered how Avette had enjoyed discussing these things at her hemmer, so I told Koroba that she reminded me of warm cinnamon buns. It wasn't the best analogy for a dedicated carnivore to grasp, but I think she got the idea. She loved hearing me describe how she smelled, how she looked - at length - and even how I could feel her presence.

- "May I?" I asked. I put down my cup, and tilted her head back, so that I could kiss her. Her lips were soft, and warm. She slipped her tongue between my lips. Then she pulled back.

- "How do I taste?"

- "Wonderful. Much too good for me to pass up this opportunity."

I kissed her again, and she responded ardently. But she did no more than kiss me. Koroba was ready to go - she was holding back, though, patiently deferring to me, and to the slow pace I was setting.

I unwrapped her slowly, removing one article of her or my clothing, and then kissing her again. Koroba wasn't excessively short, but she seemed tiny, because she was slender to the point of being skinny.

This was the very first time I'd been with a woman where I briefly considered her body fat index. When Koroba helped me remove her shirt, she revealed lovely little breasts that were less than half a handful for me. Her ass was equally spare, too; her body was truly pixie-ish. But it was perfectly proportioned, and wonderfully toned, too. Koroba was a lean little fighting machine - I'd seen her in action. Muscle and sinew, but not much fat.

Her dorsal fur was spectacular: bright yellow, and deliciously soft and silky-feeling.

Once she was naked, I led her to the bed, and we started kissing again - only, horizontal this time, while each of us explored the other's body with one hand.

Her little breasts were more muscle than fat, but her nipples were wonderful. I dipped my head to take one in my mouth. Koroba enjoyed that, but she took my head between her hands, and steered me to her other breast.

- "Mmm ... that one's more sensitive."

- "Really?"

- "Yes. Keep going. I'll write you a full report later."

Smartass. She wasn't so clever when I kissed my way down to her navel, and then across her lower stomach.

"Oh - are you ... really?" she said, a little disjointedly. "Oh ..."

She loved being eaten. She absolutely loved when I used both fingers and tongue. Her first orgasm came quickly, and I gave her no time to recover. It was time to pay her back for all the teasing and innuendo.

Koroba was very wet, but she was tight, too. It took several strokes before I was fully lodged inside her.

- "Oh, fuck." she said. "Big."

She wrapped her arms and legs around me, and lunged with her slender hips to fuck me just as hard as I was hoping to fuck her. Koroba was no shrinking violet, and she definitely set out to prove to me that she wasn't at all delicate, either.

The clutching grip of her pussy was too much for me: I pulled out, suddenly, and fired a massive load onto her body. Rope after rope of cum landed on her belly and her diminutive tits. One jet splashed onto her chin.

We were both panting, but she was able to grin and tease.

- "Been saving it up for me, Colonel?"

Koroba washed us both, and refilled our drinks. It wasn't long, though, before she had my cock in her mouth and her pussy on my face. Subtle she was not.

After a lengthy 69, and her second orgasm, Koroba spun around and mounted me, in a reverse cowgirl position. She came again, and then slid forward, so that I could follow and re-enter her from behind.

Her grin was infectious. Koroba was having a good time, and so was I.

At some point, I remember supporting her with my arms under my legs, and her back against the wall, as I fucked her while standing up.

She never lost control entirely, though; nor did I. She reminded me several times that she didn't want to get pregnant, and I remembered to pull out every time, and deposit my load on her back, on her ass, her stomach - and once, memorably, in her mouth.

We ate, and slept a bit, and fucked some more, and rested. She let me nap for a little while. Not for very long; I woke to find the little minx blowing cool air onto my cock, and watching it twitch.

After recovering from her ninth or tenth orgasm, she wrapped her arms around me, and hugged me tight.

- "I'm so glad I asked you." she whispered.

- "You're glad! How do you think I feel?"

She grinned. "Lucky?"

***

The flotilla, which we'd missed, was a great success. Three drunken passengers fell into the river, and had to be fished out, but that was considered great fun, and not a glitch at all. Esyle had a wonderful time.

- "I'm glad that I didn't take your wager." she said. "You were right: once Kanitz discovered how truly organized and efficient Tallia is, she drafted her to help organize the Grand Ball."

"You'd better be careful. The Chancellor may just try to steal your aide away."

This was a massive undertaking. The upper crust of Westron society were coming, to see and be seen. They had to be allowed to preen and strut, but the Royals - especially the Queen - had to shine brightest.

1200 guests, 700 servants, and an entire regiment of soldiers - The Queen's Own. The planners had to find space for all these people, and keep them happy. I thought that meant keeping them well supplied with food and drink. But there was much, much more to it.

- "Protocols." said Esyle. "Precedence. Some of these nobles are incredible sticklers for their rights and privileges."

"Countess Marbaud is allowed a cushion, wherever she sits down. She's certainly not going to carry it herself, so a servant has to be assigned to follow her around, carrying it for her."

- "Why does she get a cushion?"

- "Because a Marbaud won a battle 200 years ago, which allowed the present dynasty to keep their throne. The family was granted that privilege in perpetuity."

- "Cheaper than giving them land, I suppose."

- "The Duchess of Cande has to be given a seat on the podium, if there is one - and she'll be terribly upset if there is no podium. Countess -"

Esyle had a dozen more strange little privileges to tell me about, but I begged her to save a few for later. I was having trouble keeping my eyes open.

Koroba had worn me out. She'd ridden me hard, and definitely won the fitness competition, if that was what we'd been having.

I couldn't complain, though. She was fun: an energetic, inventive, and enthusiastic sexual partner. I desperately needed a nap - but I had a smile on my face.

Esyle let me sleep until nearly the last possible moment, but I was still exhausted when she woke me. I washed and dressed, and we joined the fashionable parties making their way to the Palace.

- "How are you holding up, Colonel?" asked Nasta, as my three bodyguards took up position around us. (The fourth had six days off, to recover from her hemmer).

- "What did Koroba do to him?" said Esyle. "He's exhausted. I could barely wake him."

- "I'm fine." I growled. Too late, though. No doubt the little blonde would hear all about this later - and she'd be insufferable for days.

"Whose side are you on?" I asked Esyle.

I remember being surprised by the crowds lining the streets as we passed by. They were out to catch a glimpse of the nobles, to see them in all their finery. It seems to be a universal, timeless thing: people are interested in the lives of the rich and the famous.

They didn't have public libraries, even if they'd known how to read. I got a bit maudlin for a moment, thinking about the lives of the average people. But I didn't have a clue how to fix things without causing a hundred more problems.

I was a bit tired, and a bit cranky, by the time we approached the Palace, but I did my best to at least look cheerful. I wasn't out to spoil Esyle's day, or her sister's.

As we'd arranged, we met up with our friends outside, so that we could enter together. Langoret and Tomos were waiting for us, with a visibly pregnant Avette.

- "How are you feeling?" I asked her.

- "Oh, Cook ... I am going to enjoy this immensely. You have no idea ..."

I was really asking about her physical health, but Avette was looking forward to shocking many of her former friends and acquaintances.

"Would you be willing to approach me, later, and kiss me? In front of everyone?"

- "Gladly."

Tudino joined us, with Major Faregil and her husband. The Colonels of every regiment in the Royal Army were going to be present today. Langoret and I had both lobbied for Faregil to be included. Her husband was quite plainly overwhelmed. Tomos and I tried to make him feel welcome.

Aneli was going to be with some of her louder friends. I wasn't sure whether to be sad about that - or relieved.

My bodyguards were considered among the invited guests, so we entered as a solid group of eleven. Our invitations were carefully checked, even though the soldiers who vetted us were already smiling broadly. They knew Tudino, Avette, Langoret and me by sight.

Every window and every door in the Palace was open, to let as much air circulate as possible. It was probably something Tallia had suggested. You couldn't pack two thousand more bodies into the place without making some adjustments.

- "Oh ..." said Esyle. She didn't say 'Look', because she was too busy smelling. There were flowers everywhere. To me, it was a riot of colour: white and red, with blues and purples here and there, and even some unusually bright oranges, yellows, blues and greens.

But the Westrons were stunned by the scents. Tudino was grinning. Avette had her eyes closed, enjoying the olfactory sensations. Even Langoret was taken aback.

- "Wonderful ..." she remarked.

- "It's absolutely fantastic." said Tudino.

- "It is." said Tomos.

- "Can you smell it, Cook?" asked Esyle. She knew that my nose was nowhere near as sensitive as theirs.

I tried. Yes, I could smell it: dozens of varieties of flowers. Whatever subtleties they were enjoying were completely lost on me. It was like a concert for the tone-deaf.

There was music, too. Musicians were up in the galleries, backed by unseen singers. The effect was tremendous. Obviously the organizers meant to appeal to all of our senses.

I wish that I'd enjoyed it more. There was fatigue, of course; Koroba had taken a lot out of me, and I could have used a full day of sleep. But there was more to it. I was slightly on edge, trying to keep my eyes open, so that I didn't accidentally run into Countess Iloni.

Or Berandot. I didn't particularly want to see General Brune or General Vis, but a run-in with Berandot had the potential to get nasty. I didn't want to spoil Themis' wedding - or the Queen's - with an ugly incident.

- "She's across the hall." said Esyle. "North-northeast." The Westrons didn't have a 12-hour clock, but Esyle was definitely Talley's daughter: she knew her compass points.

I looked, obviously. There was Countess Iloni, in a shimmering green shirt, surrounded by a gaggle of her friends. She was looking right at me. I couldn't pretend that I hadn't seen her. She gave me a curtsey. I replied with a shallow bow.

- "I wasn't looking for her. I was trying to avoid her." I said, to Esyle.

- "I know. I was helping you."

Tallia came by, exchanged greetings and kisses with everyone in our party - and then she was gone, pleading the press of 'business'.

Kanitz was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she was in close attendance on the Queen.

Servants passed every few moments, offering wine or liqueurs (we wisely avoided the latter). There were trays of roasted meats, in strips, or spitted on wooden sticks. The servants also had towels for us to wipe our greasy fingers on.

I noticed a few people looking at me oddly. I couldn't be certain, but it seemed that they were giving me the stink-eye.

- "It's not your imagination." said Esyle.

- "I fear that your reputation precedes you." said Avette. "You are quite infamous, in certain circles."

- "Infamous? Which reputation is that, now?"

- "The brawler at parties, the duellist, and the seducer of women." There was a hint of a smile playing about her lips. Avette did enjoy shocking the upper crust.

- "It's true, Cook." said Tomos. "I've had several acquaintances suggest that you'd be a bad influence on me."

- "Really?"

Langoret smiled, and stroked his arm. "You would have been pleased by Tomos' answer. He said: I certainly hope so."

Tudino spotted Berandot first. She and Avette had been keeping their eyes open as well. When I glanced that way, I unintentionally made eye contact with my duel opponent. Berandot saw me clearly.

She made no move to approach us. Apparently, she wanted no more to do with us than we did with her.

A herald invited us to move into the Grand Ballroom, where the dancing would begin. It took a good half hour to move a thousand people from one part of the Palace to the other.

I'd stopped worrying about this part of the proceedings. All of our friends knew better than to ask me to dance. They also promised to never leave me alone. In the worst case scenario, if someone asked me, point-blank, we were going to say that I'd been injured in the kidnapping attempt - it wasn't that far from the truth, anyway.

The ballroom was huge. The guests lined either side, plus the corners. Ushers kept spaces open at either end, where the goals might have been. Why was I thinking of soccer at this point?

To my surprise, it was Princess Maia Simonia herself who opened the proceedings. Her husband-to-be was at her side, but I couldn't have told you what he looked like. Themis completely monopolized my attention.

She was dressed in white and gold. She had some sort of crown, or tiara, on her head. But it was still unmistakeably Themis. For a moment, I was transported back to the camp outside Tonol, and to our tiny little tent.

- "We welcome you," she called out, "and we thank you for coming to celebrate with us."

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Langoret looking at me. She knew. But her expression contained nothing but affection, and concern. If only I'd had a friend like her back at AFOTA.

The music started up again, and a hush fell over the crowd.

From the end opposite where Themis had spoken, the Queen appeared. The guests immediately raised a cheer. Maia Matila curtsied gracefully. Even from a distance, she looked absolutely lovely.

The soon-to-be Prince Consort advanced to stand beside her. He was honoured with a cheer, and responded with a bow.

The royal couple joined hands, and walked forward, carefully and precisely, as only Westrons could do. In the very centre of the ballroom, they halted. Then they turned, and either bowed or curtsied to the side of the room.

The music stopped, suddenly, and Maia Matila raised her hand.

- "Thank you." she said. Her voice didn't carry as well as her sister's, but I heard her clearly.



"Thank you for joining us, to celebrate. I have found my husband."

Cheers interrupted her. She waited for silence before continuing.

"But we also celebrate something that we have not enjoyed for some time: peace. Peace with honour."

The cheers were even louder. Maia Matila looked our way. Tudino, Avette, Langoret. And me. I understood then why Kanitz was so loyal to this young woman. The Queen knew who her friends and loyal supporters were.

She turned, then, to face her future husband, and the music began.

I have to admit that I know less than nothing about dancing. If it's an excuse to hold tightly to a woman you like, then I'm all for it. But the Queen and Prince Consort's performance was obviously well rehearsed. The rapt expressions on the faces of my friends were a good barometer.

When the dance finished, the ballroom erupted in loud and prolonged cheering. The royal couple acknowledged the cheers, before leaving the centre of the floor.

When the music began again, Princess Maia Simonia and her intended moved out to take their turn. I didn't want to watch. It wasn't heartbreaking; I just wasn't particularly interested in watching Themis smile at another man as they glided around.

It struck me, then, that there was no sign of Kanitz in the ballroom. Or Tallia. Why would they miss this pivotal scene - surely one of the crowning moments of the whole affair? Where were they?

When I stepped back, and began to thread my way through the crowd, Ishana and Madze followed. Nasta stayed close to Esyle.

Once we managed to work our way out of the ballroom, Ishana blocked my way.

- "Colonel! What are you doing?"

- "Where's Kanitz? Where's Tallia? Why aren't they watching the dance?" I whispered.

My lead bodyguard was no fool. She realized right away that something was going on.

We only had to follow the trail of agitated servants, into a wing of the palace I was totally unfamiliar with.

- "Where are we?"

- "Servant's quarters." said Ishana.

That's where we found Kanitz and Tallia.

- "Cook!" said the Chancellor. "What are you doing here?"

- "I didn't see either of you at the dance - the ... the thing. I had a feeling."

- "Good instincts." said Kanitz. "But I believe that it's all under control. Tallia can tell you - I have to rejoin the Queen."

- "It's incredible." said my lover. "I can't believe that someone would do ... something like this."

- "Like what?"

- "The soldiers were alert - thank goodness! They caught people trying to sneak a woman into the Palace. A woman in hemmer!"

Ishana and Madze both gasped.

I was aghast, as well. A single female, in hemmer, could have transformed the royal wedding into a riot. A cluster-fuck of monumental proportions. Hundreds of males would have completely lost their minds.

There would have been a stampede, as they tried to fight their way to the female. If she had been smuggled far enough ... I could only imagine the reaction if the Prince Consort and Maia Simonia's intended had joined the rush. Shit - they could have been killed.

But the scandal ... people would have been talking about it for centuries. I'd studied the Halygon Mark II accident in school. But even the most uneducated, near-illiterate person of my time could have told you something about the Titanic - a shipping disaster that occurred half a millennium earlier.

- "Who was it?" I asked. "Who did this?"

- "The Palace staff - the ones that Kanitz sacked." said Tallia. She still looked a little shocked. I hugged her, and pulled her close.

- "Thank goodness they were caught."

We returned to the ballroom, where the dancing had begun. Though I had no interest in participating, I had to admit that the couples gliding and twirling across the floor were extremely graceful. The precision of their steps was remarkable.

Tallia had recovered from her shock. She squeezed my arm. "One day, you'll have to let Esyle and me teach you to dance."

- "In private. Maybe." I said.

The Queen and her consort were presiding over the dancing, watching from thrones set up on a podium at the end of the ballroom. There it was - a podium. And there was the Duchess of Cande, sitting on it, happy as a clam.

I couldn't see Themis. Her husband-to-be was there, but there was no sign of her. Kanitz was whispering into the Queen's ear.

I left Tallia with Esyle and the others. Then I excused myself, and stepped out of the ballroom. Once again, Ishana and Nasta followed me, while Madze stayed with the sisters.

It was cooler outside, without the press of thousands of bodies. I could relax here, too, without worrying that somebody was going to ask me to dance. It was the kind of thing Aneli might do, if she'd had enough to drink.

Or Countess Iloni.

No, I was much more comfortable out here. I snagged a drink from a passing servant, and asked Ishana and Nasta what they thought.

- "It's beautiful." said Nasta. "The flowers ... the costumes ..."

- "Too many people." said Ishana.

A pair of soldiers approached. Palace guards, by their uniforms. One of them stopped several feet away. She was attractive enough, with unusual light blue hair, which reminded me of cotton candy.

- "May I approach, Colonel?"

- "Approach?"

- "I have a private message for you, Sir."

She stepped closer.

"The Princess would like a word with you, Sir. In private." she said softly.

- "In private?" I whispered. Why would Themis risk talking to me now - with thousands of people all over the Palace? Was it simply to say goodbye? She could have done that earlier.

- "I am to take you to where she is." said the soldier with the blue hair.

I made a snap decision. "What's your name, Ensign?"

- "Vayla, Sir."

"Alright, Vayla. Lead on."

It might not have been the wisest decision, but if Themis really needed to speak to me, I wasn't about to leave her hanging.

- "Colonel -" said Ishana. She was never happy with a sudden change of plans.

- "Important message." I said. "Ensign Vayla is taking me where I need to go."

We retraced our steps, towards the front of the Palace. Then Vayla veered to the right, and headed for a doorway where two more Palace Guards stood. They caught sight of us, and immediately opened the door.

Downstairs? Well, it would be private.

- "The Princess is down there?" I said, to Vayla.

- "Her Highness does not confide all of her intentions to me. But this is where she asked me to bring you, Colonel."

- "Sir." said Ishana. She didn't sound happy.

- "It's alright, Ishana." I said. For goodness' sake - we were in the Palace.

Vayla and her companion led the way downstairs. Ishana and Nasta followed me.

We went down a lengthy corridor. I hadn't been here before, but I suspected that these rooms were for hemmers - just like the ones where I'd met Airta, and, more recently, Koroba.

Vayla passed five or six doors - and two more guards - before stopping and opening a door. "Here you are, Sir."

I had to step forward to see into the room. It was a hemmer room. There was a woman in there ... and I knew instantly that something was very, very wrong.

That's when Vayla's companion shoved me inside. Caught off-guard, I stumbled forward. Vayla slammed the door shut behind me.

There were two women in the room. I could smell both of them. I could feel both.

The first was a soldier. Her shirt was open, and her shapely breasts were hanging free, nipples shockingly erect. She wasn't wearing breeches, either. She slid behind me, and slammed the bolt on the door.

The second woman was lying on the bed, completely naked. I recognized her instantly, though we'd only met once before, very briefly.

It was Princess Maia Ariana, the Queen's older sister.

And she was in full hemmer.

I was in trouble. Big trouble. Maia Ariana's scent was excruciating, in this confined space. With the other female's potent aura backing hers, it's a wonder that I didn't immediately tear my clothes off and leap on either one of them.

There were three things going for me, though. First, I'd been expecting to see Themis. My thoughts were geared towards ... well, not romance, exactly ... but, tender feelings, rather than raw arousal.

Second, I'd already had a good look at Maia Ariana. The Queen's elder sister was blonde, with hair the colour of sunlight. She had nice pert breasts, with hard nipples.

But her nose was a bit puffy, she had thick, sensuous lips, and her eyes were just a little too close together. You could say that she was cute. But if she'd been in Homer's epic, her face wouldn't have launched more than two or three ships.

I also knew, from Kanitz, that this Princess was thick as a post. Conspiracies swirled around her, but Ariana didn't lead any of them - the plotters always planned to use her.

The third, and perhaps decisive factor that saved me was Koroba. She'd drained me. I was physically and mentally exhausted - and sexually depleted.

I was, incredibly, only half-hard. That helped me to keep my wits.

There were only a few moments for me to act, though, or I might have succumbed anyway. I bent over, and yanked the sheet out from under the mattress. Then I flipped it over Maia Ariana. I could still smell and sense her, but not having to look at her naked body helped - a little.

- "No!" shrieked the second woman. "She wants you!"

I'm not proud of it, but I took hold of the soldier's wrist, and twisted. She fell to the floor, shrieking again - this time in pain.

I could still sense arousal - but her pain seemed to cloud it. Maia Ariana was tangled in the blanket and the sheet. I rolled her up in them like a carpet, and then knotted the ends around her feet. I was fully aware that just under these fabrics was a female in hemmer, who would be only too happy to have me unwrap her - and then penetrate her.

But I was thinking of Themis, and Koroba. That helped a bit. So did the sounds of a scuffle in the hallway outside. They were muffled by the thickness of the door, but I was fairly certain that my bodyguards were still fighting.

I tore a pillowcase to shreds, and used it to tie the injured soldier's wrists together. Another pillowcase went over her head.

- "No! No ... Fuck her! She wants it!"

- "Yes - fuck me!" said Ariana. "I want it!"

I gagged them both with strips of another pillowcase. Honestly? I was tempted to bend the soldier over the bed, and fuck her.

The fight in the hall seemed to have subsided, very suddenly. That might mean that my bodyguards had been overwhelmed.

Then I heard pounding on the door.

I had no way of knowing who was out there. But that was my only exit, and the farther I got from this room, the better. It might also be Ishana and Nasta, trying to get to me. So I slid back the bolt, and yanked the door open.

- "You see?" shouted a voice that I recognized.

General Vis. From the look on her face, she'd been expecting to see something other than me standing in the doorway - with my clothes still on.

And next to her stood Princess Maia Simonia. My Themis.

***

General Vis was slow to react. She seemed confused, somehow unable to understand what had happened. Or what hadn't happened.

- "Your sister is here, Highness." I said. "With another woman. They're both in hemmer. I was lured here, under false pretences."

Themis was no fool. She also trusted me - there was no way that I would deliberately mislead her.

"May I suggest that you call for some reliable guards? Better if you know them personally. I can't vouch for any of the ones behind you, except my bodyguards."

General Vis' mouth was working, like a fish, but no words came out.

Vayla was quicker to react. She made a dash for it.

There were more guards in the hallway. Themis had her own trusted bodyguards with her. One of them neatly clotheslined Vayla as she tried to rush past, then dragged her to the floor.

- "STAND!" shouted Princess Maia Simonia.

Everyone froze. It was the first time I'd heard her 'authority' voice - and I was impressed.

- "No one moves - until I find out what is going on here."

She took charge. In quick order, she had Vayla, General Vis, and three other guards inside the room with her sister, still wrapped in her cocoon. With the door closed on them, I felt significantly safer.

Themis sent one of her guards to find Kanitz. Then she sent Ishana to bring back some more reliable Palace Guards. Nasta was still a bit woozy, from a blow to the head.

The Princess took me aside.

- "What is this? What's going on?" she whispered.

I kept my voice low. There were two of her guards only ten feet away, glaring at me.

- "I was lured here. Ensign Vayla told me that 'the Princess' wanted to speak with me."

- "You thought it was me? Oh, no! D'you think they know?"

- "No. They relied on my snobbery. If I'd asked, I think they would have told me that Maia Ariana wanted to see me."

- "She's in hemmer!"

- "I didn't know that. Is that why she wasn't at the boat party?"

- "Kanitz was right." said Themis "You are a babe in the woods."

- "How so?"

- "Do you really believe that I would send for you on my wedding night, Cook?"

- "Well, it was ... unlikely. I knew that."

- "General Vis told me that there was a problem with my sister. One that required my immediate intervention. She could have approached Kanitz, of course, but there's bad blood between them, now, so her request didn't strike me as too odd."

"Now I understand: they meant to open the door, and have me see you ... with my sister."

- "Bad." I said.

Themis looked me in the eye. "It would have been the end of you, Cook."

***

Kanitz was incandescent with rage.

- "Tell me again! From the beginning!" she shouted.

Themis was right. I'd originally thought that this was a plot to discredit me. It was much, much more than that.

Princess Ariana would have been humiliated. Of course, that wouldn't mean much to anyone who knew her: she was widely considered a complete ditz. That was why the majority of the nobles had chosen Maia Matila, the second daughter, to be their Queen.

It was also a blow at the Crown. For this scandal to erupt on the Queen's and her younger sister's wedding nights ... it would have been seen as the worst possible omen.

Everyone would have questioned her judgment. How could she have trusted a sly, sneaky rapist like me? If you judge a person by the company they keep, it would've gone hard on the Queen ... and on Kanitz.

But it would have been worse for me.

- "We'd have had no choice but to execute you." said Kanitz.

- "Really?"

- "Of course, you idiot! What possessed you to follow this ensign?"

- "Vayla?"

- "Whatever her name is! You didn't even know her! Yet you followed her - to your doom!"

- "He saved us, Kanitz." said Themis, quietly.

- "By ... by pure luck!"

- "May I have a word with Cook?" said the Princess. "In private?"

Kanitz threw up her hands, in exasperation. But she did leave us alone.

Themis sat down next to me, and took my face between her hands.

"You have to be more careful, my love. Kanitz does everything she can to keep you alive, but you have to help her, a little."

"Tonight could have been a disaster for my sister. The Queen, I mean."

"But it could also have been the end of all my hopes, as well."

- "Your hopes?"

Themis sat back. "I have to give my husband a child. A daughter, ideally, who will inherit his lands. I may need to produce two daughters, just to be safe."

"But after that ... I want you again. I want to feel like I did with you, outside Tonol."

I didn't trust myself to speak.

"Can you wait that long, my love? It could take four or five years ... or even longer."

- "I ... didn't ... know ..."

She reached up, to touch my cheek.

- "How could you doubt it? Meeting you was the best thing that ever happened to me. If we can be together again - I know that we'll be much older by then ... but my feelings really haven't changed. I still want you."

My eyes were wet, and I felt a tear trickle down my cheek.

Themis slid a little closer, and took me in her arms.

***

I'm told that the wedding was a success. Some people wondered about the absences, for a time, of Princess Maia Simonia, and Chancellor Kanitz.

The Queen was very unhappy, when she heard the whole story. At times like these, she probably wished that she was an absolute despot - with the power to order the execution of wrongdoers.

But the Westrons were more civilized than that: they had courts, and judges, who jealously guarded their powers from royal interference. Nothing could be more guaranteed to unite the nobility in opposition to the Crown than to arbitrarily execute one of their number.

A public trial, though, could be very embarrassing for the Royal Family. The salacious nature of the plots could cause a scandal, almost as surely as if they had succeeded. Besides, trials like these could go on for a year, or more - by which time people might forget about the perpetrators entirely, and focus only on the titillating details.

The Queen found her options quite limited. It was a frustrating and potentially dangerous situation to be in. So much so, that she convoked the Council of the Blue Chamber.

Tallia and Esyle had no idea what that was. Their mother, Tisucha, had to explain it.

- "No one knows who came up with idea of a Council - or even who the original members were. But the King - oh, yes, it began centuries ago - felt that he needed the support and approval of the most powerful nobles in the realm."

"For some reason, he chose sixteen people - some say that was the number who could fit into the chamber comfortably. Others suggest that the King wanted an even number, so that he himself could cast the deciding vote."

"Legend has it that he invited his brother, and eight of the greatest, most powerful nobles of the Kingdom. Three successful generals, who had won a battle. The final four were commoners: men of honour, though, renowned for their integrity."

- "Commoners?" said Tallia. Clearly she and her sister hadn't heard this story before.

Tisucha didn't ignore the interruption. She simply stared down her eldest daughter, as she had a thousand times before.

- "The decision they had to make was enormously difficult. The King's brother had plotted to assassinate him. The King wanted advice on how to deal with him."

- "Wait." said Esyle. "Who did the King invite to the chamber? The brother who'd tried to kill him? Or another ...?"

- "And why is called the Blue Chamber?" asked Tallia.

- "The dominant colour in the floor tiles was blue." said Tisucha. "As for whether the brother who attended was the accused assassin ... it was never officially recorded."

"Why can't the two of you just keep quiet and listen - as Cook does?"

There was more to the story. But the ending came as a surprise: the King had his wayward brother executed - with the support of the Council of the Blue Chamber.

***

- "There was no real way to keep the identities of the Councillors a secret." said Kanitz. "They came to the Palace on six separate occasions, and the proceedings lasted all day - sometimes well into the evening. The whole process took almost a month."

We were ensconced in her private apartments, with a bottle of wine between us, as the Queen's Chancellor explained to me what had happened - and why.

Basically, she felt the need to bare her soul, to tell me the truth about the whole affair. I suspected that she also sought my approval, or at least my assurance that they had done the right thing, in the right manner.



- "Do you have any idea who was on the Council?" she asked me.

- "The Queen. Maia Simonia."

It was a little more difficult to guess which nobles had been selected. With everyone in the capital for the wedding, they had hundreds to choose from. I managed to guess three of the eight - not so impressive, considering that Kanitz herself was one of them.

- "You heard the story of the cushion?" she hinted.

- "Countess Marbaud? Really?" I found it hard to believe that the subject of such a silly story could be genuinely important. "What about podium-Lady? The Duchess ..."

- "Of Cande. Yes - good. Don't look so surprised, Cook: just because someone is obsessed about things which you see as trivial or inconsequential doesn't mean they aren't powerful or influential. Both of those women command genuine respect in some circles."

Kanitz then told me the names of the remaining nobles. I had no idea who they were, except for the very last one.

- "ILONI? Countess Iloni? You can't be serious! She should have been on trial herself, with Vis and the others!"

Kanitz simply shook her head. "Iloni is very, very wealthy. Yes, her fame rests largely on her sexual prowess, but she is also extremely adept, when it comes to politics, and supremely skilled at the art of persuasion."

- "It didn't work with me!" I snapped.

- "I believe that she made an error. She underestimated you. A non-Westron male ... she probably expected you to simply fall under her spell, without having to lift a finger."

- "Huh!"

- "Be careful, Cook, if you should meet her again; she's unlikely to make the same mistake."

- "Was she embarrassed to be there? On the Council?" I wondered if Iloni might have had a guilty conscience. Or if she had a conscience at all.

"Oh, yes." laughed Kanitz. "And it was a valuable lesson for our dear little intriguer. She had no idea how isolated she was. I would bet that she was up to her pretty neck in those plots all along. Unfortunately, there's nothing we can prove."

- "She won't stop, though." I predicted. "Intriguing is like breathing for that one."

- "Agreed."

- "Just like someone else I know."

- "You can keep trying to arouse me - I like that you do." she grinned. "But I'm not ready for bed yet. Tell me the names of the Generals on the Council."

- "Langoret. Tudino. Avette."

- "Avette's title was too recent." said Kanitz. "And there are some who still believe that she disobeyed orders at Limset."

- "Not ... Vis? She was on trial!"

- "No, not Vis. General Brune."

Kanitz knew as well as I did that calling Brune a victorious General was a bit of a stretch. But the Westrons just didn't have that many commanders who had won a battle (and were still alive).

I had no idea who the four commoners were, even after Kanitz identified them for me. Two wealthy merchants, a scholar, and a huntsman. All four were influential, in their own way.

- "Did you hear anything, in the city?" she asked. "How did people seem to take it? We're so isolated here, in some ways."

- "The servants talked about it every day. So did my bodyguards, when they thought I wasn't listening."

- "What did they say?"

- "The servants tried to guess who the members of the Council would be - and then wagered on it. Two of them asked me if I had any inside information."

- "Seriously?"

- "Yes. The cook won. Oddly enough, her opinion seemed to carry the most weight, too. She was deeply affronted, that someone would try to spoil the royal weddings. She also approved of the Queen calling the Council."

"She called it an 'ancient, tried and tested method of dispensing justice'."

Kanitz raised both eyebrows. "You're not making this up?"

- "No. You should meet our cook: she may know more about what's going on in the capital than you do. We could start 'the cook project' - everyone would think that it was about me, but you and I would know the true purpose."

- "You're being silly."

- "Not really. Wenzla - people talked about nothing else for the entire month. They're still talking about it. By and large, they agree with what you've done."

- "I hope so." she said, a little wistfully.

- "Listen: my four bodyguards are quite representative. You should know that: you chose them. Ishana is a conservative. She doesn't quite know what to make of me. But she thoroughly approves of the Queen summoning the Council. Traditional, respectful of ancient custom ..."

"Madze was surprisingly forthcoming, too: she was horrified at what those people tried to do. She understood immediately why you didn't hold public trials."

"Nasta listens carefully - and then agrees with whoever spoke last."

- "Koroba?"

- "Oh, you know what she thinks. Honestly, if she wasn't a bodyguard, she would have made a phenomenal assassin. Koroba would wipe out your enemies for you, with a smile on her face."

- "Hah! She probably would."

I didn't know what to make of the look on Kanitz' face.

- "I was kidding, Wenzla."

- "I know." she said. "It's just ... those are only a few opinions."

- "There are a thousand rumours out there. Some of them are surprisingly close to the truth. Soldiers talk; so do Palace servants. The whole city knows that Maia Ariana was in hemmer, and they also know that Palace Guards were suborned."

"They can put two and two together. Well, some are coming up with five ... but quite a few people can add."

"And the attempt to sneak in a woman in hemmer is pretty well known. Our cook was particularly incensed about that. 'There isn't a hole deep enough to bury them in', she said."

- "Thank you, Cook. I appreciate you trying to ... help." she said. "Would you mind if we went out on the balcony?"

It was a warm evening. We stood in companionable silence, close together.

I wondered if she was still wrestling with her demons. Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown. Shakespeare was right: he just didn't mention the people that share in the burden - especially if that burden includes sending people to the scaffold.

Three former Palace servants, who'd been dismissed by Kanitz, were found guilty of trying to sabotage the Royal Weddings by sneaking in a woman in hemmer.

The average people of the capital were horrified. They all knew - or could imagine - how devastating that might have been. No one complained when the three villains were publicly flogged, branded ... and then hanged.

Five Palace Guards were found guilty of an unnamed offence. The Council of the Blue Chamber decreed their punishments: two were flogged in public; two more were flogged, and then hung. The fifth, Ensign Vayla, was spared a flogging, because of her rank. She was beheaded, rather than hung.

General Vis was stripped of her rank. The regiment she owned was given to a new Colonel-Inhaber. She was also forced to abdicate her title, in favour of a younger relative. Essentially, Vis was no longer noble, nor a soldier.

Her remaining days would be spent under virtual house arrest. any visitors would be carefully screened. As well, Vis would never again enjoy the luxury of a private conversation.

This punishment was so novel, so unprecedented, that it shocked the good people of Cercen. But they reasoned that if the Council of the Blue Chamber had approved it, there had to be a good reason behind it.

The Queen could never have arbitrarily punished someone so prominent as General Vis. The support of the Council made it appear just.

- "You showed remarkable restraint." I said. "You and the Queen both. People will remember that."

- "It was merciful." said Kanitz. "I voted for the death penalty. So did six others."

We stood together for a while longer, enjoying the view of the river, and of the two moons, now well apart.

After a time, I put my arm around her, because I got the impression that she wanted me to do just that. She snuggled a little closer.

"Do you remember," she said, "the first night we came out here?"

- "Of course I do. I'll never forget that night. It was one of the greatest experiences of my life."

Wenzla actually turned her head, to look me in the eyes.

- "You're serious?"

- "Of course I am. What did you think?" I turned her all the way around, to face me.

"Wenzla - what is it? I've never seen you like this." She seemed vulnerable. Insecure, even. This wasn't the Chancellor Kanitz that I knew.

- "I don't know." she said. "It's not every day that you sentence people to death." She looked down, avoiding eye contact. "I'm just ... feeling out of sorts, I suppose ..."

I realized, at that moment, what had set her off. We'd been discussing the Council and the trials for over an hour - in all that time, she'd been concerned - and curious. Now, though, she seemed overwhelmed.

It started the moment she remembered our first night on her balcony. She was feeling insecure - but not about the trials.

"You must know." I said. "You're the second most beautiful woman in the entire Kingdom. You are absolutely, spectacularly attractive. The Queen is in a class of her own, of course, but ..."

- "The Queen?" Kanitz looked up, her eyes wide open. "I thought you meant ... Maia Simonia."

Oh, dear. Not just insecure. A little jealous, too.

- "No, Wenzla. Hold on. Listen to me: the Queen is lovely. You know it - everyone who sees her knows it. But she is completely unattainable. Maybe that adds to her beauty ... I'm not sure."

"But I've never seen anyone else, in all my time here, that's more beautiful than you."

She bowed her head again. Now I'd embarrassed her.

- "You don't have to say this."

- "Apparently I do. You told me, early on in our relationship, that we ... couldn't be. Wenzla: the Queen is unattainable ... but so are you."

- "Did I really say that?"

- "You did."

- "What a fool I am." She stepped a little closer, and rested her head on my shoulder. "It doesn't matter, though; you'd already met Themis."

I shook my head.

- "I won't lie to you. I fell in love with Themis. We travelled together, shared a tent. She fought through the Battle of Tonol, beside me every step of the way. We shared so many experiences."

"You know her: she's kind, and good. Intelligent. Good-natured. Brave."

"How could I not fall in love with her?"

- "You did."

- "I know. And then she turned out to be the Queen's sister. Completely unattainable, for the likes of me."

- "You could have her again - in time."

- "She confides in you, does she?" I said. I wasn't angry; I understood it all too well.

- "She loves you, Cook. If you love her half as much ..."

- "Of course I love her. Just as I love you. And I can't have either of you."

The Queen's Chancellor and I were quiet for a long time. We were close together, though. She didn't pull away when I kissed her forehead.

- "Is that why ...?" she began.

- "I won't pretend." I said. "I couldn't do what Talley did, with Tisucha. Before I knew who Themis was, I knew that I couldn't be her man, because the idea of having sex once a year - or even less than that - horrifies me."

"You were ... out of reach - even though you were the hybrid of my dreams."

- "Stop."

- "It's true, Wenzla. Sometimes, it's all a matter of timing."

- "Cook - you've had a dozen or more women since you've been here. And that's without mentioning how many females you knew back in ... Pylos."

Wenzla, Countess Kanitz, the Queen's Chancellor, was the only person (other than me, and Talley) who knew that there was no such place as Pylos.

- "You may not believe me - but there were only two women in my life, between the ages of 16 and 21."

She was looking into my eyes as I said it.

- "I ... believe you."

- "After you made it clear that we couldn't be ... I got to know Tallia. She's a genius -"

- "I know. Believe me - I know." said Kanitz.

- "She's wonderful. I would have asked her to marry me - a single, monogamous relationship. But it was Tallia who insisted that she'd have to share me with Esyle."

"It may sound unbelievable - but it's true."

- "It's not unbelievable." she said. "I had the chance to work closely with Tallia. She is incredible. I was jealous all over again: how could you not love her - especially when you get her sister, in the bargain?"

- "You should spend some time with Esyle. I think she'd impress you, too. The Wole Project? That was her idea."

- "Hmmm."

- "The point here is ... I didn't set out to have ... multiple lovers. It just happened that way."

- "Poor Cook. What a terrible fate."

- "No. I feel incredibly lucky. But I never planned any of this."

She buried her head in my chest.

- "Is there still any room ... for me, in your heart?"

- "Of course there is. Tallia and Esyle know exactly where I am, and they know who Howe's father is. They both admire you, and they understand how I feel about you. Does that make any sense?"

- "Yes." she admitted. "And now I'm mightily aroused. I think we should go upstairs so that you can make love to me. More than once."

*****


Westrons Pt. 18

The next morning, Kanitz got back to business much earlier than I would have preferred.

- "Tell me about your Wole project." she said.

- "You already know about it."

- "Tell me again."

I repeated the original idea: because they were neutral in the constant wars between Westrons and Crolians, the Woles could travel freely and do business with both Kingdoms. They knew a great deal about the military preparations on either side, as well as in the Penchen domains.

By offering a 'reward' for anyone who could help to improve the accuracy of Talley's maps, his daughters believed that they could gain valuable intelligence from the Woles about Crolian activities, including the location of their winter quarters and their war industries.

- "I thought that it was a great idea." I admitted. "And we intended to share the information with you all along."

- "I know that. You're very sweet." said Kanitz. "Now let me tell you a few things about the Woles."

"In one sense, the resemble the Penchens, because neither of them can interbreed with other species. But the Penchen are very militaristic, and you can purchase their services for a specified period of time."

"The Woles, however, are completely unwarlike. You can hire them to perform a specific task, or you can do business with them. But they profess absolute neutrality in our wars with the Crolians."

- "I know." I didn't say anything more. How to explain that I'd learned more about the Woles in Sleepread aboard the Halygon ship, than Kanitz probably knew herself?

- "Except that I don't believe they're entirely neutral." said the Queen's Chancellor.

- "I beg your pardon?"

- "I've been collecting information from Wole sources for a decade, Cook. It's absolutely amazing. On several occasions, an intelligence 'plum' has dropped into our laps, as if by magic."

- "Really?"

- "The coincidences are too striking. I suspect that the Woles don't want us to lose. They're actively helping us. Only when they choose to do so, of course, so only when it suits them, but still ..."

- "Why would they do that?" I wondered aloud. This was not one of the topics covered in my Sleepread tutorial.

- "I've wondered the same thing. My conclusion is none too pretty: I think they fear a total Crolian victory as much as we do."

"If the Crolians dominated the entire continent, why would they need the Woles - except as a food source?"

***

I bought gifts for Ishana and Nasta. Once again, they'd had to risk injury or even death defending me. Both bore bruises, and Ishana had a scar over her eye. Along with the gifts, I included a card that said: 'To the busiest bodyguards on the Continent'.

Tallia and Esyle were both upset.

- "We worry about you all the time." said Tallia. "Well, more so when you're in command of the regiment, at war. But now we have to worry every time you go to the Palace."

- "It's getting out of hand." said Esyle.

- "Hopefully, the judgment of the Council will help." I suggested. "Maybe it'll deter people from joining these conspiracies."

I don't think that Esyle was buying it.

Avette gave birth to a baby girl. She named her Eriga. "After my mother." she said. "Just so you know, Cook: Eriga is officially my heir."

That was going to set the cat among the pigeons, in terms of breaking social conventions; little Eriga could grow up to be the first hybrid noble.

- "Will they accept her?" I asked.

- "Well ... that remains to be seen."

Then things got very interesting around the Belere.

Tallia was pregnant.

Esyle wasn't.

***

Tallia couldn't help it; she was sexually aroused all the time. She wanted more sex after becoming pregnant than she had when we were trying.

She would come to my room every night, and to my study during the day, wearing as little as possible, to get my attention. She had a few skimpy outfits which almost never failed to do the trick. Of course, just a couple of undone buttons on her shirt would often be enough.

I'd taken to wearing light kilts at home, rather than breeches, and she was shameless about lifting my kilt, or sliding her hand underneath it. If she found me even semi-hard (and the sight of her trim body almost always produced an erection) then I had no excuse whatever for not taking her on the spot.

Bed, floor, the chair in my study, or the desk. She climbed into my lap, if I was sitting down. Tallia started wearing skirts herself, claiming that breeches were too 'confining'. She wasn't fooling anyone.

Especially her sister.

Esyle was far too gracious to say anything rude. But it had to be difficult for her to accept that her pregnant sister was monopolizing my attention. She responded with a little ... friendly competition.

Unfortunately, Esyle suffered from two disadvantages. First off, she was too polite to be as forthright as Tallia. She would hint, or suggest, but never come right out and demand.

Second, she was one of those females who had plenty of confidence in her own intelligence, and her social skills. She was less certain, though, about her body and her sex appeal (for lack of a better expression).

She felt silly flirting, and was too shy to simply plop herself down on my lap and demand that I have sex with her.

Truth be told, I loved both of them. The differences between the sisters appealed to me. I didn't want Esyle to be more like Tallia at all. That meant that I had to go to her.

Of course, that meant that I had to go to Tallia first.

- "You need to leave some time for your sister and me." I began.

- "She'll have plenty of time when I'm big as a barrel." Tallia said. "You won't even be looking at me then."

- "You know that's not true. You'll be busily monopolizing my time, as you always do. Be fair, Tallia: you know Esyle doesn't fight for my attention."

Tallia grudgingly conceded a few days. I had the servants fill every vessel in the house with water, and begin to heat the largest cauldrons we owned on the stoves.

Esyle was delighted when I suggested that we bathe together. She was even happier when the hot water kept coming, even after we'd made love in the tub.

Then we dried each other off, and went to bed, where we made love again. Afterwards, we lay together, just holding each other.

- "I'm sorry." she said. "It's just that ... we worry about you."

***

Tallia and Esyle's Wole Project turned up an unexpected visitor. They sent Nasta, who'd accompanied them, running back to the Belere to tell me.

- "Esyle said you'd want to be at her mother's house. There's a Wole there by the name of Lebuc."

That got my attention.

He was a little plumper than I remembered, a little rounder. His face still reminded me of characters from children's stories - the muskrat, or the groundhog. He was almost as wide as he was tall.

A weeble. That was it. He reminded me of a childhood toy that wobbled and could spin, but couldn't fall over. It still surprised me that he was male.

But a smile appeared on his face the moment he caught sight of me, and he extended his plump little hand and fat fingers.

- "Colonel Cook!" he exclaimed. "So very good of you to come. I am very pleased to see you again."

- "Likewise." Lebuc had helped me get to the capital, after I'd been marooned on this planet. He'd also provided useful information when I was planning the winter raid with Langoret.

Most Woles seemed distracted, and somewhat evasive - unless you were buying or selling - in which case they were fully engaged in the conversation. Lebuc, though, seemed alert and attentive from the outset.

- "Mister Talley's maps are very good." he said.

- "And they're becoming even more accurate and precise, thanks to you and your people."

- "Thank you. We do try to help." He smiled shyly. "Perhaps ..."

- "Perhaps ...?" This was odd. Unless I was mistaken, Lebuc was trying to tell me something.

He stepped closer, and lowered his voice.

- "Perhaps if the Colonel could tell us what he was looking for, we might be able to help more."

I made a snap decision. "Lebuc, would you be willing to speak privately? Maybe we could have lunch at the Belere - what do you say?"

Lebuc looked surprised. "You ... you are inviting me to dine at your Palace, Colonel?"

- "It's really just a big house. But yes - why don't you come over for lunch?"

- "But ... Westrons don't invite Woles into their homes." he said.

- "Well ... I'm not a Westron, so it doesn't matter." This was uncharted territory, for me; there'd been no mention of Westron-Wole social interaction (other than trade) in my Sleepread lessons aboard the Halygon - now I wondered if that was because there was none.

Lebuc virtually confirmed that for me.

- "I accept, Colonel. But perhaps it would be wiser if I were to arrive by the servants' entrance."

- "We've had lunch together before." I reminded him.

- "Out of doors. At an Army Camp. There is a difference."

- "I would be honoured to have you walk in the front door with me." I said.

- "Thank you, Colonel. I believe that I understand your intent. But I would be more comfortable if I could arrive ... discretely."

There was no point in trying to talk him out of it. I wanted to speak to him privately - not make him nervous because we were challenging social mores.

I went straight home. On the way, I told Koroba and Madze what I was doing. Madze made no reaction, but Koroba shook her head.

- "You'd better dismiss the servants, then." she said. "Unless you want them to tell the whole city that you invited a Wole to lunch."

- "Who I invite into my house is my business." I said.

- "Understood." said Koroba. "Question is, do you want the whole capital to know your business? That he was at your house? Is this a private meeting, or a social crusade?"

She had a point. I told her so.

"I'm not just a pretty ass, Colonel." she said, with a wicked little grin.

I gave the servants the rest of the day off. Lebuc came quietly to the back door, and Madze let him in, while Koroba put together a vegetarian platter that might appeal to a Wole.

- "I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable, Lebuc." I said, when we sat down in my study. "I wanted you to feel welcome in my home."

- "I appreciate your courtesy, Colonel Cook. Truly I do."

He nibbled at a hunk of bread, and happily ate a small pink vegetable that reminded me of a radish. He also accepted a glass of fruit nectar.

After that, he didn't keep me waiting long.

"What is it you are looking for, Colonel?" he asked. "Is there something specific that you would like to know?"

- "Lebuc," I said, "I don't mean to be rude - but are you one of the leaders of the Woles?"

People laugh. Some giggle. I've even met a few who titter. Woles, however ... huff. They draw four or five sharp little breaths, and then exhale slowly. That was what Lebuc did.

- "Oh - dear me, no." he panted. "But I was sent by the Sendrin."

- "The Sendrin?" I didn't have to pretend ignorance this time. I had no idea what he'd just said. There was nothing in my Sleepread lessons about Sendrin.

- "Our elders. The wisest of the Woles. They are well aware that you and I have met before, and they suspect that there might be some kind of ... affinity between us. That is, that some state of friendship may exist."

- "They're entirely correct. I do consider you a friend, Lebuc."

- "I believe you, Colonel. The Sendrin hoped that because of that, you might be willing to place some trust in me."

- "So ... you're here representing the Sendrin? The leaders of the Woles?"

- "Essentially, yes. And we are well aware that you will tell the Chancellor what we discuss. We are intermediaries, you and I. This is, essentially, an indirect interaction between the Sendrin and your Queen."

Oh boy. Not at all what I'd been expecting, when I woke up this morning.

At that point, Koroba bustled into the room, carrying a bottle of wine.

- "Is this the one you meant, Colonel?" she asked. "Sorry - I don't know much about wine."

- "That's fine, Koroba. Thank you." She'd given me just enough time to gather my wits. "If you don't mind - no more interruptions, please."

- "Yes, Sir." she said. But she wiggled her hips just before she closed the door.

The Sendrin. The Queen.

- "Would I be wrong, Lebuc, to assume that this interaction involves something like ... a favor now ... for a favor later?"

The Woles might look like cartoon characters to me, but they were clever creatures who had survived and prospered, despite being surrounded by larger, more powerful carnivores.

He didn't answer me directly. Instead, Lebuc titled his head, and then slowly lowered his chin until it touched his chest.

- "You believe that the Crolians are re-arming. Re-equipping their armies." he said. "You know that there will be another war -"

- "There's always another war."

He nodded. "Sadly, true. In this case, though, the Crolian King is not simply re-arming."

"You have damaged his prestige, Cook. Tonol was a reverse. But Limset was a serious blow. Having to ransom his son hurt the King's reputation enormously. He is the first Crolian King in several generations to lose a war with the Westrons."

"His nobles are grumbling. Members of his extended family are beginning to wonder if they might not make a better King than the present occupant of the throne."

- "You know this?"

- "Of course we do. Crolian workshops are going day and night. New mines are being exploited; old mines are being re-opened."

- "How can they afford to? It sounds like a massive expenditure." I said.

- "He is mortgaging their future."

- "What?"

- "The King is desperate to find the funds for re-armament. He is selling commissions in the army - a commoner can now become an officer, if he has enough cash. The nobles are furious, as you might well imagine, but the King is also selling Crown lands."

"So instead of complaining, or rebelling, they are scraping together as much money as they can, to buy land."

"The King needs every coin he can find, because he is also buying armaments from the Penchens, to re-equip his regiments."

- "The Penchen are selling weapons to the Crolians?"

- "Oh yes."

- "Aren't they worried about what might happen if the Crolians win?"

- "Of course. But the Penchen King is also chronically short of cash. He desperately needs money, to maintain his army. He will sell weapons to the Crolians, and rent regiments to the Westrons, in order to maintain a larger army than he could otherwise."

- "How do the Woles fit into this?" I asked.

Lebuc hesitated. Then he fudged. "I don't understand the question." he said.

- "It's a simple question, my friend: whose side are you on?"

Lebuc did me the courtesy of looking me in the eye.

- "We have a saying, among my people: the word of a Westron is worth less than their last bowel movement."

Shit.

- "Do you have any similar sayings about the Crolians?" I asked.

Lebuc's expression didn't change. "Beware the Crolian, lest you end up as part of his next bowel movement."

I didn't answer. What can you say, to something like that?

- "I'm sorry." It was all I could think of. Poor Woles; they couldn't trust anyone.

- "We have learned to adapt, Colonel."

All of a sudden, I had a flash of insight.

- "Is that why there's no Wole Kingdom?"

- "Partly, yes. We do not want a land of our own. If we had one, the Crolians or the Westrons - or even the Penchens - would take it from us. They would take all of our possessions, and perhaps even more."

"The Crolians might see Woles as no more than a valuable food and labor source. The Westrons would probably simply enslave us."

- "But since you have no lands, they can't declare war on you."

- "Oh, they might. We would simply flee. We are not tied to the land. We have no territory to defend."

- "I see." It made sense. "They won't attack, because you would immediately join their enemies. Not as soldiers - but with your wealth, and your knowledge."

- "Possibly." said Lebuc. "We prefer a balance, though. As long as the carnivores fight each other, the Woles are relatively safe."

- "Is that why you've helped the Westrons in the past?" I asked.

- "Ah - you knew of that?"

- "Kanitz does."

- "The Chancellor is very shrewd. Yes, we have assisted the Westrons. And will again."

- "Until we start to win. Then you'll help the Crolians."

- "There is a long way to go, before the Westrons have the upper hand. I mean no offence, Colonel. But their numbers, and their resources, are much greater than yours."

Now I understood. Lebuc was telling me what the Woles wanted Kanitz and the Queen to know: they could be trusted. Whatever assistance or support they were prepared to offer would be genuine.

***

In peace time, the Inhabers - the owners of the regiments - didn't disband their units. They would let some troopers go, if they wished to retire, or change occupations, and keep only a reduced establishment.

They could also hire out their soldiers, as labor. Road and bridge-building were popular projects; so were lumber camps.

But owning a regiment was not a money-making operation. Most Colonels didn't see their soldiers as employees, or their regiment as a business.

Nobles didn't become Inhabers unless they could afford it. There were a few examples of Colonels who'd had to disband their regiments because of a lack of funds. But most knew very well that it was a non-profit endeavour.

It was all about the prestige.

The whole system reminded me of ancient, privately-owned sports teams. For the wealthy owners, it was a matter of pride, to publicly display their vast wealth, and then bask in the reflected glory of the athletes' (or soldiers') successes.

As systems go, Westron army organization was clumsy and inefficient. But as an alternative to universal conscription, it had multiple advantages.

Soldiers could sign on with a regiment for a limited term. At the end of a campaign, they could go back to the fields, or to an occupation, if they chose. There were no press gangs, no coercion of the unwilling. Being a soldier was an honourable choice.

And since the Westrons had adopted a system of prize money, for victorious armies, it could also be a lucrative one.

In Terran history, the British navy of the 17th to 19th centuries had prize money. But sailors were press-ganged, and then subjected to atrocious conditions and savage discipline. 'Rum, sodomy and the lash' - that was Nelson's navy.

Frederick the Great's Prussian army had tremendous discipline. But the soldiers were sometimes kidnapped, and forced into line, and then suffered horrific punishments for the slightest infractions - including being compelled to run the gauntlet.

Who would want to be a soldier, or a sailor, under such conditions?

The desperate, the foolish ... Wellington's army fought well for him, from the Peninsular campaign to Waterloo. He had four words to describe them: scum of the earth. To be fair, he did believe that service in his army had turned them into 'fine fellows'.

I was much happier to see the treatment of Westron soldiers. After their performances at Tonol and Limset, I believed that they deserved every honour.

But with our recent victories, most people were looking forward to a prolonged peace.

Most people - but not all.

***

I went to the Royal Palace quite frequently. Four of my children were there: Airta's twins, Themis' Tonola, and now Kanitz' little Howe. I could visit them all in the same place, and in the process exchange a few words with the Mistress of the Royal Nursery: Princess Maia Simonia.



Aneli kept her children on her own estate, as Tudino and Avette would do. Yehla and little Oshide were in her parents' village, far from the capital.

Nine children - and a tenth on the way. I was 28 years old. Some days, I just shook my head in disbelief, and carried on.

But the Palace was more than a glorified day-care centre for half of my children. It was also where I met with the Chancellor - and the new unofficial Minister Without Portfolio: Princess Maia Simonia.

Her task was help Kanitz prepare for the next war, which we knew was only a matter of time. Themis had the intelligence and the good sense for the job, but I often wondered if the Queen was simply rewarding her younger sister for her loyalty and cooperation.

I sat down with them, and related everything that Lebuc had told me. I certainly couldn't remember every word, but Koroba could fill in most of the details I'd missed; she'd been eavesdropping the whole time.

She also had the kind of memory that humans had once possessed, long ago. Pre-literate societies had phenomenal memories - they had to. And Homo Pre-Electronica had also been capable of greats feats of memorization.

Without recording devices, or information storage technology, I was a pygmy, compared to the awesome abilities of someone like Tallia. And now Koroba, as it turned out.

Kanitz looked at me oddly, a few times. Themis was far too polite to make me feel like an idiot. Koroba had no such reservations.

- "He said 'As long as the carnivores fight each other, the Woles are relatively safe'."

- "That's right." I agreed. Like an idiot.

She glared at me. "How can you not remember that?"

***

We discussed Lebuc and his message several times. Then, one rainy evening, Kanitz and Themis changed the direction of our conversation. They also introduced a fourth person to our deliberations.

Kanitz and Themis stood up. I practically jumped out of my seat as the Westron Queen entered the Chancellor's study.

She was shorter and more slender than her sister. The golden yellow of her hair was slightly more muted. But for perfection of features, and for the unearthly brightness of her astonishing blue eyes, Maia Matila was simply ... unmatched.

She was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen.

In my humble opinion, Kanitz was incredibly lovely, exotic and ... spectacular. Themis was wonderful, too; but she couldn't hold a candle to her sister. Biased as I was, I couldn't dispute the fact that Maia Matila had no peer.

I'd said as much to Kanitz. That was when I'd only seen the Queen from a distance, or for a brief moment, in a receiving line. Up close? She was devastating.

There was no way that a male could see her, and mot immediately want to protect her, or to serve her somehow. Every chivalric instinct I had rose to the fore.

- "Please sit." she said. "No honorifics, in this room - are we agreed? May I call you Cook, Colonel? We are almost family, are we not?"

I inclined my head. "As you wish, Highness."

- "Oh, no - you must call me Matila. Just Matila."

- "As you wish ... Matila."

The Queen sat down, and stretched her legs.

- "Cook, could you explain your tactics to my sister?" asked Themis "What you did at Limset sounds very different from what I saw at Tonol."

- "Kanitz has explained it to us." said ... Matila. "But I want to understand just what it is you and Colonel Langoret did."

I spread my hands wide. "Where do you want me to begin?"

- "You had a year to train, with the Anelis and the Langorets. Start there."

Kanitz was not just Chancellor; she virtually doubled as Minister of War. And Themis had firsthand experience; she'd been at the Battle of Tonol - right beside me the whole time.

Maia Matila had never seen a battlefield. Hopefully, she never would. Her knowledge of things military was quite limited. Fortunately, Themis knew exactly what her sister understood - and what she didn't. She was able to add details, or flesh out some of my explanations when she felt the Queen needed more information.

That first day, we thoroughly covered the tactics and weaponry I'd been trying to introduce: rapid movement, skirmishing in open order, 3-pounders and rifles.

She asked me back, two days later, to describe the Battle of Limset.

I had no trouble persuading Esyle to go shopping with me. When I explained what I was looking for, she just grinned, and then led me directly to a toy shop.

It was like Geppetto's workshop. Dolls, puppets, miniature chairs and tables, all lovingly carved and painted. Little ox-carts, with wheels that turned ... and I found exactly what I was looking for: toy soldiers.

I also bought a small ball and cup game.

When I returned to the Palace, the Queen was amused when I produced the lovely carved soldiers, and placed six of them, in a line, across the top of Kanitz' desk.

Then I took out the wooden ball, which I'd detached from the string connecting it to the cup. I presented it to the Queen.

- "Your Majesty? Matila? Would you play the part of a cannon for us, and fire at these troops?"

She smiled; who doesn't like to bowl, every now and then? Matila rolled the wooden ball towards the line. It wobbled a bit, because I'd carefully shaved it so that it would no longer roll true. But even a rank novice like the Queen couldn't miss. She knocked over two of the figurines, on the end of the line.

I quickly removed four of the soldiers from the desk, leaving only two, which I spread far apart. Then I handed the ball to Kanitz.

- "Chancellor? Would you play the part of the Crolian artillery, and fire at our skirmishers?"

I would have bet a sizeable fortune that Kanitz had better hand-eye coordination than the Queen. She did. And even though she understood what I was trying to show the Queen, she wasn't about to deliberately try to miss.

It just didn't matter, though, because I'd shaved the ball. Her first roll was pretty good, but the ball veered slightly, and missed by an inch.

- "Let me try that again." said Kanitz.

She missed again. The Queen was grinning, enjoying my simple demonstration. She laughed out loud when Kanitz missed for the fourth time.

All three of them gasped when Wenzla's fifth throw grazed one of the figurines. But the little toy soldier stayed upright.

Kanitz threw the wooden ball at me. "Damn you, Cook - why do I have to be the Crolian artillery?"

- "I believe that I understand." said the Queen. "But I would still like to hear about your battle."

It was an eye-opening experience for me. The three women were obviously good friends. No one posed, or postured; there were no attempts to upstage or outshine the others. No showing off, no snide remarks.

Had there ever been a head of state who worked so well with her top advisors?

It went beyond trust; these three understood each other, and were striving towards the same goals. The Queen barely knew me, but I had fathered children with her sister and her Chancellor. It must have been odd for her!

She lacked only thing, from what I could see: personal warmth. Themis was kind, and good. You knew right away that she was interested in you, as a person. She had a heart big as all outdoors.

Kanitz was calculating, a creature of intellect and intrigue - until she let her walls down, and revealed her passionate nature. You didn't always know where you stood with her, but once she'd let you in, you understood that she was capable of great affection.

I never felt that with Maia Matila. She was cool, and distant. Lovely - absolutely lovely - but remote. An ice-Queen.

But I have no complaint whatsoever about how she treated me. She listened to my long-winded description of Limset, and then asked for more.

She also rewarded me in a way I'd never expected, and couldn't possibly have anticipated.

- "Can you stay the night?" asked Kanitz.

- "I live to serve." I said, with a grin.

- "You're an impudent rogue." she said. But she kissed me. "Upstairs with you."

We went up to her apartments. "Go in first." said Kanitz. "I'll be back."

I walked into her bedroom, already looking forward to renewing acquaintances with the Queen's Chancellor. We hadn't spent much 'quality' time together of late.

But her bedroom wasn't unoccupied.

- "I hope you aren't too disappointed." said Princess Maia Simonia.

I was stunned.

- "Themis?" She wasn't in hemmer; I knew that already. What was she doing here?

- "I wondered ... would you mind if I spent the night with you?"

- "You're not -"

- "No. I'm not in hemmer. I just ... hoped that you would let me sleep with you. Beside you. And hold me?"

My heart was hammering in my chest.

- "That sounds ... wonderful."

We lay side by side, holding and touching each other. I'd never expected to be so close to her again. I was surprised at how emotional I felt.

- "I wish we had a tent." she whispered. I could see her smile, in the darkness. I could feel the pressure of her breasts against my chest, her stomach against mine. She was pressing the whole length of her body against me.

Of course, I couldn't control my physical reaction. Themis felt it growing against her hip. She grinned. "Shall I help you with that?" she asked.

- "No." I said. I knew that she'd try to relieve me with her hand - or even her mouth, if I so much as hinted that I needed that. But it wasn't what I wanted; it wasn't why she'd asked me to lie beside her. "Please - just ... like this."

I don't think that either of us slept very much, if at all. We stayed that way, face to face, until the dawn.

***

It was a gift from the Queen, of course. She knew her younger sister very well, and suggested that a night with me might be just what Themis needed. It might have been a gift to me, as well.

A week later, Kanitz met with me - alone. I didn't ask, but she told me anyway.

- "The Princess won't be joining us today. She's ... indisposed."

- "Is she ill?" I asked, suddenly concerned.

Kanitz shook her head. "No, Cook - indisposed."

Themis was in hemmer.

***

A month later, the Queen and Kanitz met with me again. The Chancellor handed me a thick envelope.

- "This is your new commission." said Maia Matila. "I'm making you a General, Cook."

***

I blanked out, for a moment. I'm sure that the Queen said something else, but I didn't hear anything after 'General'.

Well, maybe my name.

- "Are you still with us?" asked Kanitz.

- "Forgive me, Highness. I forgot where I was, for a moment."

The Queen smiled. It might have been a heretical thought, but I came to the conclusion that Maia Matila was at her most lovely when her face was at rest.

- "We understand." she said. "But I want an army, Cook, trained in your tactics. We will need another Limset, in the next war. I believe that you can win it for us."

- "What you did with the Anelis and Langorets was remarkable." said Kanitz. "Can you repeat that, on a larger scale?"

- "I'm honoured, Matila. Thank you for your trust in me." I meant that on more than one level. "How large a scale are we talking about?"

- "An army." said the Queen. "I will let Wenzla explain it to you." She wished us a good evening, and left.

- "Congratulations." said the Chancellor. Her smile was more than congratulatory; it was affectionate, and inordinately proud of me.

"You've got a lot of work ahead of you."

- "How much?"

- "You'll have Aneli's regiment. Langoret's, of course." said Kanitz. "Tudino's. Avette's. And the Chancellor's Own."

- "There's a regiment called the Chancellor's Own?"

- "There is now. I'm paying for half of it; Maia Simonia is covering the rest, with the revenues from her new husband's estates."

"Will you command it for us, Cook?"

- "You want me to give up the Aneli regiment?" I would feel bad about letting Aneli down, but I would really miss the women I'd fought beside, at Tonol and Limset - Faregil especially.

- "No." said Kanitz. "You can command both. There are precedents."

"As General, you will probably have to appoint Acting-Colonels for both regiments. Under your overall command, of course."

- "Faregil." I said. "For the Anelis."

- "Yes." said Kanitz.

- "Five regiments?" I could do a lot with five regiments. It wasn't quite an army, though - more like an overpowered division. I said as much to her.

- "That's a problem." admitted Kanitz. "The trouble is, there are still many Westrons who ..."

- "Would refuse to serve under me?"

- "Since you put it that way - yes."

"It's difficult, Cook. We can't very well ask in advance if they would have any objection to working with you. But if we arbitrarily assign regiments to your army ..."

- "They might refuse. Which would be embarrassing." I said.

- "For the Queen, even more than for you." said Kanitz. "So we thought that we'd let it be known that we're forming a new army. It won't be a secret that you're in command. We'll also mention the names of your Inhabers."

"Officially, we're at peace. We can't openly announce what we know about Crolian rearmament, so many officers won't see the need for urgency on our part."

- "I understand."

- "But there are Colonels out there who do want to serve with you. I'm certain of that. We just don't know who they are, yet."

***

We had several fruitful meetings: Kanitz, Langoret, Tudino, Avette and me. I suggested including Faregil and Tallia from the start.

It was Langoret who asked if we could invite Aneli.

- "She will feel left out, otherwise." she said.

Kanitz nodded. "I should have thought of that. Thank you for reminding me."

***

- "500 rifles? 60 three-pounder cannon?" exclaimed Kanitz. "Are you out of your minds? Do you have any idea how much this will this cost?"

- "There are the signing bonuses for the Chancellor's Regiment, too. And the powder. We're going to need ..." I looked to my partner in crime.

- "Eight to ten tons, I should think." said Langoret. "For a start."

We'd made teasing Kanitz into an art form. She knew that this project was going to cost a fortune; she'd been hoping, though, that it would be only a small fortune.

The Chancellor wasn't parsimonious by nature. But she knew, better than anyone, that the Crown's resources were limited. There's never enough money - and in peacetime, the will to go into debt for military purposes was almost non-existent. They still had to pay off the debt from the last war.

Tallia worked harder than anyone. I tried to rein her in.

- "You have to slow down a bit, love. You're pregnant."

- "Exactly! Which means that I get you have get you started on the right foot, because I won't be there for the launch of your New Model Army."

- "Tallia - it's not a launch. It's just the beginning of training. Soldiers arriving in camp, finding their campsites, digging latrines ..."

- "Food. Equipment. Training schedules. A thousand and one details to look after!"

- "Which no one can handle like you can. We'll just have to do our best, and try to muddle though. When you get there, you can correct all of our mistakes -"

- "Are you making fun of me, Cook?"

- "I wouldn't dare." I said. "Really - we'll do the best we can until you arrive."

Somewhat mollified, Tallia let me rub her feet and hold her until she fell asleep.

In the winter months, life at the Belere Palace became just a little bit easier.

Esyle was pregnant. Now it looked like her child would be born four months after Tallia's. The sisters' competition subsided a bit.

I stopped worrying about whether the children would be siblings or cousins. Both. And so be it. It was a tremendous relief, though to find that Tallia and Esyle were back to non-competitive sharing - and getting along.

That was also about the time we learned that Princess Maia Simonia was with child.

*****


Westrons Pt. 19

I was away from home for a week - any delay in posting this chapter is entirely my fault. But what a pleasure to come home and find all the comments on Chapters 17 and 18. Thank you all for your support.

Thank you, too, Anonymous Colonel. Excellent suggestions! At some point, I would like to include an epilogue of sorts, with some of the best feedback I’ve received. Another Colonel (retired) gave me some fantastic feedback about muskets, rifles, artillery ... with his permission, I’d love to post some of this material, as a sort-of ‘Non-erotic’ appendix.

For those wondering how long the story will be: Iriad has edited Chapter 26, and I’m working on 27. More to come. Thanks again.

***

Just setting up camp for the New Model Army (2nd Edition) was a massive undertaking. I missed Tallia badly for the first few months - and only a part of that was sexual longing. It was hard work, and we had difficulties that we’d never anticipated.

Starting a new regiment from scratch, for one: on paper, the Chancellor’s Own was a regiment like any other. In reality, it was soon composed of a handful of soldiers with experience (not all of it positive), and a mass of hundreds of raw recruits.

The new uniforms featured blue coats and grey breeches. Their very newness made the soldiers feel a little uncomfortable. By way of comparison, the Anelis’ blue coats were so worn and threadbare that they looked grey, while their once bright yellow breeches had faded to a sickly off-white.

Many of the new recruits were enthusiastic, but that can only take you so far. We needed trained non-coms, the corporals and especially the sergeants who would set the tone and essentially teach these newcomers what it was to be a soldier in the Queen’s army.

Tudino, Avette, and especially Langoret were very generous. They each gave up a Company Captain, a sergeant and a few corporals, plus some promising privates, so that Chancellor’s would at least have a core to build around.

Ishana and Koroba weren’t entirely thrilled to allow hundreds of strangers to enter our camp. They began a series of informal interviews. End result: two weeks later, six soldiers were sent home - with no reason given. One was arrested, and sent back to the capital.

- “Thank you.” I said, to my bodyguards. I hadn’t forgotten, for a moment, how easy it would be for my enemies to slip a few spies, or even assassins, into our army.

- “There may be more.” said Ishana.

- “There are more.” said Koroba. “We just haven’t found them yet.”

We couldn’t turn them away - and how many people have perfectly innocent personal histories? From my limited experience, those were the ones we had to worry about most.

One of my early tasks was simple: I had to train Tudino’s, Avette’s and the new Chancellor’s regiments to march. They had to be able to keep up with the Anelis and the Langorets (and those two regiments had to be whipped back into shape - they’d gotten a little soft since Limset).

I also had to find someone to take on the role of acting-Colonel for the new regiment. Faregil was delighted to learn that she would be commanding the Anelis, while I directed the army. She knew that she could do it; so did I.

But the Anelis had been pretty thoroughly mined for talent. Chardeia had died at Limset. Faregil had risen from Captain to Colonel. There just wasn’t anyone else in the Aneli regiment who had the stuff to be a Colonel.

It was Langoret who came to the rescue.

- “I ... may have a candidate. The Captain of my 3rd Company.”

- “You don’t sound all that enthusiastic.” I said. “Wasn’t she at Limset?”

- “Yes. She did well. But ...”

I had to smile. Talking to Langoret was like being with the sister I’d never had - but wished that I could’ve. She left room for me to form my own judgments, and tried not to sway me with her own biases.

- “Just tell me.” I suggested.

- “Her name is Votuda. She is ... difficult to get along with. The troopers are not excited to serve with her: she is a stickler for discipline, and punishes even minor infractions.”

A martinet. The Westrons had had quite a few of those: they had not one, but three specific words for this type of officer. Votuda was picky and a hard ass. I didn’t care for petty tyrants, myself. Strike one against this Votuda.

- “She is ... a bit prickly, too.” said Langoret. “Not very popular with the other Captains.”

- “Doesn’t play well with others?” I said. “You’re not making her sound very good.” In my head, I’d already counted Strike two.

- “She’s brilliant.” said Langoret.

- “Hmm.”

- “She is difficult to like, though.”

I could deal with that. Maybe.

Avette wasn’t always easy to get along with, either. I loved Langoret and Tudino, but it was too much to hope that I was going to have warm feelings for everyone we had to work with - especially if our little army was going to expand.

My four bodyguards were a case in point: I adored Koroba, and Nasta made me smile. I was growing more comfortable with Madze every day, but I suspected that we would never be close. And I still had qualms about Ishana, who was the most professional of the bunch.

- “I’d like to meet Votuda.” I said to Langoret. “Just for a conversation.”

- “Perhaps you should simply observe her, and form your first impressions before she knows that you are considering her for promotion. She is very intelligent; she may realize right away that your conversation is in the nature of an interview.”

We scheduled some training exercises for Langoret’s regiment. As soon as I saw 3rd Company, I remembered them from Limset. They moved well, precise and under control at all times. Nobody slacked off, and they all seemed to know their tasks.

As soon as I saw Votuda, I understood why. She had an eagle eye for every detail, and missed nothing. She didn’t waste many words on chummy encouragement, but she was quick to spot a mistake.

She was tall, and extremely thin. Her hair was an unremarkable dark brown. I might not have noticed Votuda if I hadn’t been looking for her. But once I’d seen her at work, my eye kept returning to 3rd Company’s Captain.

- “They’re moving well.” I said, to Langoret. “Nothing flashy; they’re just good.”

- “I thought you might notice that.”

Later that day, I wandered over to where Langoret’s regiment had set up camp. Once I’d located 3rd Company’s tents, I had to smile: Votuda’s troopers were farthest from the latrines, and closest to the stream where they would draw their water. Their tents were also immaculate, each one surrounded by a rain trench.

I had a dozen other things to do, of course, and forgot about Votuda for a while when I had to travel back to Cercen for Tallia. She was due to deliver our child.

Truth be told, I was worried for her. She was so slender, and this was her first. None of that mattered: I arrived at home to find that she’d already delivered a healthy boy, four days early.

She looked tired, but happy. Her mother handed me the baby.

- “Hey, little Talley.” I said. We’d agreed, in advance, to name the child after her parents. Good thing he was male; he was far too ugly to be a Tisucha.

The baby’s grandparents were thrilled. Aunt Esyle was beaming, too; she herself was beginning to show.

***

- “Tell me everything.” Tallia insisted.

- “You’ll be there soon enough. Why worry about it now?”

- “I’m not worrying, Cook. I’m curious. Bored, too. Tell me what’s going on - please.”

Tallia had delivered her child like a champ. She discovered, though, as her mother and her sister fussed around her, that she couldn’t wait to get back to work.

In a few months, if all went well, there would be two babies in the nursery. Esyle and Tisucha were already looking forward to raising the children. Tallia, on the other hand, was more interested in what was going on with the New Model Army.

So I told her what had been happening.

- “Votuda? Langoret’s 3rd Company?” She knew exactly who that was. “No one’s troops are better-fed, better sheltered, or ... better cared for.”

- “Really?”

- “I know that they call her ... a pain. She’s not exactly popular with the other captains, either. But she looks after her soldiers. Meticulous - that’s the word I’d use.”

I kissed her on the forehead. “Thank you. You’re a treasure.”

***

It would be a few weeks before Tallia could rejoin the army. In the meantime, I went with my first instinct, and asked Votuda to come see me. I didn’t call it an interview - but I suppose that it was, even if the candidate didn’t know it.

Votuda was quite tall - probably 5’10”. She was almost painfully thin. When she sat down opposite me, I noticed the shape of her face. She had a broad forehead, and a large, sharp nose.

After that, though, her face narrowed dramatically. Her chin was quite small. From her cheekbones down, the lower half of her face looked almost like an inverted triangle.

None of that mattered, though, once you looked her in the eye. Greenish blue ... and very striking.

- “Do you have any idea why I asked to speak to you, Captain Votuda?”

- “No, Sir.” That was all she said. No smile, no embellishment. She patiently waited for me to explain why she was here.

I went with my gut.

- “I need an Acting-Colonel for the Chancellor’s Regiment.”

She didn’t reply. I hadn’t phrased it as a question.

“Do you think you could handle it?” I asked.

- “Yes, Sir. I can.”

It might have been one of the shortest - and most successful job interviews ever.

***

Within a month, Votuda had made her presence felt - at all levels.

The Wole supply drivers went in fear of her, because she inspected everything they brought for her regiment. Woe betide them if they delivered sub-standard equipment or spoiled meat to her troopers.

Those same troopers walked in fear of her, because she wouldn’t tolerate sloppiness or uncleanliness. She drilled them hard, and pushed them physically. They began to see my route marches - punishing as they were - as a respite from her training schedule.

And when we had command conferences - me and the five Colonels - you’d never have known that Votuda had only held her rank for a couple of weeks. Avette took an instinctive dislike to her; even Faregil didn’t seem to know what to make of our new Colonel.

- “Thank you again, Langoret, for letting me have her.” I said.

- “I know that she is an excellent officer.” said Langoret. “I only wish that I could ... warm to her a little more.”

- “I like her!” said Tudino, to Langoret and me.

- “I imagine that you two have matters to discuss.” said Langoret. “I will leave you alone.”

Tudino was surprised.

- “That’s amazing. How did she know that I wanted to talk to you alone?”

I could only shake my head. “You’re going into hemmer, Tudino.”

- “You, too? How did you know?”

- “Umm, let’s see: we could smell it, and feel it. And if you look down, you’ll see that you may need a new shirt, because your nipples are poking holes in that one.”

Her eyes lit up. “You can smell me? Already?” She was inordinately pleased with herself. “So, can you ...? It’s still peacetime. The army can spare us for a few days.”

- “I’ll be there, Tudino. You know I wouldn’t miss it.”

***

There were villages nearby, and each one had little hemmer cottages, well away from the settled areas, so that a female could enjoy her husband or lover, without worrying that other males would be breaking the doors down to get at her.

The villagers of Hembyn were only too pleased to provide one of their cottages for the famous Colonel Tudino. I’m sure that a few coins changed hands, as well.

Tallia took care of everything.

She’d been back with the army two days when Tudino approached her, to ask if she could ‘borrow’ me. Tallia only grinned, and promised to arrange everything.

- “You’re incredible.” I said, as I held Tallia close.

- “You’re only realizing that now?”

- “I’m trying to be serious - it’s very ... generous of you to do this.”

- “Tudino is our friend. She trusts you - probably only you.”

- “She told you? About her last hemmer?”

- “Of course she did. She’s my friend, too, Cook.”

Ishana stayed with Tallia, while the other three bodyguards accompanied me to Hembyn. Tudino was already there, waiting for us.

Her eyes - her best feature - were unnaturally bright.

- “You’re here!” She pulled me inside, and shut the door behind me. Then she hesitated.

- “Hello, Tudino.” I said, pulling her close. I kissed her cheek, and let my lips brush her ear. I could smell her fine, subtle fragrance.

- “I’m sorry.” she said. “It’s not much ...” She waved a hand, indicating the room behind us.

It was a rustic little cabin, with the simplest of amenities. There was a curtained alcove, with a chamber pot, a table with two stools, and a bed. The walls were of unpainted wood.

- “I’m not here for the decor. The main attraction is already in my arms.”

She smiled at that, and seemed to relax a little. “Yes. It doesn’t seem so bad, now that you’re here. And ... I’d rather be in a tiny cabin with you, than in a castle with someone else.”

- “What a lovely thing to say.”

She blushed. “I’m sorry, Cook. I’m ... nervous again. I didn’t think that I would be, but ... I mean ... I realized that ... I don’t really know what to do. How to start.”

“Last time, you took the lead, and you were very patient. Will you teach me?”

- “Everyone is different.” I said. “You should do whatever you like - whatever makes you feel good. And if you remember, it took a while for you to get going, last time.”

- “I know.”

- “So let’s not rush. What if we had a drink, and ... went for a short walk? See what there is around here.”

- “There’s just a stream, and some trees ...”

- “Show me.” I suggested. “Let me pour us a drink, first.”

While I busied myself with the cups and the wine, Tudino sat down at the table and quickly scribbled in a notebook. When she finished writing, she looked up, to find me watching.

- “I don’t want to forget anything.” she said. “I want to remember all of it perfectly.”

- “Oh?”

- “One day, I want to be able to explain to little Cook what a hemmer is really like - what it can be like. So she’ll know enough not to be afraid.”

Our daughter was barely a year old, but Tudino was already planning to teach her about sex. It was a poignant reminder for me of how badly her own mother and grandmother had failed her, in that regard.

“I know she won’t have an actual hemmer.” said Tudino. “It will be ... what you hybrids experience. That’s why I’ve been talking to Tallia and Esyle ...”

- “Have you, now? You made good choices: if there’s anything those two like to do, it’s talk about sex. Especially Tallia.” I tried to suppress a smile.

- “It’s not funny, Cook. This is serious.”

I sat down opposite her. “I’m sorry. Please - go on.”

- “It appears that many of the principles are the same.” she continued. “But I need to know where the differences are. How long it takes hybrids to become aroused, what excites them ... and I need to know from a male perspective, too, so that she’ll have some idea what to expect. What to do ...”

I pointed at the notebook. “You can’t leave her a military manual, Tudino. No manual could ever cover all of the possible eventualities.”

- “I know. But it can outline some of the possibilities. And I can provide comfort, reassurance ... in case anything goes wrong.”

- “That’s a beautiful sentiment. You should tell her in person, when she’s older.”

- “I intend to. I hope ...” Tudino looked up at me, tears glistening in her eyes. “I have to write it down, though, because ... just in case.”

She didn’t have to say anything more. In our line of work, there was always the possibility that we wouldn’t be around to see our child grow up. Tudino knew that well; she’d been seriously wounded several times already.

What a heartbreaking thought, to worry that you might not be there to help your little girl grow up.

I went to her, and took her in my arms. We cried together.

- “Not quite the way I expected my hemmer to start.” she said.

- “I wouldn’t change a thing.”

I handed her a drink, and we left the little cottage. Koroba, Madze and Nasta were lounging in the sun, within sight of the door. Tudino greeted them, and exchanged a few pleasantries.

We walked through the grass, down to the stream.

- “It’s lovely.” I said.

- “It’s just a stream, Cook.”

- “What happened to the romantic poet who was saying she’d rather be in a tiny cabin with me than in a castle? See this spot, here? What if we were to spread a blanket, later tonight? Under the stars ...”

She grinned. “That’s what you do, isn’t it? You talk about it, get me thinking, so that I’m more aroused when we finally do ...”

- “Is it wrong of me to imagine you naked?” I asked. I leaned closer, and smelled her hair.

- “Mmm ... can you smell me, yet?”

- “Of course I can. But you’re still just beginning. There are several things we can do, to warm you up a bit.”

- “Oh! Like that thing with your tongue? And your fingers?” She looked like she might be preparing to race me back to the cabin. I took her by the hand.

- “We have days, Tudino. Days. And the anticipation can be delicious, too.”

- “Damn.” she said. “That sounds like you’re planning to tease me. Again.”

- “Maybe. What would you say to a little swim in the stream?”

- “It’s not very deep.”

- “That’s why I said a ‘little’ swim.”

***

It’s very odd to make love with a notebook beside the bed.

Tudino did manage to forget it, for prolonged periods of time. But as we lay together, recovering from our orgasms, she would inevitably spot her notebook, which would lead to a new round of questioning.

- “How do you like that position? What’s best about it, from a male point of view? Is it more difficult? Do you last longer?”

We started with cowgirl, which she remembered as a favorite from last time, then missionary and doggy. By that time she had writer’s cramp, and the cabin was getting a little funky. I suggested a swim again.

- “Well, a wash, at least.” she agreed.

We went back down to the stream, where she became playful, splashing me, and then sprinting away through the shallow water. That led to some wet wrestling, which led to us trying to fuck on a rock at the edge of the stream.

Both of us suffered minor abrasions, and I nearly lost the skin on the underside of my testicles when she suddenly shifted position.

For safety’s sake, I picked her up and carried her into the shallow water. I got a grip on her butt, and lowered her onto my erection. She was strong enough to support most of her own weight with her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist.

- “Going to - put - this one - in the - notebook?” I asked

That got her laughing. I couldn’t help joining in. It is extremely difficult to copulate while standing in a stream and laughing.

We returned to the cabin, where I insisted that Tudino write all of it down. What our daughter would make of it, I had no idea - but that led to more laughter. We ended up in bed, making love in a more conventional position.

Yes. Making love.

I liked Tudino. I had from the very beginning. I admired her courage, and her battlefield instincts. She was big-hearted, and generous.

I felt a bond with her, too, after learning that she’d believed - for years - that she was sexually dysfunctional. I’d helped her get over that. No matter what people may believe, I know that we are more likely to think highly of someone we’ve helped, than of someone who has helped us.

It is more blessed to give than to receive. Very true, psychologically speaking.

We did lie on a blanket, next to the stream, under the stars. I went down on her there, and we had an extended and highly satisfactory session of love-making.



Tudino’s hemmer only lasted for three days.

- “You’re not disappointed, are you?” I asked.

- “Of course I am.” she said. “I brought enough paper for four days!”

***

I gave considerable thought to the pairing of regiments. My first instinct was to have Tudino group with the Anelis, while Avette teamed up with Langoret.

Avette was a bit stubborn, and very proud; she would take instruction better from Langoret, her social equal, whereas Tudino would have fewer problems learning from Faregil’s experience.

I also expected that I would have to concentrate on the Chancellor’s Regiment, to teach them our skirmishing tactics.

Wrong. Votuda not only understood the tactics, but she was an excellent teacher. She believed in what I was trying to achieve, and she knew how to help me get there. I had to reconsider my pairings.

Avette was resisting. Her snobbishness was still strong, and created a bit of an obstacle. If I was hoping that my Colonels might become some sort of ‘Band of Sisters’, it quickly became apparent that that wasn’t going to happen quickly, if at all.

Avette was difficult. Nobody but Tudino liked Votuda. Faregil did a fine job of leading her regiment, but she wasn’t assertive enough with the other Colonels. Tudino didn’t lack confidence - or assertiveness - but she was still learning the tactics.

I made the change: Tudino would pair with Langoret, and Votuda with Faregil. Avette’s regiment would be under my direct command.

Fortunately, Avette did not see this as a sign that she needed extra help after class; instead, she was more willing to accept direction from the General than from one of her fellow Colonels.

I began to notice that she was not as quick-thinking as the other regimental commanders. She was less intuitive, slower to recognize and digest the situation. She generally came to the correct conclusion - it just took longer. On the battlefield, that might have consequences.

There was no question of her courage. She’d faced Berandot in a duel; I knew better than anyone what that required. But I had questions about her judgment.

- “I wish to formally request a month’s leave.” she said.

- “Beginning when?” (A month?)

- “Tomorrow, if possible.”

- “Ah. Of course.” Avette was going into hemmer. She’d felt the first signs. “A month, though?”

- “I would like to travel to my own estates for my hemmer.”

- “Understood.”

I granted her leave immediately. That’s not to say that I wasn’t disappointed. I’d hoped that she would want a return engagement with me. After all, her last hemmer had been quite exceptional - or so I thought.

She was classically beautiful, and had a spectacular body. Her unhurried, deliberate approach to love-making was highly addictive. I felt a strong sense of regret as I saw her off.

***

A month passed surprisingly quickly. I had plenty of work to keep me occupied - and Tallia, too. Still, I was surprised when Avette returned; it didn’t seem like she’d been away all that long.

- “I made a mistake.” she admitted, the first time we were alone.

- “Oh?”

- “I should have asked you to join me for my hemmer.” she said. “The male I chose was disappointing. By the end of the first day, I knew that it should have been you.”

“I deprived myself - both of us - of the pleasure we would have enjoyed.”

- “Avette? Pardon me for asking: why did you choose another male?”

- “As I said, I made an error. I was concerned that if we copulated again, it might negatively impact our working relationship.”

- “How so?” We’d already had sex for hours, multiple times. It didn’t seem to have affected our relationship.

- “In camp, or in the field, you are my commanding officer; I am your obedient servant. I was simply ... concerned that you might carry these roles into my hemmer.”

I had to grin. “No, Avette. It’s your hemmer, and I would’ve been merely a guest - honoured to be there, and eager to please you.”

She nodded. “I came to that very conclusion on my way back.” she said. “You are remarkably adept at adapting yourself to circumstances. I should never have doubted your ability to do so.”

“We have been intimately involved, and you are the sire of my child. Yet I seem to have no difficulty following your orders.”

- “I’m very glad of that.” I said.

Afterwards, as I reflected on what she’d said, I realized that Avette’s judgment was sometimes ... a little off. It confirmed that I was probably right to keep her regiment under my immediate supervision.

Avette was a fine subordinate; I wasn’t ready, just yet, to give her too much independence.

***

“Hello, little Tisucha.”

Esyle gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. As promised, we named her after her grandmother. I could only hope that she would grow up to have a fraction of her namesake’s intelligence and kindness.

After all, Tisucha had helped to deliver both of her grandchildren.

With Tallia away, helping me to organize the New Model Army, Esyle and her mother would take on the job of raising the two new additions to the family. If anyone understood how to bring up hybrids, it would be Esyle and Tisucha Senior.

Unfortunately, Kanitz was also making demands on my time.

- “How long would I take you to train a regiment in your new tactics?” she asked.

- “A year.” I said. Very soon, I felt, we would have five regiments who understood their role as light infantry and skirmishers. That would make it considerably easier to train a new regiment.

- “Good. I may have several Colonels who are interested. It’s early days yet - but just so you know, I’m trying to get you as many troops as I can.”

- “I know you are.”

Then Kanitz suddenly changed topics. “What do you know about Penchens?”

- “Mercenaries. Good troops. Very good.” I could have said a great deal more; thanks to the wonders of Sleepread, I was probably this world’s greatest non-Penchen authority on the Penchens.

But I couldn’t say that to her - even if she did suspect that Pylos didn’t really exist. She’d never pressed me any further on where I was really from. Best to let that sleeping dog lie.

- “They’re excellent troops.” said Wenzla. “The whole Kingdom is organized for war, above anything else. Do you know anything of their history?”

Enough to lecture at any university on the continent, I thought. More than most Penchens, probably.

- “Not really.” I said. I didn’t particularly like lying to Kanitz, but I didn’t want to remind her that I wasn’t actually Pylosian.

- “The fourth Westron-Crolian War spilled over into Penchen land. In those days, out army was still all male - it was that long ago.”

“Soldiers of both armies committed ... depredations on Penchen soil. Their little army was simply brushed aside by the Crolians. The Penchen King was deeply humiliated.”

I knew the story well, having absorbed several Sleepread vid documentaries detailing the Penchen King’s reaction. Tired of being bullied by his bigger neighbors, of having sand kicked in his face, he decided to bulk up - in a hurry.

The Penchens were a medium-sized country with a large-sized army. The King couldn’t afford to do this, unless he devoted 90% of his revenues to the armed forces. Even then, he could only make ends meet by renting out his soldiers as mercenaries.

It worked. The Penchen King could maintain a ridiculously large army with the money he made by renting out troops. Meanwhile, his soldiers gained valuable experience.

There was no Penchen Palace. No university. Little art, and little culture. They weren’t so much a country with an army ... they were more like an army with a country.

- “Do you know anything about the Penchens themselves?” Kanitz asked.

- “A little ...”

- “They’re essentially genderless. Neuters. Until they go into hemmer - which is very infrequently. It’s not at all regular, as with Westrons.”

“And it only happens two to three times, in a lifetime.”

- “Really?” I knew this, of course. But I was interested in Wenzla’s view of the Penchens.

- “It might last three months, or more, though. I’ve heard of Penchen hemmers lasting almost a year.” She sounded excited, but then promptly dashed a bucket of water on that idea. “Extreme cases, I suppose.”

- “Isn’t there something else that’s odd about their hemmer ...?” I said.

- “Yes - the most unusual thing about Penchens is that they only begin to manifest sexual characteristics when their hemmer begins. I mean ... genderless one day, and then suddenly, they become female. Or male.”

“And no one knows - including them -which gender they will be. It seems to depend on their partner, who will always be of the opposite gender.”

- “That’s amazing.”

- “Isn’t it? But there’s more. A Penchen may become female, to mate with her partner, who will become male. But a few years later, she could become male, to mate with the same partner - who will become female.”

- “That’s hard to believe.” I said.

- “I swear to you - all true. Many say that’s why they fight so bravely: their past, present or future lover could be standing next to them in the line of battle.”

“Have you ever met a Penchen?”

- “General Vis had two Penchen regiments in her army, before Limset.” I said. “I met several of the officers.”

- “That’s right - I’d forgotten.” She said. That was a rare admission, for Kanitz. “What did you think of them?”

- “I remember my initial reaction: confusion.” No matter how open-minded or non-judgmental you may think you are, there’s no way to prepare for meeting a person who is genderless.

It was no problem for me to accept Westron females as soldiers and officers: there were plenty of females in the armed forces back home (even if AFOTA kept the cadets segregated). I found dealing with Westron males much more difficult, because their roles were so unfamiliar to me.

You can pretend that you treat everyone the same, if you want. Truth is, you treat men and women differently. It’s cultural, of course; but it might also be biological (or even chemical - who knows?).

But how do you react to someone who is neither male nor female?

- “Awkward, isn’t it?” agreed Kanitz. “I’ve dealt with the Penchens many times, and I still feel uncomfortable when I talk to one.”

“But you’ll have to deal with it. I’m going to hire Penchen mercenaries before the next war starts, and several regiments may very well end up in your army.”

- “Wait - did you say before?” I shouldn’t have been all that surprised. After all, if you wait until the war begins to hire mercenaries, they’ll be mobilized too late to help you with anything - unless you don’t need them until the second year of the conflict.

“Isn’t the next war with the Crolians still years away?”

- “I hope so. I really do.” she said. “But if I wait too long, the Crolian King may realize that he can acquire troops and deny them to us at the same time. I want as many Penchens under contract to us as possible.”

“Besides, it may be well worth the cost to have some of their regiments train with your army before the fighting starts.”

- “You want me to teach them our tactics?”

- “Why not? They’ll learn of them soon enough. Which would you rather have, Cook: Penchens who join you after the war has begun, or who have trained with you for a year - or two, or three?”

That was a no-brainer. But I suddenly saw how worried Kanitz - and, by implication, the Queen - were, if they were ready to pay for mercenaries in peacetime.

- “I’m not sure that the Penchens would make good light infantry.” I said. “But I can certainly use them as shock troops.”

- “You’ll have to deal with a Penchen General, and with their liaison officers. Translators, basically, who can relay your orders.”

I didn’t mention to her that I could speak fluent Penchen (with a ‘Pylosian’ accent), thanks to Sleepread lessons aboard the Halygon.

I wasn’t going to say anything to the Penchens, either. It might be rude to eavesdrop on conversations which they assumed were private - but how could I ever explain where I’d learned their language?

***

Back at the Belere, for a short visit, I found the opportunity to speak to Tallia and Esyle’s mother - Tisucha senior.

- “Do you know any young doctors?” I asked her. “Just starting out? Or at the beginning of their careers?”

- “You could just come to me, Cook.” she said. “Is it ... something embarrassing?” She glanced at my crotch.

- “No. Nothing like that. I don’t need a doctor, Tisucha. And rest assured - if I did, I would come straight to you.”

- “Thank you.” said my mother-in-law (that was how I thought of her). “So why would you want an inexperienced doctor?”

- “For the army.” I said.

After Tonol, and especially after Limset, I’d seen wounded soldiers. Tudino was only one of many. She got the best care available, which happened to be a doctor from the city of Tonol.

But for the rank and file, the only medical attention they got was from their comrades. Dozens who should have survived ... died. And dozens more ended up crippled for life.

Many died in the ox-carts, on their way back to the supply depots.

I wasn’t expecting much, in the here and now. But even a couple of young surgeons who were willing to get involved might be able to save lives. And if I could convince them to sterilize their tools ...

Tisucha had tears in her eyes.

- “I’m so sorry ...” she said. “I never even thought of such a thing. I can only imagine ...”

- “I know.”

- “I will see what I can do for you.”

***

Maia Matila gave birth to her child - a boy. People were pleased that the Queen was reported to be in good health. But many were disappointed that it wasn’t a female heir.

Maia Simonia gave birth to a girl.

*****






Westrons Pt. 20

All of the senior commanders of the New model Army were summoned to the Palace, for a formal presentation to the Royals. Tallia was included, and traveled with us. Countess Aneli met us there.

The Queen was very gracious, though a bit distant again. She treated me like everyone else - so much for being 'almost family'. Maybe she didn't want to make her husband jealous. Or was it for the benefit of Themis' husband? The less he knew about me, the better, I suppose.

The Royal Consort was good-looking enough, and carried himself well. That was his job, in a nutshell: look semi-intelligent and nod at the right moments. Well, that and father an heir.

He was smart enough to know that his role was ornamental. He didn't embarrass himself, or the Queen.

Maia Simonia's Prince Consort was under less pressure. Less was expected of him, because he was heir to vast tracts of land. Also, he'd already fulfilled his main purpose: Simonia had delivered a female - another heir to the throne, once removed.

Princey (as I thought of him) wasn't that bad a guy, from what I could tell. But his attendants got on my nerves right away. He had an entourage of four or five elegantly dressed male courtiers, who whispered to each other and giggled.

I'm sorry - but men shouldn't giggle like that. And if they do, they should make damn sure that their whispers aren't too loud.

- "... Kanitz' little experiment ..." I heard, from a male who was darting glances at me.

- " ... lucky ... Tudino's hemmer ..." said another.

- "More fluent than I expected." said a third, making no real attempt to whisper. "Dresses up reasonably well."

Little turds like these were the reason why headbutts were invented. I took a deep breath, and tried to control my temper.

- "Are you talking about US?" said Tudino, very loudly.

Conversation ceased. Princey's courtiers instantly shut up, and found interesting things to look at - well away from Tudino.

- "Shall we go into the garden?' suggested Princess Maia Simonia.

Princey had enough decency to be mildly embarrassed by his loud-mouthed hangers-on. He didn't come straight out and apologize, but he did try to engage me in a conversation about military matters. He didn't know much about war, but I had to give him credit for trying.

Aneli was a little distant, too. Unless my calendar was off, or her cycle was irregular (which was always possible), she should be due for her hemmer in a month or so. But she didn't say a word about it. Did she have a guilty conscience, I wondered?

Faregil almost swooned, to meet the Queen. Votuda was probably very impressed, but she went to great lengths not to show it. Avette, of course, acted as if she was at the Palace every other day.

When the Queen and her Court withdrew, Kanitz asked us all to remain behind, and to join her in her office.

- "Your army is not a secret." Kanitz told us. "On the contrary, I want it well known that we are creating a new fighting force. I need to attract Inhabers and Colonels who might be interested in serving with you - under Cook's command."

"You must know that there are many who would refuse, if I ordered them to join your army. For political reasons, or ..."

- "Because of me." I said.

Kanitz only nodded. "Yes. That. Cook's reputation is something of an impediment."

- "Not to mention his gender. And his Pylosian origin." said Avette.

- "All true. But we need to find Inhabers who won't turn us down if we invite them to join you. I'm asking for your advice: who should I approach? Who should I ask?"

"Friends of yours? Open-minded, progressive officers ..."

There was a moment of silence. After a while, it got longer than a moment, and began to be a little uncomfortable.

- "Colonel Frad?" said Langoret. She didn't sound 100% sure.

But she'd broken the ice. Tudino started naming people (most of whom I'd never heard of). Avette only mentioned one person, and even then she was frowning as she spoke. All of her progressive friends were already in the room.

But Kanitz made a note of every suggestion, no matter how tentative.

- "Alright." she said. "If you think of anyone else, over the next few weeks, please let me know. But I have another, more immediate question for all of you."

"How do you feel about serving alongside Penchens?"

The reaction was overwhelmingly positive. Tudino was excited.

- "They're excellent troops!" she said. "How many?"

- "I've hired eight regiments of Penchens." said Kanitz.

For a moment, there was utter silence in the room.

Everyone present had at least some idea of how prohibitively expensive that would be for the Crown.

- "Eight?" said Aneli. "But ... the next war is ... five or ten years away."

- "Two or three." said Kanitz. "Perhaps less." She glanced at me. "I have it on good authority that the Crolians are preparing to renew hostilities long before we expect it."

I was a little shocked that the Chancellor had said this openly - in front of Aneli. That was the equivalent of posting it on billboards all over the capital. Thousands of people were going to know before nightfall.

But then, there was no way to hide that many Penchen regiments; Westrons were going to learn about them sooner or later. And maybe Kanitz wanted our military to know about the seriousness of the threat as soon as possible.

- "Eight Penchen regiments?" said Tudino.

- "Four will be attached to the New Model Army. That's why I'm asking: do any of you have a problem working with Penchens?"

Only Avette and Aneli seemed uncertain. Everyone else seemed genuinely pleased.

- "Very good." said Votuda.

- "This will also send a clear signal to our Inhabers." said Kanitz. "Hopefully, some of them will realize that the New Model Army will become the place to be."

I hoped that she was right. In my time at AFOTA, I hadn't met all that many cadets capable of original thought, or willing to go against the majority opinion.

But if I was a drawback, maybe some of the Colonels could attract support?

Langoret was highly respected, in professional circles. Avette was well-known, for her duel with Berandot, if not for her timely arrival at Limset. Tudino was quite famous, and very popular. Neither Faregil nor Votuda had any pull, though.

I, of course, was at least infamous, or notorious. But I hoped that there might be a few Inhabers out there who could see beyond the duel and the hemmers and the brawls and assassination attempts ...

We all had two weeks' leave before we had to go back to the camp. Tallia tried very hard to let me spend some of it with Esyle.

***

Tallia was truly in her element as my Chief of Staff. She was super efficient, and highly organized. The other Colonels quickly realized what Langoret and Faregil had already learned: Tallia knew as much about their regiments as they did.

She also seemed to enjoy having me to herself again. She shared my bed, several times a week - when I wasn't exhausted from a route march. Tallia knew that I would try to please her, if she was sleeping with me. She had an excellent sense of when I was too tired, and gave me space to sleep alone.

She'd become a truly wonderful lover. Tallia knew what she liked, and wasn't shy about telling me. She was often the aggressor, or the initiator - which I absolutely loved.

Tallia wasn't just an assistant, or a side-kick: she was a force in her own right.

***

The Penchens arrived.

Four regiments of foot, with their artillery and a hundred ox-carts, carrying their tents and equipment, ammunition and food. (Penchens were omnivores, unlike the Westrons and Crolians - I was hoping they might invite me to mess with them occasionally)

For many of the new recruits in the Chancellor's Regiment, that first sight of the Penchens came as a bit of a surprise: their uniforms were surprisingly similar. Blue coats, and grey pants.

But at close range, the differences were more obvious. The Penchens wore headgear like a shako, while Westron soldiers had only light caps. The Penchen blue was a little darker, too. And their soldiers wore shoes, while Westron troopers went barefoot, because of the shape of their ankles and feet.

The Penchens also wore their long hair in queues, tied at the nape of the neck.

The Penchen regiments moved well. Their discipline and training were exceptional. Very, very good troops. But I was surprisingly nervous.

Would they be open to our new tactics? It wouldn't be the end of the world if I had to use them as line infantry, rather than lights, but it would cost us a little flexibility.

Much more important was the question of how we'd get along.

General Leydz was polite, but no more. Everything about the way Leydz carried him/her/itself, and how it spoke, made it quite clear that we weren't going to be friends. It was on contract, and it would follow my orders, as long as they didn't recklessly endanger its regiment.

And there was my problem, in a nutshell. I didn't even know what pronoun to use to describe my new ally.

My first impression suggested that Leydz was utterly humourless - a bit grim, in fact. The General introduced his four regimental commanders. We exchanged polite greetings, and I officially welcomed them to our camp.

Leydz then presented two junior officers, who would act as liaisons between us.

- "Captain Isaal. Captain Senau. They are fluent in your language, General. They can be trusted with any task." said Leydz.

I presented Tallia as my Chief of Staff. "With your permission, General, she will help your troops find the section of the camp allocated to them."

Tallia went off with the two liaison officers. Then I formally introduced the Westron Colonels to their Penchen counterparts. There was quite a bit of curtseying and bowing.

I made a brief statement, welcoming them all and stressing our respect for the quality of Penchen soldiers - and quickly cut it short. They didn't want to listen to me spout cliches; they wanted to get their tents set up.

Some hours later, Tallia came back with the two liaison officers.

Isaal was short, and slender; Senau was tall - taller than me - and painfully thin. They would be part of my command team for the foreseeable future. Aides de camp, of a sort. If I needed to send an order to General Leydz, one of these two could write it out in Penchen, so that there would be no confusion.

Well, less confusion. In a critical situation, I could always send one of them in person.

They would be translators, intermediaries, and so on ...

- "Have you eaten? Are you hungry? Thirsty?" I asked.

- "They ate at their camp." said Tallia.

I decided to seize the bull by the horns, and address the question that had been plaguing me since I first learned that I was going to have Penchens under my command. I spoke to Isaal first, because he/she/it was looking at me, while Senau was busy examining the inside of my tent.

- "Please forgive me if I'm being rude - but do Penchens use personal pronouns?" I knew from my Sleepread lessons that the words existed in Penchen. What I didn't know was which ones they preferred to use.

Isaal smiled, without showing any teeth. "We use 'she' and 'her', General Cook."

- "You do?"

- "It's not that we think of ourselves as female. It's more of a courtesy to Westrons. They are all female. Well, except for you ... We do this to avoid confusion. So that you will understand us better."

- "So, if you were hired by the Crolians, would you use masculine pronouns?"

- "Yes. I have heard that we do, though I myself have never served with the Crolians." said Isaal.

- "I'm curious. How do you refer to each other, in your own language? The personal pronouns, I mean. Again, I don't mean to be impolite - I'm just very curious."

- "We have equivalents for 'I', 'me', and 'my/mine'. We also use 'they' and 'their', 'you' and 'your', and so on."

- "But if you were referring to ... Captain Senau, for example. What if ... I wanted to speak to ... ah ... Senau, but ... uh, Senau was with General Leydz?

Isaal smiled, showing very good teeth. "Exactly as you did, General. I would say that Senau was not here, because Senau was with General Leydz. Then I would ask you if you wanted me to send for Senau."

- "Very interesting. Thank you, Captain."

- "My pleasure, General."

***

I gave the Penchens three days to rest. Most of the officers came out to watch the Chancellor's Regiment firing volleys at the skirmish dummies.

- "Very poor shooting." said Captain Senau, in his own language.

- "It may be more difficult than it appears." said Captain Isaal.

They were speaking Penchen, unaware that I understood every word. The senior officers were even more critical; most were smugly confident that their troops could do better. A few were outright arrogant.

I'd encountered arrogance aplenty at AFOTA. But these Penchen had a right to feel superior. They were among the best infantry on the continent.

Still, I was hoping to show them that we were building something even better.

On the fourth day, I took them on a route march with the Anelis and Tudino's regiment.

- "No artillery. No ox-carts. Four days' food per soldier." I warned them, in advance.

The Westrons left them in the dust.

To be fair, I would have been left behind, too, had I not been practising the Run 100, Walk 50, for years. Isaal and Senau tried hard to keep up with us, but they were plainly suffering. I left a squad with them and pushed on.

We set up camp, and settled down to dinner. The two liaison officers stumbled in well after dark.

- "What was the point of that demonstration?" asked Tudino. "Are you trying to embarrass them?"

- "Goodness, no. I want them to respect us a little more, though. They'll be more open to learning from us when they realize that we can do things they can't."

The Anelis and Tudinos got half a day of rest. Then we practiced musketry fire by platoon, and exercised with the three pounders.

The two Penchen liaisons watched with interest.

General Leydz and his contingent arrived just before dusk. I'd sent out the first companies of both Westron regiments to escort them in.

To his credit, the General saw to setting up camp and getting his troops settled before he came to see me.

- "May I ask, General Cook, what was the purpose of this exercise?" he asked. "Captain Isaal informs me that you camped here last night. With your 3-pound cannon."

- "I had two purposes, General Leydz. The first was to give these two regiments another workout. The second, obviously, was to let you and your soldiers see them do it."

- "Are these two regiments your elite? In terms of marching, at least?"

- "All five regiments in camp can do this. Langoret's may be the best, at this point, but Votuda is close."

- "I see. So you move can very fast. Without artillery, and without food."

- "That's right."

I didn't press him. Leydz excused himself, and rejoined his staff.

- "That's all you're going to say?" asked Tudino.

- "For now."

Next morning, we were up and away before the Penchens had started their breakfast.

I had the rifle companies wait for them, a league further on, and then pretend to skirmish with our allies.

The rifles retreated, and were replaced by the 2nd companies. And then the 3rd. We kept this up until noon.

Then the Penchens found us blocking their advance, in line, with our 3-pounders arrayed in front of us.

Leydz seemed to understand. He began to deploy his Penchen regiments into line.

We pulled out, and retreated before they had finished their evolutions.

We had to push the pace a bit, but we got back to the main camp just after dark.

Isaal and Senau didn't make it. Again, I left a squad with them.

***

I had General Leydz thinking. He wasn't ready to concede anything, yet, but he was certainly wondering. So were the two liaison officers.

The Penchens deserved a day or two off to recover from what was - for them - a long and exhausting march.

I didn't give it to them. The very next day, I had them out on the firing range, shooting at the scarecrows. They were very embarrassed when their first regiment scored only 11 hits on our target dummies.

I didn't tell them that their score was twice as good as anything we'd been able to do. Of course, they'd fired three volleys in the time a Westron regiment could only manage two.

Still ...

All four of their regiments took the test. The best score was 11 hits.

Then I invited all of their officers to watch our 1st companies' rifles in action.

General Leydz was a professional soldier, in a superior army. He trusted in their discipline, and their training. But he was no fool.

Two weeks after their arrival, he invited me to their section of the camp for a meal.

- "I am intrigued by your tactics, General." he said. "I am not certain of their value against a Crolian army ... yet I suspect that you could march around them and threaten their supply lines very effectively."

"And I am intrigued by these ... open order attackers you deploy. I suspect that we would have to ... emulate these tactics, to a degree, in order to defend against them."

He wasn't ready to convert his regiments into light infantry, but he did ask if I would help train a company from each one.

It was a start.

***

I wasn't the only one who had trouble addressing the Penchens. All of the Westron Colonels (with the possible exception of Langoret) and Tallia had difficulty, too.

Yet all Westrons were fascinated by Penchens, especially when it came to their sex lives. There were numerous discussions, especially among our rank and file, speculating about Penchen hemmers - how and when they happened, how long and how intense they were, scents and fluids ...

There were Penchen females and Penchen males in their contingent. Perhaps 20 to 25% of the officers and soldiers were in sexually active, monogamous relationships.

I was surprised to discover that Kanitz had been wrong on one point: there were same sex couples. These homosexual relationships were a small minority, but the Penchens didn't seem to differentiate at all. A hemmer couple was a hemmer couple. End of story.

***

"May I ask a question, General?" asked Captain Isaal.

- "Fire away."

Isaal was growing on me. He/she/it was inquisitive, clever, and had a good sense of humour. Isaal made an effort to be personable, to get to know Tallia and me, and my bodyguards.

Senau, on the other hand ... Senau didn't do anything wrong. He/she/it was polite, if distant. There just wasn't much warmth there.

I still had trouble with personal pronouns, and with two genderless Penchens.

Isaal wasn't a 'she'. Not that Isaal was particularly masculine, but Isaal wasn't female - that was for sure. Senau was a little more ... feminine?

To be on the safe side, I found myself speaking to them in Penchen style, using their names to a ridiculous degree - avoiding personal pronouns.

- "Are these demonstrations intended to show us - the Penchens - that your regiments are as good as ours, or even better, in some ways? Or is your instruction aimed at your own troops?"

Isaal's head was tilted slightly to one side, as ... Isaal waited for my reply.

- "Well ... both, I suppose. Although I don't think I'm as clever as you're suggesting."

- "I'm quite certain that you are, General." said Isaal.

***

"I don't understand." said Tallia. "Isn't it dangerous to show the Penchens your tactics? Won't they ...?"

- "Won't they what?"

- "Won't they use them against us, if we ever have to fight them? Or ... they'll tell the Crolians, if they get hired to fight against us next time."



- "You think it's foolish to train them with us? Short-sighted?"

She made a face. "Obviously, you're going to tell me it isn't. But they might not be our allies in the next war."

- "True. But the Crolians already know about our open order skirmishing: we used it against them at Limset. It's not a secret anymore."

"They may not have figured how to respond effectively. I certainly hope they haven't. But it's possible that they're training skirmishers of their own."

"What would happen if our Penchen allies suddenly ran into enemy skirmishers - and they weren't expecting it?"

- "Better that they be prepared. I see." she grumbled.

- "Not only that. How would our allies feel if they discovered that we were keeping secrets from them? That we weren't dealing with them in good faith?"

- "I was just checking." said Tallia. "I wanted to make sure that you had thought this through."

There was something about the way she said it that made me smile.

- "Thank you. I'm glad that you think about things like that." I said. "By any chance, were you also checking whether I'm too tired to make love with you?"

- "Maybe ..." she admitted. "Are you?"

***

Our open order tactics were not well suited to the Penchens. They relied more on their tremendous discipline and steadiness under fire - and their ability to get off three volleys a minute.

They were also never going to be able to keep with one of our regiments on the march. But if they could see the need for rapid movement - if they could travel a little lighter and a little faster than the Crolians, it could be vital.

General Leydz turned out to be a bit more flexible than I'd expected.

- "I cannot make wholesale changes." Leydz told me. "Not without the permission of the King. But perhaps we can make one small ... adjustment."

Captain Isaal explained that four companies (one from each Penchen regiment) would be detached to train with us more directly. They would try to copy our skirmishing style.

- "We may not use them offensively, but if we are confronted with skirmishers, the General could employ these companies as a counter-measure." said Isaal.

- "That's good thinking." I said. If the Crolians had developed skirmishers of their own, the Penchens would have at least some kind of answer.

- "Glad you approve." said Isaal.

I had to take a good look: was that veiled sarcasm? Captain Isaal saw me looking, and tilted his/her/its head to one side.

"Something wrong, General?"

- "No."

In fact, I went on having a difficult time speaking to the Penchens.

They were soldiers, in an all-female army. I was well accustomed, by now, to using 'she' or 'her' when discussing officers and soldiers.

But the Penchen - and especially the two liaisons - looked nothing like females. They weren't particularly masculine, either, but they definitely weren't feminine.

It's hard to overcome a lifetime's experience. Not female = male, as far as I knew. So I tended to treat the Penchens as male.

None of them ever said anything about it, but it was still odd to hear Senau say something like: 'Captain Isaal will be right back, as soon as she finishes briefing General Leydz. Ah - here she comes. Did you need to speak with her?'

Weird.

****

As it turned out, Tallia was not the only member of her family who could get things done. Her mother, Tisucha, arrived at our camp, with four young doctors in tow.

They were young, wide-eyed, and all female, of course.

- "May I present Doctor Boska?" said Tisucha.

Boska was one of the homeliest Westrons I'd ever met. Her lips were tightly pursed, and her nose twitched; she seemed to disapprove of everything she saw, or smelled.

- "We were about to eat. You must be hungry after your long journey. Will you join us?"

I introduced Tallia, Langoret and the other Colonels, and the Penchen liaisons. Dr. Boska frowned when she saw the food on my plate.

- "Green vegetables should be eaten only in very small quantities." she said. "They can cause excessive wind, and even fevers."

- "For Westrons, of course." said Tisucha, quickly. "General Cook is Pylosian."

- "Still ..." said Boska.

I was remembering what little I knew of medicine in 18th century Earth. Most common ailments tended to cure themselves in time, with rest and sleep; that didn't prevent doctors from claiming the credit.

It was an age of apothecaries, who prescribed laxatives or 'bleeding' to purge their patients of foul humours of vapors. Surgery was often performed by barbers - because they had access to sharp cutting instruments.

There were no painkillers. Broken limbs were often amputated, and then cauterized with fire. They had no idea of bacteria; the simplest of wounds could fester and kill.

I did remember a Sleepread article about a medical school in a town called Philadelphia, in 1799. Bleeding a patient, they taught, could cure fevers, asthma, sciatica, headache, rheumatism, coughs, apoplexy, epilepsy - and of course was necessary after all falls, blows and bruises.

Hospitals were horrendous. The poor were convinced that hospitals were a plot to get rid of them, because so many people went in - but so few came out. (I'm not making this shit up. Research it yourself.)

All I wanted was a few more doctors or surgeons, who could help provide for the sick and wounded.

War was coming, and there would be ghastly wounds, but Tisucha had brought me Boska - who thought that veggies were bad for you. She could tell that I wasn't thrilled. Mother and daughter got me outside, after the meal.

- "She's not a bad doctor." said Tisucha.

- "Vegetables cause fever?"

- "She is unfamiliar with Pylosian and Penchen physiognomy - I admit it. But she can set bones, and she doesn't immediately resort to amputation." said my mother-in-law (even though I wasn't married to her daughters - alright, that does sound strange).

- "There aren't that many doctors who are willing to come out and serve with the army." said Tallia. "I think mother did well to get you any at all."

That immediately knocked me down a peg. "She did. I apologize, Tisucha. I'm indebted to you."

- "They're not ideal." she admitted. "But you can train them to your liking. They're young enough that they haven't yet formed unshakeable opinions."

She grinned.

"And you may find, Cook, that Boska may change her opinion about green vegetables if you haven't farted excessively for a few days."

***

Langoret was clearly my Second in Command, because she was the only one who could have run the whole show if I wasn't there. She also took over a big chunk of the responsibility for training, whenever I had to spend time with the Penchens, or if I took one of the Westron regiments on an overnight march.

There was no sexual tension between us. She and Tomos obviously loved one another. I would never have interfered with that. I liked Tomos - but I loved Langoret.

She was as important to me, in some ways, as Tallia. Langoret was like a sister - and once in a while she was like a mother. I would sometimes find her looking at me, as if she was a hen with one chick.

- "Are you alright?" she said, one evening. "You look tired."

I'd been training with Avette's regiment, and then working with Boska and the doctors, exposing them to the rudiments of battlefield medicine. They thought I was drawing on my military experience, while in fact I was teaching them about infections and sterilization from what I remembered of my high school science classes.

- "I'm fine."

- "Perhaps you should take a short break. We can spare you for a few days."

- "Why would I need a break?" I said. "I'm fine."

I ran into Tudino a few moments later.

- "You feeling alright, Cook?" she asked. "You look a bit worn down."

- "You too?" Et tu, Tudino?

The moment I got back to my command tent, Tallia picked up the same theme.

- "You look tired, Cook." she said. "Why don't you take a couple of days off?"

That was too coincidental. I was immediately suspicious. "Are you and Langoret hatching some kind of plot?"

- "No. Why would you say that?" She tried - and failed - to look innocent.

I looked around the tent. The Penchen liaisons had blank faces. Ishana was unreadable, as usual. Madze and Koroba weren't there, but Nasta was blushing.

I went over to her. She wouldn't meet my eye.

- "Won't somebody tell me what's going on?" For a moment there, I'd suspected that Nasta was going into hemmer, but she smelled no different. She was embarrassed, not aroused.

- "It's Koroba." said Tallia.

- "What's wrong with Koroba?"

- "Nothing. She's going into hemmer."

- "Oh."

- "She was afraid to ask you to join her. She knows how busy you've been. Langoret, Tudino and I agreed that you should take a few days, and go see her."

It was a plot. My lovers and my 2nd in command were conspiring to get my bodyguard laid. And me, too.

- "Fine!" I snapped. "One day off for all regiments, except the Penchens. Make and mend. The day after that, Langoret's go on a route march, with Tudino's." That would teach them.

***

Koroba smiled when I entered her room.

- "You came." she said.

- "How could I not? Half the army was involved in a conspiracy to get me here."

She was ensconced in a little rural hemmer cottage. It was simple, but charming. There were some lovely touches, like the lace tablecloth, and the draperies around the windows.

None of that mattered, of course, because Koroba herself was the central attraction. I could smell her the moment I opened the door. She was wearing a lacy undergarment, with thin shoulder straps - and nothing else.

Her shining white-blonde hair had been brushed with care, and her bright brown eyes were alight. She grinned impishly.

- "I'm sorry." she said, insincerely.

- "No, you're not." I sat down on the bed, not too far away. "You know ... you could've just asked me."

She flushed a little.

- "I didn't want to bother you. You're so busy."

- "You're my friend, Koroba. You've saved my life - more than once. All you had to do was ask."

She lowered her eyes, suddenly shy.

- "Your friend?"

- "Of course you're my friend." I said. "You've taught me about Westron politics, you play practical jokes on Nasta and me, you've entertained me on long marches and long boat rides ..."

Koroba looked up at me, her eyes moist. Westrons were especially emotional during their hemmer, and vulnerable.

I also remembered a conversation with Themis, outside Tonol, at the onset of her hemmer.

"Tell me about females in Pylos." she said. "If they do not go into hemmer, how do you prepare them for copulation?"

- "Well, I might ask her to share a meal with me."

- "We have shared many meals, since we met." she pointed out.

- "And I've enjoyed your company, each and every time."

- "Ah - I see! You say nice things to her, in the hope that it will produce a physical reaction. Does this warm her body? Does it cause her juices to flow?"

I had to laugh. "Sometimes, I suppose."

- "Why do you laugh? Say something else - something nice about me."

So I kept talking to Koroba. I wasn't trying to seduce her - she was so primed, she'd probably have killed me if I tried to leave. We were going to have sex. But I could make it even more special for her, simply by telling her some truths.

- "You're a freakishly good fighter, Koroba. I'm still awed by how fast, and how accurate you were, that night we got ambushed just outside the Palace."

"You make me laugh, and you make me smile. Do you have any idea how wonderful that is? You're clever, and quick-witted - so much so, that I forgive you for teasing me and swinging your hips and wiggling your ass ..."

She smiled.

I raised my hand, and caressed her cheek.

"And you must have some idea how lovely you are." I continued. "Your hair, your eyes ... your beautiful face ... and that wicked, toned body ..."

I wasn't making any of this up. Koroba was a pretty, sexy little assassin, and well nigh irresistible.

- "Those are ... very nice things to say." she said. "They just make me want you more."

- "All true. Every word. You'd know right away if I was lying."

- "You really think of me as a friend?" Odd, that - of all the things I'd said, that was she chose to concentrate on.

I kissed her cheek, and she flowed into my arms.

She wanted to copulate in some unusual positions - against the wall, on the table, with her legs up over my shoulders, on the floor, face down - it was Koroba, after all.

But she'd evidently been talking to Tallia and Tudino: Koroba wanted make love, as well. She wanted to be wooed, a little, and to feel as if we weren't motivated exclusively by lust.

That wasn't difficult.

***

We trained hard - for months. I drove the Westron regiments relentlessly, and pushed the Penchens as hard as I dared.

Kanitz sent for me, and I returned to the capital. The Chancellor delayed our interview, postponing it by two days, so that I could spend time with Esyle and the children at the Belere. I also had a chance to visit my children at the Palace nursery, before meeting with Kanitz.

- "You and Koroba have grown close." was the first thing she said.

- "How -?"

Wenzla laughed. "We talk, Cook - you must know that by now!"

- "Still ... "

- "Koroba and Oshide were very good friends. It means a great deal to her that you consider her a friend as well. And ... just so you know - they were both protégés of mine. That's why I entrusted you to their care."

It was my turn to feel a bit emotional.

- "You keep reminding me not to trust anyone." I said. "Then you say something like that."

Kanitz did something unusual. She got up, and came to sit beside me. She put one arm around me.

- "You have to be careful, Cook." she said. "We worry about you, and we want to protect you."

She gave me time to recover, to master my emotions and gather my wits.

Then she brought in Themis - and the Queen.

- "Chancellor Kanitz has done a marvelous job organizing your army. And we have wonderful new to announce to you."

- "Four more regiments, Cook." said Princess Maia Simonia - my Themis. "Four more Colonels want to be part of your New Model Army."

*****
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Not four. Five.

Five Westron regiments joined our enormous camp. Tallia had her hands full providing for all these soldiers. Meat for the Westrons was difficult enough, but she also had to provide for the omnivorous Penchens.

Fortunately, she had experience with her father - and with me.

Langoret did yeoman’s work as well, getting the new troopers settled, and beginning their basic introduction to our tactics, while I met with their commanding officers.

In the months to come, I formed distinct impressions of these five new females, on whom I would come to rely in battle.

***

Colonel Neslann had a reputation as an excellent tactician. She immediately understood what I was trying to achieve, and embraced it wholeheartedly.

She was brave - fearless, really - I didn’t understand how she could stride about, ignoring the live fire going on around her.

The soldiers loved her - her own regiment, and the others. Other officers admired her. But she had a prickly sense of honour, and immediately conceived a dislike for Avette and Votuda.

***

Colonel Yna was aggressive, and daring. There were stories of her bravery, as a junior officer. They all seemed to involve her leading from the front.

I’d met many officers who said “Go on.”

Yna was one of those who said “Come on.”

She had zero sense of humour. Yna had lost family members to the Crolians. She had scores to settle. Nothing could be allowed to interfere with that.

***

Colonel Semmana was ambitious. She wasn’t particularly well-connected, but she wanted fame, wealth, a title ... She’d seen Langoret, Avette, Tudino and I achieve these things, and she wanted in to our privileged little club.

Semmana had talent, and showed initiative.

Despite her ambition, she showed more skill in dogged defence. On the attack, she was a little bit slow.

***

Colonel Frad was curious about me. And Langoret and Tudino, too.

She was quiet, and capable. Frad went about her business with no fuss. But she didn’t show much independence or initiative.

Frad had been at Tonol, under General Brune’s command. When Storana (in command of the Anelis) and Langoret moved ... she didn’t. She knew by now that she’d missed an opportunity.

***

Colonel Cyrte was in General Vis’ army, before Limset.

She was on the extreme left wing, and her regiment didn’t get into either of the two battles.

“I always regretted that.” she told me. “Had I been on the right, or closer to the center, my career might have turned out very differently.”

Cyrte wasn’t well-connected. She had to hope that she could show some skill, and have some success on the battlefield.

***

The Penchens did their share of marching. I wasn’t trying to wear out their shoes. Really, what I wanted was to convince their officers to travel lighter - to leave behind some of the ox-carts carrying tents, sappers’ tools, extra food and ammunition, and so on.

But there were two Penchens who did have to keep pace with me. Although Isaal and Senau did their best, they could barely keep up with Tallia. We literally ran them right out of their shoes. Their feet were in pretty bad shape.

While I was in Cercen, I got them some soft slippers, that looked like moccasins. They were made of leather, but very flexible. I bought them two pairs each - and ordered more.

- “Thank you, General.” said Senau.

- “That was very good of you, General - to think of us.” said Isaal. “And our feet.”

I was coming to know the two liaisons a little better. Senau, the tall, thin one, was quieter. He/she was darker, both in colouring and in mood. Senau’s ‘resting face’ seemed to be ‘brooding’.

In the Command tent, he/she gravitated to Madze and Ishana - perhaps because neither of them ever tried to begin a conversation. Tallia tried to draw Senau out - with limited success.

Isaal was more gregarious, and much friendlier. He/she was comfortable conversing with Tallia, Nasta and Koroba - so comfortable, in fact, that Koroba started including Isaal as one of the targets for her practical jokes.

The one (and only) time Koroba played a prank on Senau, he/she looked so offended that it spoiled the mood for the rest of the day.

Isaal, by contrast, laughed harder than anyone else when she was pranked - and then thanked Koroba for including her in the joke.

I often saw Isaal staring off into the distance, as if lost in thought. Sometimes, though, I would find Isaal studying me - that’s the only way to describe it.

***

The new Colonels all worked hard. I was very pleased to see it. But there were personality issues from the very outset.

I quite liked Neslann. Everyone seemed to like her, as well. But she didn’t get along with Avette or Votuda. Or Semmana.

Yna was difficult to get along with, because she lacked any kind of sense of humour. She liked Tudino, and respected Langoret - but that was about it.

Semmana gravitated to Avette. Frad got along with Faregil and Cyrte.

Nobody liked Votuda, except possibly Tudino.

I couldn’t keep track of all the permutations. Tallia could, though, and she kept me well informed.

It had nothing to do with their gender. I’d written a university paper on Napoleon’s Marshals:

- Davout got along with Oudinot. He hated Bernadotte. Nobody else liked Davout.

- Lannes, Augereau and Ney hated Murat (Lannes also hated Bessieres, who returned it in kind)

- MacDonald and St-Cyr hated each other

- Ney and Soult hated each other

- Soult and Massena hated each other; ditto Massena and Bessieres, Augereau and Murat

- there were friendships: Murat and Bessieres, Lannes and Augereau ... but Napoleon’s Marshals were no band of brothers - that was for sure.

By that standard, my Colonels got along reasonably well.

***

Understanding Penchen was useful. I didn’t learn any great state secrets, but I did find out that one of General Leydz’ Colonels was very skeptical of my training methods. Two were more positive, and one was undecided.

Colonel Skeptical thought that I was overrated. General Leydz disagreed.

- “You need to pay closer attention. If Cook was a Penchen, she would be a General long before you.” Yeah - he referred to me as ‘she’.

I also overheard a number of conversations between the two liaison officers. Senau was intelligent, but his negativity wore on me. I gained new appreciation for Isaal, though.

Until the day when Tallia had to deal directly with General Leydz, to ensure that their supply requirements were met. She took Captain Senau along to translate.

That left me watching Semmana’s regiment at skirmishing drill, with Captain Isaal a few paces behind. Koroba and Madze were there as well.

- “Where did you learn to speak Penchen, General?” asked Isaal.

I almost responded immediately. It didn’t occur to me until the last second that Isaal had asked the question in the Penchen language. My mouth was already open to answer.

- “P-pardon? Were you speaking to me?” I said, in Westron. That was a probably a mistake: I should have just shut my mouth, and kept it shut.

Talley thought that I was a proficient liar; Kanitz knew damn well that I wasn’t. Isaal didn’t seem to believe me either.

- “You try not to look at us directly when we are speaking.” said Isaal, in Penchen. “But you make a very obvious effort to look at something else.”

Isaal was too smart - too observant. He/she had caught me.

Actually, the more I thought about it, Isaal was more male than female. He, then. It seemed to fit. And that made me feel even worse.

Other than Tomos, Langoret’s husband-to-be, I couldn’t really call any Westron male a friend. And though he was a decent fellow, Tomos knew nothing of the army or the war, except that we needed a lot of oxen.

My Colonels could share my enthusiasm for things military, but they were Westron females - so, doubly alien to me, in some ways.

I’d had the feeling for a while now that Isaal could develop into a friend. He was easy-going and intelligent, and had a good sense of humour. That’s why it felt bad to lie to him.

I hesitated, for far too long - which was probably just as bad as an admission of guilt.

- “Do you speak Penchen, too? Or is it just that you understand us?”

- “I understand. And ... I can speak, a little.”

- “That’s very impressive. How did you learn? Who taught you?” asked Isaal.

I couldn’t tell him the truth. Sleepread - aboard a spaceship? Kanitz suspected something, but I doubt that even she could have handled the truth. So I changed the subject.

- “I’m sorry, Isaal. I didn’t mean to ... spy on you. I just didn’t know how to explain that I understand your language. And can speak it, a bit.”

Isaal did that head tilt again - it was almost his trademark.

- “A bit? You speak very well, for a foreigner. But you needn’t worry, General. Senau doesn’t suspect that you understand us.”

- “You didn’t tell ...?”

- “No. Like many Penchens, Senau doesn’t trust Westrons or Crolians. I wouldn’t want to confirm Senau’s prejudices.”

- “You don’t ... share them?”

- “Not to the same degree.” said Isaal. “And I see that you are genuinely trying to help us prepare for the coming war. You are sharing valuable knowledge.”

- “Not all Westrons think that I should.” I said.

- “Because we may be on opposite sides in a future war?”

- “I hope that never happens.”

- “So do I, General. I would never want to fight against you. I suspect that we would come out second best.” said Isaal.

Koroba and Madze were standing only ten feet away. Big Madze didn’t think that anything unusual was going on, but Koroba was looking at me oddly.

- “I would be happy to continue this conversation another time, General.” said Isaal. He moved off, to take a closer look at Semmana’s companies in open order drill.

Koroba stepped up beside me.

- “Were you speaking their language?” she whispered. “Penchen?“

- “Isaal figured out that I understood them.” I whispered back.

- “He’s too smart, that one.” said Koroba. So I wasn’t the only one that saw Isaal as more male than female.

“Does Kanitz know that you speak Penchen?”

- “I ... think so.” I said.

- “Fuckety fuck.” whispered Koroba. She went back to stand next to Madze.

***

Weeks passed, but I never noticed any change in the behaviour of General Leydz, or any of the Penchen Colonels. Captain Senau was no different.

Isaal hadn’t told anyone that I spoke Penchen.

We trained hard for months, and I learned about the new Colonels and their troops. They didn’t all get along perfectly, but I was pleased with how quickly they learned.

Tudino went into hemmer.

- “It has to be you - or no one.” she said.

- “Go.” said Tallia.

- “Go.” said Langoret. “The army is not going to fall apart in a week. Go.”

- “You have to go.” said Koroba.

- “Please?“ said Tudino.

I went. And I immediately began to re-think my feelings about my comrades. I didn’t have many male friends, but Tudino was a wonder: an able commander, who understood and espoused my tactical systems, and a brave woman of unimpeachable integrity.

We had a bond of trust, as well, since we’d shared her first successful hemmer - and her second. The third was less spectacular. Comfortable, but still intense.

- “I love copulating with you.” she said.

- “I love everything about you.” I replied.

She punched me - hard. “That’s not fair! You know that I ... love you, too.”

We had a wonderful three days together. Not for the first time, I wondered how my life would be, if not for the Westron hemmer cycle.

If Tudino was human, or even a hybrid, capable of having sex at any time ... would I want to be with her on a permanent basis?

On the other hand, if it wasn’t for her traumatic experiences with her hemmer, I would probably never have had the opportunity to become intimate with her at all.

***

The news from the capital was not good. The Queen had gone into hemmer - and failed to conceive a child.

Some blamed her; some were disappointed with the Royal Consort. Two hemmers: one male child. That was not what was expected.

Princess Maia Simonia also had her hemmer, and delivered a little boy. Better - but not good enough.

***

Avette went into hemmer. She asked me to join her. I couldn’t very well refuse, after going away with Tudino.

- “You have to.” said Tallia.

- “I don’t really want to.” Tallia was virtually the only person I could say that to. But it was the truth.

Avette had saved us, at Limset. We had a child together. And her first hemmer with me had been ... amazing.

Since then, though, I’d watched her in training. Her judgment was sometimes suspect. She also squabbled with some of the other Colonels. Avette got along with Semmana, but struck sparks with Neslann, and of course, disliked Votuda intensely.

But I couldn’t turn her down. Hell hath no fury like a Westron scorned, or something like that. I accepted her invitation.

We had two days of technically excellent sex.

It was mildly disappointing. Avette had a classically beautiful face, and a fantastic body. Her hemmer created lubrication for both of us, and we were able to couple for almost two days straight, in a variety of comfortable positions.

But that’s all it was. She couldn’t hold a candle to Tudino, or Tallia.

***

Neslann might have been dropping hints about her own hemmer. I wasn’t sure. But I didn’t respond. She took a short leave to spend her hemmer by herself.

What possessed me to do that? She was an attractive female, fine-featured, with dark hair and lovely grey-green eyes. I just didn’t know her very well yet.

When did that ever stop me, I hear you ask?

If I went with Neslann, how could I say no to any of the other Colonels? (I doubted that Yna or Votuda would be interested - but you never knew).

For one thing, I was about to turn 30. Hardly an old man, but I had three hybrid lovers, and two more whose hemmers I wouldn’t miss for the world (Tudino and Koroba). I also had more than enough children already.

And one day, I hoped, Themis might be free to be with me again.

Six lovers was plenty. I was past that stage of my life when having sex with as many women as possible was appealing. There was no further need to prove my virility.

So I concentrated on military matters.

To speed up the training, I wanted to pair the first regiments with the new units. It was also a case of matching Colonels who could work together. I had hopes that these brigaded pairs could fight together in battle.

It was a bit like harnessing two oxen to a cart: they had to pull as a team.

Yna was aggressive, and lacked a sense of humour. But even she respected Langoret, and would probably take direction from my partner.

Frad got along with Faregil, and her troopers knew the veteran Anelis from their time together at the siege of Tonol. Frad was the least prickly, least difficult of the new Colonels. She wouldn’t be too proud to learn from Faregil.

Neslann was a strong personality. She didn’t like Avette, Votuda, or Semmana - so I put her with Tudino. They were both dynamic individuals, but Neslann could hardly complain about being paired with the hero of Tonol.

Avette and Semmana. Not an ideal match, because Semmana wouldn’t learn much from Avette. But they got along. Any other pairing with Avette might result in a duel. I would probably have to keep their two regiments close to me.

That left Cyrte with Votuda. Well, somebody had to work with Votuda. Cyrte was ambitious, and I hoped that she would be intelligent enough to recognize her new partner’s skill and tactical acumen.

The pairings might not be perfect. But if the commanders weren’t pulling in opposite directions, then we might be able to achieve great things.

Of course, I consulted Langoret and Tallia before making my final decision. Langoret frowned a bit. She couldn’t come up with anything better, though.

I spoke to each Colonel individually, letting them know who they’d be working with, and what I expected of them.

Then I met with the new brigade partners, and tried to give them some idea of how they might be employed, on campaign, and in battle.

***

I badgered Kanitz endlessly. More money, more 3-pounders, more rifles, more powder, more money ...

When she called me to the capital, I thought I was about to get an earful. Instead, I got a surprise. Several surprises.

- “Tell me about your army.” said the Chancellor.

I gave her a thorough progress report. I told her about my brigade pairings, and about General Leydz and the Penchens. I also reminded her about the shortage of rifles, and of 3-pounder cannons.

- “I know that you want more 3-pounders. I know that you want more rifles. If I could conjure them out of thin air, I would. Since I can’t - you’ll have to make do with what you have.”

“The question I need answered is this: can you win a battle with what you have now? Against an equal or larger Crolian force?”

I raised both eyebrows. “How much larger?”

Kanitz sighed. “We have perhaps 40,000 troops available now - including the Penchens. Once war begins, we can probably send another 15-20,000 to the front.”

“The Crolians have 80,000 troops under arms. I have no idea how many more they can raise, or what they have in reserve.”

“But they will strike in the spring - without a declaration of war. They’re hoping to catch us unprepared.”

My jaw dropped the moment I heard that figure: 80,000.

- “That’s not possible.” Then another thought struck me. “You know this? For certain?”

Kanitz looked tired - worn down. But she was able to muster a grin.

- “Your friend Lebuc came through for us.” she said.

The Woles had transported vast quantities of materiel for the Crolians: powder and shot, muskets and bayonets. And pikes.

- “Pikes?”

Kanitz smiled. “Their Southern army, opposite Tonol, will be largely a feint. Six to ten thousand line infantry, backed by an equal number of troops armed with pikes.”

“They intend to pin down one of our armies, while attacking on two other fronts.”

This information was golden. We could set up 2 decent armies, in the North and the Centre, knowing that the Crolian Southern army wasn’t a real threat.

I was Commander-in-Chief in the north, with an army that was rapidly becoming the best fighting force on the continent. I was sure of that, and I told Kanitz so.

- “But who’ll be commanding the other two armies?” I asked.

- “The southern army? General Brune.”

I shook my head. Brune couldn’t organize an orgy in a brothel. But I understood enough of Westron politics - and Kanitz’ facial expressions - to know that there wasn’t much she could do about it.

The Queen’s failure to produce an heir, in two successive hemmers, wasn’t helping. Deals had to be made, patronage appointments dispensed, to keep supporters loyal.

“The central army will be under General Keinarsh.”

I had no idea who that was. But I did have one pressing question.

- “Where’s Berandot?”

- “Centre.” said Kanitz.

- “Fair enough. What do you want me to do, Wenzla? What do you need?”

She sighed again. “We need you to attack, Cook. I genuinely don’t know how Keinarsh will fare. And ... you know Brune. You’re our best hope.”

Kanitz did look tired. I convinced her to have a light supper with me, and then to go to bed early.

- “Can you stay?” she asked.

- “Of course. I was hoping that you’d ask.”

In the end, though, Wenzla needed to be held more than she needed (or wanted) sex. I cradled her in my arms, and let her sleep.

She made up for it in the morning, though.

***

The camp hadn’t fallen apart while I was gone. Langoret kept everyone to their training schedules, and Tallia got everything done that needed to be done.



When I arrived with my bodyguards, I found the Command tent empty, except for the Penchen liaison, Isaal.

- “Tallia and Senau are with General Leydz.” he said. It said. Isaal.

Damn. A week away, and I was back to finding it odd, speaking with a Penchen. And I liked Isaal. But it was still disconcerting, to speak to a person without gender.

Know it or not - believe it or not - you behave differently with males and females. It’s problematic, when you can’t tell their gender: you start searching for clues, tiny features or micro-expressions which might help identify their sex.

Then you get self-conscious, and end up feeling awkward.

I liked Isaal, because among other qualities, he/it tried to put me at ease. He also got along with my bodyguards - no mean feat, when they were tired and dirty from travel.

- “I need a bath.” said Nasta.

- “Yes, you do.” said Koroba.

- “You do, too.” said Nasta.

- “Not denying it.”

- “Go, then.” I said.

I started going through the correspondence that had arrived while I was away. It was Tallia’s concern, really, but I liked to know what was going on. My heart wasn’t really in it, though - I was still trying to grasp the idea of 80,000 Crolians coming our way in the spring.

- “You seem to have the weight of the world on your shoulders.” said Isaal.

I nodded. “Feels that way, sometimes.”

- “There’s a Penchen saying.” he said - in Penchen. “Tell a friend. When two share the load, the weight is easier to bear.” And then he tilted his head.

- “We have a similar saying - in Pylos. Thank you for offering.” I was pleased, really, that Isaal would use that expression. I thought of him as a friend, already. It was nice to think that he felt the same way.

- “You haven’t said what troubles you.”

- “Ah ... state secrets, for the most part. Things I can’t change ...” I said. “You know - you sound a bit different, too. Weight of the world? Or are you a little under the weather?”

I should have known better than to use an idiomatic expression in another language. Isaal had no idea what I was trying to say.

- “Under weather? You mean ... rain?”

- “No - I was asking if you were feeling a bit ill.”

- “Ah? No. I’m not ill.”

- “Tired? Perhaps you should go and lie down.”

- “I’m fine.” said Isaal. “But you must be exhausted. I’ll let you rest. See you tomorrow.”

Almost every conversation I had with a Penchen was unusual. But that little exchange with Isaal was odd, too.

***

Tallia was happy to have me back, in a personal as well as in a professional capacity.

- “I missed you.” she said, with her head resting on my chest.

I brought her up to date with the news from the capital, and with reports about her family, our son and her niece.

Tallia had been fiercely insistent that she wanted a child with me; only while pregnant had she begun to question her ‘ maternal instincts’. Almost immediately after giving birth to Talley (junior), she discovered that she was not quite so motherly as she’d expected to be.

Esyle had enough maternal instinct for two people, though; all three of us joked that she’d somehow gotten Tallia’s share. The sisters were very different, in that regard.

Esyle was delighted to run our household, and raise two children, with her mother’s help. Tallia was happier being with me, employing her amazing talents as Chief of Staff of the New Model Army.

- “Penchens alright?” I asked her.

- “Fussy about their food, the quality of the powder ... you name it.” she said. “I got most of it straightened out with Leydz, today.”

- “I noticed that you took Senau with you.”

- “Yes.”

- “I would’ve thought that Isaal would be more helpful, for the ... diplomatic stuff.” I had to be careful how I said that: Isaal was my favourite. Tallia claimed to prefer Senau’s calm. What I saw as moodiness, she called reserve and steadiness.

- “Isaal’s been ... a bit off, for the past little while.”

- “Off?”

- “Quiet. Distracted. Like she was brooding about something.”

- “Hmm.” I made a mental note to ask him about it.

***

While the autumn weather remained fine, I decided to use the information Kanitz had gotten from Lebuc and the Woles.

Since I could pinpoint the location of the Crolians’ northern supply depot, it wasn’t hard to predict their possible lines of advance. They could come directly towards us, along the main road, or they could swing south, and seek to get around us, to threaten our supply lines.

I wanted to see the lay of the land for myself, to locate some possible battlefields and study the terrain in advance.

There was no way that my bodyguards would let us go alone, of course. Langoret gave me her rifle company as an escort. Tallia would have liked to come along, but her skills were administrative, not military.

I’d already asked Tudino to go with me. Two pairs of eyes are better than one, when it comes to finding a good spot to give battle. That made solid sense, even if she insisted on bringing her rifle company along, too.

I would have been happy to take Captain Isaal with me as well, but the Penchen liaison was unavailable.

- “Captain Isaal is indisposed.” said Senau.

- “Ill?”

- “Indisposed.”

We had a wonderful time of it. The northern borderlands, back in Westron hands for the first time in decades, were composed of rolling hills, with wooded slopes and stretches of pastureland.

Tudino wanted to see Limset, so we passed through the area. There was no way that we could repeat that battle, though: the narrowness of the open fields would have limited the size of the engagement.

Langoret’s and the Anelis had performed wonders there, until Avette arrived to assist us. But we needed much larger open spaces now, with 14 regiments under my command, instead of two.

It was Tudino who spotted the ridge, just east of the village of Kesmansha. The settlement was on the low ground, near a fast-running stream and plentiful sources of firewood. But they did use the heights to graze their oxen.

Tudino convinced me to climb the ridge.

- “Beautiful.” she said. “You could stop an army twice our size here.”

- “But we need a decisive battle.” I said to her. “Scoring a minor tactical victory does us no good if we’re busy losing on the central front.” Or the south - even if the Woles’ intelligence suggested that the Crolians didn’t seriously intend to attack there again, neither of us had any faith in General Brune.

Still, I filed away the ridge at Kesmansha in my memory. The place had potential.

- “Thank you for bringing me.” said Tudino, when we camped for the night.

- “I’m glad you’re here. For more than just your military skills.”

- “I wish that I was in hemmer, though. It would be wonderful to make love on this ridge, under the moons.”

- “You’re so Westron, Tudino - talking about sex all the time.”

- “Even when it will be months before I can do it again.” she said, wistfully.

We talked about a number of things that night.

“How are you getting along with the Penchens?” she asked.

- “Quite well. I still don’t know how to talk to them, but ...”

- “I know what you mean. I’m glad that we have them along - they’re fine soldiers. But you’d best make sure that nothing happens to you, Cook. Langoret has her qualities .. I just don’t know if they’d follow her ... not the way they follow you.”

- “I’m not sure that they ‘follow’ me. They’re mercenaries, after all.” I said.

- “There’s a big difference between following orders, and loving your work.”

- “Agreed.”

- “Take that Captain Isaal.” said Tudino. “She hangs on your every word.”

- “She? You mean ‘he’.”

Tudino and I had a long - much too long - discussion of Penchen gender traits.

- “You’re used to dealing with an army of females.” she said. “When you meet someone who obviously isn’t female, you automatically assume that they’re male.”

I couldn’t shake her out of that conviction. In the end, I didn’t even believe some of my own arguments.

- “Maybe it’s just that the Penchens defy description.” I suggested.

- “Sure, Cook. Keep telling yourself that.” she said, with a grin. Tudino knew me too well by now. She knew that I’d continue to defend a hopeless position.

Finally, she asked if she could try sleeping next to me, even though her hemmer wouldn’t return for months.

- “This is nice.” said Tudino, squirming as she tried to position her backside squarely against my crotch. “It’s not all about sex, is it? I love being here with you.”

- “So do I.” I admitted.

***

We found two or three more locations that would make decent battlefields, on the southern side of our front - if the Crolians tried to maneuver against our lines of communication, there were several places where we could stop them.

Except that I didn’t want to just stop them. I had to defeat them, in detail. A victory wasn’t enough; Kanitz needed more. For that reason, my mind kept returning to the ridge at Kesmansha.

The heavens opened up, and the rain came pelting down. It poured so hard that the raindrops actually hurt when they hit us. We tried to find shelter in the woods.

- “Still enjoying yourself?” I asked Tudino. As far as I could tell, we were all going to be damp, uncomfortable and cranky by morning.

She shook her head. Tudino grabbed my arm and dragged me to the edge of the forest. We were getting wetter, there - but that was like getting a little more pregnant. It made no difference whatsoever.

- “Listen.” she said.

We stood together, soaked to the skin, listening to the hiss of the rain as it struck the grass, to the drumbeats when it hit tree branches.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” she asked. “Just to be alive?”

I wondered if she might be having some kind of awful premonition. After all, Tudino had been wounded in virtually engagement she’d ever fought in.

When I looked closer, I realized that she was crying. There were raindrops running down her face, but she was adding to the deluge.

- “Tudino?”

- “I wish I was a hybrid.” she said, through her tears.

***

It took us two more days to return to camp. Everyone but Tudino and me was happy to be back, to be able to change clothes, to bathe, or just to finally dry out.

There was no way for Tudino to unsay what she’d said, or for me to pretend that I hadn’t heard it.

She wasn’t jealous of Tallia, or of Esyle. She wanted to be them.

- “I will always love and admire you.” I told her. “And I’ll continue to show up for your hemmers - until you find a younger, better-looking male.”

She hugged me, then, in full view of everyone nearby. It probably wasn’t a great surprise for them: there couldn’t be a single Westron soldier in camp who hadn’t heard the story of Tudino and her 4-day hemmer.

My bodyguards and I returned to my command tent. Tallia was there, with Langoret, and the ever-present Captain Senau.

The moment I stepped inside, they instantly fell silent.

- “I’m ... back.” I said.

Langoret recovered first.

- “Welcome back.” she said. “How did it go?”

- “Fine ... but why do I feel like I just interrupted something?”

Tallia flushed. Langoret looked concerned. I glanced at Senau: he was completely impassive - his default setting. That was when I realized who wasn’t there.

“Where’s Captain Isaal?” I asked.

- “She’s ... indisposed.” said Langoret.

I ignored the pronoun. If Langoret wanted to agree with Tallia, and see Isaal as more female than male, then so be it.

- “If Isaal is sick, have you sent Doctor Boska to look at him? Her?”

- “She’s not ill, Cook.” said Tallia. “She’s indisposed.”

Something about the way she said finally clicked with me. I’m not especially stupid, but when it came to sexual matters, I was almost always going to be the slowest person in the room. Or tent.

- “Oh. You mean ... she’s in hemmer?”

Langoret spoke to my bodyguards. “Could you excuse us, please?”

- “We’ll keep watch outside, Colonel.” said Ishana. Koroba looked at me, but if she was trying to communicate something silently, I completely missed it.

Isaal was changing. Her body was transforming itself - and from the way they were talking, she was becoming female. Maybe Westron women could sense something that I unaware of - some sight, or smell, or even a feeling. Even Tudino had Isaal pegged as a female.

I glanced at Senau again. He didn’t look any different, as far as I could tell.

- “If Isaal is going through the change,” I said, “why isn’t Senau?”

- “Captain Isaal is not changing for me.” said the Captain. He didn’t sound particularly disappointed; he was simply stating a fact.

Penchen hemmers were completely unlike Westrons’. A Penchen could become a male, and then years later, become female - even with the same partner, who might also change to the opposite gender.

They didn’t have the extraordinary heat and secretions that Westrons did, but their ‘change’ could last for an entire year, and in exceptional cases, even longer. But a Penchen might experience the change only 2-4 times in their lifetime.

There was one similarity, though: no one was entirely sure what caused Westrons to go into hemmer, or Penchens to begin the change. It could be a dramatic incident, or a stressful experience, but most people suspected that proximity to an attractive or appealing prospective partner might be enough to set them off.

- “Then who is she changing for?” I asked. “She hasn’t spent much time with anyone else ...”

That’s when I realized that the others were all staring at me. I was the slowest person in the tent once again.

“Oh.” I said.

*****






Westrons Pt. 22

Koroba and Tudino said the same thing: "You have to talk to her."

Tallia used exactly the same words.

- "You have to talk to her, Cook. Poor thing."

Langoret had a slightly different take on matters.

- "You should speak to General Leydz." she suggested.

That wasn't a bad idea.

- "This is ... unprecedented." said the Penchen General. "I have never heard of one of our people entering the Change for ... someone of a different species."

- "Will this cause any difficulties for Captain Isaal?" I asked. "Will it affect her standing with the King, or within the army?"

General Leydz was a decent person, as he/she/it showed in that moment.

- "I wish that I knew, General Cook. For myself, I think that she is blameless in this matter. Who among us has chosen their change?"

That was an insight into Penchen sexuality that I hadn't expected. It certainly wasn't mentioned in the Sleepread lectures I'd absorbed.

"But I cannot speak for the High Command. Or for the King, obviously."

- "Do you intend to change Isaal's assignment?" I asked.

Leydz looked me in the eye. "Would Isaal's presence make you uncomfortable?"

- "I don't think so. No."

- "Then no, Sir. I won't change Captain Isaal's assignment. Not unless you order me to."

I offered Leydz my hand. "Thank you."

***

Isaal and Senau shared a tent, on the edge of the Penchen quarter of our camp, closest to my quarters. As tents go, it was considerably more spacious and more luxurious than the little pup tent Themis and I had shared at Tonol.

You can't knock on a tent flap, obviously, so I coughed loudly to announce my presence.

There was no indication that Isaal had heard me, or that she was even inside. I coughed again, waited a moment, and then lifted the tent flap.

Isaal was there. Her long hair hung in disorderly strands about her face. Her eyes were ... fixed on a distant point, as if she was staring through the fabric of the tent, at some sight a hundred yards away. Or even a thousand.

She hadn't heard me. The sudden motion, though, startled her. She blinked, and looked my way.

- "Oh!" Isaal turned her back on me, and quickly fumbled with her hair, gathering the loose strands and tying them into a proper Penchen queue.

- "May I ... come in?" I asked - in Penchen.

- "Yes, General. Of course you can come in."

Her voice was different. That was immediately evident. Isaal's cadence, the pace of her speech, hadn't changed ... but the pitch was different, and she sounded ... breathier, somehow. It came as a shock to me.

I knew that Isaal (the Isaal that I knew) was going to be different. I just hadn't expected the difference to be so obvious - and so immediate.

And then she turned to face me.

It wasn't a single feature that leapt out at me. Her hair was unchanged. Isaal's eyes looked at me - same as ever. Same up tilted nose - though maybe it was a little smaller.

But her eyebrows seemed higher, and more arched. Longer eyelashes. Her lips were a little more curved. Her cheeks were rounder.

If I concentrated on any one of those features, I rapidly grew confused. But the overall difference was obvious: Isaal was female.

I don't know what I'd been expecting: a cross-dresser? A transsexual in transition? Isaal didn't look like a man trying to look like a woman. Isaal was a she.

- "May I sit ...?"

- "Please."

I sat down, cross-legged.

- "Isaal ..." I began. I knew what I wanted to say, but it was difficult to organize my thoughts, with this familiar and yet completely strange person opposite me.

- "I'm sorry." she said.

- "Pardon?" Of all the things she might have said, I wasn't expecting that. "Why would you be sorry?"

- "I'm sorry if I've caused you any embarrassment. That was not my intent."

- "You didn't intend any of this." I said. "I didn't know until now that the Change happens whether you like it or not, but General Leydz explained it to me."

- "You spoke to General Leydz?"

- "Yes. There's no plan to send you home ... to re-assign you, or to change anything, really. Unless you want us to."

- "That was very kind of you. And of General Leydz."

- "Isaal ... if you were uncomfortable, or ... embarrassed, I would understand. I know that you wouldn't resign, or desert. You could have asked for a transfer, for another assignment - only ... you didn't. That makes me hope that you still want to work with me. With us."

- "Hope?" I couldn't read her facial expression. Serious. Concerned, obviously. But I didn't see any shame or ... I don't know what I was expecting.

- "I'm sorry. I don't - I don't mean to offend you. I liked having you as my liaison. I like you, Isaal. I enjoy your company. You have good instincts, and common sense to spare."

"Besides, if you leave ... I'll be stuck with Senau."

I heard Isaal take a breath. Then she laughed. It was most definitely Isaal, but it was also a sound I'd never heard before.

- "That would be a terrible fate." she said.

- "Isaal ... I learned a great deal in Cercen. The war - it'll begin in the spring. They're coming. I need ... your skills. Your expertise. Do you think ... that we could continue to work together?"

- "Would I not create problems for you, General? Or for ... Tallia? She's been very kind, and understanding. Not many Westrons are so comfortable, dealing with Penchens."

- "Jealousy is not one of Tallia's failings." I said.

- "Perhaps. But Colonel Tudino also has strong feelings for you. As does Koroba."

- "Neither of them want you to leave."

- "And Tallia's sister has borne you a child."

- "You're very well informed." I said. "Isaal - please don't take this the wrong way, but ... you seem remarkably composed. I thought you might be more ..."

- "Emotional? Embarrassed? I've been through those stages. I've had weeks to become accustomed to what was happening to me. And I've come to terms with my Change."

"It is what it is."

It is what it is. Not fatalism. Not passivity. But acceptance of something you can't change. I shouldn't have been surprised that Isaal was wise as well as intelligent.

***

It is what it is.

Isaal came back to work. Tallia hugged her, and welcomed her back. Koroba and Nasta were very kind. Madze didn't say anything; neither did Ishana, but it was hard for her to keep the look of mild disgust off her face.

Senau said nothing. It was a shame that he was such a cold fish; Isaal could have used some support. If he'd been a little warmer, even a little friendlier, I could have asked him for an impartial description of what Isaal was going through.

Langoret treated Isaal no differently than before. Most of the Colonels were pretty classy about the situation, except for Avette, who just ... disapproved. She didn't say anything, but the expression on her face spoke volumes.

The biggest asshole, of course, was ... me.

It wasn't homophobia, exactly; I just wasn't ready for someone who hadn't been female until very recently to be ... in love with me. So much so, that her entire body had transformed itself, so that ...

It's very flattering, when someone falls in love with you. That doesn't mean that you automatically and immediately fall in love with them. This was different, though.

Very different.

I stole a glance, now and then, when I didn't think she was looking. The changes were there to see - it wasn't just her face, and her voice. She had hips, suddenly. And a backside that was different from before (not that I'd been checking out her/his ass before then).

There was no question, too, that her shirt swelled noticeably in the front. I wasn't an asshole because I noticed the changes in Isaal.

I was an asshole because I paid extra attention to Tallia, and made love to her twice in one night - not our normal routine.

She was happy that night, but she was seriously ticked off at me the next morning, when she'd had time to think about it.

- "Don't you dare come to me again, like that!" she snapped.

- "Like what?"

- "Don't play stupid with me, Cook! You're trying to work out how you feel about Isaal - but you worked it out on me. Don't ever do that to me again!"

Everyone else had to notice the frosty relationship between the Commander in Chief and his Chief of Staff that day.

In the evening, I apologized.

- "You're right, Tallia. I'm sorry."

- "Huh. Well ... you'd better get your head out of your ass, General."

- "Wait - what?"

Tallia looked me in the eye. "You can't go on treating the poor girl like that."

- "What are you talking about?" I said. "Tallia - I have more than enough complications in my life as it is. I'm trying -"

- "She needs you. She won't come out and ask, but -"

- "I'm not going to have sex with her just because she asks me to!" As soon as I heard myself say that, I wondered if I meant it.

Tallia rolled her eyes. She raised a hand, and started counting on her fingers.

- "Aneli - twice. Avette - twice. Do I have to remind you? Tudino. Koroba. Oshide and Yehla."

Oshide.

I can't explain what happened to me. One moment I was angry - the next I had tears pouring from my eyes.

Tallia wrapped her arms around me.

- "I'm sorry, sweet. I didn't mean it." she said. "I loved her, too."

***

Tallia was right. Oshide had gone into hemmer right after the assassination attempt on me. Whatever purely sexual attraction was there, Oshide had also been worried about me. She hadn't chosen to go into hemmer.

How was Isaal any different?

I had to think like a Westron. Or like a Penchen? Isaal hadn't chosen to change, but she was nonetheless offering me one of the greatest gifts she had to give. It would be churlish to refuse - the equivalent of walking out on Tudino's first hemmer.

My head was still messed up. It was just so damned ... weird, when I thought about it. But my body wasn't so conflicted; every day, I was well aware that Isaal had somehow transformed into an attractive female.

I'd considered Isaal a friend, before this. She hadn't told anyone that I could speak Penchen. She'd stayed away from me, to spare me any embarrassment.

Sometimes you just have to shut off your brain - the darn thing doesn't always work right, anyways. I was trying to solve this problem with logic. Tallia, Tudino, and Isa herself had convinced me. I agreed with what they'd said.

But I'd been balking, like a high-strung show jumper. I just couldn't get over the last obstacle. Enough of that nonsense.

Time to start thinking with my heart, instead. And my body.

***

Koroba joined in on the intervention. She started nudging me, with her elbow, or her hip. When I looked at her, the diminutive blonde would pointedly look towards Isaal.

- "You can stop anytime, Koroba." I said. "I get the hint."

- "Apparently, you don't." she retorted.

Tudino came along to kick me while I was down.

- "I don't understand you." she said. "How can you treat her this way?"

- "Go ahead." I said. "Take your shot. Tell me why I'm an asshole."

Tudino punched me in the arm - hard.

- "YOU'RE NOT AN ASSHOLE!" she shouted.

Soldiers nearby turned their heads to look. It didn't stop her at all.

"You're the most wonderful male I've ever met. You took pity on me, and agreed to attend my hemmer because you sensed how broken I was ... and ..."

Tudino had to catch her breath. Tears were rolling down her cheeks.

"And you made me feel like a real woman. You even told me I was beautiful ..."

- "You are." I said. "You so are."

Tudino punched me again. Apparently, she could cry and punch me at the same time.

- "Don't be an idiot! Ninety-five out of a hundred women in this camp are better-looking than me. And the ones who are uglier don't have fucked-up hemmers."

I took hold of Tudino's arm to prevent her from punching me again. She hit hard.

- "You're beautiful, love." I told her. "Your hemmer is not fucked up - it's spectacular."

Tudino stopped trying to punch me. She looked up at me, her eyes still wet with tears.

- "See how wonderful you can be, my love? Why can't you do that for Isaal?"

- "I ..."

Damn. Tudino was playing me. Except that she wasn't.

"Isaal changed." she said. "Why can't you?"

***

Tallia provided us with a picnic lunch. Isaal and I sat on a grassy slope, watching the Penchen regiments drill. My bodyguards were within sight - but out of earshot.

There was no need for us for us to hide; every single soldier in the army, Penchen and Westron alike, knew what was happening.

"I'm sorry." I said. "I should have been more supportive. From the beginning."

- "You were." said Isaal. ""You made certain that I wouldn't be re-assigned against my wishes. And you came to see me as soon as you knew."

- "But I've been ..." I was going to say 'an asshole'', but she cut me off.

- "In shock. Why wouldn't you be? I was completely stunned myself - and I've been through the change before."

- "What's it like?"

- "Terrifying. The first time, because I'd never experienced anything remotely like it. The second time, because I knew that it wasn't supposed to be happening."

- "Can you tell me about it?" I asked.

- "It's painful. Excruciating, some days. Merely agonizing, the rest of the time. I'm exaggerating - a little. But it hurts. It isn't just the rearrangement of pliable parts; growing breasts or a penis feels very odd, but it's the changes in bone structure that are hardest to bear."

- "It sounds awful."

- "I'm making it sound that way. But the first time, my partner was going through the change at the same time. We shared the experience ... shared the pain. It was comforting, knowing that she was feeling the same thing."

- "She?"

Isaal nodded. "I was male, in that relationship. Jiril was her name."

- "Where is Jiril now?"

- "She was killed in battle - a few months before your winter raid on Napore."

I sat up a little straighter. "I'm so sorry."

- "Thank you."

We sat in silence for a while. Isaal was no doubt thinking of her lost lover, while I once again felt like an idiot for putting my foot in it.

- "How ... how did you ... come together?' I asked.

- "You mean - the change? I can't be certain - one never knows for sure. But Jiril and I served in the same regiment. We were friends, I suppose. Then Jiril was injured in training, and I was terrified that Jiril had been maimed."

"I went to see Jiril, in the hospital. It was obvious that I cared. Jiril told me later that she'd been hoping I would come. We both began to change soon after that."

- "How long were you together?"

- "Three years." said Isaal. "Oh - you mean, how long were we sexually active? Eleven months. Eleven wonderful months. We copulated every day. Twice a day, when we could."

- "Umm - so you considered yourselves together, even after ..."

- "Yes. We hoped that we would change together again. It would have been nice for me to be female, and her to be male. But there are no guarantees, when it comes to the change."

- "General Leydz said something like that."

- "Yes. It's the Penchen curse. And the Penchen blessing."

- "A blessing? How so?" I was genuinely curious.

- "It is what it is. Westrons know how to enjoy the moment. Their hemmers are so short, but tremendously intense. The Penchen change lasts much longer, but we only experience it a few times; we have to seize the opportunity."

- "It is what it is." I repeated.

- "Yes."

- "So ... you were a male." It hadn't been all my imagination.

- "Yes."

- "Isaal - why me?"

She laughed, showing her excellent teeth.

- "Who knows? But I can tell you this: when the change began, I knew right away that it was for you. I think it might have been the shoes that set me off."

- "The shoes?"

- "You marched Senau and me so hard that our shoes fell apart, and our feet were bleeding. Then you came back from Cercen with these soft leather shoes, and I understood that you cared about me."

"And then I realized that you understood Penchen."

- "Ah."

- "You have to understand, General. I've been observing you since the day we arrived. It's mostly professional respect - admiration for what you've achieved."

- "I've seen you watching." I admitted.

- "As I saw you listening." she said.

- "Sorry to change the subject - but could you stop calling me 'General'? Especially when we're alone."

- "I've heard Tallia and Koroba - and Tudino - call you 'Cook'. I would be honoured to do the same."

- "While we're on the subject of names," I said, "could I call you something other than Isaal? I'm sorry - but it seems to be a non-female name. At least ... to me."

- "I understand. What name would you like?"

- "Could I call you ... Isa?"

- "The same ... but different. How very appropriate. I like it."

I had a flashback, then, of Kanitz laughing at my use of the word 'appropriate'.

Westrons and hybrids, subtle hemmers, and overpowering hemmers. And Tudino. And my heart broke, as I realized - once again - how cold I'd been to poor Isa.

- "I'm so sorry ..." I said. I was on the verge of tears.

Isa put an arm around my shoulder.

- "It's the Change, Cook. It's not a river or a stream; the Change flows both ways."

"Give it time." she suggested.

- "You don't have that much time."

- "I caught you by surprise. As I said, I've had weeks to learn to accept what's going on. And I've been through it before. You've only had a few days, to accept something that has never happened before. Give it time."

***

I didn't neglect my duties. But my mind was occupied with non-military matters; there was no hiding that.

It is what it is.

For Tallia and Esyle, being hybrids meant that I was the best choice among a very limited field. They'd been in love with the 'idea' of me from the moment I arrived at their door. I didn't want to take advantage of their youth, of their innocence, but the sisters knew what they wanted.

For Kanitz, I was virtually the only option - strange that I'd never realized that before.

Aneli, Avette and Koroba had simply asked, and I accepted. No regrets.

Tudino asked, too; she needed me. That was different. I liked and respected her ... just as I liked and respected Isa.

The Change flows both ways.

- "Captain Isa, would you care to inspect the pickets with me?"

- "As you wish, General."

Of course, two of my bodyguards immediately attached themselves to us - Koroba and Madze, this night. I caught the little blonde's eye, and jerked my head. She immediately grinned and nodded. They kept their distance.

It was still autumn, but the nights were growing noticeably shorter. We were enjoying a last few days of high temperatures.

The first pickets we dropped in on were only mildly surprised; I had a habit of checking the outposts regularly, or sending the Colonels out to do it. Our pickets knew that there was a one in three or four chance that someone was coming around to make sure they stayed awake and alert.

Instead of heading towards the second outpost, I made my way down to the stream.

- "I was thinking of taking a dip, Isa." I said. "Not so many more chances to bathe before the weather gets cold."

- "I quite understand, General."

- "Actually, I was wondering if you wanted to join me."

She hesitated for a moment. "Are you sure ... Cook?"

- "Yes. I'd like to see you, Isa."

She chuckled at that. "Well, I wouldn't mind seeing you, either. If ... if you think it would be appropriate."



- "There's no way to know, until we try."

I didn't wait. I stripped off my clothing, and stepped into the water. It was a little colder than I was expecting. But then, I wasn't really here to wash.

I moved into the stream, until the water was just above my knees. Isa took off her clothing, and came into the stream. She stopped about six feet away from me.

The light was fading, but I could see her clearly enough.

She clasped her hands in front of her privates. It didn't seem to be out of modesty; I suspect that she didn't quite know what to do with her hands.

Isa was pretty. She was smiling, an expression which really suited her. But my eyes drifted lower, and I swallowed nervously.

Strong shoulders, well-developed arms ... full, high breasts, deliciously round, with lovely pink nipples. Her stomach was virtually flat, her hips gently rounded. She was slender but strong, slim but stacked.

She let me look my fill, and then turned in profile. Her breasts weren't round, after all; they were beautifully shaped, like gourds, and her nipples were erect.

Isa turned her back to me, and bent over, cupping some water in her hands, and lifting it to her chest. I could only admire the classic lines of her back and hips, and her tight, muscular ass.

Female. Definitely female.

She turned again, to face me, grinning broadly.

- "Was that what you wanted to see?" she laughed.

- "You're ... fantastic. Very ... yes."

- "The Change seems to know, somehow, what our partner would like." she said.

- "Score one more for the Change." I said.

- "May I look at you, now?"

It's not so easy, to stand naked and let someone look at you. It may be even harder if it's a friend whose opinion matters to you. I made an effort to keep my hands at my sides, and let her see ... everything.

Yes, I was fully erect.

I counted to thirty (it seemed like fair number). Then I took two steps towards her.

- "Could I ... kiss you, Isa?"

- "Yes ..."

I stepped closer, and put one arm around her shoulders. She stepped towards me, so that her prominent nipples brushed against my chest. She was still smiling as I inclined my head and sought her lips with mine.

For a brief moment, I felt her teeth ... and then only lips, soft and warm. Then her lips parted slightly ...

I moved the tip of my tongue between her open lips - to meet her tongue, coming the other way.

The sensations were too powerful. I put my cheek against hers, and wrapped both my arms around her.

She did the same.

- "Oh, Cook." she breathed. "It's going to be alright."

***

"She has a great body." said Koroba, the next day. I had to agree.

"You are so lucky."

- "I knew that when I met you, Koroba."

- "Huh. Sure."

***

Tallia set up another tent for herself, right next to my command tent. It was a very straightforward attempt to give Isa and me some privacy, if we decided ...

I finally managed to think like a Westron for a moment. It wasn't a question of 'if', but of 'when'. Tallia was just being practical, and considerate. So I simply thanked her.

- "You're very welcome." she said.

***

Isa was still giving me time, and space. We'd kissed again - more than once - and it was very nice. But if anything more was going to happen between us, I would have to be the one to initiate it.

I invited her to have an evening meal with me - and then made sure that no one else would be around: no Colonels, no bodyguards ...

Isa was no fool; she realized immediately that we were the only two people in the tent. She grinned. But she didn't comment; she had the good sense to let me take the lead.

I asked her about her family, and her home. She answered my questions, rather briefly. When I pressed for further details, she smiled.

- "Are you truly interested, Cook? Or are you just trying to put me at ease?"

- "Both, to be honest."

She responded to my renewed questioning, and then began to ask me about my family, and my home. I replied with more or less the same story I'd told Kanitz, years ago. Isa was less suspicious, but more sensitive; she understood immediately that I wasn't very keen to talk about those subjects.

- "Tell me about your education, then." she said. "How did you learn your tactics? Do all Pylosians know them?"

Our conversation flowed freely; she was one of the easiest people to talk to that I'd ever met. I already knew that, of course. It was one of several reasons why I liked Isaal. Isa. Shared interests, intellectual curiosity, a good heart ... and a great sense of humour.

We ran into one of those brief silences, when the conversation died for a moment. Good friends don't fret about these moments, because they don't feel the need to fill the void with unnecessary talk.

- "I feel like I've known you for a long time." I said.

- "I felt that way before my ... change." she said.

- "This is so odd."

- "It's never happened before, that I know of. A Penchen and a Pylosian."

- "A Penchen and any other species."

- "Yes. That, and the fact that I didn't expect to be a female." she said. "You'll have to be patient with me, if you want to copulate."

- "I don't. Not yet, at any rate. I'd rather make love, first."

As I'd expected, Isa wasn't familiar with that expression. She understood the concept immediately, of course - she'd been deeply in love once before. But she was also gratified (and a little turned on) that I was thinking along those lines.

For a change, I knew exactly what I was doing.

Both Kanitz and Tudino had remarked about 'verbal foreplay' - the way that compliments contributed to their arousal.

Isa was a female for the first time. Her body was virgin, too. She would need all the help she could get to make the experience a positive one. She'd already asked me to be patient.

But she was smiling. Happy, and obviously willing to try.

- "Could I ... see you again, Isa?"

- "If I can see you, too."

- "Of course." I stood, and let my fingers drift to the top button of my shirt.

- "Are we really ...?"

- "I hope so."

We matched one another, button for button.

"Isa - could I undress you?"

- "Yes."

I undid the last three buttons, looking her in the eye the whole time. Then I leaned forward and kissed her. She met my questing tongue with her own, to fence and spar with me. Delicious as that was, I wanted her to know how much I appreciated her female form.

Slowly, I drew back. Then I took hold of the tails of her shirt. Ever so slowly, I drew them apart. I let my eyes drop, to watch the body I was unveiling. Isa could see me looking, as I revealed her flat stomach, her surprisingly deep navel, and then her remarkable breasts.

I released a deep breath - it came out as a low whistle. Isa grinned as I showed my appreciation for her new body.

- "Amazing." I whispered.

- "The Change knew what you would like." she said.

- "Really?"

- "We think so."

I knelt before her, and began peeling her tight breeches over her hips and ass.

- "You need a new uniform." I said.

- "I've requested one. But it may take time." she said, with a grin.

Isa was one of those very few people who look better naked than clothed. I have to admit it: I stood and stared.

She let me enjoy the view for some time, before stepping forward and reaching for the remaining buttons on my shirt.

She took her time, for her own pleasure as much as mine. Isa brushed her fingertips over my nipples, and lightly scratched her nails down my sternum. Then she leaned closer, and kissed me.

But she showed remarkable restraint, and returned to undressing me.

- "I love a kilt." she said. "Especially yours. It makes me want to run my hands underneath it ... front and back ..."

She did exactly that.

Her hand found my erection, and curled around it. She stroked me a few times, slowly, with exactly the right degree of pressure. Then she reached for my scrotum, and gently cradled my balls.

I reached for her breast, and lightly squeezed. Considering that they were only a few weeks old, her breasts were full, firm, and perfectly shaped. I lightly ran my thumb around her nipple.

- "Oh!" she said, with a little start. "That's different!"

(I knew that you would like them.' she told me, later. 'But what a pleasant surprise, to find that I do, too.')

I ran my hands down her sides, to the swell of her hips. Her skin was smooth, and warm. I trailed my fingertips across her belly, and then lower.

She was watching my face, and saw my look of surprise.

- "Jiril shaved for me, when I asked her - hair kept getting in my mouth. I hope you don't mind ...?"

- "No. Not at all."

Westron females were reasonably attentive to their personal hygiene. But in a military camp, without showers or baths, and with thick, untrimmed pubic hair ... well, you get the idea. In hemmer, of course, it didn't matter in the least.

But completely shaved? That was an invitation, if I'd ever heard or seen one.

I manoeuvred Isa onto my camp bed, and trailed kisses across her breasts. I used my tongue to toy with her nipples, before shifting my attentions a little lower.

- "Oh! Yes ..." she gasped, as my tongue ran across her lower lips. Clearly, she'd been anticipating this - waiting for this, for quite some time.

I could have done much better - I would do much better, in future, I promised myself. My goal tonight was to get her juices flowing. On another occasion, I could go down on her for the sheer pleasure of it, rather than as a prelude to love-making.

There was no way of knowing how difficult intercourse would be for her, and I wanted her to have a positive experience - as positive as I could make it.

She seemed to be as eager as I was, or even more, as she pulled on my arms, to draw me up beside (and on top of) her. Isa reached between our bodies, and took hold of my cock. She placed the head directly at the entry to her wet pussy.

I tried to be gentle; she was having none of that. Isa knew better than I did. She had no hymen, and there was no blood.

She was tight, but as she told me later, that was more a function of my (relative) girth than of her virginity. 'My body was made for you, Cook.' she explained.

I was far more nervous than she was. I held back, afraid of hurting her. I regret to say that it wasn't among the top 3 most wonderful sexual experiences of my life.

But we got better.

Much better.

***

Penchens and Westrons had one thing in common: they loved to talk about sex.

The day after our first coupling, Isa claimed that she was a little sore (she later admitted that she was fibbing, just a bit). She insisted that it was her turn to perform oral sex on me.

Mother of Creation ...

Westrons weren't into oral. They didn't dislike it; they just rarely got to it (When they were in hemmer, the females had one track minds. The males had no minds at all).

Kanitz, Tallia and Esyle were more flexible, but most of what they knew about oral sex they learned from (or with) me.

Penchens belonged to a different school of thought, when it came to blowjobs. Isa approached it like it was the best possible thing to do while away an hour - or a weekend.

- "It's partially because I was male, once." she admitted. "I remember what Jiril did, that felt good. But it's also just being Penchen. We have a year - or less - to make our partner happy. Oral sex is an art form, I think."

She made love to me with her mouth. With that kind of example, how could I not reciprocate?

The only drawback to sex with Isa was that I couldn't devote every waking hour to her. There was work to be done, an army to run.

A war to prepare for.

***

I didn't neglect the army. The regiments continued to stick to a rigorous training schedule. We cut down on live firing exercises, but that was only to save powder.

The soldiers still grumbled as I made them march, or respond to unanticipated tactical situations. For example, I put two Penchen regiments in the field, and feigned an attack by skirmishers in open order by Votuda's rifle company.

The moment General Leydz responded with his skirmishers, I unleashed Tudino's rifles on his flank.

Leydz had the good grace to admit that he would have been in trouble. Isa, though, protested.

- "Were you just trying to embarrass us? That was hardly a situation we're likely to encounter." she said.

- "Unless you fight Westrons. Or somebody who copies our tactics."

- "Hmm ..."

That was the closest we came to a disagreement that autumn and winter. Isa had a simple plan for every day: train the army, work on the training schedule, make love (twice, if time permitted).

We never skipped out, in the middle of the day, or sneaked away to have sex (I will admit that I thought of it, though). Isa was patient, and could wait until the end of the day to jump my bones.

She was also much smarter than I was. After fifteen straight days, wherein our love-making got better and better, she tapped my sternum with a fingernail.

- "You can't forget Tallia. You should go see her."

I hadn't forgotten Tallia - not entirely.

Oops.

I invited my Chief of Staff to have a late dinner with me. "I've been neglecting you." I said.

- "You see me every day. All day." she answered. "But yes ... you have."

- "Umm ..."

- "It's nice of you to think of me ... even if it was Isa's idea. She apologized to me, yesterday, for monopolizing your time."

My face fell. Tallia knew me far too well.

"It's alright, Cook. It's understandable."

- "It is?"

- "If I was her, I'd want all of your attention, too. Do you not remember how we were, when we first started copulating? I do. You were tireless. And I remember how you looked at me - all of the time."

- "Still do."

She smiled. "Maybe. But you're thinking of Isa, right now - and that's who you should be with. She'd say the same, if the roles were reversed."

I kissed Tallia on the cheek, and hugged her. "You're incredible."

- "You can come to me when you really want to." she said. "But we have the rest of our lives. Isaal only has the rest of this year."

***

I shouldn't have, but I did compare the two women.

Tallia was more beautiful, in absolute terms. She was perhaps the third most beautiful woman in the Westron lands, after the Queen, and Kanitz. She was also an organizational genius, without whose help I might not have been able to run this army.

Isa was pretty, but in a more tomboyish, athletic college girl way. She was intelligent, with a first-class military mind, and could discuss technical matters with me. And her body - the body she'd changed into - was simply spectacular.

Tallia was sexually demanding, though she usually got her way by flirting, or by displaying herself to me, until I took the initiative. She was eager to learn, and frequently pestered me to teach her something new.

Isa, on the other hand, often took the lead. Feminine wiles were something new to her; she was more often quite direct.

It wasn't a competition, though - fortunately for me. No matter how things went, I seemed to come out the winner.

***

I found myself having long conversations with Isa. The Penchens, she told me, were the most insular species on the continent. Unlike the Woles, they had little interest in their neighbours - except for their wars.

Even then, they didn't seem to care about causes or objectives; it was enough to know when the conflict would begin, and on whose side they would be fighting.

- "But we are also insufferably arrogant." she said. "Penchens aren't curious, because we don't believe that Westrons or Crolians have anything of value to teach us."

- "That could be dangerous."

- "It certainly is. That's why I'm so glad that you're opening our eyes, with you tactical innovations. We do have a great deal to learn."

She also explained the Penchen sexual dichotomy: they had very high libidos, once they'd undergone the Change - but there was virtually no promiscuity among them.

"Can you imagine a greater betrayal?" she said. "When someone changes, to be with you, and then you go off with another?"

- "It never happens?"

She shook her head. "I didn't say that. There are, regrettably, a few exceptions. But in most cases, who would you go to? We don't interbreed with Crolians or Woles. Westron females are in hemmer too infrequently - and for too short a time."

"A Penchen female can't even begin to attract a Westron male. That's why the few stories of betrayal I know of always involve two Penchens betraying their Change partners. It's horrifying."

"I can't really speak for Pylosians. You're the first one I've ever met."

- "And you're the first Penchen to change for a ... non-Penchen."

- "Yes." she said. "But I don't want to be famous, Cook. I just want to be with you."

*****
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The Woles came through for us again, with another priceless piece of intelligence; the Crolians were going to mobilize before the first day of spring. Their armies would already be on the move when their declaration of war reached the Queen in Cercen.

- "What's the point of that?" asked Colonel Neslann. "The roads will still be muddy, and they won't do more than a couple of leagues a day."

- "Which will put them a couple of leagues closer to the border." said Votuda. The two Colonels glared at each other.

- "That's if the roads stay muddy." I said. "What if they get an early bit of good weather?"

My Colonels digested that idea. Not surprisingly, they didn't like the taste very much.

"That's why we'll also move early. I want us in position before the Crolians can force a choice of fields on us."

I knew where I wanted to fight, if at all possible.

The last month of winter passed quickly, for some. Tallia was too busy to remember much of it.

Isa and I made love every night, at least once. The level of intensity in our relationship was steadily increasing. Perhaps it had always been there, for her; but I was beginning to catch up.

She was becoming my closest friend, as well as my lover. It was a role that Tudino might have filled, if she could have been sexually active every night.

The quality of our time together was ideal, but we also had quantity, as we spent large parts of every day (and every night) together. The nearest I'd ever come to this kind of closeness was with Tallia, in the year before Limset.

I couldn't necessarily explain it, and I'd already done too much comparing of the two women. But there was no question that what I had with Isa surpassed any relationship I'd ever been in.

We were close friends, confidants, who shared a passion for the military, and for each other. She was intelligent, kind, and good-humoured. Interesting, and interested. I couldn't find fault with her.

Added to that was the dread of time. If Penchens couldn't match the intensity of a Westron hemmer, they still had a terrible time limit hanging over their heads. A year, give or take a month or two.

And I'd wasted a couple of weeks getting over my reservations and inhibitions. Isa never mentioned those lost days, never chided me.

That night, she rode me hard, shifting her movements to maximize my pleasure - and hers. I loved watching the expressions on her face, and the bobbing and bobbling of her lovely breasts.

As I felt the sap rising, I took hold of her hips, and drove myself up into her. My orgasm was like a volcanic eruption.

Afterwards, she gently disengaged, and lay down next to me. Her little grin, testimony to her satisfaction with a job well done, always made me smile.

- "I love you." I said. I hadn't planned to say it, but the moment the words were past my lips I was glad.

- "I know." she said. "I've felt the change in you."

- "You were right: it does flow both ways."

***

The last days of winter featured milder temperatures than normal, and only the occasional rainstorm (as opposed to the torrential downpours we were accustomed to see at this time of year). The roads were wet, and treacherous in places - but they were passable.

Had the Woles not provided a warning, the Crolians might have stolen a march on us. As it was, the New Model Army was able to begin moving early, too.

I took Tudino and Neslann, Faregil and Frad, Votuda and Cyrte. Langoret would follow with the rest of the army, plus our artillery and ox-carts. For my plan to work, I had to reach the ridge at Kesmansha first.

And the Crolians had to be advancing by the most direct route. I prayed every hour that they were counting on speed, surprise, and brute strength, rather than subtlety and deception.

To be certain, though, I sent Votuda and Cyrte southeast, to a point where they would encounter our enemy first if the Crolians were taking the secondary route. She could immediately send us warning, and then carry out a fighting withdrawal until we could move to support her.

Without our heavy baggage, the brigades I'd chosen moved quickly. We reached the little village of Kesmansha before sunset of the second day.

Kesmansha sat on the bend of the Great Road. We approached from the south. Just after it passed the village, the road curved to the east. Almost three thousand yards further on, the road skirted the northern edge of the massive ridge I'd built my strategy around.

The heights, seen from the east (the direction the Crolians would be coming from), would be daunting. The slope was steep, and slippery in places. The top of the ridge was also large enough to comfortably deploy ten regiments, with all their artillery.

If we were on top of the ridge, only a supremely aggressive Crolian general would dare to attack us - and he'd know that he would be taking heavy casualties.

From the western side, the ridge wasn't quite so intimidating (not that I had any intention of attacking it).

I left Faregil's brigade in the village, while Tudino and Neslann and their regiments climbed the ridge with me.

- "We could stop 30,000 Crolians here." said Tudino.

- "We could. But I don't want to stop them; we're going to destroy them." I said.

Tudino just grinned, but Neslann took the bait. "How?"

- "Imagine you're the Crolian General." I said. "Look down there."

On the extreme left of the Westron side, there was a high hill, an excellent defensive position. "Picture Faregil's and Frad's regiments there."

- "Alright. I wouldn't attack there."

- "Now look at the centre." The road ran into the village, with small forest just south of that. "Imagine that you see two regiments in front of the village - Langoret and Yna, say. Plus you can tell that there are two Penchen regiments just behind those trees."

- "I can imagine it. Yes." said Neslann. She was enjoying pretending to be the Crolian General.

- "You see the enemy right?" I asked.

- "There's a stream. Doesn't look like much of an obstacle. Orchards behind that. How many troops are there?"

- "Only two regiments." I said. "Yours and Tudino's."

- "That's it?" said Neslann. "We'll be awfully spread out."

- "I know." I agreed. "What do you see behind the orchards?"

Tudino whistled. Neslann swore.

- "If they can break through the orchards, the road is right there. They can cut off the rest of the army - we'll have nowhere to retreat."

- "Tempting?"

- "What are you thinking, Cook? They could destroy our whole army!"

- "So if you were the Crolian General, that's where you'd attack?" I asked.

***

The location was ideal. It was all just a matter of making sure that the Crolians did what I needed them to do - what I expected them to do.

They had moved early. Crolian scouts showed up early the next morning. When they saw us on the ridge, they halted.

By midday, the lead regiments of a huge army began to arrive. They deployed to either side of the road, to make room for more troops to come up.

We counted 14 regiments - and there were dust clouds further back, beyond those.

- "It's their whole army." said Neslann. I swear, she was licking her chops.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

We withdrew in haste, abandoning the ridge, and retreated to the village. We didn't have to ask Tudino's brigade to pretend; they were eager enough to pull back, faced with those kinds of numbers.

Faregil had done as I asked, and occupied the hill on our left flank, with her brigade. Tudino and Neslann stationed their troops in the orchards, behind the stream. There they found the hunting lodge, and the abandoned estate.

There was a two-storey stone house, with outbuildings. Some Westron noble family had lost them, decades ago, to the Crolians. We had re-taken possession after the last war, thanks to our victory at Limset.

Tudino's soldiers set about fortifying them even further, boring loopholes in the walls, strengthening the doors, and clearing fields of fire.

Langoret arrived on time.

- "Thank goodness you're punctual." I said. Crolian troops were beginning to appear atop the ridge that we'd hastily abandoned.

Langoret had her brigade, two of the Penchen regiments, plus all of our artillery and ox-carts. As I'd ordered, she'd left Avette and Semmana, with the two other Penchen regiments, at Rykulf, two hours' march to the west.

I sent messengers to Votuda, to let her know what was happening, and then prepared to set the second part of my plan in motion.

Under a flag of truce, a small group of my junior officers climbed the ridge.

It was a full three hours before they returned, accompanied by a full delegation of Crolians: a dozen officers, with a colour party and attendants. The leader of their embassage introduced himself.

- "I am Count Bessandar." he said, haughtily. He stood erect as possible, trying to intimidate me with his height, and his prominent fangs.

- "Welcome, Count." I said, mildly. I slumped my shoulders, and hunched my back a little. I didn't want this stuffed-up dick to realize that his posturing had no effect on me.

Instead, I broached the subject I'd invited him to hear.

"Would your General be willing to agree to a cease-fire? We would, of course, be prepared to cede the village here, and retreat to a distance of ... five leagues?"

- "I am not empowered to agree to terms." he said. "But I will inform my Commander of your request."

Bessandar wasn't blind. Nor was his entourage. They were all taking advantage of the opportunity to examine our dispositions - and our numbers. It didn't take a genius to realize that we had only 8 regiments here.

Or that half our troops were concentrated in the centre of our position. The weakness of our right flank, in the orchards behind the stream, would have been evident to very single member or Bessandar's party.

There was no way they'd agree to a cease-fire. They had a massive numerical advantage, and we'd foolishly given up the dominant terrain feature - the ridge.

Bessandar and his Commander had to believe that we were either stupid, or panicking. I was trying to lead them to believe that they'd caught us off-guard with their early mobilization.

I kept Colonel Yna well away from Bessandar's group. Her hatred for the Crolians was so intense, I doubted that she could pretend to be afraid, or even nervous.

I offered wine and meat, which the Crolian Count brusquely refused. I wrung my hands, and repeated my cease-fire offer.

- "I shall communicate your request to my superiors." he said, baring his impressive teeth.

The moment they were gone, I called all of the senior officers to meet with me, in the village. Yna was visibly angry. General Leydz looked ... perturbed.

Langoret was calm. She trusted me. Tudino was grinning, as was Isa; they understood what I was up to.

- "The Crolians will reject my offer of a cease-fire." I said. "As well they should."

"But the timing will be important. If they send us a message tonight, it will be because they're ready to attack in the morning. That's the least likely scenario, though."

- "Wait." said Yna. "Why did you make the offer, if you knew they'd reject it?"

- "Give him a moment, Yna." said Tudino. Such was her stature, the others who wanted to ask questions were temporarily silenced. I noticed General Leydz frowning - but he held his peace.

- "As I was saying ... if the Crolians throw down the gauntlet tomorrow morning, then we can expect an attack in the afternoon. But they will attack. We've invited to them to."

"Colonel Neslann? Would you please explain what you would do, if you were the Crolian Commander?"

Neslann grinned. She was beginning to enjoy this. She happily described what the Crolians could see, from atop the ridge. If they could break through our right flank, they had the opportunity to cut us off from our only route of retreat, and defeat us in detail.

- "I don't understand." said Yna. "Why would you give the enemy this ... advantage? We could lose the entire war, tomorrow."

- "Tudino?" I invited her to answer the question.

- "No. I want to hear you explain it, Cook." she said, with a big smile.

- "Alright." I said. "It's quite simple: we're going to crush them."

I saw Faregil, with her mouth open; that memory sticks in my mind. Langoret, patiently waiting for me to explain ... Leydz, the Penchen, frowning as he wondered what I was up to.

That night, I explained the whole plan to my Colonels. I wanted them to feel confident. Also, I hoped that if anything happened to me, they'd be able to win the battle anyway.

The Crolians didn't respond.

Our army was on high alert, ready to fight at dawn. I still felt, though, that the Crolians couldn't resist the grand gesture; they would want to imperiously reject my craven request for a cease-fire - and then attack.

That night, I walked through our positions, visiting our sentries. I wasn't surprised, though, to find that many of the troops were still awake, huddled around their campfires.

All four of my bodyguards were with me. So was Isa: she hadn't left my side for the past few weeks.

- "Attention - General!" snapped a soldier from Langoret's regiment, as she caught sight of me in the firelight.

I laughed aloud as half a dozen troopers jumped to their feet.

- "Creana - really? After all this time, you don't know me better than that?"

Creana was a veteran sergeant. She's been a corporal at Tonol, and was promoted for her conduct at Limset. She beamed with pleasure to be recognized.

- "The wine is awful, General." she said. "But we have enough to share."

- "That's better." I said, as I sat down next to their fire.

- "Is that your Penchen lover?" asked a trooper. They all knew the story, by now.

- "I am." said Isa.

We spent a quarter of an hour, meeting the members of Creana's platoon, learning their names and their stories. Sepine was the youngest, a recent volunteer. She was plainly overwhelmed to have a General sharing her fire.

- "Close your mouth, girl." said Sergeant Creana. "It's just General Cook."

We moved on to the next fire.

After the first three stops, it became increasingly apparent that word had spread. Very few soldiers were sleeping. They were all hoping that I'd stop by their fire, to share a word, or a drink - or just a moment.

- "They're going to be tired in the morning." said Koroba.

- "Maybe. But I think they'll be happy. And confident. Besides, how many of them would really be sleeping, the night before a battle?"

- "Did you know this would happen?" asked Isa. She was enjoying it immensely.

- "I hoped for something like this." I said. "They're well-trained, and confident. They trust their leaders. An army like this can perform wonders."

At the next campfire, Corporal Canimo offered me a drink. But she also had a question.

- "General, if I capture the Crolian Commander, and bring him to you, will you attend my next hemmer?"

- "Canimo, if you bring me the Crolian General, I'll attend your next three hemmers!"

In the early hours of the morning, the singing started.

Westrons love to sing. They sing when they're sad; they sing when they're happy. I believe that they were celebrating, the night before Kesmansha.

I wasn't the only one with tears in my eyes.

Koroba caught my eye. The tears were rolling down her cheeks. I took her in my arms, and held her tightly.

To my surprise, Nasta joined us in a three-way embrace. Isa made it four.

I don't know if anyone slept that night. But I don't think that it impaired our fighting ability at all.

It was perhaps the most perfect night of my entire life.

***

"What if they attack on our left?" asked Yna.

- "Frad's on a strong hill. They'd be fools to attack there. But if they do, we'll retreat."

- "Fine. What if they attack our centre?"

- "They'll get a nasty surprise." I said. "We have quite a few guns here, if you hadn't noticed."

Langoret had brought the cannon belonging to Avette's brigade, as well as the last 2 Penchen regiments. If the Crolians came straight at the village, they would find four regiments - with the guns of eight regiments.

I started wondering about the possibility of organizing a Grand Battery.

The Crolians sent a single messenger, early in the morning, to officially reject my offer of a cease-fire.

It took them another two hours to organize their troops. But shortly before noon, the Crolian artillery opened up.

The battle of Kesmansha had begun.

***

I sent off another group of messengers.

The Crolian barrage was almost entirely wasted. Three thousand yards is within maximum range - but not within effective range.

Some of their cannonballs bounced across the fields, and almost reached our lines.

In the early afternoon, their regiments began to move off the ridge - towards our right wing. If they could break through, and reach the road, our entire army could be destroyed.

Tudino and Neslann were going to be busy.

But their position was stronger than it looked. The stream wasn't very wide, but it did run deep, in places. There were rocks, and here and there the banks were steep. The enemy would have to cross this obstacle, and then reform their lines - under fire.

The orchards featured quite a few low-hanging branches, which restricted visibility and provided some cover. But the trees would also break up the enemy's formations.

Tudino also had Votuda and Cyrte's artillery, in addition to their own.

And there was the lodge, the two-storey stone house, and the other buildings. Hopefully, those would prove to be unpleasant surprises for our foes.

But I had one more surprise for them.

Votuda and Cyrte were only a few hours march to the south. I had posted them on the secondary road, in case the enemy tried to turn our flank. I left them there, so that Count Bessandar and his entourage wouldn't see them.

But now they were on their way. I'd sent a messenger first thing in the morning, to confirm that they were to rejoin us.

Best of all, their approach would be hidden from view for the Crolians. South of the orchards, the land sloped away rather abruptly. There was a stretch of the road which could not be seen from atop the ridge. We had carefully marked these spots so that Votuda would know where to turn.

She would arrive in time, if anyone could. Votuda was driven to prove that the Chancellor's regiment was the equal of any other in the army.

Further back, Avette and Semmana, with the last two Penchen regiments, were also held in reserve, out of sight. Their artillery was already with me, in front of the village.

Count Bessandar had seen 8 Westrons regiments. We actually had 14.

Three Crolian regiments came down from the ridge, and deployed. Three more followed, and formed line beside them. Unfortunately for them, Tudino's and Neslann's front was not that wide.

Six more Crolian regiments started to descend from the heights. Meanwhile, the first line began to advance.

The Crolians obviously remembered Limset. They deployed skirmishers, spread out, in open order. It looked like the equivalent of five companies. I wondered how much training they'd had.

Tudino's and Neslann's rifles opened up on them before the Crolians were within musket range. As the first of them began to fall, the enemy skirmishers stopped, and fired back (that answered my question about their training).

Though they were outnumbered 3 to 1, our rifles had every advantage: range, accuracy, training, cover. It just wasn't a fair fight.

The Crolian skirmishers took losses, but they did achieve something: while our rifles were picking them off, we couldn't shoot at the formed lines of infantry behind them. They weren't very good as light infantry, but they did function as a screen.



Except for the northernmost of those six regiments, who were very unlucky: they were within range of the guns we'd positioned in front of the village. I gave the order to open fire.

The Crolian artillery was still atop the ridge. They ceased their ineffective bombardment as their troops advanced into their line of fire.

Faregil and Frad were fine, engaged in a long range artillery duel with a pair of Crolian regiments who'd occupied a low hill to the north of the road.

On the road itself, where it skirted the ridge, were two more regiments. They fired their guns at us, but again, the range was much too long.

Not for the first time, I wished that I had some speedier way to communicate with my Colonels once the battle had started. A written note, in the hand of a runner, was slow and inefficient - with the added danger of confusion or misunderstanding.

But there weren't really any practical substitutes. Flags? Semaphore? Tudino couldn't see me, from where she was. Once the powder smoke started to increase, Faregil wouldn't be able to, either.

Langoret was beside me. Avette and the Penchens would pass close by, so that I could consult or direct them in person. But once I launched them into battle, they were almost like arrows: I couldn't quickly or easily change their course.

Thorough briefing before the battle was the best solution. All of the Colonels understood what was expected of them. I could rely - to a degree, on their experience and initiative.

Ah, well ... battlefield communication would have to remain a problem for another day.

This was the nerve-wracking part of the battle for me. I had to watch, and wait. There was nothing I could do but hope that Tudino and Neslann could hold until Votuda arrived.

If they needed reinforcements sooner, that might jeopardize my plan.

I was able to see our guns inflict heavy casualties on the 6th attacking regiment. Understandably, they weren't too keen to get closer to our batteries. They began to shift to the south.

That led to a bit of a traffic jam, as two regiments tried to cross the stream at the same places. The units got tangled up, and confusion spread.

Once they moved forward to attack the orchards, though, I could no longer see them. We could all hear Tudino's guns, but it was impossible to tell what was happening.

Langoret, Tallia, Isa and Senau were with me. They didn't offer unsolicited advice, or make unnecessary comments - for which I was grateful.

Being a General consists largely of waiting for the correct moment.

Before the war begins, there are ten thousand things to do. Once hostilities are declared, it gets narrowed down to five or six thousand.

Once the battle begins, though, there are only a few key decisions to be made. If there are more than that, then you're in trouble. Frederick the Great was never afraid to engage. Napoleon said to start the fight - and then we'll see.

I only had two critical decisions to make. The first was whether or not to reinforce Tudino.

She and Neslann sent a messenger, asking for more ammunition. That was easy enough to provide. They didn't ask for support.

From our central position, we were able to see that the first Crolian attack had faltered. The enemy regiments pulled back, across the stream. They were clearly disordered. It took the Crolians considerable time to get the leading six regiments out of the way, and to advance with six fresh formations.

The only bright spot was that they repeated their earlier mistake: the northernmost regiment was within range of our central batteries. We made them pay heavily for that error.

But the new Crolian regiments didn't deploy new skirmishers. The same units that had been battered by our rifles came forward to screen the advancing regiments. They weren't very keen to come within close range - ironically, the one thing that might have helped them.

Still, there were six fresh formations behind them.

Tudino and Neslann were hard-pressed. I didn't know this until later, but the hunting lodge was on fire, and our troops were pushed back into the last few rows of trees in the orchards.

That was when Votuda arrived.

She'd heard the opening bombardment, and knew exactly what it meant. On her own initiative, she began to move her troops towards us before my messenger arrived. Her brigade had then marched like fiends, well aware that we were depending on them.

With unerring good sense, she threw her troops (tired as they were) into an immediate counterattack. We saw the Crolians pull back behind the stream a second time.

They knew that they could win if they could break through the orchards. The Crolians didn't realize, though, that they were now facing four regiments, instead of two. With dogged determination, they re-organized and launched a third assault.

This time, very few of their skirmishers came forward. It appeared that the Crolians had only 5 companies of light infantry. That was the sum total of their adjustments to their defeat at Limset.

I shouldn't have been surprised. In fact, it was to their credit that they'd made any changes at all. The top decision makers in the military - any military - are usually very conservative.

The Prussian army of 1806 prided itself on maintaining the traditions of Frederick the Great (50 years earlier!). Napoleon and Marshal Davout crushed them.

World War One Generals persisted in using the same human wave attacks which had failed over and over - at a cost of millions of casualties. In World War Two, Hitler's opponents had to learn (the hard way) that he wasn't interested in a re-fight of World War One.

Poland had Russia still fielded cavalry regiments in that war. The British, who had invented the tank, virtually scrapped R&D on armoured vehicles between the wars, because it was too expensive.

And then there were my superiors at AFOTA, happily preparing to fight the last war, and stifling any innovation, tactical or technological, which didn't agree with accepted doctrine.

With a much reduced screen in front of the advancing lines of infantry, Tudino's and Neslann's rifles had a field day. Votuda and Cyrte's rifles joined in, doing exactly what they were supposed to do: picking off high value targets - officers.

The Crolians had courage. That, and stubborn determination. When the third and fourth attacks on the orchards failed, our enemies gamely organized a fifth and a sixth. The stream was choked with bodies, the lodge was on fire, and the trees in the orchard looked like toothpicks, because they'd been hit by so many musket balls.

The 12 attacking regiments got tangled up, snarled in a major traffic jam of their own creation. There was a shortage of officers to restore order. Still, they kept coming.

My first decision had been taken out of my hands. Votuda and Cyrte were all the support that Tudino and Neslann needed. We weren't about to lose control of the orchard in the next hour.

Avette's brigade and the remaining Penchens arrived.

It was time for the counter-stroke. I'd lured the Crolians into attacking where I wanted them to. Now they were vulnerable.

I had 8 regiments in the centre, around the village of Kesmansha: Langoret and Yna, Avette and Semmana, and General Leydz' Penchens. Also, Faregil, on the left, had yet to be seriously engaged.

Six companies of Westron rifles went forward, centred on the road. There were 2 Crolian regiments opposite Faregil, 2 on the road, at the edge of the heights, and 2 more on the northern end of the ridge.

Each of them was about to get a thorough, extended lesson in our skirmishing tactics.

Gunners and artillery specialists were the first targets. The Crolian batteries fired, of course, but skirmishers in open order aren't much of a target. And the longer those crews served their guns, the more of them were hit.

The guns astride the road fell silent. Those on the hill opposite Faregil were now firing only intermittently.

Langoret had been standing nearby all day, waiting for just this moment.

- "Now, I think." I said. Just behind Langoret was Colonel Yna, who'd been straining at the leash like an aggravated terrier. "Off you go, Yna. Give them a good kick in the teeth."

"Avette? Time for you and Semmana, too."

The six Westron regiments on the northern side of the field all sent forward the 2nd and 3rd companies in open order, a cloud of skirmishers to relieve the rifles.

Behind them, the remaining companies advanced in mixed formation - halfway between a line and a column.

As they began to move, General Leydz joined me. His 4 Penchen regiments were my last reserve, which I was waiting to commit.

We watched as six Westron regiments attacked six Crolian regiments.

Generally, the attacker should outnumber the defenders, if he or she expects to succeed. If they are in a strong defensive position, then an even greater advantage in numbers is necessary.

We didn't have numbers. But we did have advanced tactics, and confidence. Faregil, Avette and Langoret all knew what our skirmishers could do.

The Crolians regiments on this side of the field weren't their best troops. These units had only been expected to pin down an equal number of our forces, to occupy a position and keep our attention fixed - at least partially - on them.

The best soldiers they had, of course, had been committed on their left - and were now being decimated every time they assaulted the orchard.

We'd blocked their left hook, and now we launched a left hook of our own.

The regiments on the road, opposite Avette, pulled back first. That left the Crolians facing Faregil exposed, in danger of being flanked. They began to withdraw.

Langoret's brigade had to attack uphill. She had Yna, though, and where that fiery woman led, her troops were eager to follow. They drove the Crolians to the back of the ridge.

There were two more Crolian regiments, in reserve, in the centre of the ridge. They counter-attacked.

Fortunately, I had moved the Penchens at the right moment. As Langoret's attack developed, I sent two of Leydz' regiments to climb the ridge behind them.

The other two pivoted on the village, extending their line from east to west - from Kesmansha to the foot of the ridge. They simply held their position, while we began to move battery after battery of light guns.

There was a stiff fight atop the ridge, between the Crolian reserve and Langoret's forces. The arrival of the Penchens decided the matter in our favour.

This was the critical moment. I hadn't been especially nervous, to this point, but at this moment I found myself holding my breath. If the enemy attacking Tudino realized the danger, if they pulled back, or worse, turned to the north, and changed the direction of their assaults ...

They didn't.

It took some time before I was comfortable that everything was going as I'd hoped. Eventually, though, the field looked like this:

- Tudino and Votuda had stonewalled a dozen Crolian regiments. Each successive attack was less dangerous than the one before

- Faregil's brigade held the road, in case the retreating Crolian regiment re-organized and returned

- Avette's brigade climbed the ridge

- Langoret, Yna, and 2 Penchen regiments were now behind the 12 regiments between the ridge and the stream

- Leydz had 2 more Penchen regiments on the enemy flank, with a massive number of guns. When they opened fire, Crolian morale crumbled.

When Langoret deployed hundred of skirmishers behind them, the Crolians were under fire from three directions. No army could withstand that.

In this case, their courage and determination worked against them. Had they simply collapsed and run away, many more would have escaped.

As it was, they waited too long. It may be that there was no independent leader or unified command. Whatever the reason, the Crolian regiments first tried to re-deploy into a massive, 3-sided square.

That simply provided more targets for our guns and our skirmishers. It was awful to watch, even if they were the enemy.

Finally - much too late - they broke.

It began as an orderly retreat under fire, and rapidly turned into a mob, fleeing the field. The rout was on.

***

The pursuit lasted until just after dusk. We couldn't afford to continue chasing fugitives after dark. There were still six to eight Crolian regiments out there which had withdrawn before they'd taken heavy losses. Bruised. Roughly handled. But not destroyed, by any means.

The 12 regiments on their left, though, had been shattered. Those units were unlikely to be ready for another battle for some time.

Of our regiments, Tudino and Neslann had seen the heaviest fighting. That was where I went first. I took Doctor Boska and her surgeons with me. That was where they were most likely to be needed.

Neslann looked exhausted. She was streaked with powder and sweat, but she mustered a grin when she saw me.

- "You were right." she said. "What a great day."

- "You were in the thick of it. You won us the victory - you and Tudino."

- "You'd best go see her." said Neslann. "She's in front of the estate."

Something about the way she said it caught my attention.

- "Is she ...?"

- "Wounded. But awake and -"

I didn't hear the rest. I'd already turned away.

Tudino was wounded - again.

She was sitting up, with several soldiers around her. Tudino saw me coming, and saluted me with a wine bottle.

- "We did it!" she shouted.

- "You did it. You and Neslann."

- ""And Votuda." she said. "Showed up at the perfect moment. Can't say that I like her, but the bitch has excellent timing."

- "Are you ... drunk?"

- "Almost." She pointed at her foot, which had a bloody shirt wrapped around it. "Hurts - a lot." Then she hoisted the bottle again. "This helps."

- "I brought Doctor Boska. She can take a look at you."

- "Nah. Let her take care of the more serious cases. I'm not going to die." She pointed at her foot again. "Honestly: who gets shot in the foot?"

- "Only you."

- "It's going to make those forced marches difficult." she said.

A dozen soldiers were there. So were my bodyguards. And Isa. That didn't stop me from kneeling in front of Tudino, and hugging her tightly.

***

Langoret and her regiment returned the next day, with a reluctant Yna in tow.

- "We could have finished them!" complained Yna.

- "I needed you back here." I said. "Two days, to rest and re-supply. Then we're off. And you'll be coming with me."

- "You did it." said Langoret. "Again."

- "We did it. Tudino and Neslann, mostly, but Votuda's timing was perfect."

- "Your plan." said Langoret.

- "You're not going to start this again, are you? It's Tonol all over again."

Langoret stepped forward, and wrapped her arms around me. "No, dear man." she said. "This victory is all yours. You can share it with whomever you wish."

***

Corporal Canimo saw me, and waved.

- "Did you capture the enemy commander?" I called out.

- "He ran away too fast!" she shouted back.

I ran into Sergeant Creana, as well. She had a bloody bandage around her left hand.

- "How is it?" I asked her.

- "Not too bad." she said. "Fingers seem to be alright."

- "How did young Sepine do?"

Creana shook her head. "She didn't make it."

*****
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General Keinarsh was commanding on the Central front. I knew very little about her career, and had no way to judge if she could hold her own against superior Crolian numbers.

I'd had 14 regiments, to face 20 Crolian regiments. If she was facing the same kind of odds ... my first priority had to be to help her. Moving forward, in the north, and occupying territory, wouldn't do us much good.

And a Crolian victory against Keinarsh could cancel out everything we'd done at Kesmansha.

- "You'll command here." I told Langoret.

She simply nodded.

- "Your regiment stays. But I'll take Yna."

- "I understand." Yna was too aggressive to waste in a defensive or positional role.

- "You'll have Tudino. But I'll take Neslann." Both regiments had suffered casualties, but I liked Neslann, and wanted her with me. I also couldn't leave Langoret with only the weakest regiments.

I left her General Leydz, and all four of the Penchen regiments. Senau could stay, as liaison officer. Much as I liked their fighting qualities, they couldn't keep up with Westrons on the march.

Langoret would have 6 regiments, and more guns than she knew what to do with. There was no way to tell exactly how many Crolians had died at Kesmansha - perhaps 4 or 5 thousand. We'd also taken over 3000 prisoners.

There was also no way to know how many men they were able to collect and re-form. But one thing was for sure: they didn't have many guns left. We had captured most of their cannon.

- "One hundred and three." said Tallia.

The Crolians weren't mad enough to attack Langoret when she had that many guns. They probably didn't have the confidence, anyway, after Kesmansha.

I would march south, then, with Yna and Neslann, Votuda and Cyrte, Avette and Semmana, plus Faregil and Frad. Isa would go with me, of course.

- "You'll stay with Langoret." I told Tallia.

- "But you need me." she protested.

- "Langoret needs you more." I said. "She has all those captured guns to deal with ... and prisoners."

- "You don't want me with you."

There was no arguing with Tallia when she took that tone. We were inside my command tent, and I'd already sent my bodyguard outside, so that we could have a private conversation.

Rather than argue with her, I simply picked Tallia up, and carried her to my camp bed.

- "Oh, no. No - nono." she said. But she didn't fight me very hard as I stripped off her breeches. Nor did she resist when I kissed her inner thighs, and worked my way to her core.

"Ohh ... really? she said.

***

Isa had been reminding me, at least once a week, that I needed to spend some time with Tallia.

- "You were right." I told her.

- "She's going to miss you." said Isa.

***

'It is not I who commands the army, but forage and flour.' Frederick the Great said that. For some reason, it had always stuck in my head.

But now we had to try moving an army - a small army, without a supply train. Every soldier would carry ammunition, water, and food for 6 days. We would also have our 3-pounder guns, so many of the troops would have to carry round shot.

- "We'll run out of food - won't we?" asked Faregil.

I hoped that we could move fast enough, and get to our destination before we ate all of our food. I didn't want to pillage my way across Crolian territory, 'living off the land'. Mercenary armies in the 30 Years' War had left complete destruction in their wake, and turned most of Germany into a desolate wasteland.

Napoleon's troops had stolen and requisitioned food wherever they marched, earning them the hatred of the people they robbed. In Spain, that strategy backfired - badly.

I didn't want to establish some kind of precedent in the here and now, but the Crolians hadn't been gentle when they crossed into Westron territory. 'Liberating' a few herds of Crolian oxen might not be the end of the world.

- "What are we going to do without artillery?" asked Avette.

- "Remember Limset?" I said. "But we may not have to fight at all. If we appear on their flank, the Crolians won't feel very comfortable about attacking our Central army."

We moved. I had Talley's maps, based on the best information the Woles could provide. The land we passed over was undefended; no enemy forces contested our passage.

But we didn't find the herds I'd been hoping for. The Crolian army, it turned out, had already requisitioned most of the animals in this province to stock their supply depots. The local farmers weren't expecting us, of course, and we arrived at speed, so that we did find some of the livestock they'd hidden from their own troops.

Our troops wanted meat, but they had to take what they could find: sometimes onions, sometimes a root-vegetable like a turnip.

- "Just because it's edible doesn't mean we should eat it." complained Neslann.

Fortunately, we were eating up the leagues as we marched. All of our training was paying off. The troops complained about the food, about the cannonballs they had to carry, and the surliness of the local population. But they didn't complain about the pace I was setting, or the distance we covered.

Maybe they were too tired.

There was one obstacle looming, ahead of us, which had me worried. The Vonau river was too broad and deep to ford, or even swim.

Three bridges spanned the river.

They were all held against us.

We had perhaps three days' food remaining, most of it unappetizing for Westrons. Talley's maps had very little information about the lands to the east. But if we went west, that would eventually put us behind our own Central army.

Better than nothing, perhaps - but it wasn't what I'd hoped to achieve.

I gave the troops a day's rest, while I cudgeled my brains to find a better option. Isa listened as I suggested a few crazy plans. I sent patrols to look for possible fording sites.

In the end, it was Colonel Neslann who came up with a stroke of genius. What follows is Yna's description of what happened.

We were opposite the bridge at Smund ( the westernmost of the three bridges). Neslann spoke to the Captain of her rifles, then to her 2nd Company commander. She got out her writing materials, and wrote a short letter. She sealed the letter, and then, almost immediately, broke the seal.

- "What are you doing?" I asked.

Neslann crumpled the letter a little, then dropped both letter and envelope into the dust.

- "Has to look like it's travelled a bit." she said. She collected her now soiled paper, and stuffed it back into the dirty envelope.

Then she turned to me. "Let's go." she said.

- "Go where?" I asked.

- "Come on. Follow my lead."

We walked onto the bridge. Neslann and me, with a small guard - seven, eight troopers. The Crolians were on the southern side. They just watched us come. There was a full company there, with a battery of guns.

"I'm here to speak to your Commander." said Neslann.

- "Captain Humal." said a big, ugly Crolian. He looked confused.

- "Colonel Neslann. And this is Colonel Yna." Neslann saluted, and handed over the dusty envelope. "My orders." she said.

The Crolian didn't know what to do, so he read the paper. When he'd finished, he still looked completely confused.

"By the terms of the Treaty of Carnmor, I am empowered to take possession of this bridge." said Neslann.

- "Treaty?" said the Crolian Captain. It was obviously the first time he'd heard of any treaty.

- "Truce." said Neslann. "Ceasefire. Probably only temporary, but you know how these things go. It may only last a few weeks. Maybe a few months."

I had to make an effort not to goggle at her. She was so calm, so ... matter-of-fact about the whole thing.

The Crolian Captain was plainly stunned. His mouth was hanging open.

"You didn't know about this?" said Neslann.

- "My orders are to destroy the bridge if the enemy tries to cross." he said. That was when I noticed the demolition charges stacked at the end of the bridge. They hadn't been placed yet, but that could easily be remedied.

- "You didn't receive any new orders from headquarters?" asked Neslann.

Involuntarily, the Crolian glanced to the west. Southwest, actually.

- "This is the first I've heard of any ... truce." The Crolian Captain was embarrassed. He could have consulted one of his aides, but he seemed flustered.

That was when I heard the fifes. Neslann's 2nd Company were marching onto the bridge, as if they were on ceremonial parade.

- "Oh, that's embarrassing." said Neslann. "We have orders ... well, you know. Colonel Yna - would you take charge of those troops?" She didn't wink, or even blink. But she wasn't telling me to halt those soldiers, either.

- "I'll deal with them." I said. I went to meet her 2nd, and pretended to engage the Captain in conversation. Meanwhile, the troopers kept marching across the bridge, until they walked right up to the Crolian battery.

That Crolian Captain was so befuddled, he never gave the order to fire.

Neslann raised her hand, and waved it over her head. Then she grinned.

- "Present!" Her 2nd Company raised their muskets.

"I think you'll find, Captain," said Neslann, "that we've captured this bridge."

***

I hugged her - right in front of the whole army. "You're a madwoman!" I said. "A genius - but a madwoman."

It was one of the ballsiest things I'd ever heard of.

It also meant that we could bring the whole army across the river. After that, it was a question of moving fast, before the Crolians could react to the news that we were on the south side of the Vonau.

Yna had said that the unfortunate Crolian Captain who'd been duped had glanced to the southwest, when Neslann had mentioned their headquarters.

We marched for a day, carefully scouting ahead. We captured four couriers (three headed east, one going west). They couldn't believe that we were Westrons. They were so shocked, in fact, that they gave up far more information that they should have.

The courier going west bore a message to the Crolian Commander, informing him that the bridge at Smund had been captured by hostile forces. I was tempted, for a moment, to let that message go through.

- "They must have sent the same message much earlier." suggested Isa.

- "Yes - but possibly only saying that we held the bridge. They won't have heard that we've crossed over with an army."

The other couriers, though, gave up valuable information when we questioned them. The Crolian General, Grolby, had 20 regiments under his command. He was also expecting to give battle in the next day or two.

***

We were up and moving before dawn. That turned out to be a good thing, because we heard the thunder of cannon fire just before midday.

I didn't have to encourage anyone to pick up the pace.

Votuda was leading, with Cyrte. I trusted Votuda's judgment. Yna and Neslann were right behind. Next came Avette and Semmana, followed by Faregil and Frad.

I started the morning with Avette, but when I heard the guns, I put on speed. My bodyguards - and Isa - had to keep up with me. They did.

As we marched, we could hear the steady dull roar. That only encouraged us to keep moving. My party and I were all breathing heavily by the time we caught up to Neslann's regiment.

- "Sounds like we're getting close." said Neslann.

The guns did sound louder from here. The ground began to slope away from us, so that we were going downhill.

Then we emerged from the tree line, and could see the whole valley of the Rassbrook laid out before us.

The battle was underway. There was so much powder smoke, we couldn't see anything of the Westron positions, or even the majority of the Crolian units. But one thing was quite clear: we'd arrived almost directly behind the right wing of the Crolian army.

This was almost unprecedented. It was a gift - and we had to take full advantage.

I ran forward again, to find that Votuda had shown her good sense once again. Instead of immediately launching her two depleted regiments into an attack, she'd waited.

- "You did the right thing." I told her. The last thing I wanted was for her to waste our incredible advantage with a series of piecemeal attacks.

- "I was tempted." she admitted.

- "You deserve a title for Kesmansha." I said. "But I suspect that you'll add to your reputation today."

Yna was straining at the leash, like a prize hound that scents the quarry. But I waited until Neslann's regiment came up, before issuing orders to advance.

I needed a good observation point. The Rassbrook was a narrow stream, but quite deep in places. Isa pointed out a little overlook - a large boulder, really - on our side of the stream. It was the highest point available, so I went there.

First, though, I unleashed Votuda and Cyrte, Yna and Neslann.

You don't need military experience to understand what it meant, when our troopers attacked the Crolians from the rear.

Votuda didn't bother skirmishing; she simply advanced, and poured several volleys into the rear of the Crolian regiments. No amount of training can adequately prepare you for an attack from directly behind you.

That Crolian regiment simply couldn't cope. The most veteran troops on the continent probably couldn't have withstood that. They crumbled, and broke.

Avette and Semmana arrived. I gave their troopers a few minutes' rest, and then sent them in.

I wanted the best vantage point possible, so I climbed the great boulder overlooking the Rassbrook. There were still Crolian soldiers on the other side, and a few of them tried long-range shots at us.

- "General." said Ishana. "You're too exposed."

- "Cook." said Koroba. "Please - come back."

- "I have to be able to see." I said.

Koroba tried to step in front of me. There's just wasn't much space on the very top of the rock. It got worse when Madze tried to get in front of me as well.

- "Please come back, General." said Nasta, tugging at my coat.

- "He has to be able to see." said Isa.

- "Let go, Nasta." I said, and tried to pull away from her.

My coat slipped from her fingers. I was struggling against her hold, so when that restraint vanished, I stumbled forward.

And collided with Koroba, who was on the very edge of the great boulder. She gasped as she lost her balance, and clutched at my sleeve. I grabbed at her, too - with the end result that we both fell off the rock, and plummeted into the stream.

It was cold, and surprisingly deep.

Most Westrons don't swim. I kept my head. First, I unbuckled my sword belt, and let it sink. Then I kicked, hard, to regain the surface. Koroba was flailing about. I had to wrestle her to get a decent grip, so that I could tow her to shore - all of ten feet away.

I was laughing so hard, I had trouble dragging her out of the water. There were plenty of hands to help us both, though. Koroba was spitting up water, still panicking, while I just couldn't stop laughing.

How glorious was that? How many great generals fell into a stream?

I got back onto the boulder in time to see Avette's brigade go into action, just to the left of Votuda's attack.

All of the Crolian artillery on their right wing was overrun - from behind.

The Crolian infantry beyond that, fully engaged with the Central Westron army, panicked. I could hardly blame them. They must have thought that there were 20,000 enemies behind them. As Gneisenau said: The side attacked always overestimates the strength of the attacker.

A couple of Crolian regiments broke away and fled north, towards the river. Some of them might escape, but most would find the Vonau impossible to cross.

The rest of the enemy's right wing simply collapsed. Entire regiments surrendered en masse. There was still some shooting, but the battle was effectively over on this side of the field.

A great cheer went up as the Westron army (or their left wing, at least) realized what had happened.

The centre of the Crolian force was in deep trouble. They tried to bend away from us, to refuse their now exposed flank. The reserve was committed, and for a moment, they halted Votuda's advance.

I sent Faregil's brigade to support them, but it wasn't entirely necessary. The Crolian centre was doomed. There was some hard fighting to come, yet, but the issue could hardly be in doubt.

The Crolian centre fought hard, which allowed their left wing to begin a fighting withdrawal. There were some good troops there: the enemy army didn't break all at once. But it did begin to crumble.

By late afternoon, it was all over. This time, I let my Colonels decide how far they would pursue. There was no reason to hold them back. Votuda, Neslann, and Yna knew their own troops best. They also knew how much (or how little) ammunition they had left.

I crossed the battlefield, looking for General Keinarsh. Faregil left me a company to act as escort.

It was a charnel house. There were dead and wounded Crolians everywhere - sometimes two and even three deep. There were Westron dead, as well, though fortunately nowhere near as many.

The wounded were crying for water. I had Faregil's soldiers share the contents of their canteens. It would have helped to have Dr. Boska and her team her. Realistically, though, we could have had twenty Boskas, and the field still would've been a slaughterhouse.

Gut wounds were almost invariably fatal. Musket balls that struck an arm or a leg didn't just break bones; they shattered them. For that kind of injury, there was only one prescription: amputation.

A surgeon. A saw. Two attendants to hold the patient down. No anaesthetic, except alcohol. A piece of leather or wood to bite down on. No knowledge of infection.

If I'd known more chemistry, I might have been able to help them. But I couldn't re-invent antibiotics. Nor could I teach a graduate course in advanced medicine.

The only consolation I could offer myself was the conclusion that if I wasn't here, the Westrons might not have won at Tonol. Limset, for sure. Kesmansha. And now this battle, whatever it was going to be called.

I found a Colonel, and asked for directions to General Keinarsh's command post.

- "General Keinarsh? You mean General Berandot."

***

I did a double take. And then another take, for good measure.

- "General Berandot?"

- "Keinarsh was killed, three weeks ago." said the Colonel, whose name was Lupona.

- "How?"

- "A training accident, I believe. There was no time to appoint a new commander from Cercen, so Ber - I mean General Berandot assumed command."

- "Where could I find ... the General?" I asked.

Colonel Lupona was very helpful; she detached a small squad to lead us to our destination.

- "Shall I go, instead?" offered Isa. She knew very well who Berandot was, and all of our history. The soldiers of the New Model Army had told her every story about me that they could remember.

- "No." I would have to meet Berandot at some point. "Thank you for offering, though."

The Commander in Chief of the Central Army hadn't changed. She was still haughty, brusque, and imperious. She was snapping orders at her aides.

Until she caught sight of me. Her mouth opened slightly. If she'd already been told who had come to her aid, she clearly hadn't believed it.

- "You? What are you doing here?" She managed to make it sound like I had committed some kind of military folly by marching to her aid. Or dereliction of duty, at the very least.

- "Nice to see you, too." I said. "Could we have a word? Privately?"



She couldn't have been too keen on that, but Berandot wasn't about to let that show. She recovered enough to order food and water provided to my bodyguards and aides. Then she led me a few yards away.

- "Why are you here?" she asked.

- "Why did I bring half my army to come to your aid? Or why did we just help you win this battle? You're welcome, by the way. Oh - and congratulations on your promotion. What exactly happened to General Keinarsh?"

- "She was killed in a training accident." said Berandot. Then her eyes narrowed. "Why do ask that way? What are you suggesting?"

- "Accident? Rather convenient, wouldn't you say?" I couldn't quite help myself. I probably should've been more diplomatic. But this vindictive bitch had tried to kill me - and Avette.

- "How dare you?" she hissed.

- "Fine." I said. "Let's assume that you had nothing to do with Keinarsh's death. I'll answer your earlier questions."

"Why am I here? Because we defeated the Northern Crolian army."

- "I know." she said. "Your messenger arrived three days ago."

- "The victory was conclusive enough. I brought half the army south, because I thought that Keinarsh would need help."

"Or did you think that you could win alone?"

She hesitated for the briefest of moments, but I saw it - and she knew I'd seen it.

- "We could have won without you!" she snarled.

Our co-operation was off to a great start.

***

I had to give Berandot credit for one thing: for three days she pursued the defeated enemy with energy and determination. Her troopers relentlessly harried the retreating Crolians. Several companies surrendered as a unit.

The only reason she didn't continue the pursuit was because of the briefing Kanitz had given us. There was a Crolian reserve army, somewhere out there.

It was unlikely that this reserve was made up of well-trained troops. But we didn't know their numbers, or their location. It wouldn't be wise to over-extend her forces.

Yna and her regiment pursued for day. She'd captured enough food to carry on, but returned because her soldiers were low on ammunition.

The rest of my army rested, re-supplied, buried our dead and tended to our wounded.

Isa and I had a night to ourselves, for the first time since we'd begun our march from Kesmansha. We made love quietly, tenderly. Though we'd only been a couple for a matter of months, we'd spent virtually every day together.

We were comfortable and familiar with each other, but I, for one, still felt a sense of urgency: I couldn't forget that our time was limited, and that moments like these were precious. One day soon, I'd have only memories of these days with Isa.

- "I love having you with me." I said.

- "I love being with you." she replied. "And not just making love with you ... I'm honoured to be a part of what you've done. You've made history, Cook."

- "We. Votuda and Cyrte. Tudino and Neslann. Yna. Leydz. All of us."

- "And now Berandot." she said.

The Battle of Rassbrook, as it came to be known, was even more decisive than Kesmansha. The Crolians lost 2,000 killed, but almost 8,000 prisoners. We also captured another 80 guns.

The irony was too much.

Berandot had failed to march to the sound of the guns at Limset, thinking that she was condemning us to defeat, and even death. Then she'd fought a duel to defend her precious honour - against Avette, the only person who had come to our aid.

She'd tried to kill me - another affair of honour. But my army did march to the sound of the guns, arriving just in time to turn likely defeat into a victory.

She had to know that she wouldn't have won without us. The Crolians had had 20 regiments to her 15. Berandot's army could have given a good account of themselves, but they would have lost. With a bit of luck, they might have fought to a bloody draw.

Quite a few of her officers, and even some of the soldiers, knew it. They would've been retreating, or at least withdrawing, instead of celebrating a victory.

Colonel Lupona was one of those who knew how important our intervention had been. She found several tents for our senior officers, and gave me her own.

- "I can move in with another Colonel, for a night or two." she said.

- "That's very kind of you."

- "Think nothing of it."

I was happy to have her tent; a light rain was beginning to fall. Isa and I - and my bodyguards - would have a dry place to sleep.

- "General? Company." said Nasta.

- "May I have a word?" asked General Berandot.

I pulled on a cloak, and left the tent.

Berandot followed, but she looked confused. "Could we not have spoken inside?" she asked.

- "Did you want my aide and my bodyguards to stand in the rain while you talked? You're already wet, and I don't mind a little damp."

Berandot didn't know what to say. Her lips moved once, but no sound came out. I didn't know what she'd come to say, but I'd somehow derailed her train of thought. She obviously didn't know what to make of me.

She was a Countess, born to wealth and privilege; she'd probably had servants waiting on her for as long as she could remember. It was the servants' place to stand in the rain and wait on their betters.

- "I wanted to ... to thank you." she said, finally.

- "Pardon?" I wasn't sure that I'd actually heard that.

- "Thank you." she repeated. "For bringing your army to our aid. And ... for not embarrassing me ... in front of my officers. And my troops."

- "You're welcome." What else could I say?

I have to admit that I did consider a snappy response. I could have salted the wound to her pride, but I passed up the opportunity.

- "The victory is as much yours as mine." she said.

- "Your army's." I said. "And mine." I didn't know if that could pass as an olive branch, but it felt like one.

- "Yes." she said.

- "If you want to thank anyone, you may want to consider Colonel Neslann. Ask Colonel Yna to tell you the story of the bridge at Smund."

Berandot looked at me oddly, as if she wasn't sure what I was up to. Finally, though, she nodded.

- "I will."

She said goodnight, and walked off. That was the end of the most civil conversation I'd ever had with Berandot.

I went back into the tent. To find Isa and my four bodyguards waiting for me.

- "I'm so proud of you." said Isa.

- "I could still have her killed for you, if you want." said Koroba.

***

Berandot and I had a few more conversations. All were reasonably polite. We had matters of consequence to discuss.

The Crolians were beaten. Two of their three armies were shattered. There was no way that the crippled remnants of their northern and central forces could oppose Berandot or me if we advanced.

We had to be careful, though: that reserve army was still out there. The Crolians might also siphon troops away from the southern front. If they knew General Brune, they would not be at all afraid that she might suddenly become aggressive.

The enemy might already be considering how to ask for terms. But Berandot and I could apply pressure, and possibly encourage them to speed up their peace overtures.

It was time for me to take my regiments back north, and rejoin Langoret.

Berandot did two classy things: she made certain that my regiments were well supplied. And then she had most of her army drawn up in ranks, to watch us go.

Colonel Lupona's regiment saluted us first. Then they started a cheer. It was picked up by the next regiment, and then spread through the entire army.

***

Langoret had things well in hand. She'd occupied the ridge at Kesmansha, and sent out patrols far and wide.

- "No sign of any enemy. They pulled back." she said. "But I am still glad that you are here. We can talk later ... if there are things that you want to ... discuss."

Something about the way she said that was odd. I looked her in the eye, but she whispered "Later", and nodded to my right.

Tudino was hobbling towards me, leaning on a walking stick.

- "You're walking!"

- "Limping, more like. Oof!" She grunted when I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her tight.

There wasn't a single soldier in our army that didn't know that Tudino and I were lovers. Why pretend otherwise?

I shook General Leydz' hand. "Welcome back, General." he said. Leydz was more reserved than I remembered. That was a little strange, too.

- "Where is Tallia?" I asked Langoret. For a brief moment, I feared that she was sick, or wounded ...

- "In your command tent." said Langoret. "Waiting for you."

Waiting? That was unusual, too. I would have expected her to be among the first to greet me.

I exchanged a few pleasantries with the Penchen Colonels, and some of Tudino's officers. As soon as I was able, though, I politely disengaged, and made my way to my tent.

Isa had reminded me - on multiple occasions - that I needed to pay more attention to Tallia. Isa was no more jealous than any Westron. She knew how I felt about Tallia, and frequently suggested that I go to see her, spend a night with her ...

I loved Tallia - there was no question about that. But she and I had no imminent deadline, no time limit on our relationship.

Tallia was the best Chief of Staff I could have asked for, the mother of one of my children, the sister of my lover Esyle ... and an exotically beautiful woman, as well.

She wasn't waiting outside the Command tent, either. I wondered at that, but there had to be some good reason why she waiting for me in private. At the last moment, I asked my bodyguards to give us a moment of privacy.

Isa didn't have to be asked. She hung back, and encouraged me to go ahead.

I slipped between the tent flaps, and stepped inside.

Tallia was standing in the centre of the tent. Next to her, holding her hand, was a strange man in a Penchen uniform.

I saw their hands, fingers interlocked. Tallia' face was unreadable. I looked at the Penchen, and my heart skipped a beat.

It was Captain Senau.

With a mustache.

*****
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Tallia. And Senau.

I stood there, stunned. Incapable of speech.

Isa, though, knew exactly what to do. She stepped forward, and hugged Tallia, kissing her on the cheek.

- “I’m so pleased for you! Both of you!” She turned to Senau, and gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek as well.

That little act woke me up - somehow, it snapped me out of my stupor. And for the first time ever, I acted like a Westron.

I smiled, and advanced towards Tallia, my arms wide. I hugged her, and kissed her cheek, just as Isa had done.

- “I’m happy for you, Sweet.” I said.

- “Truly?”

- “Truly. He changed for you, Tallia. I know exactly how that feels.”

- “I know! When ... when it happened, I understood what you’d been through. But I’m so happy now.” She looked to Senau, and reached out to take his hand again.

***

Tallia and Senau were reasonably discreet. They didn’t engage in public displays of affection: no holding hands or kissing while on duty. But Tallia couldn’t help smiling, and glancing at him when she thought no one would notice.

I couldn’t blame her. When we first made love, Tallia already knew that I’d been with Kanitz and Aneli, and likely would be again. She also intended to share me with her sister, Esyle. Then came Oshide and Yehla. Tudino. Avette. Koroba.

Senau was all hers. Exclusively. She’d never shown jealousy, or possessiveness, with me. Tallia claimed that she didn’t want the kind of monogamous relationship her parents had. But now that she had one of her own, she looked pretty pleased with it.

And I knew how she felt.

Every day, when I woke next to Isa, the world simply felt ... right. Sometimes, I would wake to find her watching me, a smile on her face.

I was hardly an advocate of exclusive relationships. I loved several women - Westron, hybrid, and now Penchen. But right now, I didn’t want anyone but Isa.

Our time together would be limited. Six more months ... give or take a few weeks. Tallia would come to know the same mixture of urgency and dread, if she hadn’t already.

- “You look so happy.” I said to her.

- “I am.” Tallia was practically glowing.

- “You deserve it.”

Her face fell. “I didn’t mean ... Cook, I was happy with you. I was.”

- “I know. And I with you. But unless we were at war, you had to share me, with Esyle. Kanitz. And then the hemmers ...”

- “I wanted you to go with Tudino. Koroba, too.” she said. “I’m glad that you don’t go with Aneli or Avette anymore, but ...”

“I’m a little surprised that you aren’t jealous.”

- “You want me to be?”

- “No!” she said. “I just thought that, being Pylosian, you might be more like my father. Deep down.”

I laughed. “You taught me to think more like a Westron. When you told me that you wanted to share me with Esyle ... it just made sense.”

“And now - this makes sense, too, strange as it is.”

***

“It makes no sense.” said General Leydz. “It’s like ... lightning striking the very same place. No, that’s a bad example. Isaal was unprecedented. To have it happen again, in the same place, so soon afterwards, is ...”

- “Uncanny?”

- “At the very least.” said the Penchen General. He shook his head, slowly. “So many changes. Your new tactics. Isaal, and now Senau. You know, General Cook, we are a very conservative people. This will take quite some time to assimilate.”

Langoret wasn’t especially conservative, but even she admitted to being a little shell-shocked. ‘Bombarded’, she called it.

- “Wherever you go, Cook, things tend to happen very quickly.”

Tudino was much more open to change. Curious, too.

- “How is she? When you ...?”

- “When we ... what?”

That earned me another solid punch on the arm. “You know!”

- “I don’t. Whatever do you mean, Tudino?”

- “I’ve changed my mind: you are an asshole.” she said, with a grin.

***

If Isa’s change was already widely known, then it wouldn’t be long before word of Tallia and Senau spread. With that in mind, I sat down to do something I should have thought of sooner: writing a letter to Esyle.

It might already be too late for her to hear about it from me first, but at least I could make sure that she would hear the truth.

***

Yna wanted to push deeper into Crolian territory. Neslann sometimes agreed with her. They both seemed to suspect that my infatuation with Isa was clouding my judgment - though neither of them would come out and say so.

- “Why haven’t you pushed ahead?” asked Isa, when I told her about it.

- “Because I’m totally infatuated with you.”

She smiled, and simply waited for the real answer.

“We haven’t seen any Crolians for weeks. No scouts, even. Where are they?”

- “Keeping their distance? I still don’t understand why you haven’t advanced.”

- “Supplies. I know - we marched to Rassbrook with 6 days’ rations. But if we’re going deeper into Crolian territory, we’ll move at the pace of the Penchen regiments. We’re not going without artillery. We need feed for the oxen, food for 14 regiments, more powder ...”

“I don’t know what we’re heading into. I can’t understand where the Crolians are. But I’m not willing to gamble that we can find enough food this time - so we need to be well-supplied before we move forward.”

It took several weeks before the entire army was ready. Our prisoners had been marched west, under guard, along with most of the captured guns.

When we were finally ready, we marched east.

Faregil led the advance guard. I wanted her caution and thoroughness up front. We had strong flank guards, too. Talley’s maps were pretty good for the roads and major settlements, but there might be places where one could conceal an army - and I had no wish to be taken by surprise.

We marched for six days, at the pace of a traditional army - that is, at the speed of the ox-carts. There was no need to hurry. And in all that time, we didn’t see a single Crolian soldier.

Two days later, we reached the main Crolian supply depot in the north.

It was virtually deserted.

***

There were a few dozen families sheltering there, along with fifty or so wounded soldiers. But there was no garrison. No guns, no powder. The ox pens were empty.

- “Gone. All gone.” said a one-armed Crolian sergeant.

- “Gone where?” I asked him.

- “East. That’s where the fighting is.”

- “The fighting? What fighting?”

- “The war against the King.” he said.

***

Civil war in Crolia.

I talked it over with my Colonels. Only Yna wanted to advance further.

- “Which side would we fight against?” asked Langoret.

That summed up the general opinion. If the Crolians wanted to kill each other, we had no business getting in the middle. Napoleon said that you should never interrupt your enemy while they’re making a mistake.

We didn’t know who was on which side, or which outcome would benefit us most.

There were no protests when we turned around and marched back to Kesmansha.

***

I received a summons from Kanitz to report to the capital. I was familiar with her wording by now - it didn’t sound especially urgent: hurry - but don’t rush.

- “Do you want to come?” I asked Tallia. “You and Senau?”

- “No. We can stay here.” she said.

I understood. Tallia had never actually seen me with Isa, as she’d seen me with Oshide and Yehla. And I had no desire to see her with Senau.

But if we travelled together, there might be few opportunities for privacy. And if she came to Cercen, Tallia would have to see her sister, and her parents. Perhaps she was not quite ready for that.

So it was a smaller party that left for Cercen: Isa and me, plus my bodyguards (except for Ishana - I asked her to stay and watch over Tallia).

To be honest, I left Ishana behind because she was the only one of my four bodyguards who appeared to disapprove of my Penchen lover. She never said a word, but Ishana’s face was settling into a permanent frown.

- “She’s not a bad person.” said Koroba.

- “Never said she was. She’s saved my life - more than once. Just as you have.”

- “I know.” I just hoped that she didn’t disapprove as much of Tallia and Senau.

It was a surprisingly pleasant voyage. Isa got along well with Nasta and Koroba, and even coaxed a smile from Madze from time to time. I set a moderate pace, which my bodyguards appreciated. To be honest, though, that pace benefitted Isa and me more.

Stopping early gave us time to find accommodation in an inn, or to bathe in a stream. It also gave us the opportunity to make love every night - which we took full advantage of.

Isa had been to Cercen before, but she’d never seen the Palace, which was our first destination.

- “Shall I wait for you outside?” she asked.

- “No.” I took her hand. “Stay with me.”

Kanitz received us almost immediately. She’d obviously been told that were arriving. The Chancellor smiled at me. “Would you excuse me for a moment, General?” she asked.

Kanitz greeted my bodyguards like old friends - which they were, of course. She went outside with them.

Isa stood beside me, taking in the decor of the Chancellor’s study.

- “She’s very beautiful.” she said.

- “I told you she was.”

- “You should have exaggerated a little more, to do her justice.”

I’d made no secret of my feelings for other women. In fact, I had told Isa exactly how I felt about Tallia, and Esyle, and Tudino. Koroba, too. Isa knew that I’d been with Aneli and Avette - but that I probably wouldn’t be having sex with them in future.

I hadn’t mentioned Themis, though.

When it came to Kanitz, I’d surprised myself, by expressing exactly how I felt.

- “She’s beautiful. Stunning. Only the Queen herself is more perfect. Kanitz is highly intelligent, clever and amusing. She conceals her emotions, but they’re none the less powerful for that. She’s a wonderful sexual partner, too.”

- “She sounds ideal for you.” said Isa. “And she’s a hybrid. Why aren’t you with her?”

I shook my head. “She knew early on that she couldn’t keep me in the Palace. What would I do with myself all day, other than wait for her?”

“But she also loves intrigue for its own sake. She told me that I shouldn’t trust her ...”

- “That sounds like good advice. And very fair of her.”

- “Yes. But it’s been playing on my mind ever since. How can I love her unreservedly, if I can’t trust her? She puts Maia Matila first, second, and third. There’s no conflict there ... but if she ever had to choose between the Queen and me ... “

Kanitz returned.

- “You must be Captain Isaal.” she said. She offered her hand.

- “It’s an honour to meet you, Chancellor.”

- “The honour is mine.” said Kanitz. “I’m only one in a long line of Chancellors. You, on the other hand, are the first ... you may be surprised to find how many people here already know your name.”

“But forgive me - you must be hungry. Or thirsty, at least.”

- “Your pardon, Lord Chancellor.” said Isa. “But you must have matters to discuss with General Cook - political secrets, and ... private matters. I’ve no wish to intrude. If there is somewhere I could wait, until tomorrow ...”

- “That’s very ... understanding of you, Captain.” said Kanitz.

- “Think nothing of it, Chancellor.”

- “You know ... I believe that you and I should have a conversation. Would you be available, say ... tomorrow morning?”

- “I am entirely at your disposal, Countess.” said Isa, with a completely straight face.

Kanitz laughed aloud. “He told you that? Ha!”

It was one of our pet phrases - one that she particularly enjoyed.

When she’d finished laughing, Kanitz found accommodation for Isa, with my bodyguards. Isa bowed, and made her way out.

- “I like her. You know, I really like her. I can hardly imagine what you were thinking when she began to change for you.”

- “I thought she was more male than female, before her Change.”

- “Did you? Well, she’s ... very female, now.” Then Kanitz shook her head, as if to clear it.

“Can we address the war, and politics, first? We can discuss Isaal later, if you’re willing. Perhaps over dinner?”

- “I am at your disposal, Chancellor.”

Kanitz stood, and then came to sit beside me. Without a pause, she flung her arms about me, and pulled me close.

- “You did it.” she whispered. “Not one victory, but two.“

“Tell me about them.”

For the next two hours, I related the stories of Kesmansha and Rassbrook, making certain to highlight the contributions of Tudino and Neslann, Votuda and Cyrte. I praised the Penchen General, Leydz, and Langoret and Yna.

Kanitz had already read my official reports, but it never hurt for the Queen’s Chancellor to hear their names and deeds directly from me.

I even gave Berandot her due.

- “What do you know about General Keinarsh’s death?” asked the Chancellor.

- “I was told that it was a training accident.” I said. I’d never forgotten the death of a Scottish King - James II, I think - who’d died when he stood too close to one of his favourite cannons, which exploded. Accidents can happen.

- “Do you believe that?” she asked me.

I raised one eyebrow. “I suggested to Berandot that Keinarsh’s death was ... convenient.”

- “I take it she didn’t like that suggestion.”

- “Not one bit.”

- “I’m looking into it, Cook. But if you can, keep your suspicions to yourself - for the time being. You’ve won the war for us - now we have to make sure that we win the peace.”

- “What does that mean?”

- “With the Crolians fighting each other, we have to wait until one side emerges victorious before we can sign a more permanent peace with them. There’s no point opening negotiations until we know who’s going to win.”

“We may have to be prepared to continue the war.”

- “Do we know who’s fighting? Who the sides are?”

- “Yes - thanks to the Woles, again. The Crolian King was assassinated. Three of his four sons are competing for the support of what’s left of their armies.”

- “And the fourth?”

- “Dead.” said Kanitz.

- “Is one of the three Prince Ellem Anry?” I’d captured him at Limset; his ransom had effectively ended the last war.

- “Yes. He’s with the southern army. In terms of numbers, it’s the strongest. Many of its units, though, are the least well-trained and equipped. They weren’t supposed to go on the offensive at all.”

- “But they haven’t been defeated. They still have all their guns.”

Kanitz nodded. “There’s also the Reserve army. We don’t know their numbers or quality. We have learned that they’ve declared for Ellem Anry’s youngest brother. Both Princes are trying to win over what remains of the northern and central armies.”

- “And the third brother?”

- “We don’t know. And that lack of intelligence is making it difficult for the Queen. The nobles want answers we can’t provide.”

- “You’d think they’d be happy with Kesmansha and Rassbrook.” I said.

- “They were - for a few days. Then it was back to plotting.”

- “We’re winning the war. What do they have to plot about?”

- “Plenty. Who commands the armies. Why we aren’t invading Crolia and forcing them to come to terms. There’s a sickness affecting the oxen, in the south. And then there’s the Queen ...”

- “She’s pregnant again, isn’t she?” The whole army had heard that news.

- “Yes. But if it’s not a girl this time ...”

- “Ah.”

Poor Kanitz. She looked tired, and a little worn down. I moved behind her, and began to massage her neck and shoulders.

- “Mmm ... that’s good.” she said. “Are you really going to stay with me, tonight?”

- “Isa practically ordered me to. Not that I needed orders ...”

- “I definitely like her.” said Kanitz. “Shall we move upstairs?”

***

Isa met with the Chancellor in the morning. I wasn’t included.

Instead, I had a chance to visit the nursery, to see my children. Airta’s twins, Oscel and Caneia, were already old enough to have tutors. Tonola was entering a gawky, coltish phase.

Her mother was visibly pregnant. She hugged me, and held me tight for a moment, despite the presence of several attendants.

- “I wish that I could kiss you, too.” she whispered.

“You’ve done it again.” said Themis, aloud. “We are in your debt, General Cook.”

There wasn’t much more she could say, with so many others present. She asked about Langoret, Tudino and Tallia. I politely inquired about the Queen’s health.

When I returned to the Chancellor’s study, she still wasn’t finished with Isa.

That gave me time to worry about what kind of reception we were going to receive when we went home, to the Belere.

***

Esyle was standing on the front steps, with her parents, Talley and Tisucha. She didn’t stand on ceremony, though. Esyle rushed forward, and threw herself on me.

She didn’t say anything, but she buried her head against my shoulder, and squeezed hard enough to cut off my circulation.

Esyle released me, and stepped back. She smiled.

- “Hello, Captain Isaal. I’m Tallia’s sister. Welcome to the Belere.”

- “Thank you for having me, Lady.”

- “Just Esyle. And ... may I call you ... Isa?”

I thought that Isa might cry, right there. I was the only person who called her by that name - which she’d begun to associate with being female. Esyle couldn’t possibly have chosen a better way to make her feel welcome.

Tisucha was a wonder, too. She treated Isa like a long lost friend. It was Esyle, though, who took Isa on a tour of the Palace, while Tisucha took me to see my children. They were thriving.

Esyle and Isa came to join us, eventually. They were holding hands. Both of them looked as if they’d been crying.

***

We had a fine dinner, with a variety of foods.

- “This is the best meal I’ve ever had, away from home.” said Isa. Thank you so much.”

- “You are very welcome.” said Tisucha.

Talley produced a bottle of spirits, and poured for everyone.

“We don’t mean to put you on the spot, dear,” said Tisucha, “but could you tell us about your Change? If it’s not too private? We’d dearly like to know how it was for you - and ...”

- “And for Tallia?” asked Isa.

- “Yes.” My mother-in-law smiled. “Yes, please.”

Isa tried to explain what it was like to be Penchen - without gender. She told Esyle and her parents about Jiril, her first lover. Tears came to Isa’s eyes. I reached to put my arm around her shoulders, and collided with Esyle, who was doing the same, from the other side. I ceded the field to her.

It wasn’t too difficult for Esyle and Tisucha to understand. Westrons share one thing with Penchens: neither species really understands what causes them to go into hemmer - or to Change.

Isa told them of first meeting me.

- “I was interested, right away - and then impressed. I thought I was admiring Cook’s military skills; I was thrilled to learn from him. Then I began to realize that I respected him. Respect became admiration. After that, I can’t quite explain what happened - I don’t fully understand it myself. It wasn’t supposed to be possible.”

- “And Tallia?” said Talley. It was the first time he’d spoken, in some time.

Isa understood what he needed.

- “I know that you love your wife, Sir. Absolutely and irrevocably. Tallia spoke of you, often. Please understand: I love Cook with every fibre of my being. I would happily die for him. Just as Senau would die for Tallia.”

Talley cleared his throat. “Pardon me for asking, but - what happens when ...”

- “When I change back?” said Isa. “That’s alright; it is what it is. I’ll be genderless again. I’ll still love Cook. I just won’t be able to express it physically.”

- “There will always be a place for you here.” said Esyle.

Everyone fell silent, at that. Isa clasped Esyle’s hand, and squeezed it.

- “Why don’t you two ... retire, for the evening?” said Tisucha, nodding at Esyle and me. “I’m sure that Talley and I have many more questions for Isa. That is ... if you don’t mind, dear.”



- “I’ll be happy to tell you more about Tallia.”

With Isa in good hands, Esyle and I went upstairs. The Lady of Belere was very quiet. Esyle wasn’t a chatterbox, by any means, but I was surprised that she would fall silent, now. She was usually so good at knowing exactly what to say.

We sat down on the edge of her bed. I took her hand in mine.

- “Are you thinking of Tallia?” I asked. “Or Isa?”

- “Isa.” she said. “She’s so ... kind. And ...”

- “And?”

Esyle shook her head. “I don’t know, Cook. I was so worried, when I read your letter. How can I compete with Isa? She changed for you. How can I match that?”

- “You don’t have to compete with her.”

- “I know. I know that now. Do you know what she said to me? Isa said that she envied me. She was sad, because she can’t give you a child.”

I knelt on the floor, and took both of Esyle’s hands.

- “It’s not a competition, love. Isa chose me, and I couldn’t reject such an offer. The same way that I couldn’t refuse when you and Tallia chose me.”

- “That’s not the same.”

- “Yes, it is. In Pylos, it’s the males who do the wooing. We try to impress the female we’re attracted to, to win her love.”

“But here, the females choose. You can argue that Isa’s body chose for her - but stop and look at it from my perspective, for a moment.”

Esyle smiled shyly. “Tallia and I didn’t give you much choice, did we?”

- “Of course you did. And you were very patient with me. You gave me time to grow accustomed to the idea of being with both of you. And I haven’t regretted a single moment.”

She squeezed my hand.

“Esyle, you may not realize what you mean to me. There are many reasons why you’re the Lady of Belere.”

- “You don’t have to -”

- “I think I do. You’re the kindest person I know. I don’t mean just kind to me - you’re patient with your sister, even at times when we both wanted to strangle her. You have all the best qualities of your mother.”

“You welcomed Isa with open arms, when you could have wounded her with a word.”

- “I couldn’t hurt her.”

I told Esyle what I’d discussed with Isa. I explained to her exactly how I felt about the women in my life. How I admired Kanitz, whose beauty and intelligence were impossible to match.

How I loved Tudino with all my heart.

I even reserved a soft spot for Koroba.

Esyle knew how I felt about Tallia. We’d had multiple conversations about her sister, and how the sisters could fairly share my time.

And then I told Esyle about Themis. From the very beginning.

We talked far too long. But she finally understood that I loved her for herself, and not only because she could give me children.

My love for Esyle was no incandescent flame, no whirlwind of passion. It was like a warm fire in the hearth, a solid piece of ground to stand upon, a certainty that I could base my entire life upon.

We made love, then, with a little more urgency than usual.

And then we made love a second time.

***

There was a formal reception, at the Palace, where the Queen and her consort publicly thanked me. It was a subdued affair, because the war wasn’t officially over, and the Crolians hadn’t sued for peace.

Princess Maia Ariana wasn’t included in the proceedings - for which I was grateful.

The Queen wanted to meet Isa. So did everyone, for that matter. Once I’d gone down the receiving line, I was almost completely ignored.

- “Welcome to my world.” said Kanitz, with a wicked grin.

- “it’s a pleasant change, actually - not to be the oddity on display.”

- “You’ll always be an oddity, Cook.”

It was a strange time to be in the capital. People were elated, of course, by our two major victories. There was no time, in living memory, that the Westrons had won two battles against the Crolians in the same year.

But there was also confusion, mixed with impatience. Why was there no official declaration of an end to the war? The Crolians were at each other’s throats; surely it was simply a matter, then, of marching into Crolia and forcing them to accept terms. So thought the armchair generals and the man in the street.

Which is why those two types shouldn’t be put in command of the army.

But people were also worried about the Queen’s pregnancy. Themis had a boy and a girl; she wasn’t the issue. The Queen, though, had one male child - after two hemmers. To most Westrons, that was the equivalent of going 0 for 2.

Even the Royal Family’s most loyal supporters had their fingers crossed; the opposition were gleefully sharpening their knives in anticipation.

Meanwhile, we had to keep armies on the frontiers. Kanitz was tempted to cut short the contract with the Penchen regiments, and then decided not to.

- “I was afraid, there, for a moment.” I confessed to Isa. “I was afraid I’d lose you.”

- “You can’t lose me, Cook.” she said. “Do you really think that if the Penchen army went home, I’d be going with them?”

- “You wouldn’t go?” I’d hoped she felt that way, but I didn’t want to make her say so.

She responded by wrapping her arms around me, and resting her head on my chest.

- “You’re my home now.” she said, quietly.

***

We went back to Kesmansha, for another month, until the approach of winter effectively ended the campaign season - if not the Crolian Civil War. The Woles brought us reports that our enemies were continuing to fight each other, regardless of the weather.

I supervised the return of our army to winter quarters. Langoret insisted on seeing to her own regiment, as did all of our other Colonels. We arranged a schedule, where two Colonels (or I) would be with the army at all times, in case the Crolians crossed the border.

Unlikely, perhaps - but if you only prepare for the expected, in war, you will be unpleasantly surprised.

Tallia finally made plans to return home, with Senau. She had to face her parents and her sister, at some point.

- “I don’t understand why you’re avoiding it. Esyle and your mother absolutely adore Isa. They’re going to love Senau, too.” Although, perhaps not quite so much, I thought.

- “It’s easier for you, Cook.” said Tallia.

- “Why is it easier for me? What do you mean?”

- “You’re not pregnant.”

***

It shouldn’t have been possible.

- “It’s not possible.” said Isa. That didn’t stop her from providing Tallia with a shoulder to lean on (or cry on, from time to time).

- “Is it ... because she’s a hybrid?” I wondered.

- “Oh, my ...” said Isa. “Maybe ...”

I wanted to be there for Tallia, too, but for some reason she shooed me away more often than not.

Senau, of course, was less than useless. He had all the warmth of a freshly gutted fish. That may not be fair; I don’t know what they said to each other in private.

It was Isa who spent the better part of a day, alone, with Tallia. I had no idea what they talked about - I was specifically not invited.

Tallia went home, in the end. At her request, Isa and I stayed with the army while she took Senau to see her family.

- “Talk to me, Isa.” I said.

- “Pardon?”

- “Don’t keep secrets from me. You know why Tallia didn’t want to see me, or even talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”

She hemmed and hawed. “It’s complicated, Cook.”

- “I have time. Explain it to me.”

- “Do you trust me?” she said.

- “With my life.” I said, without hesitation.

Isa smiled, and kissed me on the cheek. “That’s a good answer.”

“You have to understand: she grew up in a loving household, with strictly monogamous parents. But she and her sister despaired of finding suitable mates for themselves.”

- “Until I showed up.” I said. “Sorry - that sounded vain.”

- “No. It’s accurate. But you underestimate how important that was for Tallia. And for Esyle. Here you were, finally: a relatively attractive, relatively intelligent male who could mate with a hybrid female.”

“But there was only one of you.”

- “I know. So Tallia came up with the idea of sharing me with Esyle.”

Isa nodded. “To her, it seemed like the best solution. It wasn’t her heart’s desire, though. Ideally, Cook, Tallia would have preferred to have you to yourself.”

“You told me before that jealousy wasn’t one of Tallia’s failings. Well, I’m not certain that it’s a horrible failing ... but Tallia is definitely not immune.”

I was stunned. “That’s ...”

- “She fell in love with you.” continued Isa. “But she loves Esyle, too. She made a valiant effort not to show any jealousy. But she couldn’t help being competitive.”

That was certainly true. I remembered how crazy Tallia became when both sisters were trying to get pregnant. She tried to monopolize my time and attention.

- “But ... I’ve been with many other women - and Tallia never objected. Not once.”

- “How could she? If she was trying so hard not to be jealous of Esyle, she had to try not to be jealous at all. Besides, you were with Aneli and Kanitz before her.”

“She could hardly object to sharing you with Tudino and Avette, afterwards. Countesses and Colonels.”

- “Tallia’s a bit of a snob?”

- “A little. But she didn’t object to Koroba, either. Any bodyguard who saves your life ranks with a Countess, any day. I happen to agree with her, there.”

- “But ...”

- “ But Tallia admitted to me that she’s jealous of Kanitz.”

- “What?” I still couldn’t accept the idea that Tallia was jealous. In all our time together - until Isa - I’d never even suspected that Tallia had a jealous bone in her body.

- “She’s the Chancellor, and a Countess ... Tallia has always been afraid that you’d leave her - and Esyle - for Kanitz. Because she’s a hybrid, who could share your bed every day. She’s also incredibly beautiful.”

“Esyle doesn’t share those fears, in case you’re wondering.”

- “I had no idea.”

- “Of course not. Tallia didn’t want you to think that she was jealous at all.”

- “But she was.” This was mind-boggling. I was struggling to get my head around it.

- “And then I came along.” said Isa.

I understood, then. Back in Cercen, Tallia had to share me with Esyle - and with Kanitz. But when we were with the army, I was entirely hers. Tudino, or Avette - or Koroba - might claim me for a long weekend, once a year. But that was all.

Until Isa. How could Tallia compete with that? And there it was again - competition. Just as Esyle had said.

I remembered how angry Tallia had been when I came to her bed, while I was still trying to work out my feelings about Isa. Then Tallia had moved to another tent, to give us space, and privacy.

- “I must’ve hurt her.” I said. “So many times.”

- “You did.” said Isa. “She knew that it wasn’t intentional.”

- “That only makes it worse. I should have told her ... that I love her.”

- “You did. I heard you say it. But emotions don’t always listen to reason.”

- “Did Senau make it better - or worse?”

Isa just tilted her head, and looked at me.

Worse.

I certainly wasn’t monogamous when Tallia and I came together; there had never been the slightest expectation, between us - as far as I was concerned - that I would be hers alone.

But Tallia herself had only one lover: me.

I’d never really suspected that Tallia could be jealous. Competitive, yes. She wanted to be first, to have most of my time. And when we were with the army, she could monopolize my attention.

Senau’s change would put the shoe on the other foot.

How would I respond to no longer being first, in her affections? And if Tallia had felt even the littlest bit jealous of Isa - wouldn’t she suspect that I might feel the same about Senau? Never mind that I had absolutely no right to be jealous at all ...

Even the slightest sign of disapproval from me could have partially spoiled her happiness.

But if I wasn’t jealous, or possessive ... wouldn’t that make Tallia’s competitiveness seem petty, by comparison?

I was making her uncomfortable, regardless of what I said or did.

Tallia had a love for the ages - as I did, with Isa. But it wasn’t quite so easy for her. Isa had expressed it perfectly: ‘Emotions don’t always listen to reason’.

And Tallia certainly hadn’t expected to become pregnant.

***

Themis gave birth to a baby girl. There were mild celebrations across the capital. But people were still worried, waiting for the Queen.

I was well aware that Princess Maia Simonia had had two girls. Three children, two of them female. But I was with Isa now, and very happy. I didn’t forget Themis - that wasn’t possible. But I didn’t hold my breath, waiting for her.

Three weeks later, Maia Matila delivered a healthy baby boy.

You’d have thought that we were losing the war. There were fights in the streets of Cercen, and a knifing, followed shortly thereafter by a hanging.

There were rumblings and grumblings, and dire predictions. News of these things reached us at the front, but when I returned to Cercen, I was astonished by how dark the mood of the city had become.

- “I don’t understand. I said to Tisucha. “The Queen is still young. She’ll have a girl, eventually. And even if she doesn’t, there’s Maia Simonia and her daughters.”

- “I agree.” she said. “But people are in an odd frame of mind. The opposition has been busy, spreading rumours and outright lies.”

- “What kind of rumours?”

- “That the war should be over, but that the Queen is prolonging it unnecessarily, to maintain her position, and to further the military career of her Pylosian lover.”

- “Ugh. That old lie?”

- “Yes. You are very well liked, Cook. But your reputation suffers whenever you are linked to the Queen in this way.”

- “And Kanitz has never courted popularity.” said Talley. “She doesn’t bother taking credit for what she’s achieved. It’s not humility, or ... modesty. People just don’t realize what she does, so they’re ready to believe lies about her.”

- “It’s a damned shame.” I said.

We had a visitor to the Belere, a few days after that: Countess Aneli.

- “My Colonel!” she said, with a big grin. She kissed me soundly on both cheeks. “Now the great General ...” Her eyes were moist.

- “I’ll always be beholden to you, Aneli.” I said. “For giving me my start ...”

- “And I let you command my regiment, too.” she said.

I got it. Attending Aneli’s hemmers had been part of my ‘launch’ into Westron society. Without that, Tudino might never have asked me to be with her either.

Thankfully, she hadn’t come to talk politics. She was curious to meet Isa, of course. Aneli also wanted to see Tallia and Senau, but they’d gone into winter quarters with the regiments. I was pretty sure that Tallia was trying to avoid her family.

“I’m hosting a small gathering.” said Aneli. “Faregil, and the Company Captains. Will you come? You can bring Captain Isaal, too.”

- “I wouldn’t miss it.”

It was a little early, to be celebrating victory. But if Aneli simply wanted to build some esprit de corps, and re-connect with her officers, then this party was a good idea.

- “Will she ask you to attend her next hemmer?” asked Isa.

- “It’s Aneli: I have no way of knowing what she’ll say or do. But if she does ... I think I’ll politely decline.”

- “If that’s what you really want to do.”

- “It is.” I smiled at Isa. “But I love the way you said that. You managed to hint that I shouldn’t, without actually telling me what to do.”

Isa didn’t say anything more. She couldn’t help grinning a little, though.

***

Ishana, Koroba and Madze accompanied us to Aneli’s estate (Nasta was in hemmer). I didn’t think that we were particularly early, but only three of the Company Commanders had arrived before us.

We washed our feet, while Isa brushed off her shoes (she still hadn’t copied my custom of going barefoot to travel).

We entered the great house. Aneli was there.

But I wasn’t expecting the sight that greeted us: there were a dozen soldiers with her. They had muskets - levelled at us.

Isa and I were unarmed, except for my sword. Koroba’s hand went to her weapon, but she stopped, suddenly, as Ishana spoke.

- “Don’t, Koroba. I’d hate to have to shoot you.”

Ishana had a pistol - the pistol I’d given her - levelled at the little blonde’s head. At this range, she couldn’t miss.

- “Ishana?” I said.

- “Cook!” said Aneli. “Please - don’t say or do anything hasty. Wait - let me explain to you what’s going on.”

I didn’t have much choice.

Two of the soldiers took charge of Madze, who hadn’t said a word. Ishana kept her pistol aimed at Koroba, until the blonde’s weapons had been taken, and her hands bound behind her. They tied Madze, as well. And then Isa.

The soldiers took me into the next room, which was Aneli’s dining hall. I recognized their uniforms, finally - because I’d seen them at the siege of Tonol. They were from General Brune’s regiment.

Aneli followed me in, as the soldiers sat me on one of the fine chairs.

- “Please, Cook.” she said. “Be patient. It will all become clear.”

- “You set a trap for us?” I said, coldly.

- “It’s not what you think.” she insisted. “Give us a chance to explain.”

- “Us?”

Another door opened, and a woman walked in.

- “Hello, Cook.” said Countess Iloni.

*****
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"Leave us." said Iloni.

- "I want to speak to him." said Aneli.

- "And so you shall." said Iloni. But she directed the soldiers to bind my feet to the chair legs, and to tie my hands behind my back. That done, she ordered everyone out of the room. Still, Aneli delayed.

"I'm sorry, Cook - for the indignity. We had to ... make certain that you would give us time to explain." said Aneli. "Please listen. You have to listen." She was wringing her hands, almost pleading with me.

- "You'll have your chance to speak to him, as we agreed." said Iloni.

- "I know." Aneli cast me one last look. Then she hung her head, a little, and left the room.

Aneli had betrayed us. Ishana, too, and that struck me like a physical blow. She was the leader of my bodyguards, and she'd saved my life on several occasions. But now Ishana had handed me to my enemy.

How could I have missed that? More importantly, how had Kanitz been so wrong? And Koroba, Nasta, and Madze ... how had Ishana kept her impending treachery a secret from them?

I had no doubts about where I stood with Iloni. She was the Dragon Lady, the dark counterpart to Kanitz, who enjoyed intriguing because it made her feel powerful, and vital.

As far as I was concerned, she was directly behind the assassination attempts on Tallia and me, as well as Krayt's attack at her party and the plots to ruin the royal wedding - and get me killed, at the same time.

I understood how she could easily manipulate males to do her bidding. She was a hot little baggage, with her long, dark hair, and her perfect features. Her pert little tits were popped up under her shirt.

Iloni's appeal was more than visual; it was olfactory, and almost tactile. I could feel her presence, as if she was on the verge of going into hemmer. It was a remarkably intense sensation, which many Westron males would have been powerless to resist.

What I couldn't understand was how she managed to exert so much influence over female Westrons. Why would Aneli listen to her? And Ishana ...?

- "Still thinking, aren't you, Cook?" she said. "Planning, scheming ... looking for a way out."

She perched her shapely little ass on the edge of the table.

"You're in no danger, you know. We aren't going to hurt you - or your friends. In fact, we're here to ask for your help."

I didn't answer.

When you're wrestling - especially Greco-Roman wrestling - you don't over-extend your arms. Never give your opponent a wrist or an elbow to grab on to. I kept my mouth firmly shut.

"You must realize how badly the Kingdom is being mismanaged." she said. Iloni looked me in the eye as she spoke. It wasn't quite hypnotism, but it was pretty damn close.

"Maia Matila is cold-hearted. She doesn't stop to count the cost to her people ... their lives, their hard-earned money ..."

"You have to admit, Cook, that if it wasn't for you, we'd have lost this war. And the last one, of course. Tonol would have fallen, had you not been there ..."

"Don't look so surprised. Brune is my friend, and a skillful politician, but we both know that she's a second-rate general, at best."

I was surprised to hear Iloni speaking this way. But she was messing with my mind. I grit my teeth, and refused to play along.

- "This war could be over, by now." she continued. "And the Queen could improve her government by including the talents of more of the nobles - instead of limiting herself to a handful of officials of limited ability."

"I so would have liked to work with Kanitz, you know. But she refuses to share power. The patronage of the Crown is a powerful tool - its benefits should be more widely spread than they are at present."

"Don't you agree?"

Iloni waited for me to answer. I didn't say a word.

She adjusted her shirt, and fiddled with one of her buttons. I'm only human; I looked.

- "You could have so much more, Cook. The Queen and Kanitz use you to fight their battles, but have they rewarded you?"

Yes, I thought. More than you know.

"You should have a title, and land - at the very least." said Iloni. "I would grant you those, immediately."

"But as it happens, I already know what you really want."

- "Oh?" I said. That was a mistake - I shouldn't have opened my mouth.

- "Oh, yes." said Iloni. "But let's begin with the smaller favors, shall we?"

"I can ensure that nothing happens to your lovers. The sisters? They can continue unmolested. And your children by them as well."

"Likewise your Penchen lover. We bear her no ill will. We can let her Change run its course - what is that? Another few months? I can promise you that no harm will come to any of your women."

She was making it very clear that she and her confederates could hurt my friends, if they wanted to. A naked threat, disguised as an offer.

- "I'm not your enemy, Cook." she said. Damn - Iloni was so persuasive that I almost believed her, for a moment. Almost.

"I've only ever wanted to be your friend. Well ... and your lover."

I made the mistake of looking her in the eye.

- "I admit that I'm attracted to you. I think that we would be amazing, together."

My traitorous dick began to stiffen, under my kilt.

"Surely you knew what I was offering ...? And that door is still open."

She was bad, bad, bad, I reminded myself. Yet ... would it be so wrong to fuck her? I could still refuse to do anything else. Right?

I mentally slapped myself. Think, Cook. She'd said, early on, that they wanted my help. To do what?

- "But I understand if your loyalties lie elsewhere. It just so happens that we're also in a position to give you your true desire."

- "Right." I shouldn't have said anything, but I couldn't help scoffing at her plans.

- "Maia Simonia."

I tried not to react. But Iloni's smug little grin blossomed into a full-blown smile.

"I thought that might interest you." she said.

"Imagine my surprise," she continued, "when General Brune remembered that you arrived at her camp outside Tonol, accompanied by a very blonde aide - named Themis?"

"I was shocked, though, to learn that you and your lovely aide shared a tent, and that she went into hemmer during the siege of Tonol."

"Oh, yes, one of Aneli's Captains was there, and she remembers it well."

I kept my mouth shut. My teeth were firmly clenched once again.

- "She's a lovely little girl - Tonola, I mean. Very fitting name."

If I ever got the chance, I was going to kick Iloni's head right off the top of her shoulders. She was threatening my little girl - Themis' daughter.

- "You could be with them both, more often." said Iloni. "As I've been trying to tell you, I have your best interests at heart, Cook. I believe that you could be very happy, if only you would support us."

- "Us?"

- "Let me outline what I propose." she said. "Kanitz would have to go, of course. Honorable retirement, on her estates. A form of internal exile, akin to what she imposed on poor General Vis. That should be no great hardship."

"Maia Matila would abdicate, in favor of her sister: Maia Simonia."

I was watching Iloni, as she told me her plans. Her eyes were bright, and her nostrils flared slightly as she outlined her vision.

"Maia Simonia would be Queen. She would need a new consort, of course. A prominent male, one respected and admired by all ..."

I was supposed to believe that I was that male.

- "What would happen to the present consort?" I said.

- "He could be persuaded to retire to his estates."

Or murdered, I thought. Krayt was dead, and so, undoubtedly, was the servant who'd let the assassins know when I was leaving the Palace. Iloni and her friends wouldn't shy away from killing again. I wondered if that was Plan B, as far as I was concerned.

They would try to win me over, and then dispose of me if I refused to cooperate. Of course, even if I agreed to join her, Iloni probably wouldn't hesitate to get rid of me the moment it became expedient.

It might be better, then, to play along, for a while. But I couldn't make it look like I was too eager. Gradual change - nothing too sudden.

- "Why do you need me?"

- "You underestimate yourself, Cook. You have support across the classes - and throughout the army, of course."

"We value your assistance. Your aid. And I believe that you would truly enjoy the benefits of your new position. Maia Simonia. Your Penchen girl. Tudino, and Aneli, and however many other females you chose to service."

"And of course, you would be working closely with me, in future ..."

I pretended to think it over. I frowned, as if I was having a hard time of it. Kanitz knew that I was a lousy liar, but I gave it my best effort.

It was just ... such a stupid plan.

Iloni had a high opinion of herself, but she didn't know Maia Simonia - Themis - at all, if she thought that the Princess would accept the deposition of her sister, and then agree to take her place.

- "What ... what would happen to Maia Matila?" I asked.

- "She would have to face facts - and accept the new regime." said Iloni.

I swallowed. They were going to kill her.

- "General Vis would be pardoned?"

- "Possibly."

- "No one will accept her re-instatement. I said. "Not after what she did."

- "You might be surprised." said Iloni. She didn't seem too concerned about it, though. "We could always discuss her status afterwards."

- "We?"

- "You and I." she said, with a little shrug. "If you're uncomfortable with Vis, she doesn't necessarily have to be a part of our future plans."

- "What is it you're asking me to do?"

Iloni smiled. "We need your support, Cook. Some reliable troops, loyal to you. And your participation, when we form a new government. We would definitely need a Commander-in-Chief, for the Army."

I heard her words. And yet I knew exactly what she intended. Themis would never be Queen. There would be an accident ... a tragic misfortune of some kind, and Princess Maia Simonia wouldn't stay alive long enough to be crowned.

Maia Ariana would be the only remaining adult member of the royal family. No doubt Iloni or Brune had a male relative who could marry her, and become consort.

It was unlikely that they'd need me for long, after their coup - unless Iloni really wanted to ride me that badly. If I accepted the 'new realities', I might be able to stick around for a while, until she tired of me.

- "I ... I have to think about it."

- "I understand." said Countess Iloni.

- "It's just ... hard to think clearly - with you here."

- "Ah." She'd buy that. Iloni was exceptionally confident of her ability to seduce and manipulate any male who came close enough. She was probably gratified to find my resistance crumbling.

"I will give you some time, then."

Iloni stood, and straightened her clothing. She made sure that I saw her shirt puppies, and then her tight little ass as she adjusted her breeches. With a little smirk, she made her way to the door.

- "Call me when you wish to talk." she said.

Fuck fuck fuck.

I was so fucked. How to get out of this, without promising to do what Iloni wanted? That would only lead to the deaths of people I loved and cared about - The Queen, Kanitz ... Themis.

They wouldn't leave her children alive. Maia Simonia's children by her consort would be ... inconvenient. Even Tonola was probably slated to die. After me, of course ... but I could see the whole plan laid out before me, as if I'd been one of the plotters.

So many people had to die, or disappear, for this to work. It would be a bloodbath. Others would be taken as hostages, to ensure future cooperation. Tallia. Esyle. Our children. And then killed later, in a second slaughter.

What would happen to Tudino? Or Avette, for that matter?

Isa.

They'd kill her. Or take her hostage, at the very least. She wouldn't live a day longer than I would. These ultra-conservatives were totally xenophobic.

The door opened again, and Aneli came in. She stopped just inside the door, as if unsure of her welcome.

- "Are you ... alright?"

I shook my head. "No, Aneli - I'm not."

My former patron came slowly, to the edge of the table. She sat down, opposite me.

- "You have to think clearly, Cook." she said, softly. "This could be so good for us."

- "Us?"

- "You could be General-in-Chief." she said. "You could remake the whole army. Introduce your tactics to every single regiment. Wouldn't that be wonderful?"

- "What would you get out of it, Aneli?"

She had the grace to blush. "I'm to be Chancellor."

"Just think of what we could do!" she said.

I couldn't even begin to imagine that. All I saw was the long list of people who would have to die so that Iloni, Aneli, and their friends could satisfy their ambitions.

Aneli was a great fuck. I would never forget her bountiful breasts, or her wonderful ass, as she leaned against the wall while I slammed into her from behind.

But she was prepared to sacrifice people to her greed. Would Iloni actually make Aneli Chancellor? For how long?

Did they even need Aneli? It might be that her only usefulness to their conspiracy was the fact that she could invite me to her party - and have me show up, to fall into their trap.

- "You're saying that Iloni doesn't want to be Chancellor herself? What title will she take?"

Aneli shook her head. "You don't understand, Cook. Iloni doesn't need an official position. She prefers to work behind the scenes."

You poor, deluded fool, I thought. You can't see that they're only using you. Aneli wasn't going to be Chancellor for long - if at all.

- "Aneli ..."

- "We could have everything we want." she said.

She was in too deep. Aneli was a vain, shallow creature. Kanitz had said it: if the opposition ever figured out what to offer her, she'd join them.

"Please, Cook ... please ..."

I finally understood: she was fully committed to this plot, but her rewards were conditional. She had to deliver me. Not only betray me, but also ensure my participation in their coup d'état.

- "I don't know, Aneli. What sort of guarantee do I have that they won't hurt my friends? Our friends? And who are they, anyway? The only name I know, other than yours, is Iloni. Who else is supporting you?"

I'd been about to say 'who else is involved' - but 'supporting you' sounded better. It might make Aneli think that she was a major player, instead of a gullible pawn.

- "General Brune, of course. General Vis."

- "Vis? Isn't she under house arrest?"

- "She still has influence. With the aristocracy. With the army. There's also Countess Marbaud -"

- "The one with the cushion?"

Aneli smiled. "Yes. Two more Countesses, and several Colonels in the southern army."

- "What about the central army?"

Aneli looked away. "I don't know about that."

She was a worse liar than I was.

***

Aneli tried to get me to commit myself. After an hour, she relented, and agreed to let me eat and drink. They freed my hands, but left my ankles tied to the legs of the chair.

Iloni came back to check on me.

- "Is the food to your liking?" she asked.

- "Are you planning to amputate my feet?"

- "Pardon?"

- "The ropes around my ankles are tight enough to cut off circulation."

- "We can make you a little more comfortable." she said.

The soldiers came back, and untied me. Four of them escorted me to a small bedroom, which must have belonged to some of Aneli's servants.

I briefly considered using my martial arts training. I was a little rusty, though - plus two of the soldiers stayed at the door, well out of reach.

Two of them remained in the room, and watched me as I tried to sleep.

There were a thousand reasons to stay awake, and try to think of a way out of this. But I was exhausted, and desperately needed rest. Soldiers learn to sleep when they can, regardless of their surroundings. So I did.

***

First thing in the morning, I was led back to Aneli's dining room, and tied to my chair again. Then I was served an excellent breakfast. There were four soldiers from Brune's regiment in the room.

So far, I'd seen a dozen or so different faces (and hair colours) in Brune's uniform. And I'd also caught of sight of Ishana, with four troopers from the Aneli regiment.

That was hard to take. Two of them were reasonably new recruits. But the other pair had been at Limset. I couldn't even begin to understand how they could betray me.

Maybe they had qualms, too; neither one would even glance in my direction - never mind look me in the eye.

Countess Iloni came into the room. My treacherous dick responded almost immediately.

Iloni's aura (for lack of a better word) was even more potent today. Then it occurred to me: she's almost ready to go into hemmer. In the next few days, she'd be virtually irresistible. It was bad enough, now, but if she was close by, at the height of her powers, I'd be crawling over broken glass to get at her.

Her little grin told me that she knew precisely what kind of effect she was having on me.

Iloni made certain to come very close to me, so that I could smell (and feel) her arousal. That, I realized, was part of Iloni's appeal: she didn't have to wait, like Tudino, to be fully into her hemmer. Iloni could probably wear out two or three males before she was even ready for the main event.

It was torture. She was close enough that I could have just reached out, and grabbed one of those pert little boobies, or one of the perfect globes of her ass.

That would have been to embrace defeat. I bit my lip - hard - and resisted the temptation. I thought of Isa ...

... and realized that Iloni had nothing but lust on her side.

Had I been younger, and less experienced, I might have been eating out of her hand. But I'd known lust, and love, and even friendly sex. I'd also experienced a variety of hemmers. There were 6 or 7 lovers I'd prefer to be with - rather than Iloni.

That got me thinking: where was Isa? And Koroba?

For some reason, Iloni didn't try any verbal persuasion. She also kept Aneli away, for the rest of the day. I was fed again, and then taken back to the room I'd slept in.

***

The next morning, I was again taken to the dining room, tied to my chair, and fed.

Iloni came to tempt me again. Her scent was even richer, her aura another level of magnitude stronger.

But I wasn't paying attention to her.

She'd left the door open - deliberately, I had to assume. I could see two women I knew, standing close together.

General Vis - and Berandot.

- "You see her?" whispered Iloni. She was standing right behind me, close enough to rub her little tits on my arm and shoulder.

- "Uh." I grunted.

- "I could let you have her." she said. "To do with as you will."

"You could kill her, if you want to."

That idea had a certain appeal.

"Or you could keep her - and fuck her."

I had another moment of enlightenment: Iloni was a sexual terrorist. She used her powers to manipulate, to control, and to destroy - so she believed that others would do the same, if they could.

She was offering to let me humiliate and degrade Berandot, to revenge myself on her.

But my mind was operating separately from my traitorous body. I was painfully erect, wanting nothing but to fuck Iloni, to bend her over the table, and drive my full length inside her, over and over ...

If not her, I could fuck Berandot. I could sodomize her, rape her ass and -

That was the Iloni effect.

My mind was still my own, though, separate from my instincts and my baser urges. I was thinking of a way to use this situation against her.



The door was open so that I could see Berandot and Vis. But they could also see me.

And they did.

- Please come in." said Iloni.

Vis came through the door, grinning at me.

Berandot only came as far as the doorway. She was grimacing.

"As you can see, General Cook is here." said Iloni. "He is presently considering whether his interests lie with us ... or in misguided loyalty to an ungrateful monarch."

Vis was gloating, quite happily, but Berandot couldn't even look at me.

At that moment, I caught a glimpse of Iloni's plan. She was trying to motivate me by appealing to my ambition, to my greed, and to what she thought of as my disappointment - or resentment, even - because Maia Matila hadn't rewarded me enough.

On top of that, she tried to fire my lusts, by using her pre-hemmer attraction.

And then, as a bonus, she was offering me Berandot. To torture. To humiliate. To degrade.

That was where Iloni revealed herself. She could only appeal to negative impulses: greed, lust, vengeance. I only had to think of Isa, or Tallia, or Tudino, to reveal Iloni for what she was. A Countess, maybe, but not fit to wash Esyle's feet.

- "Hello, Berandot." I said. "I'd get up to greet you properly, but my feet are tied to the chair."

- "A precaution." said Iloni. "Until Cook decides where his true interests lie."

Berandot curled her lip, in disgust.

- "Looks like murdering Keinarsh has paid off for you, General Berandot." I said.

The Commander of the central front snarled at me. She wouldn't haven't been a General at all, of course, if her predecessor hadn't been conveniently killed in a well-staged training accident.

That was the end of that charming get-together.

Iloni hustled Berandot out of the room, assisted by Vis. Brune's soldiers came to move me, back to the room I'd slept in.

I went to sleep again.

***

Their plot was further advanced than I'd expected, if Vis was here. She was supposed to be under house arrest. Whoever was responsible for her had been suborned, or removed.

They had to be ready to launch their coup - or very nearly so.

Why was Berandot present? From the way Iloni had spoken to her, I had the feeling that Berandot wasn't fully committed to this conspiracy, either.

Maybe I was the prize to buy her support. After all, Iloni had offered to give me Berandot, to do with as I chose. Maybe she'd made the same offer to Berandot, in reverse.

But why were we both here?

They didn't need me and Berandot. Either one of us could have provided the troops they needed. Hell, General Brune could have supplied the soldiers; the troopers guarding me were hers.

But Brune wasn't popular, outside of aristocratic circles. Berandot was a famous duellist, and now known as the General who'd won the Battle of Rassbrook - that counted for much more, with the middle and lower classes.

I could see it. Iloni didn't need me and Berandot - it was a case of me or Berandot. I was more popular; she was more reliable. If they had me, they didn't need her. But if I wouldn't play ball, she was Plan B.

Iloni wanted Berandot to see me - and vice versa - so that we would both realize that she had other options. It gave the Countess leverage on both of us. Did she really need that edge, with Berandot? I thought that they already saw eye to eye.

I was an idiot. Finally, I understood why I was here.

If I would willingly join them, they could profit from my popularity, and use my troops to overthrow the Queen. I would take the blame. And then I would disappear, along with the Queen, Themis, and Kanitz. Tragic accident, overzealous subordinate, vengeful royalist ... something like that.

But Iloni knew - or suspected - that I wouldn't join them willingly, even with the promise of Maia Simonia. So, she had options. Hostages, like Isa and Koroba. And then the fatal lure of her own potent hemmer.

And after all of those, if I still wouldn't join them, I could be held as a hostage myself - to neutralize my army.

They weren't complete fools. If they launched a coup, I could march on the capital with my victorious northern army - and they wouldn't win in a fair fight against me.

Would Langoret march against them? Would the army support her? And what if I was a hostage?

This plot wasn't so ill-considered as I'd first thought. Iloni wasn't banking on me joining her - she was making sure that I wouldn't (or couldn't) oppose her, one way or the other.

***

That night, Iloni came to my room. She had the guards tie me securely, hands and feet. They deposited me on the bed, on my back.

I could smell her the moment she came through the door. She was only a day or two away from full hemmer. My erection took on a life of its own.

Iloni came closer. She grinned when she saw the obscene bulge under my kilt.

She sat down on the edge of the bed.

- "What a lovely welcome." she said. Her voice was husky with desire. She placed a delicate hand on my bare thigh, just above the knee. The kilt should have covered that area, but it was ridiculously tented, directly over my erection.

She was wearing a thin, filmy shirt, which was almost transparent. It was altogether more enticing than if she'd been naked.

With a major effort of will, I turned on my side, away from her.

- "Ohh ... you don't really want to do that." she said.

Iloni knelt in the middle of the bed, and tried to pull me back to my original position. She was nowhere near strong enough.

But the temptation ...

The power of Iloni's hemmer - and she was still a couple of days away from her peak - was simply frightening.

I'd experienced hemmers with several females - but nothing like this. I had to grit my teeth to fight it. I strained against my bonds, frightfully and painfully erect.

- "I'm here to help you, Cook." she said, in that throaty voice that promised so much.

She slid her hand under my kilt, reaching for my ridiculously tumescent organ.

I rolled off the bed.

That was a truly stupid move, I realized a split-second later. If I landed face down, or at an angle, I was going to snap my dick in half.

At the very last instant, I contorted my body, and landed heavily on my hip. It hurt like hell - which actually cleared my head for a brief moment.

- "Oh, no!" said Iloni, as she scrambled to follow me. She sounded genuinely concerned.

"You mustn't hurt yourself." she chided me.

Iloni tipped me onto my back, on the floor beside the bed. She straddled my legs, pinning me to the ground. With a major effort, I might have been able to throw her off. But then what?

If she wanted to, she was certainly capable of having soldiers tie me down. If she did that, I'd be completely at her mercy.

- "I don't want you hurt." she said.

I made the mistake - again - of looking her in the eye.

"I need you." said Iloni. "You have no idea how important you are to me."

Lies. All lies. But I was powerless to resist when she slowly slipped her hand under the kilt, and very deliberately took hold of my erection.

I could've bucked, and tried to throw her off. I regret to say that I didn't.

She stroked my dick, murmuring softly. I don't know if she said anything in words - it didn't matter. Her fingers were magic. Her soft little hand was my destiny.

Iloni slowly lifted the kilt with her other hand, without releasing her hold on my erection.

- "Oh, my." she said. "Aneli wasn't exaggerating."

She continued to stroke me, bringing me to the brink of the most explosive orgasm in the history of the Westron Kingdom ... and then she stopped.

"Mmm ..."

She delicately raised my kilt, and draped it over the top of my painfully swollen penis.

"Perhaps I shouldn't do this ... against your will."

Iloni stood up, and looked down on me.

"I'm sorry." she said. "Forgive me?"

I was incapable of coherent speech, at that point. I could only grunt.

With a little smile, Iloni left the room.

***

Worst case of blue balls. Ever.

***

The guards came for me the next morning. They untied my hands and feet, and helped me to stand up.

I'd had all night - including a painfully erect first hour - to think. It's not that easy to fall asleep, lying on the floor with your hands and feet tied, and your dick standing at attention.

I came to the conclusion that Iloni had all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. With males, anyway. She was probably accustomed to simply overwhelming Westron men with her beauty, her scent, her voice, and her pheromones. It was a potent combination - no doubt of that.

But she relied too heavily on her big guns, so to speak. Persuasion and diplomacy, I guessed, she reserved for females.

The moment she left the room, I began to recover my senses. I worried about Isa. Koroba. Madze. I wondered what Iloni's allies were doing.

And I tried to think of ways to frustrate their plans.

Brune's soldiers half-dragged, half-carried me down to Aneli's dining room. Once more I was tied to a chair, and then served breakfast.

To my amazement, the same soldiers returned a short time later, and dragged another prisoner to the table. They sat her down, directly opposite me, and tied her feet to the chair she was sitting upon.

It was Berandot.

***

Berandot threw her head back, and let out an unbelievable, unearthly howl of rage and frustration. It was wild enough to set my teeth on edge.

She strained at her bonds - as I had, several times, over the past few days.

Then she subsided. She was utterly still. I couldn't even hear her breathing.

She didn't move. I sat back in my chair, trying to make sense of this latest development. I closed my eyes.

What was Iloni hoping to achieve, by sitting Berandot across from me?

We'd tried to kill each other. Berandot hated me, and I despised her. Was Iloni trying to set up a competition between us? She obviously didn't know what had happened at Rassbrook.

Was that important?"

I may have dozed, for a while. Then, I thought I heard Berandot say something.

- "Hmm?" I grunted.

- "I didn't know."

- "Didn't know what?"

- "That Keinarsh was assassinated." said Berandot.

- "Keep your voice down." I said. "There are four soldiers in the room, listening to everything we say."

Berandot glared at me, but she spoke again. "You were right: they did it deliberately, so that I could take command of the army."

I snorted. "You didn't know."

- "That's what I'm telling you." she said. "I didn't know."

- "Just like you didn't know that Krayt was set on me. Or that they tried to kill me multiple times - along with Tallia and other innocent people."

Berandot was quiet for a while. I could hear her breathing, but she didn't say anything.

"If you didn't know," I said, "then how did you find out?"

- "I asked."

- "You went up to Iloni and said 'By the way, did you assassinate General Keinarsh?"

- "No. I asked Vis."

- "And she just admitted it?"

- "Yes. She was proud of it, in fact." said Berandot, bitterly.

I wouldn't have put it past Iloni to set Berandot on me, like some kind of double agent. But Berandot sounded genuinely angry, and embarrassed at the same time.

- "You're only catching on now? Just beginning to realize that your precious friends are ruthless and unprincipled? That they routinely use murder to further their aims?"

- "It wasn't like that, before."

- "Don't be an idiot, Berandot. Who do you think killed the servant that set up the first assassination attempt on me? Who do you think had Krayt killed?"

- "That was Kanitz!"

- "Oh, grow up." I said. "You're more naive than I am. Kanitz was having Krayt followed, to find out who he reported to. She was the last person who'd want to see him dead."

"Who suggested that you take him to Iloni's party, as your escort? That's the person who used you to come after me."

She mumbled something inaudible.

"Pardon?"

- "Vis." she whispered.

She had just discovered that her so-called allies, her political intimates, were liars and murderers. She had to be feeling completely disillusioned.

Naturally, I used that opportunity to twist the knife a little.

- "Avette said that you conservatives disapproved of everything: the direction of the war, the old Queen naming Maia Matila as her heir, and her choice of Kanitz as Chancellor. She also said that your party claimed to represent the traditional values: honour, loyalty, and truth."

"So much for that pile of ox shit."

Berandot and Avette hated each other, because of what happened at Limset. They'd fought a duel over it. And now Berandot was being forced to swallow a bitter pill: Avette had been right. She was the one who'd acted with honour.

"What did you say to Vis, when you found out? Something about honour? Is that why you're in here with me?"

Berandot didn't answer.

"Why are you here with me?" I wondered, aloud.

- "Perhaps they hope that we'll kill each other." Berandot sounded more sad than hostile.

- "No. They need one of us alive, for their coup. Someone to provide the troops. A figurehead. My money's on you. I'm more popular, but you're more reliable. And if you truly join them, they don't need to have you killed afterwards."

- "What are talking about?"

I didn't bother answering. She could damn well figure it out for herself.

I was busy trying to understand why Iloni let us talk so long. The guards were too far away to hear us, unless we raised our voices.

Why did Iloni want me to talk to Berandot at all? She may have expected that we would insult each other, or that we'd realize that we were in a competition - the winner to become a participant in the coup.

And for the loser ...?

We sat in silence for a while.

Then Berandot mumbled something.

- "Pardon?"

- "I did the calculations." said Berandot.

- "What calculations?"

- "When I found out that you fought Kesmansha on the 9th."

- "What are you on about now?"

- "Kesmansha was on the 9th. Rassbrook was on the 27th." she said. "That means that you re-organized your army, and then marched over 400 leagues to come to our aid. In 18 days."

I noticed that she'd said 'our' aid, instead of 'my'. But I'd already done similar calculations of my own. I knew that my army had achieved something unprecedented.

We'd pursued the Crolians for a day, after Kesmansha. We rested for another day, after that. Then Votuda and Cyrte, Neslann and Yna, Avette and Semmana, and Faregil and Frad had covered 420 leagues - 250 miles - in time to arrive at the battle of Rassbrook.

That included a day of rest, at the river Vonau, and then Neslann's exploit on the bridge at Smund. I would have to hold a parade, or a review, for those regiments: they'd surpassed the achievement of Davout, Napoleon's 'Iron Marshal'.

"All of that, in time to win the battle at Rassbrook." said Berandot.

- "It was your battle." I said.

- "Which I would have lost, had you not appeared in the enemy's rear."

- "We were coming to help Keinarsh." I said, just to kick her once more while she was down.

- "I know."

She fell silent again. I felt a moment's guilt: for the first time since I'd known her, Berandot was trying to say something halfway decent, and I was kicking her in the teeth.

Then I remembered what she'd said just before our duel: 'I'm glad that one of your little whore bodyguards died at Limset. The fewer hybrids about, the better.'

That killed just about any sympathy I might have had for Berandot.

- "Would you ..." she said. "Would you have come, if you'd known that I was in command? Instead of Keinarsh?"

- "Probably." I said. Then, after a moment, I added: "Yes."

- "Even after ... what I did at Limset?"

- "Yes."

She needed a while to digest that thought.

- "Even after ... the duel?"

- "And what you said before it? I'll never forget those words, Berandot. But winning the war comes first, second and third. Embarrassing you doesn't even qualify for my top ten."

That might have been even harder for her to hear.

She mumbled something again.

- "Pardon?" I said - for what felt like the fifth or sixth time.

- "I'm sorry." she said - softly, but audibly.

- "Sorry? For what?"

Her head was down.

- "For ... everything. Limset. The duel. What I said ... I was only trying to make you angry. To throw you off."

- "To make it easier to kill me." I said.

- "I'm sorry."

- "You know, this apology would feel a little more ... sincere, if you were to include Avette, and then make it publicly."

Berandot's head snapped up.

- "Again? Another humiliation? Limset - Iloni's party - the duel ... I wish you'd killed me, instead of firing into the ground. And now Rassbrook? How much do you expect me to suffer?"

- "Her name was Oshide." I said.

- "What?"

- "The bodyguard who died at Limset."

There was no answer to that. Berandot didn't even try. But she didn't shy away: her eyes were fixed on me.

"She was clever, and brave." I said. "She risked her life to save me - and lost it. She might have been pregnant at the time."

"The second bodyguard - who you also wished was dead - was Yehla. She and our child are well. She named the baby Oshide."

Berandot didn't answer. But this time she lowered her head.

***

Four of Brune's soldiers came to collect me. They ignored Berandot, which I found ominous.

- "Why am I sitting here, tied to a chair?" she snapped. "Untie me, at once!"

- "I'm sorry, General. We have our orders." said one of the soldiers.

- "Orders? From whom? Who here outranks me?"

They didn't answer, but concentrated on untying me, and lifting me to my feet.

As they led me out of the room, one of them snorted.

- "Phew!" she said. "He stinks."

- "Fuckin' hybrids." said another. "They all do."

They dragged me outside, where they stripped and washed me. One of them scrubbed me, roughly, while another poured bucket after bucket of water over my head. They used soap, and then scrubbed and rinsed me again.

I was dried off, and they draped a loose shirt over my shoulders. My kilt, which had been trampled into the mud, wasn't returned to me.

- "Nice shirt." said one of the soldiers.

- "He won't need it for long." said another.

- "What d'you think she's going to do with him?"

Two of the soldiers started laughing.

They took me to a wing of Aneli's estate that I'd been to before: Aneli's private chambers, where she'd waited for me, naked, on the occasion of the first hemmer she'd invited me to share with her.

The soldiers tied my hands, and then my feet, before tossing me onto the bed, on my back. They chuckled, and made a few ribald comments.

Iloni was coming into her full hemmer - and I was completely at her mercy.

***

She came into the room alone, wearing an even more diaphanous shirt, through which I could see her shockingly erect nipples, and her surprisingly large areolae.

Iloni was smiling, and her eyes were shining. They seemed unnaturally bright. Was it an effect of her hemmer, or had she been drinking?

She carried a knife in her hand.

I could see her. Smell her. Feel her. My erection manifested itself immediately. But I couldn't fail to notice the knife.

Iloni put it on the night table, well out of reach. But she saw me looking at it.

- "Have no fear, Cook." she said. "It's only to cut you free, once you're ... fully committed, so to speak."

She sat on the edge of the bed, and looked down at me.

"I'm looking forward to the whole experience. I have been since I first heard about you. And then, when we finally met ... I knew that I had to have you."



I may have gargled something unintelligible. As much as I wanted to strangle her, to choke the life out of her, I knew very well that if she released me, my first act would be to fuck her. Her hemmer was that powerful.

- "I made a mistake, that night." said Iloni. She gently raked my naked thigh with her fingernails.

"I should have stuck to my original plan. Instead, I allowed myself to be convinced by General Vis. The whole affair with Krayt was foolish."

"Though, I must admit that the outcome - your duel with Berandot - was very stimulating. That was one of the best parties, ever."

"I was very disappointed, though, when you wouldn't accept my invitations."

"I was in hemmer, you know. Oh, Cook, if only we'd come together then. We could have ruled the whole Kingdom, between us."

She gently caressed my balls.

"Just imagine it: you and I. Of course, there's so much that I would have to teach you. Berandot may be more naive than you are, but you still have a great deal to learn."

That was equivalent to throwing a bucketful of ice water over my naked body. Berandot - more naive than I was? That was exactly what I'd said to her, earlier today.

My mind suddenly cleared. For a brief moment, I was able to think.

- "You ... you heard?" I got out.

Iloni stopped stroking my balls.

- "Oh, Cook. You really do need my help. Did you not know that Aneli had her dining room equipped with listening tubes? The chandelier directly above your head was hollow. We sat in the room upstairs, and listened to every word."

My testicles might have shrunk a bit, at that point.

"We were sadly disappointed in Berandot. Her 'killer instinct' seems to have completely vanished. On the positive side, that may mean that we can keep you - once you've realized where your true instincts lie."

Her fingers curled around my erection. She softly stroked me, up and down.

- "Oh, what partners we'll make." said Iloni. "Just imagine what a child of ours could do."

My mind recoiled at that thought. A child? How could I kill Iloni, if she was pregnant with my child?

Iloni turned her head, to smile at me.

"Would you like it, if I used my mouth ...?" She dipped her head, and I felt her hot breath on the very tip of erection.

Then she pulled back.

Very slowly, very deliberately, Iloni stood up. She picked up the knife she'd left on the night table.

Then she sat back down on the edge of the bed.

- "I was very hurt, you know, when you declined my invitations." she said. "At first, I thought that your hybrid lovers had intercepted my messages to you. I was afraid that you didn't really understand how interested I was in you."

"But then I realized that you were avoiding me. Were you afraid of me, Cook? Of the power of my hemmer?"

"Or did Kanitz warn you to stay away from me?"

She licked her lips.

But she held a knife.

*****


Westrons Pt. 27

Author's note: I have to say, I'm disappointed by the flurry of comments from people who obviously prefer selections from the 'Loving Wives' category.

You're welcome to your opinions, but in this case, did you even read this story?

- Cook is a human in an alien world (the moral standards - especially around sex - are very different)

- Westron society is female-dominated (alpha male?)

- Westron hemmers and the Penchen Change have a significant impact on both species (chemical and biological)

I thought these things had been made clear, and repeated often enough. Apparently not. That said, you're still welcome to your opinions. Please don't post an insulting comment, though, because I don't want to read them.

*****

Iloni was sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing a diaphanous shirt - and nothing else.

Her moist lips were just a foot above my painful erection - but so was the naked blade of her knife.

She heard something, and snapped her head to the left. I suddenly realized that I'd heard it, too: a deep thump, followed by a clattering sound, like that of a musket banging against the wall.

- "What's going on out there!" she snapped.

There was no answer.

Iloni stood up.

That's when the door burst open. Koroba leapt into the room, a dagger in her hand.

Two quick steps, and she reached Iloni.

The Countess hesitated for the briefest of moments. She couldn't seem to decide whether to use her knife, or to open her mouth and scream for help. She chose the latter - but too late.

Koroba stepped close, seized the Countess by the hair, and then jammed her dagger under Iloni's chin.

The blow was so savage, so powerful, that it lifted Iloni off her feet.

***

I might've gone into shock. A minute earlier, I couldn't tell if Iloni was going to suck my cock, or cut it off.

Then the door seemed to explode inwards, and ...

I realized that Isa was holding me in her arms.

- "Are you alright? Cook! Are you alright? Oh, my love ..."

- "Cut his bonds." said Koroba. With her bloody hands, she set about severing the rope around my ankles. "Is he wounded?"

- "No." said Isa. "I don't think so."

Beautiful, wonderful Isa. Crazy, clever little Koroba.

- "We have to move." said Isa. "Can you stand?"

As she levered me into a sitting position, I saw Ishana step into the room, followed by Madze.

The sight of Ishana almost completely unnerved me.

- "Ah! Ah!" I grunted. I tried to point.

Koroba squeezed my ankles. Hard.

- "Cook! Snap out of it! Cook!" she said, sharply. "She's on our side. She came to free us. We'll explain later. Damn it - where's his kilt?"

My mind began to clear. As if she'd been a fog, Iloni's hold over me began to dissipate. I still couldn't help staring at Ishana.

She must have been reading my mind. "I'll explain later." she said. "Right now we have to move."

Iloni was dead - gruesomely so. Ishana had betrayed us, and now was helping to rescue me. Everything made sense, but nothing did.

- "He'll have to wear these." said Isa, producing a pair of breeches several sizes too small.

Two soldiers came into the room, wearing the uniform of Aneli's regiment. For some odd reason, I recognized them.

- "Nantia." I said. "Hello. And I know you, too." I said, to her companion. "You were at Limset. I can't remember your name, though. You wouldn't meet my eye, the other day."

They told me afterwards that I babbled nonsense for several minutes. I don't recall what I said, or did. The only really clear memory I retain is of Koroba driving her dagger into Iloni's chin. That, and Isa taking me in her arms.

And Ishana being there.

- "We have to move - now." said Ishana. "It's time to get out of here."

They snuck me out Aneli's stately house, with me wearing nothing but a long shirt. We didn't encounter any of Brune's soldiers until we got outside. There were several platoons camped out on Aneli's estate grounds.

Nantia and her companion went to distract them, while Ishana, Koroba, and Madze led Isa and me into the woods.

I had no idea where we were going. My first contribution to our escape was to walk with them, clutching the tails of the shirt and trying to cover myself as best I could.

My second contribution was to keep my mouth shut. This was neither the time nor the place to start asking stupid questions.

Ishana led us unerringly through Aneli's forest, her private hunting preserve. Ishana obviously knew where she was going; there was no hesitation when we reached a fork in the path - she immediately took the right branch.

- "Can we stop now?" asked Isa.

- "For a moment." said Ishana.

- "I just want to make sure he's alright." She touched my cheek, gently. "Are you there, love?"

I had to smile at her. "I think so. Or else this a very pleasant dream."

- "He's back." said Isa.

- "More or less." said Koroba. "Probably less. Welcome back, Cook."

- "Let's get going, then." said Ishana.

It seemed like a long journey through the trees, but it was probably less than an hour. Where the path was wide enough, Isa walked beside me, close enough that I could take her hand. If the path was too narrow, she followed me, watching to make sure that I didn't stumble.

Either that, or she was checking out my ass.

Once we left the woods, we almost immediately encountered soldiers - carrying rifles, and wearing the uniform of the Chancellor's regiment.

Votuda's.

***

Votuda had brought her entire regiment. Due to casualties suffered at Kesmansha and Rassbrook, and to short-term leaves, the companies were vastly under-strength: she had barely 450 troopers.

Ever practical, Votuda had her aides bring us food and drink. They also located a pair of breeches which would fit me.

Koroba suggested that I rest - seconded by Isa. But my head was beginning to clear, and I had too many questions that needed answering.

- "Votuda's regiment isn't here by accident." I said. "Would anyone care to explain to me what the hell is going on?"

- "He's back." said Koroba. "Mostly."

- "I'll explain, General." said Ishana. "If you don't mind a short walk?"

I understood that some of the things she had to say weren't meant to be overheard. She led me a good distance away from Votuda's soldiers, and from Koroba and Isa.

Ishana stopped, and turned to me. She hesitated, as if unsure where to begin.

- "This is Kanitz' doing - at least in part - isn't it?" I said.

- "She knew all along that there was a plot under way. Iloni went to visit Vis - twice."

- "That doesn't sound so suspicious. They were friends." I had a momentary vision of Iloni on her tiptoes, with Koroba's dagger under her chin.

- "Countess Iloni didn't have a sentimental bone in her body. She wasn't the type to go to anyone - people went to her. But she also found time to visit General Brune's H.Q. - while we were at war - something she'd never done before."

"She also met with Countess Marbaud."

- "The one with the cushion?"

- "That's her. That particular meeting was impossible to ignore - Iloni and Marbaud were close, at one time, but they hadn't spoken in years."

- "Aneli?"

- "Spent far too much time with Iloni. Kanitz had all of these people watched." said Ishana.

I took a deep breath.

- "And what about you, Ishana?" I asked.

The leader of my bodyguards hesitated, for the first time. Then she looked up, and met my eye.

- "Kanitz instructed me to make some comments - anti-hybrid comments. Complaints. That sort of thing. Around the army camp. Here and there."

- "And to make faces when you had to look at me and Tallia. Or at Isa. Disgust? Disapproval?"

Ishana nodded. "It worked. A spy for Iloni in Aneli's regiment approached me - very carefully. To sound me out."

- "You must be a great actor." I said. "You had me fooled: I thought that you really did disapprove."

- "I'm no actor, General."

Ishana paused for a moment, to let that sink in.

"I don't approve ... of these mixed relationships. I don't like having non-Westrons in the army. Especially a male. I'm not comfortable with many of the changes you've made."

Suddenly, I remembered her grimacing after I'd fought my duel with Berandot. Ishana wasn't happy that I'd fired my shot into the grass. She was a traditionalist. A true conservative.

- "You've never liked me, have you?" I said.

- "My likes and dislikes don't enter into it." she said. "For what it's worth, I don't like some of the things you represent. It's too much change, too quickly. A male General. Hybrid children."

"But you have to understand one thing: my loyalty to the Chancellor, and to the Queen ... those are absolute."

I wondered if Ishana had any idea that Kanitz herself was a hybrid.

"Those loyalties," continued Ishana, "take precedence over my own ... opinions. As far as I'm concerned, any attack on you is an attack on the Queen."

- "You saved my life, Ishana. More than once. I haven't forgotten that. I never will."

- "I'm not a complete idiot, Cook." she said. "I know that we wouldn't have won the war without you. One victory might have been a fluke. But three?"

"And I've seen what you've done to the army. Their confidence. Their skills - that's your doing. They're so much better than they would have been, under Brune, or Vis."

"It's also hard to dislike you personally. You've been generous, and considerate. I can readily understand why the soldiers follow you. And Koroba - she's difficult, at the best of times. But she thinks that ... well, you know how she feels."

- "Thank you for that, Ishana. I wish we'd had this conversation sooner."

She shook her head. "Kanitz said that you couldn't keep a secret - that your face would give us away, if you knew."

- "That's ... a little embarrassing."

- "Not necessarily, General. It happens to be one of the things I like about you."

- "Thank you - I think."

- "Would you mind if Koroba tells you the rest? I have to brief Colonel Votuda on what we saw - and what happened."

- "Thank you, Ishana. For saving me again. For ... everything."

- "You weren't really going to join them, were you?" she said.

- "No."

- "I didn't think so."

Ishana walked off, leaving me wondering how I could have spent so many years with her, and yet know so little about her.

It's usually a pleasant thing, when people retain their ability to surprise us. But in Ishana's case, I'd genuinely believed that she was betraying us.

Koroba was standing only a few feet away. She'd let me have my moment of reverie, undisturbed. There they were, those big brown eyes, framed by her pale skin and white-blonde hair, watching me as she waited.

- "Hey, Koroba. Here to tell me your part in this?"

- "Yes. You ready to hear it?"

- "I think so."

- "Do you remember when you first started putting the New Model Army together? How Ishana and I were taking a closer look at the new recruits?"

- "I do." They'd found several obvious plants, who were sent home, and one serious would-be assassin, who went straight to the gallows.

- "Ishana couldn't have hidden any of them from me." she said. "I just want you to understand that I knew what was going on from the very beginning."

- "You could've fooled me." I said.

- "We did. Honestly, Cook - it's not all that hard. I mean ... I love you, but you're not exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer, when it comes to politics and intrigue."

- "Wait - did you say ...?"

- "Yeah. You've been to my hemmers - did you think that I was faking it?" Koroba shook her head, and smiled. "Let's stick to the intrigue, for now, alright?"

- "Go ahead."

- "So, as I was saying, we found the obvious plants - and then a few of the not so obvious. Ishana didn't immediately expose them. That got their attention."

"That was how she started to gain their confidence."

"They convinced her to let a few of their 'friends' into the regiment. Then they began to take her into their confidence."

"She managed to bring a few reliable troopers - like Nantia - into their little circle. That way, she'd have someone at her back, if things went sour."

- "What about you? Weren't you included?"

- "No." said Koroba. "I can't keep a straight face that long. But Ishana kept me informed, every step of the way. If they'd grown suspicious - if anything had happened to her, I knew who to have arrested. And who to kill ..."

- "Speaking of killing ..." I was still seeing Iloni's death, with Koroba's dagger under her chin. "Was it necessary to kill Iloni?"

- "She could have raised the alarm. We couldn't have snuck her out of the house, bound and gagged. And if we'd left her behind, they'd have found her fairly soon. She could have caused a great deal more trouble."

She wasn't lying, but Koroba wasn't telling me everything. Besides, she'd answered just a little too quickly.

- "I understand that. Still, it felt like something ... more."

Koroba sighed. "Iloni's death was fore-ordained, Cook. She couldn't be brought to trial. She'd have charmed the judges, and somehow she would have won a reprieve."

"You know that Iloni was behind every attempt on your life."

- "All of them?"

- "And the sabotage of the Queen's wedding. Cook, that could have been horrific."

- "I know."

- "She was the guiltiest of them all. But she might have swayed even the Council, if the Queen had chosen to summon it again."

- "What is this hold she has, over people?"

- "Had. No more." said Koroba.

- "Had. Yes. I mean, I understand with males - she was damn near irresistible, with her constant pre-hemmer. But why would females listen to her?"

- "That's it. You've touched on it - one of the reasons Iloni was so famous. Everyone could feel her power - even women. They were drawn to her, pre-disposed to like her, to agree with her, no matter what nonsense she spouted."

Chemicals. Pheromones. Personal magnetism. Perhaps it was a good thing that Iloni hadn't lived in my era. The government, or the army, or some pharmaceutical corporation would have tried to isolate and copy whatever it was that made Iloni such a force - even if they had to dissect her to do it.

Poor Koroba. So young, to be asked to kill people - no matter how much they deserved it. I waved my hand to her.

- "Come here. Come."

Slightly suspicious, Koroba took one step towards me. When I spread my arms, she understood, and took another step, so that I could hug her, and squeeze her tight.

"Thank you." I said.

***

Isa held me tightly, that night. It was cool, that evening, sleeping under the stars. She shared her body heat with me, and it was a great comfort to know that she was there.

- "I love you, too." I told her.

- "I know." she answered. "Sleep, now."

***

Votuda's troopers caught two of Brune's soldiers trying to slip through their cordon that night. Then, in the early hours of the morning, they caught three more.

One of the three was Vis.

- "Will she stand trial?" I asked Ishana.

- "Of course."

Votuda offered to turn over the command of her troops to me. I declined.

- "Thank you, Colonel. I have every confidence in you. Go right ahead - I'll just watch."

In the end, the great plot ended with a whimper - no more bangs. Leaderless, the rest of Brune's soldiers had the sense to release Berandot, who convinced them to surrender. Aneli did the same.

Just like that, it was all over.

***

Kanitz had me tell her the whole story, from beginning to end. She stopped me frequently, to ask questions - a clarification here, an extra detail there. She was particularly interested in the exact words Iloni had used.

The following day, she had me repeat everything, for an audience of three: herself, the Queen, and Princess Maia Simonia.

Maia Matila was calm, and controlled. She had to be furious, though. Another plot, after the near-disasters at her wedding? Even after the punishments meted out by the Council?

- "Why did Iloni believe that you would join her conspiracy?" asked the Queen.

- "She offered me land, and a title. The post of General-in-Chief - whatever that meant. She promised that no harm would come to my ... my family. My friends. And she offered herself, of course."

- "She'd made that offer before." said Kanitz. "Cook turned her down several times."

- "That shows good sense." said Maia Matila.

- "But there was one more thing she promised, wasn't there?" said Kanitz.

- "Yes." She'd warned me, the day before, not to hide this information.

"Iloni offered me Princess Maia Simonia, Your Highness."

The Queen had remarkable self-control. She didn't blink or flinch in any way. Themis took a deep breath, but remained calm.

"She knew the name that Maia Simonia took as an ensign. She also knew that Tonola is our daughter."

- "Another leak in the Palace?" said the Queen.

- "I'm looking into it, Highness." said Kanitz.

Maia Matila studied me for a moment. I could see Themis looking at me, as well, but I couldn't turn towards her. One did not look away from the Westron Queen.

- "Were you tempted, Cook?" asked the Queen. She said it softly.

- "No, Highness."

- "Not at all?"

- "It was a false promise. Maia Simonia would never have agreed." I risked a glance at Themis. "She may be fond of me, but your sister would never put me ahead of you. Not in ten thousand years."

The Queen almost smiled.

- "Fond? Her feelings for you are somewhat stronger than that."

- "The point remains, Highness: she would never choose me over you."

- "The offer was never even remotely genuine." said Kanitz. "Iloni knew that Maia Simonia would never accept such a bargain. And Cook was wise enough to recognize that. He suspected that Iloni intended to murder every single member of your family, Highness. Except for Maia Ariana."

The Queen nodded. Then she asked me to continue with my story. I told the rest, exactly as I remembered it. Maia Matila frowned only once - when I named Countess Marbaud as one of the conspirators.

Before I finished, I praised Ishana and Koroba, Isa and Madze, and even Nantia and her companion. Then I commended Votuda for her efficient handling of the affair.

- "Is there anything else that you would care to add?" asked Kanitz.

- "I would ask mercy for Countess Aneli." I said. "She was duped. I don't believe that she knew all of the ramifications of Iloni's plot."

"And I don't believe that Berandot was involved in any way. They've used her in the past, without her knowledge. But she refused to join them, and was held against her will."

- "Thank you, Cook." said the Queen. She was getting ready to dismiss me, so I spoke up quickly.

- "Highness? Pardon me - may I ask one more thing?"

- "Go ahead."

- "Would it be possible to establish an Order? A club, if you will, composed of officers who have distinguished themselves in your service?"

The Queen glanced at Kanitz, who looked equally surprised. It was the first she'd heard of it, too.

"You could call it the Order of Honour. Or the order of Maia Matila. Membership could be accompanied by some simple privileges. It would serve to honour worthy recipients, of course - but it would also bind them even more closely to the Crown."

- "It might encourage others, as well." suggested Themis. She understood immediately.

- "The idea has some merit." said Maia Matila. She smiled at me. "Thank you, General Cook. We shall consider it."

***

Koroba and Madze accompanied Isa and me as we returned to the Belere.



Tallia was very close to delivering her baby. Would it be a Penchen child? A Westron? Or some new hybrid species that no one had ever seen?

Despite her pregnancy - or perhaps because of it - she looked drawn, and even thinner than usual. The stress of the unknown and the unknowable was wearing on her.

Senau never left her side. I kissed Tallia, and held her in my arms. I encouraged her to be brave, and to hope that everything would work out. She was eager to hear all about Iloni's plot, and how we had escaped.

I wanted to reassure Tallia, to remind her that I loved her and that I would be there when she needed me. But Senau's brooding presence inhibited me. I couldn't very well order him from the room. That meant that certain things went unsaid.

Tallia seemed to understand. She held me tightly, and thanked me for coming to see her - a few dozen times.

I went back downstairs, to find Isa and Koroba deep in conversation with Tisucha (senior) and Esyle.

- "Talley's in the library." said Tisucha. "We'll call you when dinner is ready."

Isa's smile and Koroba's impudent grin took some of the sting out of it, but that was a dismissal if I'd ever heard one.

Esyle rose and escorted me out. Once out of sight of the others, she stopped me with a hand on my arm.

- "I'm so glad you're safe." she said. "Isa has been telling us ... it sounds terrifying."

- "I was worried." I admitted. "But it's over, now. And I'm happy to be home."

As I said it, I realized that it was true. However much I'd enjoyed training the New Model Army, peace was always preferable to war. And in peacetime, my thoughts turned to the Belere, and to my ... family.

- "We can talk later, if you have time." said Esyle. "I'll ask Isa if she minds ... if you can .. spend the night with me."

- "She and I have already had this conversation." I said. "I was informed that I would be spending the next two nights with you. I hope you don't mind."

Esyle smiled, shyly. "She's very kind. Yes - I've missed you, Cook."

I took her in my arms, and kissed her. It was a very long, very intense kiss.

- "Can't wait until after dinner?" said Koroba, as she came into the hall.

Esyle buried her head against my chest - but she was laughing.

- "Is there more privacy in your army camp?" she asked.

- "No." said Koroba.

Esyle took me to where her father waited - in the very room where I'd talked to Lebuc, the Wole. Talley had a glass of wine that needed re-filling, so I helped him with that.

- "You saw her?" he asked. Esyle had just left us alone, so he wasn't referring to her.

- "Tallia? Yes."

- "How do you feel about it?"

- "How do I feel about ... what?"

- "This ... Penchen. Tallia bearing another man's child." he said, with an expression of mild disgust on his face.

- "Talley - you're aware that I have children by several other women, aren't you?"

- "I know."

- "So why would I be upset?"

Talley didn't 'get it'. He was a one-woman man. He simply couldn't understand what Tallia was doing as anything other than infidelity. Yet where she was having children with two separate males, I'd had children with multiple women.

He clung to good old-fashioned Terran values, in a Westron world. He didn't seem to be overly annoyed by the fact that I had impregnated several different women. Yet I knew that he was uncomfortable that I was sleeping with both his daughters.

But what really bothered him, apparently, was that his daughter was about to have a second child - by a second male.

There was no point in trying to open his mind, or change his opinions: Talley was set in his ways. I let him talk for a while, and then changed the subject.

- "Your maps were fantastic." I told him.

Thankfully, the meal was ready before my patience ran out.

It was a happy gathering. Isa and Tisucha led the way, ably assisted by Koroba. Tallia joined in, and Esyle smiled throughout. Senau and Talley were like gloomy bookends, but they couldn't dampen anyone else's spirits.

Tallia pled fatigue, and retired early, with Senau. That gave me an excuse to withdraw as well, and to take Esyle with me.

She was a bit shy with me - understandably, because we hadn't been together in months, and so much had happened in that time.

To put her at ease, I sat down on her bed without undressing.

- "I learned something interesting, earlier today." I said.

- "Oh? What was that?"

- "Kanitz had me re-tell the whole story of the conspiracy to the Queen. I got to the part where Iloni had been trying to convince me to join them."

"She threatened my loved ones. Well, to be honest, she promised to protect my friends, and my lovers - she meant you and Tallia. But the threat was clear enough."

Esyle sat down beside me, and placed her hand over mine.

"I was explaining this to the Queen - but I didn't say 'friends and lovers'. Instead, I said 'my family and my friends'."

- "You meant ..."

- "Yes. I thought of you, and Tallia, as my family. Our children. Your parents."

She squeezed my hand tightly.

- "That's wonderful." she whispered.

- "I thought so, too."

She kissed me, then.

Making love with Esyle had always been intense. Gentle, and kind, but fraught with meaning. From the very first time, it had been an expression of love and commitment.

I was very pleased to see that I felt the same this time - and so did she. Tallia's situation, Isa's change ... neither of them could come between Esyle and me. Our relationship wasn't based on how often we saw each other. It was a case of quality over quantity.

We just kissed, for a long while, enjoying the taste and the closeness. Hands wandered, of course, and articles of clothing were unbuttoned, or shed entirely. But it was quite some time before she was mostly naked, and lying back on her bed, as I kissed my way down her stomach, and between her thighs.

She enfolded me in her arms, and enveloped me with her legs as I entered her. She whispered my name, over and over, as we made love.

***

I spent most of the next day, and all of the following night, with Esyle. We made love several times, and I told her the whole story of the conspiracy. And more: I tried to explain what Isa meant to me, and what Senau meant to Tallia.

- "Will you and Tallia be alright?" she asked.

- "I don't know." I admitted. That was the honest truth. "I'm more worried, right now, about you and me."

- "There's no worry there." she said, with a shy smile. "Except ..."

- "Except?"

- "I'd like another child, I think."

***

Esyle was very gracious, as she yielded her claims on me to Isa.

- "She's so lovely." said Isa.

- "I know." I tried to explain to Isa, in turn, how I felt about Esyle.

- "It sounds almost Penchen." she said. "Esyle chose you. Just as Tallia did. And they agreed to share you."

There was a matter preying on my mind, like a dark cloud hovering ahead. I finally decided to broach the matter with Isa.

- "You know ... we've been together for ... quite a while now."

- "Ten months and twenty-six days since my change." she said. "Is that what you were wondering?"

- "That's ... a long time."

- "I know. Isn't it wonderful?"

It wasn't wonderful at all. I was terrified that our time together was coming to a close.

Isa was pretty. She was very sexy, too, with a fantastic body. Our love-making was exceptionally good.

She was also clever, and kind - not only to me, but also to the people I thought of as my family, and my friends.

Isa was intelligent, too. She was friend and lover, rolled into one. I couldn't imagine what it would like if ... if her change ended.

- "How much longer can it last, Isa?" I asked. "Will there be any warning? Will you ... feel the beginning of the change ... back?"

- "There's no way for me to know, Cook."

- "But -"

- "Listen to me. Every day is a blessing. I treasure every morning that I wake up, knowing that I can still be with you for another day - that I can still try to make you happy."

- "But you ... you told me to go with Esyle."

- "Because that made you happy. And her, too. I like Esyle very much."

I didn't understand. Isa tried to explain.

"If I tried to monopolize you - if I made a fuss and insisted that you stay away from Esyle - or Tudino - or ... any of the women you love - would you still be able to care for me? Would you still love me?"

- "You know that I love you."

- "I know." she agreed, with a brilliant smile. "Why would I spoil that?"

***

Aneli asked to see me. Kanitz allowed it.

She looked so much older. A little thinner, but more ... worn down.

- "You came."

- "Of course I did."

- "They're going to strip me of my title, aren't they?"

- "Probably." I said. There was no point in giving her false hope.

- "And they'll confiscate my estate."

- "Yes. I think so.

Aneli took a deep breath.

- "I was a fool, Cook. I thought ... I don't really know what I was thinking, anymore."

- "That was Iloni's influence."

- "Partly. Maybe. With a healthy dose of my own vanity and my stupid ambition." She slapped her own thigh. "Why couldn't I just enjoy what I had?"

There was nothing I could say to that which would have helped.

"Will you ... look after Tonol and Limset?" Those were her children, by me.

- "I'll take care of all your children, Aneli. I'll see them all settled. You don't have to worry about that."

She sobbed, a little. "You're a good man, Cook. I'm glad, that you've ... risen. I wanted to rise, too. But I don't have your talent. Or luck."

- "You were always good to me, Aneli. I'll never forget what you did for me."

- "We had some good moments, didn't we?" she said. "And we did some good things."

- "We certainly did."

- "Remember me as I was, Cook. That's the best thing you can do for me. That, and looking after my children. Our children."

***

Kanitz had me come to the Palace on consecutive, to repeat my story for her alone. She continued to ask questions, and pounced on the slightest detail which wasn't consistent with the first version I'd told. Or the second, third, and fourth.

- "I need you to be absolutely sure, Cook. We can't afford any mistakes." she said.

- "D'you mind telling me why? What is this all in aid of?"

Kanitz ran a hand through her curly hair as she considered her answer.

- "We were too soft, last time." she said. "After the wedding plot. We didn't arrest Iloni. We went too easy on Vis. When I think of what we could have avoided ... it keeps me awake at night. We have to get it right, this time."

- "No Council?"

- "Oh, there'll be a Council - but it will vote as we direct."

There was an extra note of ruthlessness in Kanitz' tone. I wasn't sure that I liked it very much. I'd had plenty of time to think about the events at Aneli's estate - and Kanitz herself had repeatedly made me go over the details in my mind.

And then, an old memory re-surfaced: Esyle, telling me that she had one of the servants follow Ishana as she left the Belere. Ishana had gone straight to the Palace - to report.

- "You've known all along, haven't you?" I said.

- "What does that mean?"

- "Ishana and the others. They're not just my bodyguards, are they? They never were."

- "Of course they're your bodyguards. What are you talking about?"

- "Alright. Maybe they're my guards - but first and foremost, they're your ... agents. Spies. Assassins, even - if necessary."

- "What are you trying to suggest, Cook?"

A sudden thought struck me.

- "Oshide. Oshide and Yehla. They weren't just bodyguards, either - were they?" I felt a tightness in my chest. "Watchdogs. Watching me. And assassins, too, if the need arose."

"Which one? Which one would have pulled the trigger, if you'd killed the order?"

Kanitz didn't have to answer. I already knew.

Oshide. She would have killed me, if the Chancellor had told her to. She might have regretted it, a little. But she would have done it.

In my mind, I'd elevated Oshide to the status of a demi-goddess. I'd thoroughly mythologized her. Yehla had named our child after her.

And all the while, it was Oshide who would have killed me, if Kanitz thought it needed to be done.

- "You've come a long way, Cook." said Kanitz. "But perhaps there are still some questions we shouldn't ask each other."

Pylos? Was that what she was referring to? A little reminder that she could have exposed me any time she chose. She'd kept my secret - at least, she hadn't strapped me to a table to torture the information out of me.

"Perhaps you should go home. Think things over. We can talk another day." she said.

That wasn't bad advice. When in doubt - think.

***

If Esyle noticed that I was a little bit distracted, she didn't let on. There were already plenty of things going on at the Belere to keep everyone's attention.

But Isa saw it. I always came first, with her. She would tilt her head to one side, and study me, subjecting me to a visual examination.

On this occasion, she came closer, and hugged me. She could feel the tension in my body - so could I.

- "Do you want to talk about it?" she asked.

- "Ahh ... not really."

- "Very well." she said. "Why don't you tell me where you learned to speak Penchen?"

I'm sure that my jaw dropped.

- "Really, Isa? Blackmail? You'll expose me, if I don't tell you?"

- "Let's take a walk." she suggested. I agreed, because there would be less chance of anyone else hearing what was said if we were outside.

We strolled through the streets, with Koroba and Nasta following us at a discreet distance. Isa gave me time - to say something, or to think of what to say.

I couldn't seem to do either.

- "You can have secrets from me, Cook." she said. "But only a few. Too many secrets, and I would begin to worry that you didn't trust me. And from there to feeling that you don't love me is just a short step ..."

- "I love you, Isa. Never doubt that."

- "I know you do. So tell me a secret: where you learned to speak my language, or whatever it is that's bothering you today."

How could I explain Sleepread? Or that I came from another planet?

As it was, I did need to unburden myself. Isa was clever, and empathetic. She had a feeling that I needed to get some of this off my chest.

So I told her about the Royal weddings, and the plot to destroy the Queen. I explained about the Council of the Blue Chamber. Isa listened, and didn't interrupt. I described my most recent conversations with Kanitz, and some of the unpleasant realizations that had struck me.

Isa didn't try to tell me that I was worrying about nothing. She didn't try to comfort me with platitudes.

- "What can I do to help?" she asked. "Are you hungry? Thirsty? Would it help to get drunk? Or should we go back to the Palace and make love?"

I chose 'All of the Above'.

***

Koroba was obviously uncomfortable with what I'd said. She turned her head, and avoided any kind of eye contact. So I repeated my question.

- "If it had been necessary to kill me, who would've done it?"

She shook her head.

"Come on, Koroba - it's a fair question: if Kanitz or the Queen had ordered it, who would've pulled the trigger?"

She still couldn't look at me.

- "Me." she whispered.

I'd known that that was the answer. Nasta couldn't have been the assassin. Madze was the muscle, but she wasn't ruthless enough. It was Ishana ... or Koroba. Somehow, though, I just knew that Koroba would have been the killer.

- "Thank you." I said. "For ... admitting it."

- "After my first hemmer with you," she said, "before the royal wedding ... after the weddings, I mean. I told Kanitz that it couldn't be me."

- "That you couldn't kill me?"

Koroba finally lifted her head, and looked me in the eye.

- "That's right. I don't think I could kill you, Cook."

We were seated across from each other, in my study. I filled her glass, even though it was still half-full.

- "Do you know why I might have been killed?" I asked. "Because I'm trying to understand. Had I not proved my loyalty - several times over?"

- "Because you won a victory?" she asked. "Because of Limset? Kanitz and the Queen made you a Colonel. Then they gave you an army. What if that success went to your head? What if you'd suddenly become ambitious?"

"What if Iloni had seduced you? What then? What if she'd managed to convince you that her party were going to win?"

- "That wasn't going to happen." I said.

Koroba snorted. "And just how were we supposed to know that? Because you said so? 'I won't betray you, I promise'?"

"Aneli betrayed us. So did Marbaud. The only reason we know for certain that you wouldn't turn on the Queen is because you didn't."

For a brief moment, I tried to put myself in the Chancellor's shoes. There was no way she could have been certain of me.

And how could I blame Koroba?

***

"Mend your fences." said Isa.

She was right. I was angry at Kanitz and Koroba for things that weren't their fault, or that they couldn't change. The one thing that Koroba could change, she had: she'd told the Chancellor that she couldn't kill me, if she was ordered to.

I was also angry because I felt like my memories of Oshide had been tarnished. That wasn't right, either; Oshide hadn't chosen to be assigned as my watchdog - or as my potential killer, if that had become necessary.

So I followed Isa's advice.

- "I'm sorry." I said, to Koroba.

- "Nothing to be sorry about." she said. "You're just not cut out for Westron politics."

- "I know."

- "That wasn't a criticism, Cook. It's more of a compliment."

Koroba's impish little grin was back.

- "We're alright, then?"

- "Always were." she said. "Well, since the Queen's wedding, anyway."

***

It was harder to apologize to Kanitz. For one thing, she was all business the next time I saw her.

- "Can you start up the Wole Project again?" she asked. "Or have Esyle do it?"

- "Don't you have direct contact with the Sendrin?"

- "Not for some time. Your friend Lebuc has disappeared, too. I don't know what's going on in Crolia."

- "We can try to set up the Project again. But if the Woles won't talk to you, I don't see why they would come to me."

- "I know." she said. "I just don't want to leave any stones unturned. But that's not why I asked you to come in today. I have good news for you - and a question."

"The good news is: the Queen has decided to grant you land."

- "That's very generous of her." It would be wonderful for Esyle and Tallia, and the children. There would be guaranteed revenue now, to ensure that they could keep possession of the Belere, regardless of what happened to me.

- "Well, there will be estates confiscated from attainted traitors. Plenty of land to distribute as rewards. Maia Matila is still trying to decide whether to grant you a title."

- "I don't need a title." I said. That was simple truth. 'General Cook' was more than enough for me.

- "You deserve one, though, if anyone does. But she may not want to alienate the remaining conservatives any more than she has to."

- "I mean it, Wenzla. I don't need a title. If it would create problems for the Queen ..."

- "That's what I told her. She is going to adopt your suggestion, though: the Order of Maia Matila will be inaugurated in a few months, once the medals have been struck. And you're going to be the very first member."

- "That's not why I suggested it." I said. Medals and ribbons were ... just tinsel, as far as I was concerned. Once I'd read what Napoleon had said about them, I lost any interest in having them for myself.



But I was pleased that some sort of Legion of Honour would exist. For many officers and soldiers, that bit of ribbon might be the only sign they have of the esteem they deserve.

"Maybe Tudino should be first." I suggested. "Votuda certainly deserves one. Langoret and Neslann, too. And Tallia should get one, while we're at it."

Kanitz held up her hands. "The Queen is taking your suggestion - that doesn't mean that you get to compile the list." She was laughing as she said it.

The question, though, was a little more difficult.

"As for the lands the Queen wants to grant you - what would say to taking over Aneli's estate?"

- "No." I knew right away that that was a terrible idea.

- "Why not?" said Kanitz. "Wouldn't you prefer to have control of them, rather than someone else? A stranger?"

- "No. It would hurt her beyond measure. I understand that she has to pay the price for her choices - but for me to be sitting ... no. Just no."

"She's going to suffer enough as it is."

Kanitz nodded, slowly. "You're right."

She talked to me about a few other options. I had no objections to taking land from General Brune or Countess Marbaud. But I wanted nothing of Iloni's.

- "That can be arranged." said the Queen's Chancellor.

"On a different note - can you stay the night?"

I'd been wondering if she would extend that invitation - and part of me had been dreading it.

Isa had told me, in no uncertain terms, that if Kanitz offered, I had to accept.

- "How do you think she'll feel if you say 'No'?"

Still, I hesitated.

- "I think ... I have to apologize to you, first." I said.

- "For ...?" This was not quite the response Kanitz had been expecting.

- "I was angry. When I realized why you'd really assigned Oshide and Yehla to me. And then Ishana and the others."

Kanitz sat down beside me.

- "I see." she said.

- "I was angry at Koroba." I continued. "She would've been the one to kill me, had it become necessary. Isn't that right?"

- "You're angry because I didn't trust you." said Kanitz. She looked me right in the eye. "How could I?"

"I don't trust anyone. I can't."

"You were an unknown quantity, from a place that doesn't exist. I suspected that you could do great things for the Queen - but I couldn't afford to be wrong."

- "And you told me not to trust you, early on. You were being more than fair with me, by your standards. I know that. But ..."

She reached out, slowly, to touch my cheek.

- "Poor Cook. You really don't belong here." she said.

"You're a Westron, now, for better or worse. It doesn't matter where you came from, or why you ended up here. But you'll never understand us completely."

"I never meant to hurt you ..."

Poor Kanitz. She didn't want to hurt my feelings. Yet she could've ordered my murder - my execution, really - and then gone back to work the next day.

- "I'm not angry anymore." I said. That was only 75% true. "I understand that you were protecting the Queen."

- "Does that mean that you will stay the night - or that you won't?"

She was wearing the same form-fitting sheath dress that she'd had on so many times before when she asked me to stay. It suited her so well. Her nipples were erect, and clearly visible. But it was the expression on her face that decided me.

- "I am at your service, Chancellor."

She led me upstairs, and opened a bottle of wine. We didn't say much. There was no seduction, really. But Wenzla tantalized me by tying back her luxurious, curly hair, and then putting on a bandanna to hold that wonderful hair back from her lovely face.

Kanitz was easily the most beautiful woman I'd ever been with. Her face was exotic, her features alluring. She had flawless skin. Her breasts were ... intoxicating, and her nipples commanded attention.

She had the body of a goddess, and the imagination of a succubus.

She wasn't satisfied with one coupling. We tried out multiple positions, and she did her best to exhaust me completely.

It was a sexual marathon, a contest of endurance, and imagination.

It was also the last time I had sex with Wenzla, Countess Kanitz, the Queen's Chancellor.

***

The Queen convened a new Council of the Blue Chamber.

Many of its members were horrified that three former Councillors - Iloni, Brune, and Countess Marbaud - had been involved in another conspiracy against the Crown, after sitting in judgment on Vis and her accomplices after the wedding plot.

The mood in the capital was dark. People were angry. With the uncertainty of the war against Crolia still hanging over our heads, they were in no mood to forgive self-seeking nobles who used murder to advance their aims.

Langoret, Tudino and Berandot were on the Council. I was not.

Countess Iloni's estate, and all of her property, was confiscated.

Aneli had to give up her title and her property. She was sentenced to be imprisoned - house arrest, as Vis had been.

Countess Marbaud, likewise, lost her title and her lands. She too was imprisoned - but she was allowed to keep her cushion, if ever she was in the presence of the Queen.

General Brune was stripped of her rank, and her property. As a Commanding Officer in wartime, her participation in the plot was clearly nothing short of the highest treason. She was beheaded in the public square.

Two other soldiers, of noble rank, were executed along with Brune.

Vis was no longer a General. Nor was she a noble. Along with 11 common soldiers from Brune's regiment, she was publicly flogged, and then hanged.

*****
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I was waiting to see Kanitz, when Berandot came out of her office. We were both surprised: we hadn’t seen each other since Aneli’s estate.

“The Chancellor said that you put in a good word for me.” said Berandot.

- “I told her that you weren’t involved in the plot, and that you were a prisoner, just as I was.”

- “I don’t understand. That was your chance to finally sink me - to put me down for good.”

- “You were innocent, Berandot.”

She seemed to have trouble grasping the concept that I wouldn’t stoop to lying in order to destroy her. The idea that someone else might act honourably didn’t make sense. Or perhaps it was because I was a male, and an outlander.

So I tried to put it in terms that she could understand.

“Look: you’re a complete bitch, Berandot. But you’re a competent General, when you want to be - and we don’t have a surplus of those.”

“I think that you could still serve the Queen effectively - if you just ... dropped the attitude.”

She didn’t answer. But from the look in her eyes, Berandot was trying to chew glass without opening her mouth.

“I can’t forgive what you said. And what you did.” I told her. “And I’m not about to forget them, either. Maybe I should - but I’m not that big a person.”

“Some day, though, we may have to cooperate again. It could be another Rassbrook, but you’d know in advance that it was me.”

“So I won’t bring up the past, if you don’t.”

She left without answering. I had to hope that she’d heard me.

***

Isa came to the Palace with me, several times.

She met my children, Oscel and Caneia, Tonola, and little Howe. Tonola, as was her wont, tried to monopolize my time. She was successful enough that I didn’t notice, at first, that my Penchen lover was deep in conversation with the head of the nursery: Princess Maia Simonia.

Themis and Isa. What could they possibly have in common, to talk about? Other than me, I mean?

Life as a mercenary? Palace maintenance?

Tonola could tell that she didn’t have my undivided attention.

- “You’re not listening.” she said.

- “It’s a beautiful flower.” I said, quickly.

- “IT’S A TREE!”

The Princess and the Penchen were laughing. At me, no doubt.

- “I’m sorry, Tonola.” I said. “Is this a real tree? Or did you imagine it?”

- “Of course it’s a real tree.” said Tonola, with that exaggerated patience that the very young reserve for their distracted elders.

I managed to salvage a little dignity before Isa came to take me home.

- “Did you ... have a good time?” I asked, once we were outside the Palace.

- “She’s wonderful. And beautiful. I could see, right away, why you fell in love with her.”

That may sound like a perfectly normal reaction, on Isa’s part, except for one small detail: in all our time together, I’d never said a word about Themis.

- “How ..? What ...?”

- “She loves you, Cook. It’s frighteningly obvious. And it certainly didn’t sound unrequited.”

- “Unrequited?”

- “You obviously love her, too. Tonola is her daughter, isn’t she?”

It took me some time to gather my scattered wits.

- “I didn’t tell you about her, because ...”

- “She’s the Queen’s sister. And married. I understand. You don’t have to say anything more. But ... if you want to tell me about her ... was she before Tallia?”

It didn’t come out all at once, but I ended up telling Isa a great deal more about my life in the Westron Kingdom than I’d intended to.

Normally, I wouldn’t recommend talking about previous lovers with your present lover - but Isa wanted to know - so that she could understand me better.

On our way back to the Belere, Isa fell silent. When I glanced at her, I saw a tear forming in the corner of her eye.

I immediately took her in my arms. “What is it, love?” I asked.

- “I just ... sometimes I wish that I could give you a child.” she said.

I kissed her eyelids. “Not necessary. Not at all. I couldn’t love you more. And I have more than enough children as it is.”

- “That’s true.” she said, with a sniff. She tried to smile.

- “Is this because of the nursery at the Palace? Or because of Tallia?”

- “A bit of both.” she admitted.

***

Tallia gave birth to healthy baby boy.

- “Thank goodness.” whispered Tisucha, her mother. I don’t think that I was supposed to hear that.

But I understood her sense of relief. Everyone in the house had been on pins for needles for weeks, wondering - and worrying - about whether Tallia’s child would be ... normal.

I felt the tension, and shared some of their concern, but for a different reason.

From my perspective, there was no standard for ‘normal’ in the land of hemmer and hybrids. Adding Penchens to the mix ... well, would it have been so horrible for the child to be born Penchen?

What everyone was afraid of, of course, was that the baby would be genderless - forever. That it would be Penchen, like its father, but unable to go into hemmer, like its mother. There was simply no precedent, no standard, for a Penchen-Westron offspring - especially when the mother was half-’Pylosian’.

My concern was more for Tallia. She was plainly suffering, long before the delivery.

They named him Berand, after a famous Penchen.

- “One of our first rulers.” Isa explained.

Three weeks later, Senau changed again.

Back to a genderless Penchen.

***

It was a terrible blow to Tallia. I don’t know how Senau took it - he’d never confided in me. But he didn’t say a word to Isa, either.

- “Rotten luck.” said Grandfather Talley.

After only a few days, Isa and I could feel the atmosphere in the Belere. If Tallia’s luck was ‘rotten’, then Isa’s and mine was too good. We hadn’t done anything - but our continued presence made everyone else uncomfortable.

I took Isa on a tour of the land the Queen was granting me. It had belonged to General Brune, which didn’t bother me at all. Koroba and Nasta came with us. I found that I was relieved not to have to deal with Ishana.

Isa and I were in completely uncharted territory. Her Change had begun well before Senau’s - and here we were, still together, long afterwards.

- “I still can’t believe it.” I said - about four times a day.

- “It is what it is.” she replied, every time. “Just accept it, and enjoy.”

- “I know. It’s just ... I’m so accustomed to you now ... what will I do when ...”

- “When I change back?”

- “Yes.” I knew that it was the wrong question. I just couldn’t help myself.

- “Are you going to be sad, every time you see me?” she asked. “Will you cry, every time we make love?”

“Smile, Cook. Smile when you see me. Please.”

- “You’re so right. I’m sorry, Isa.” I said. “I’ve been trying to think like a Westron for so long ... with limited success ... now I need to think like a Penchen.”

- “You don’t, you know. Just enjoy the day with me, and hold me close. Let tomorrow worry about itself.”

- “Easy to say. Harder to do. For me, anyway.”

- “You know,” she said, “half the time that people worry, there’s really nothing to worry about. And 40% of the time, there’s nothing they can do about it, anyway.”

“If you worry about the rain, you’ll never go outside. And if you fear a bullet, what on earth would possess you to go onto a battlefield?”

- “You win.” I said. “I concede. You’re much too wise for me.”

- “Am I?” she said, with that wonderful little tilt of her head that had so attracted me, from the very beginning.

- “Beautiful, intelligent, wise beyond measure, generous, selfless ...”

- “I’m not so selfless. Do you think Koroba and Nasta would mind if we spent most of the afternoon indoors?”

***

There was no change in the war situation. The Crolians continued to fight each other, which might have suited us, in one way, except that without a government, they couldn’t make peace.

The Westrons had to maintain three armies - and Kanitz had to decide if the Queen could afford to continue employing eight Penchen regiments.

- “I’m afraid that we can’t afford not to.” she said.

The regiments - and their Colonels - were given alternating leaves. Everyone took their turn keeping watch on the new frontiers, and aggressively patrolling into Crolian territory, to discover what was going on.

Isa and I spent three months, camped on occupied land, with a small army. At first, it was Neslann and Votuda, Avette and Cyrte, along with the Penchen regiments.

Then it was Semmana, Faregil and Frad - and Tudino.

We spent most of our evenings with Tudino.

- “I adore her.” said Isa. “If I hadn’t met you, I think I might have changed for someone like Tudino.”

- “You should tell her so.” I suggested.

Isa promptly did so, that very night. Tudino was mortified - and flattered.

After a few glasses of wine, the talk turned to sex.

“I keep thinking that I should ... learn to fly on my own.” said Tudino.

- “You want to try out another partner?” asked Isa.

- “Well ... I do, and I don’t. Part of me wonders if I could. But part of me wonders if I could find another lover like Cook.”

- “You won’t.” said Isa.

- “I’m right here.” I said. “Or would you two prefer that I leave the tent?”

They simply ignored me.

- “The grass isn’t always greener, you know.” said Isa. “And you’ve been with him. Do you honestly think that you’ll find someone better? Someone who loves you more?”

Tudino shook her head. “I know that he does. He’s ... told me. But I don’t want -”

- “To take him away from me?”

Isa stood up, and went over to Tudino. She crouched next to her chair, and whispered into Tudino’s ear.

They spoke to each other, too quietly for me to hear.

- “Should I leave for a while?” I asked.

- “YES!” they both shouted at me.

I stood up - a little unsteadily, and left the tent.

Koroba materialized next to me.

- “Alright, Cook?”

- “I think so.” I said. “They’re talking about me. I think.”

- “Must be rough.” she said. “Two incredible women who love you.”

Two?

I’d had a little bit to drink. My thinking wasn’t especially clear, or quick. But I did a little counting, in my muddled head.

Isa. Tudino.

Koroba. Esyle.

Tallia and Kanitz.

Themis.

Two would have been relatively easy.

Actually, one is difficult enough.

***

The Crolian War drifted along, seemingly endless. Isa didn’t change back, as Senau had. General Leydz and the bulk of the Penchen soldiers stared at her, in awe. Not only had she changed for a non-Penchen, but the length of her Change was also unprecedented.

She faced daily questions, envious glances, and even some spiteful jealousy.

Koroba asked for a short leave.

- “I think ... for my next hemmer, I have to go with somebody else.” she said. “I ... I met someone, when we were in Cercen.”

- “I understand.”

- “Do you? I know that Avette did the same thing - and that she regretted it. She gave up a sure thing, for a stunning disappointment. And I know, firsthand, that you’re a wonderful lover ...”

- “Thank you. So are you.”

- “Yeah. Well ... I need to know it if it was just the time, or the circumstances. And I really like this male. He ... I think he’s in love with me.”

- “That’s wonderful!”

- “I hope so.” she said.

- “Does this mean you won’t be teasing or flirting with me anymore?” I asked.

She grinned, and shook her head. “‘Course I will.”

***

Isa and I returned to the capital in the fall. Away from all of the scrutiny by her fellow Penchens, she was able to relax a little more. But the atmosphere at the Belere was still heavily charged.

Talley was irritable - no big surprise there. But Tisucha was grumpy, too, and barely spoke a word to Tallia. Senau remained a gloomy, slightly grim presence.

He’d chosen not to return to the army, but to stay with Tallia and their child. Since Isa was still with me, there was a precedent.

But even Esyle was upset. Gentle, loving Esyle, who so rarely had an unkind word to say about anyone, wanted to vent her feelings. I listened attentively.

She wasn’t angry at Isa. Senau, she could’ve done without. But Esyle was mostly angry with her sister.

- “You have to talk to her, Cook.”

- “Sweetheart, I know she just had a baby. But she’s in mourning. The Senau she grew to love is ... gone.”

Esyle remained silent, for a while.

- “You’re going to be devastated, when Isa changes back, aren’t you?”

- “Yes.” I’d thought of it for months, and I was no closer to accepting that eventuality.

- “I’m sorry.” Esyle was close to tears.

We made love, gently, sweetly. Afterwards, she clung to me, and cried softly against my chest.

- “I’ll talk to Tallia.” I promised.

- “You have to.” said Esyle. “Who better to understand what she’s going through?”

***

Esyle packed us a lunch, and sent us out on a picnic. “I don’t want to see you back before dark.” she said.

We walked in silence for a while. Tallia seemed oddly uncomfortable with me.

- “How are you feeling?” I asked.

- “They’re all angry with me.” she said. “I’m surrounded by family, but I’m all alone.”

- “I’m not angry. And I’m here.”

- “Are you, Cook? Really?”

I was a bit shocked by the emotion in her voice. The hurt. We walked down to the river - to a spot very close to where I’d taken Esyle on out first date. I spread the blanket, and Tallia dutifully sat down beside me.

“I’m sorry.” she said.

- “Tell me, Tallia. Tell me all of it.”

- “I’ve thought about it for a long time. How I would tell you everything. From the very beginning. And every time I rehearsed the words in my head, I realized, more and more, that it wasn’t your fault.”

“And that made me furious.”

She swore, and shook her head. “I don’t even know where to start.”

- “Start at the beginning.”

- “Fine. I never wanted to be like my parents. I wanted you, and I wanted to share you with Esyle. I didn’t want to stand between you and Aneli, or Kanitz. Or Langoret, or anybody.”

“I thought that if I let you go and experience hemmers with Westron females, that ... that you would still come back to me.”

- “And Esyle.”

- “Yes.” She hung her head. “I knew that I could have you ... more, than Esyle. That I would come first. It wasn’t so easy, with Kanitz, but ... I managed. We had the army, together - and Kanitz wasn’t there.”

“I was selfish. And jealous. Exactly what I’d promised myself I would never be.”

- “You were always first.” I said.

She nodded. “I know. Until Isa.”

“I never minded Tudino, or Avette. Or Koroba. Two or three days, and you’d come back to me. But Isa ...”

- “I didn’t choose that, Tallia.”

- “No. You followed your heart. I understand. Of course I understand. The Change works both ways.”

“Senau isn’t you. He’s ... completely different. But that’s partly why he’s so special, to me. He’s all mine.”

“I tried not to be jealous. To accept sharing you. But I didn’t have to share Senau. It was ... wonderful, to have someone devoted to me. To me alone. I finally began to understand my mother.”

“She doesn’t see it that way, of course ..”

I put my arm around Tallia’s shoulders, and she hunched closer to me, tucking herself into my chest.

“We both followed our hearts.” she said. “I know what Isa means to you.”

- “I still love you, Tallia. I always will.”

- “I love you, too. I still want to be with you. I’m just ... not so happy to share, anymore. I’m jealous of Tudino. Of Esyle.”

“But if I could have you all to myself, I’d still be unhappy. I’d be miserable, knowing that I was making Esyle unhappy, and keeping you from Kanitz, and Tudino ...”

She cried her eyes out, the great sobs racking her entire body, so that she shook and trembled against me. I held her close, and let it pour out of her.

***

Isa and I returned to the army camp. She was growing more accustomed to her role as a Penchen legend, as her Change approached its second anniversary.

Ishana didn’t come with us. Koroba, Nasta and Madze served as my bodyguards.

I asked Koroba how her hemmer had been.

- “It was ... alright.”

- “Just alright?”

She hung her head. “No. It was good. It was wonderful, actually. I just didn’t want you to feel as if ...”

- “As if you’d found someone better? I was hoping you had!”

- “You’re not ... disappointed?”

- “Koroba, I’m very fond of you. I enjoyed every moment we spent together. But if you’ve found someone that loves you - and you feel the same - then I couldn’t be happier for you.”

- “I ... thank you, Cook.”

Of course I really was a little bit jealous. Koroba was a treat. But if she could be happier with this guy, I really had to try to think like a Westron - especially after Tallia’s experience.

***

I was getting better, with Isa. I woke in the morning, to find that she was still female, and celebrated the moment. We worked together, told each other stories, and made love at every opportunity. Each time, I tried to treat it as if it might be our last.

But Isa wasn’t living entirely in the present. Or the future. She remembered our recent past - all too well.

- “You’ve never actually explained to me where you learned to speak Penchen.” she said.

- “That’s -”

- “Difficult for you to tell. Obviously. Otherwise, you would have told me long ago. But where are all of the other Pylosians, Cook? You and Talley seem to be the only two. No one I know has even seen a Pylosian for over a decade.”

“And there’s something else: no one seems to know where Pylos is. Isn’t that strange? No one I’ve spoken to even knows someone who’s been there.”

Like Kanitz, Isa was too damned intelligent. Curiosity had led her to investigate. The answers she turned up - or the lack of answers - only pushed her to look harder.

Kanitz suspected a great deal. But she’d never pressed me. Should I deflect? Distract? I couldn’t lie to Isa.

“You’re not answering.” she said. “Should I stop asking these questions, Cook?”

- “No, Isa. If anyone has a right to know, you do.”

I took her out of the camp, and asked Madze and Nasta to give us some space. I didn’t want them to overhear a single word. It was growing dark, and a little cool. I wrapped a blanket over Isa’s shoulders, like a shawl.

We sat on the grass, and I told Isa what had happened to me at AFOTA. It’s surprisingly easy to tell the truth. The story flowed naturally. Being Penchen, she had no trouble understanding the concept of a military academy, with cadets.

She also understood favouritism, nepotism, and entrenched privileges.

Vanova was a part of the story, and I didn’t skip over anything related to her. Isa didn’t interrupt; she simply reached over to squeeze my hand. Otherwise, she just tilted her head to one side - and listened.

Karpov, Katya, Colonel Pelek ... she understood all of it. The Halygon was a bit more of a problem; I simply described it as a ship. I didn’t mention how long the trip had taken.

I skipped ahead, to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern marooning me in the first port town we came to.

- “That’s ... an incredible story.” she said. “And I believe that it’s all true. Did losing Vanova hurt you, Cook? Did you truly love her?”

- “No, Isa. I liked her very much. But we would have been separated when I graduated, in any case. I would have been posted ... far away.”

- “How far?” she asked, innocently.

It takes much longer to think of a plausible lie than it does to tell the truth. And I didn’t want to lie to Isa.

“I believe you, Cook. I believe that you were a cadet at AFOTA, and that you fell afoul of the Commander. I believe that you were exiled.”

“But that doesn’t explain why Talley is here - unless he’s another exile. Nor do I understand why Pylosians used to come here frequently - but no longer.”

“And you haven’t said a word about where Pylos actually is. You told me the truth - but you left out quite a bit - wouldn’t you agree?”



- “Do you really need to know, Isa?”

- “Is there a pressing reason why I shouldn’t?”

She had me there.

Kanitz suspected a great deal. She hadn’t used it against me. I couldn’t even begin to imagine Isa turning on me.

- “The Halygon didn’t sail on the water.” I said, softly.

It took her a few moments to figure out.

- “An airship?” she muttered. She thought it over for a few moments.

“That still doesn’t make sense.”

I gave her time. I didn’t know if it would help, but I looked up at the sky. She grasped my intention right away.

“You came from one of the moons?”

Close enough. I wasn’t going to make it any it any more difficult than I had to.

- “Isa - I don’t want to lie to you. But some things are difficult to explain.”

- “The moons?”

- “Yes.”

- “But ... but - if you could do that ... you could conquer the whole continent.” She was struggling to come to terms with the enormity of what I’d just admitted.

- “We couldn’t.” I said. “There are other stars.”

Isa looked up, at the night sky. There were hundreds of stars visible. Thousands.

- “Are they all moons? Like ours?”

- “Something like that.” She let me get away with that inaccuracy, and didn’t pursue it.

- “Some of them are your enemies?”

That was incredibly perceptive. “Yes.” I said.

- “Pylos is both of the moons?” she said. “Or even more than that?”

I could only nod. She was too intelligent, too sharp.

- “It’s ... complicated.” I said.

She lay back again, and studied the night sky.

- “Amazing.”

- “Isa -” I began.

- “Don’t worry, Cook. I wouldn’t tell anyone. Who could I tell? No one would believe me.” She sat up, suddenly.

“Thank you. For explaining it to me. For telling me the truth. Most of it, anyway.”

Then she lay back, and resumed her study of the stars.

***

Months passed.

Every morning, I awoke to find that Isa was still with me - still female. We were approaching the 2nd anniversary of her Change.

She treated every day like a minor miracle. She constantly looked for new ways to please and delight me. Isa found foods that we would both enjoy, and then discussed light infantry tactics with me.

She made love to me every night - often more than once. But she also began to seize moments during the day, surprising me at odd , but appropriate moments.

We went back to the capital together. The Belere was not quite so tense. Talley and Tisucha had come to terms with Senau, it seemed.

Isa ceded me to Esyle for several days. The Lady of Belere appreciated it.

- “We’ve talked. Tallia and I.” said Esyle, as we cuddled together, after making love. “She admitted ... she told me about her ... jealousy.”

- “She told me, too.” I said.

- “I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t think she was jealous at all. Sharing you was her idea. And we used to talk about Aneli, and Kanitz. Tudino, and Koroba, too.”

- “How did you feel about it, Esyle?”

She shook her head. “I could imagine a perfect world, where you would be mine, and mine only. But it’s imaginary. That’s the point. You and Tallia went to war, and Tudino was there, and Avette ...”

“I know that you love me, Cook. And I’m grateful for the moments we share. I know that I’m not glamourous, or beautiful ...”

- “Glamour is overrated. Beauty you have - in abundance.”

- “I don’t think so. But you keep coming back to me - so there must be something.”

- “There certainly is.”

***

Kanitz summoned me to the Palace. Alone. She specifically asked me not to bring Isa, this time.

The Chancellor looked a bit tired, as if she’d been up all night. But she wasted no time on polite greetings.

- “Come in, Master Lebuc.” she said.

And there he was. Lebuc was a little leaner, as if he’d been travelling quite a bit on short rations. He looked a little older, too - or just more careworn.

- “Hello, General Cook.”

- “The Sendrin sent us news.” said Kanitz. “From Crolia.”

- “The civil war will end very soon - if it has not already ended.” said Lebuc. “Prince Ellem Anry will be the victor.”

- “Ellem Anry?” The heir to the throne, whose capture at Limset had ended the last war. I couldn’t imagine him winning a food fight in a cafeteria.

- “He was in command of the southern army, opposite General Brune. When his father was assassinated, he marched home. His brother had managed to win the support of the Reserve Army, and several powerful nobles as well.”

“An ambitious Colonel named Ganning rallied elements of the army you defeated at Rassbrook. He then moved north, and collected more troops from the force that lost at Kesmansha.”

- “To make his own bid for power?”

- “Goodness, no. He had no claim to the throne. None of the nobles would have supported him. But he was superbly placed to play Kingmaker. Neither of the Princes could afford to offend him, as he negotiated with both sides.”

“Ellem Anry met Ganning’s conditions: promotion to General, a title, and co-command of the army.”

- “So that he could retain control of his own troops.” said Kanitz.

- “When their agreement became known, Ellem Anry’s eventual victory seemed assured. His brother was murdered by two of his own officers.”

- “So he now controls the Reserve army as well?” I asked.

- “Perhaps.” said Lebuc. “Last we heard, Prince Ellem Anry was negotiating with the Colonels of the Reserve Army.”

- “With the murderers?”

- “Oh, no. They were put to death by the Colonels who are now in control.”

Lovely. Crolian politics seemed to be simpler - and more ruthless - than the Westron style. “Assuming that he does get their support,” I asked, “how many men would he have?”

- “Fifty to sixty thousand.” said Lebuc.

“He has no money to pay the soldiers, though. Even if he confiscates the lands of the nobles who opposed him, it will take time to turn that into cash. That won’t solve his immediate problems.”

“He has a large army that he can’t feed.”

- “He can’t?”

- “The civil war was ... very hard on the people. Each army felt itself entitled to requisition livestock in the areas they controlled. When local cooperation was lacking, the soldiers simply took what they wanted.”

“There is a significant shortage of heavy oxen for Ellem Anry.”

Interesting. Without a sufficient number of draft animals, the Crolians would find it difficult to haul their cannon, their ammunition, supplies of every kind.

- “Please tell Cook how bad the food shortage is.” said Kanitz.

Lebuc looked me in the eye - something he rarely did.

- “The Reserve Army was so low on food, that they began to eat their own oxen. Then they ate the Wole drivers as well.”

***

I expressed my condolences to Lebuc. What else could I do?

Kanitz asked him to excuse us, promising to speak with him again when I was done. Once the little Wole was gone, Kanitz sat down.

- “Well, now we know why the Woles were ready to speak to us again.” she said.

- “That’s ... a bit harsh - don’t you think?”

- “It doesn’t mean that I don’t feel sorry for them, Cook. But they cut off the supply of intelligence for over a year. I didn’t know a thing about Ganning, or his deal with Ellem Anry, until the day before yesterday.”

“Suddenly the Woles are prepared to share information with us again.”

She was right, of course. Still ...

As a General, I had sent soldiers to their deaths. Not as sacrificial lambs - though that might still happen - but knowing that many of them would be killed or maimed.

But the Chancellor’s ruthlessness was an order of magnitude greater than mine.

I was shaken out of my reverie when Princess Maia Simonia - Themis - joined us. She too looked a little tired.

- “You heard Lebuc’s tale?” she asked me.

- “I did.”

- “What do you think it means? For us?”

- “He’ll attack.” I said.

- “You think so?”

I nodded. “He has an army he can’t pay. He can’t feed them, either. They’ve been stripping their own lands bare. Even if he doesn’t realize it himself, someone’s sure to point out to him that they can find food here - and simply take it.”

- “Will his army march, though?” asked Kanitz. “Will they follow him?”

- “They have to. For food. For the promise of being paid, at some point in the future.”

“There will also be many officers eager to prove their loyalty - especially those in the former Reserve Army. They’ll be clamouring to be led West.”

- “They’re coming, then.” said Themis, with a note of resignation in her voice.

- “I think so. They’ll be slow - lack of transport for the guns and ammunition will slow them down. They’ll also have to forage for food as they march.”

“But I think Ellem Anry knows that if they invade in the same old way, that we’ll beat them in the same old way. They have fewer troops than they did at the outset of the war. Poorer quality, too - many of their best were lost at Kesmansha and Rassbrook.”

“Their supply situation is worse, as well. I don’t see how they can win, unless they do something different.”

- “You may be right.” said Kanitz. “I don’t see how Ellem Anry can trust any of his Generals with an independent command. If one of them was to win a victory, while he himself was defeated ...”

Every so often, the fog lifts, and you can see the true shape of things. Sometimes, if you recognize what you’re looking at, it’s even possible to accurately predict exactly what will happen ...

- “A single army.” I breathed.

- “Pardon?”

- “At the beginning of the war - do you remember what the Woles told us? That the Crolian Southern Army was only a diversion? Untrained troops, fewer guns ...”

- “Yes.” said Kanitz. “We didn’t worry about having Brune in command there, because we didn’t think she’d have to fight.”

- “Exactly. And who commanded the Crolian Southern Army?”

- “Prince Ellem Anry.” said Themis.

- “Which means that he’s intimately familiar with the strategy of a diversionary force.”

- “You think they’ll attack on only two fronts?”

- “No. That’s what they did last time - and it failed. With 50-60,000 troops, and with their supply issues, he can only create two striking forces, roughly the same size as the armies that were beaten at Kesmansha and Rassbrook.”

“He can’t afford to lose again. Plus, there was something Lebuc said that stuck in my mind: he said that Ganning wanted a promotion, a title ... and co-command of the army.”

- “You think they’ll march together?”

- “Together, or on parallel roads - close enough to support each other. Look at it from their perspective, Kanitz: if we oppose them, they’ll crush us.”

“I led less than 14,000 at Kesmansha. Ellem Anry could have 30,000. Or even 35 to 40,000. Tactical innovations wouldn’t save us then.”

- “Forty thousand?”

- “It’s possible. For political reasons, he can’t afford to give Ganning an independent command - lest the subordinate emerge from the war more popular than the Prince.”

“He’s also seen us defeat them three times -”

- “He’s seen you defeat them three times.”

- “That’s the same thing.” I said. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was that Ellem Anry would concentrate his forces into one overwhelming army.

- “What could we do against so many?” asked Themis.

- “Even worse,” said Kanitz, “what do we do if you’re wrong?”

***

We agreed to re-convene the next day: Kanitz, Themis and I. After a mostly sleepless night, I was still convinced that Ellem Anry intended to advance on a single front, with a massive combined army.

Isa understood immediately that I wasn’t prepared to discuss it. She’d been my sounding board a hundred times, but this wasn’t one of those occasions. Isa let me know that she was there, and then granted me space.

In the middle of the night - the early hours of the morning, actually - Esyle brought me a small pot of tea. It was such a selfless, loving gesture. I was touched.

- “I had a feeling that you might be up all night.” she said.

- “That’s very thoughtful of you, Esyle. Will you have some with me?”

- “I don’t want to disturb your work.” She gestured at a set of her father’s maps, spread out on my desk, with candles holding down the corners.

- “I’m pretty much finished.” I said. “And I suddenly have a tremendous urge to make love with you, if you would like to.”

She smiled. “I may never quite get used to living with you, Cook.” she said. “But that may not be such a bad thing.”

***

“We create a strong Central Army, with the New Model Army at its core.” I said. “That way, we can move a significant number of regiments at speed, if we have to.”

- “With you in command, of course.” said Kanitz.

- “Yes.” False modesty was a waste of time, at this point. The Westrons didn’t have a General better than me waiting in the wings.

- “Go on.”

- “If I’m wrong, and they’re advancing on two fronts, we can shift troops from the central front more quickly than from the north or south. Or, we can adopt ... delaying tactics on one front, while seeking decisive with the central force.”

- “What do you expect to happen, Cook?” asked Themis. “Perhaps you should tell us that, before we get caught up in all of these worst-case scenarios.”

- “I’m anticipating weak Crolian forces in the north and south - purely diversions. The main effort will come in the centre. They won’t attack in the south, because even with 35,000 men, he can’t capture the fortress of Tonol quickly enough. Nor can they bypass it, leaving the garrison in their rear.”

“They’ll be moving slowly, because they’re Crolian, they’re short of oxen, and because they’ll be searching for food every day. That’s one of our advantages.”

- “What if they move without their artillery, as you did?”

- “That’s not something you can do without training. An ox can’t become a zhela overnight.” The zhela was a Westron dog, lean and swift, like a greyhound. Both Westrons and Crolians hunted them - and ate them.

Themis smiled, but Kanitz didn’t seem to appreciate my newly-coined phrase.

- “So we gather an extra-large army, to confront their extra-large army, and risk everything in a pitched battle.” She shook her head, slowly. “I have confidence in you, Cook, but ...”

- “We have options, Chancellor.” I said.

- “Such as?”

- “Deny them a victory. Avoid battle until they have to retreat.”

“We can stage a fighting withdrawal. Wear them down. Prevent their access to supplies.”

I went on to explain a Scorched Earth strategy. It wasn’t something the Westrons had ever had to consider. Just like on 18th-century Earth, armies were small, and carried their own supplies. Even if you created a desert around them, they would be largely unaffected.

Both Kanitz and Themis were horrified as I described moving the livestock, making the people homeless, and burning their crops - the grains and grasses which could feed oxen.

- “That would entail great suffering for the people.” said Themis.

- “Yes.” I agreed. “It’s also impossible to predict which land, and just how much land would have to be burned. May I have paper and a pen?”

I drew a large X. “The Crolian army.” I said. Then I scratched out a rectangle just ahead of the X. “Imagine an area some 30 leagues by 20 leagues wide.”

- “Why only 20 leagues wide?”

- “Well, that’s assuming that they march directly west. If they veered to, say - West Northwest ...” I scratched out another area.

“Of course, they could go West Southwest.” I scratched out another rectangle.

- “I see it.” said Kanitz, glumly.

- “Worse yet, they could march west for 10 leagues, and then turn North Northwest -”

- “You’ve made your point, Cook.” she said.

- “Something else occurred to me, last night. If we create a larger army, or if we split into smaller forces, to scorch the earth ahead of the Crolians, we’ll have one of the same problems they will: command control.”

Themis nodded. But Kanitz didn’t understand right away.

- “Explain that - please.”

- “It’s the nature of our army - and theirs.” I said. “Every Colonel, regardless of whether they own their regiments or not - believe that they’re entitled to be consulted before they commit their most prized possession to battle.”

Inhabers owned their regiments, and were naturally protective of their right to control it. And if they were influential, or well-connected at Court, they could be even more stubborn.

I’d been lucky, so far: the Colonels who served with me were there because they wanted to be. They were more prepared to accept my tactical innovations, and my orders.

“Many senior officers don’t jump to obey orders.” I continued. “Some Colonels have to be persuaded, cajoled, or bribed into co-operating. In person. Some have to be coddled, some cuddled. But every single one of them believes that they have the right to approach the Commander in Chief at any hour of the day or night.”

“Avette disobeyed Berandot at Limset. And she was exonerated.”

- “She marched to your aid!”

- “She did it for the right reason. But some Colonel in the future is going to emulate her - for the wrong reason.”

Many was the time I’d wished that I could have simply issued orders, and have them obeyed without question. I began to understand the attraction of being an absolute monarch like Frederick the Great, or a dictator like Napoleon.

I’d also dreamed of creating Army Corps, as Napoleon had. A self-contained force, with all three arms: infantry, cavalry, and artillery. Well, two arms, here. One of Bonaparte’s Corps was expected to be able to give battle - against superior forces - for a single day. After that, other Corps would arrive, as reinforcements, or to outflank and envelop the enemy.

Langoret could easily lead 3 or 4 regiments, in addition to her own. Tudino already had. Votuda could do it, even though she was unlikely to be popular. Neslann was another possibility.

- “Part of the problem is a simple matter of communications.” I said. “The General has to be able to send new orders to the Colonels of each regiment.”

Westrons simply had no idea how cumbersome and slow their communications were.

For one, every single Colonel expected detailed orders, delivered to them personally.

Fourteen regiments in the New Model Army meant eleven written messages. Thank goodness for the Penchens: a single communiqué to Leydz would activate four regiments.

Tallia was a miracle-worker. She could translate what I wanted to say into a brief, perfectly clear note, with due deference to the egos of the Colonels to whom these orders were addressed.

Oral instructions were quicker, of course. But you had to count on the messenger remembering them exactly - and the recipient understanding them perfectly.

There was also the time factor. The Westrons had no horses. Messengers weren’t sprinters; they had to be cross-country runners. They weren’t running on a flat track, indoors, either.

2-3 leagues, uphill and down, or through the woods, could take twenty minutes or more. By the time another messenger returned, bearing a reply, as much as an hour might have passed. By that time, the original instructions might be obsolete.

If we intended to confront the Crolians on a wide front - say, ten leagues - we would have to get used to acting independently. Without horses, we might be out of touch with each other for a day - or days.

- “Then there’s the question of mobility.” I said.

The New Model Army could march any other force into the ground. We’d proved it after Kesmansha, in the march to Rassbrook.

But to create a larger army meant expanding the New Model. There would be no time to train the new regiments, to get the new Colonels to ‘buy in’ to our tactics, or our methods. Mobility would no longer be an advantage that we could rely on.





We had to go in the opposite direction. Take advantage of our superiority in artillery - we’d captured scores of guns at Kesmansha and Rassbrook. Put together a powerful, gun-heavy force, capable of meeting the Crolians in battle - and kicking their asses.

- “Cook?” said Themis. “We have to stop them. We can’t let them rape and pillage far and wide.”

- “We fight them, then.” I said. “Meet them, and fight them.”

- “That’s what you’ll have to do.” said Kanitz. “The Queen has chosen you to command our main army.”

***

Kanitz called me in alone, the very next day. I wasn’t especially surprised to see the Queen there, along with her younger sister.

- “Majesty.” I said, with a bow. “Highness.”

- “Did we not agree that I should be Matila, to you, Cook? In private, at any rate?”

- “As you wish ... Matila.”

That the Queen was here at all was a testament to how worried she was. Normally, she left military matters to Kanitz - and to Themis.

- “Can we win a battle against so many, Cook?”

- “We can. The army that won at Kesmansha is very good. Experienced, and confident. The Colonels are excellent, and the soldiers trust them. Quality will tell, Matila. We have excellent troops. If they’re well-supplied, we can win.”

The Queen rose to her feet. We all quickly stood up.

- “I trust you, Cook. Wenzla and Simonia agree with my decision.”

- “Thank you, Majesty.”

- “I will leave the details to the three of you.” With that, the most beautiful woman on the continent left the room.

I let out a deep breath. Kanitz and Themis both smiled.

- “I know.” said the Queen’s sister. “She does have that effect on males.”

- “To business.” said Kanitz. “We move your army to the central front, and a portion of Berandot’s army goes north. The southern army can stay put, and we can siphon off however many troops we need to bring to your front.”

“The problem is, who can we put in command of the North and South?”

These two forces would probably not see any serious action. Probably, though, isn’t the same as definitely. We needed competent Generals to command there.

Unfortunately, Vis and Brune were both dead, executed as traitors. Keinarsh was also dead. The list of capable, available Westron Generals was very short.

- “Berandot.” I said.

- “I don’t trust her.” said Kanitz.

- “Then give her the southern front.” I suggested. “She doesn’t know those troops. But I don’t think you’ll have to worry about her.”

Kanitz hemmed and hawed a bit, but let Themis talk her into it.

- “Who for the North, then? Langoret?”

- “She could do it. But I need her with the Central Army. If anything happens to me, she’s the only one who could take command.”

- “Tudino?”

- “I need her, too.”

- “Why don’t you suggest someone, Cook?” said Themis.

So I did.

- “Avette?” said Kanitz. “Why?”

- “She’s careful. Marching to Limset was the only impetuous thing she’s ever done - and that only happened because she felt that it touched on her honour.”

“Give her Semmana’s regiment as well. Both are trained in the new tactics. Semmana is a defensive specialist, and they work well in tandem.”

Kanitz was scratching her chin, but Themis nodded.

- “What do you need for the central army?” she asked.

- “Langoret. Tudino. Neslann. Votuda. Yna. Faregil, Frad, and Cyrte. Leydz and his Penchens.”

- “That’s only 12 regiments.” said Kanitz.

- “Give me Lupona, from the central army.” I’d taken a liking to the Colonel, when we met at Rassbrook. She could certainly tell me which were the best regiments in the army that had once been Keinarsh’s and then Berandot’s.

- “Five or six of the best from the central front, the same from the south, and two more Penchen regiments.” said Themis.

We spent some time discussing numbers and movements. I kept returning to the subject of supplies.

- “What are you asking for, Cook?” said Kanitz. ““I don’t understand.”

- “Make Tallia Quartermaster General. Put her in charge of supplying all three armies.”

Kanitz actually grinned at me.

- “If anyone can do it, she can.”

- “Exactly.”

- “Anything else?”

- “Yes.” I said. “Promotions for several of my Colonels. A rank higher than Colonel, but below General.” I was thinking of Brigadier, but there was no Westron word for that rank.

- “Why?” asked Kanitz.

- “Because they may need to command a group of regiments. Three, or four. I want them to be instantly obeyed. They need a more elevated rank than Colonel.” If it was too soon for Army Corps, I could at least introduce the concept of divisions.

- “Colonel-General?” said Themis.

For some odd reason, I thought of Heinz Guderian. It wasn’t a bad title.

- “That would do.”

- “Who?” said Kanitz. She was frowning. I don’t if she was calculating the financial, or the political cost.

- “Langoret and Tudino.” Obviously.

Kanitz nodded.

- “Avette. That way you don’t have to make her a General. Yet.”

- “That makes sense. It gives her something to work for. Any more?”

- “Votuda. And Neslann.”

- “Who?” said Kanitz. She was thinking of their political stature, which was negligible.

- “Tudino and Neslann won Kesmansha for us. Votuda guaranteed the victory by arriving at exactly the right time, at exactly the right place. She may be the best commander in the New Model Army. And Neslann got us across the bridge over the Vonau - otherwise, we wouldn’t have made it to Rassbrook.”

- “I will ask the Queen for her approval.” said Kanitz. Themis, smiled, though, which I took as a very good sign.

***

“But I want to be where you are.” said Tallia. “Organizing your army.”

- “Name me one person who could be the Quartermaster General - other than you.”

- “You’re trying to keep me away from the fighting.”

- “That’s probably reason number six or seven. Reason number One is that no one can else can do this as well as you will.”

- “Hmmph.” She was still grumpy, but coming around. “What are reasons two through five?”

- “Kanitz trusts you. She’ll give you what you ask for. You’ll think of things that I haven’t even considered yet.” I said.

- “One more.” She was beginning to smile a little, which I hadn’t seen for some time.

- “It’s a promotion. And it could bring you to the attention of the Queen herself.”

- “Would I get a special uniform? A one-of-a-kind uniform?”

- “You’d pretty much have to, wouldn’t you?”

- “All right.” she said, pretending to give in reluctantly. “I’ll do it for you.”

*****
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It took far too long to concentrate the army. Tallia performed miracles, and kept every regiment fed and supplied. But it was almost a month before the majority of the troops designated for my army could be gathered.

Colonel Lupona didn't let me down. She identified 6 of the best regiments in the former central army - including hers - and then introduced me to their Colonels.

Nobody made a fuss about me being male, or Pylosian. Rassbrook hadn't been just a battle for these commanders; it was the highlight of their careers. And they all knew that it was our timely arrival that had won it for them.

They had egos, of course, which required some stroking. But there were no major prima donnas who would upset the apple cart, so to speak. Lupona had chosen well; the Colonels she'd picked were able, and got along reasonably well.

Tallia wasn't with me. But Isa was. And we quickly discovered that Isa was a skillful calmer of troubled waters. She might not be Tallia's equal when it came to logistics - no one was. But my Penchen lover was a tremendous diplomat, and an excellent reader of personalities.

She was also something of a celebrity, as the first Penchen to change for a non-Penchen. People were curious. When they discovered that she was gracious and intelligent, they warmed to her very quickly.

The central regiments were in awe again when Tudino arrived, with Neslann. And then Langoret, with Yna, and then Votuda.

The siege of Tonol, Limset ... the battle of Kesmansha, the bridge at Smund. These events were already semi-legendary, and the Colonels of the New Model Army discovered that they were famous. I could have organized a massive Tudino fan club, if I'd had half an hour to spare.

- "You're exaggerating." she said.

- "You're right. I might need a full hour."

One of the positive aspects of this fame was that the Central Colonels didn't make a big fuss about the new rank of Colonel-General. It was just a new type of General, as far as they were concerned. It also gave them a new target for their own ambitions. Only a few would ever make it to General, but now they could aspire to this new rank.

No one complained when I assigned two of their regiments to Neslann, to create a division. Lupona and one more regiment would remain under my direct command, for now. The last two were placed under Votuda's command. The Colonels of those regiments might not have been as happy about that, but I suspected that they'd eventually thank me for it.

I had nightly conferences with Leydz and the Penchen Colonels, and with my New Model Army commanders and the new Colonels, looking for possible matches and combinations.

We had three weeks to introduce Lupona and the other 'Centrals' (as we called them) to our skirmishing and open order tactics. There was no time for them to learn our way; all we could do was to familiarize them with it.

It was mostly a case of 'Here's what we're going to do; here's what we want you to do'.

Six regiments from the southern army, with two more Penchen regiments, were on their way. We would have barely enough time to meet them, and learn their names. Advanced training was out of the question.

In the end, it didn't matter, because the Crolians arrived first.

***

I had 18 regiments - perhaps 16,000 troops, in the neighbourhood of Rassbrook. Well-led, experienced and confident. We knew the layout of the land.

But the Crolian army that marched towards us was a horde. There was no stopping such numbers. They would have rolled over us. If we stood to fight, we would be outflanked on both sides, and simply overwhelmed.

We had to keep our distance: moving at the pace of the Penchens, and burdened with extra artillery and ammunition carts, we couldn't outmarch (or outrun) the enemy.

There was nothing to do but retreat. I sent messages to the southern regiments, ordering them to change the direction of their march.

I let my best Colonels delay the Crolians: Langoret and Tudino, and then Neslann and Votuda. Then all four. Then Faregil, Frad and Cyrte as well.

They employed our skirmishing tactics to great effect, but there were simply too many enemy regiments, advancing on a broad front. The land hereabout was too hilly, with too many trees.

That might sound ideal, for our light infantry. But the Crolians didn't have to stick to the roads, either. In fact, they were spreading out, busily foraging for food.

Unfortunately, these weren't simply foraging parties, which could be ambushed, or trapped. Entire regiments were involved - with another regiment to either side of them. I didn't want a skirmishing encounter to turn into a major battle - not yet.

Reluctantly, I gave the order to evacuate the territory behind us, to a depth of fifteen leagues. Many Westron families had occupied these lands for generations. They didn't want to move - and they insisted that it was our job to protect them.

A few diehards simply wouldn't listen, and had to be evacuated at the point of a bayonet. That didn't make us very popular.

I worried even more about those who evaded or deliberately hid from our sweep. If the Crolians found them ...

Our retreat across the Baynas river was no thing of beauty. I was extremely grateful, though, that my Colonels handled the withdrawal so smoothly. We didn't leave anybody behind, on the wrong side of the river.

Unfortunately, the Baynas was no major obstacle. There were bridges which we could defend, or destroy, but there were also half a dozen fording places. The Crolians were going to discover them, and we simply didn't have enough troops to guard them all.

We retreated.

***

On the positive side, we were able to make contact with the reinforcements from the south: six Westron regiments, and two Penchen.

We were still outnumbered, but if I could find a decent place to make a stand, we could make a fight of it.

***

We took a few prisoners. From them, we learned several important things.

- the Crolian army was, in fact, two armies. Prince Ellem Anry commanded the larger half.

- the second force was led by a General Ganning. He'd gotten his promotion.

- the soldiers we'd captured were from Ganning's army. They knew next to nothing about the Prince's forces. The two halves of the Crolian army seemed to be operating side-by-side, but almost separately.

The prisoners thought that the combined armies totaled some 40,000 men. Even though I'd considered that number as a possibility, the reality was still daunting.

- "Their army is too large for unified command." said Isa. "They'll have trouble coordinating, in a battle."

I glanced at Langoret. We'd come to the same conclusion about our own army.

One of the prisoners had the leg of a Westron child in his knapsack. Another carried a piece of meat which was unidentifiable, but it had clearly come from a person.

We hanged the lot of them.

***

"We have to stand and fight, then." said Langoret.

- "I know."

We had to find a battlefield that would create advantages for us. The fact that I had no time to look for one was preying on my mind.

In the end, it was the Crolians who solved my dilemma for me.

They poured across the Baynas river at half a dozen points. I had rifle companies harassing them, but it was like a handful of midges on the edge of a herd of oxen.

Then the Crolians surprised us all by turning north. They followed the river, obviously headed for the small town of Feirlan.

- "Looking for food?" said Langoret, wondering aloud.

- "We've already ordered the townspeople to evacuate." said Tudino. "The Crolians won't find anything there."

- "We have to hope that those people in Feirlan believed us." I said. "It's too late to send enough troops to evict them by force."

Unfortunately, there were perhaps two dozen families who were too proud, or too stubborn to believe our warnings. Perhaps they couldn't bear to give up their homes. Whatever the reason, they were still there when the enemy army marched into the town.

***

Retreat again? Or make a stand?

If we continued to withdraw, more people would suffer, just like those poor folk in Feirlan. That they had been warned was hardly the point; no one deserved such a fate.

In the last light before dusk, I stood on a little knoll known as Peck's hill, some 3,000 yards from the town of Feirlan.

Imagine a great 'T' shape, formed by the Baynas river, which ran north-south, and the smaller Oblion river, running swiftly from west to east, and pouring into the Baynas.

The little town of Feirlan straddled the banks of the Oblion, just where it met the Baynas. It had once been home to almost nine hundred people.

There were two bridges across the Oblion, inside the town, and another some few hundred yards outside. There was a fourth bridge, quite close to where I stood, on Peck's hill, and a fifth, plus a ford, behind me.

Six places, then, to cross the Oblion, from the south side to the north side, or vice versa.

In the late light, with the sun setting behind me, I could see the massive numbers of enemy troops. They were in both sides of Feirlan town - meaning that they were camped on both sides of the Oblion.

I shook my head in disbelief.

- "The Lord has delivered them into our hands."

- "Pardon?" said Tudino.

She hadn't understood, because I'd spoken in Terran.

- "We fight them here." I said.

***

I had already called a conference that evening, knowing that I might have had to inform the Colonels that we were retreating again. We met in the open, because I didn't have a tent big enough for twenty Westrons, six Penchens, plus Leydz and Isa - not to mention my bodyguards.

- "This is where we'll stop them." I said.

The response was mixed.

- "Finally!" growled Yna.

The Centrals - as I thought of Lupona and the other former members of Berandot's army - weren't quite sure what to make of that announcement. The Southrons - formerly of Brune's army - were plainly dismayed. There was some muttering.

- "Listen up!" said Tudino.

- "Let General Cook explain to you why we're fighting here." said Langoret.

I reminded them of the basic situation: the Crolians were starving, and they had less artillery than they should have. Nor could they muster enough oxen to move the guns they did have.

- "You're concerned about their numbers." I said. "So am I. But let me tell you what they've done: they've split their army in two. Half of them are north of the Oblion - half are on the southern side."

"And that means we're going to crush them."

I told them about the limited number of bridges. I explained my plan, such as it was at that point.

"We have more guns. Better troops. Experienced commanders. And they've just made a monstrous mistake - it would be criminal of us to let them get away with it."

That got me a smile from some of the new Colonels. Tudino was grinning, and Yna's teeth were bared in some kind of feral snarl.

"Your regiments have to be ready to move before dawn. Is that understood? We have to deploy quickly, before they can react. And we have guns to move, positions to seize."

"Votuda? You and yours will be up first."

- "We'll be ready."

***

Votuda moved almost before first light. She led three regiments: her own, plus two from the Central army.

There were some Crolian outposts on Mallet hill. She went in with the bayonet, overran them quickly, and occupied the hill.

Neslann followed in her wake, escorting the ox-teams bringing the guns forward.

The Crolians woke slowly, but someone must have seen fit to inform General Ganning. There was considerable activity on the southern side of Feirlan. Soon enough, regiments began forming into line on the edge of the town.

Ganning threw eight of those regiments into an immediate counterattack aimed at Mallet hill.

There was only a brief preliminary bombardment, though, because only a few Crolian guns were in position to fire at Mallet hill. The enemy simply advanced in a massive wave.

Votuda clung to the top of the hill like a barnacle. She had two dozen of our 3-pounders, spitting grapeshot at the oncoming Crolians. Neslann moved to her right, in support, with her three regiments.

And then Leydz and the Penchen regiments, in perfect lock-step, marched into line on Votuda's left. They looked magnificent. It nearly took my breath away.

- They're beautiful." I said aloud.

- "I'll tell them you said so." promised Isa.

The Penchens unleashed a series of powerful volleys - the first volley, carefully loaded, is always the most potent. These were devastating.

The Crolian attack faltered, and failed. They pulled back to regroup.

General Leydz then arrayed his six regiments in echelon, creating a line on a 45 degree angle, connecting Mallet hill to Peck's hill, where I stood with Tudino's regiment, plus two of the southern regiments.

And every moment that passed, the ox-drivers delivered more and more of our guns to the front lines. We set up a battery on Mallet hill, and another beside it, in case the Crolians tried to outflank us along the river, to the south.

Two more batteries were set up on Peck's hill: one faced the town, while the second overlooked the bridge across the Oblion, near the base of the hill.

And every other gun we had, except for a reserve of 3-pounders, went into line with the Penchens.

Ever since the Battle of Kesmansha, I'd dreamed of creating a Grand Battery - an overwhelming number of guns, firing a tremendous weight of metal.

The Penchens had their own artillery, as did the nine regiments under Votuda, Neslann, and Tudino. But we also had the guns from 10 more Westron regiments who weren't in the defensive line facing the south side of Feirlan town.

For added weight, we had some of the captured guns from Kesmansha, and more from the victory at Rassbrook. Tallia had performed miracles to find us supplies of powder and shot so that we could use them.

Ganning's first response had been over-hasty. He took the time to place his own artillery, and to prepare a second, better-organized assault on Mallet hill.

By the time his guns fired their first salvo, we had more than twice as many guns in position. The reply of our massed cannon shook the earth.

The Crolians didn't lack courage. They came forward in steady lines. It looked like fifteen or sixteen regiments, colours flying.

We smashed them.

They walked into a hail of grapeshot. The brave soldiers in the third and fourth ranks stepped over the bodies of their fallen fellows, and came on.

A second blast of massed guns seemed to stagger them. They hesitated, but then lurched forward again.

Our entire line seemed to erupt in flame as Votuda's and Neslann's divisions fired a volley, followed almost immediately by the Penchens, one regiment after the other.

The Crolian advance stopped. Several of their regiments fired a volley in reply, but they didn't resume their advance.

Our second volley staggered them again. Their answering fire was disjointed, ill-coordinated.

Then our guns belched fire a third time, and the Crolian foot began to give way. It didn't happen all at once, but when one regiment began to move backward, the unit next to it had to move as well, or risk leaving its flank exposed.

Soon enough, though, the entire Crolian line was in retreat, seeking the shelter of the town.

Once they'd reached it, the Crolian artillery opened up again.

By that time, we were still moving even more cannon into our line. In several places, the guns were almost wheel to wheel.

I remembered, from my very first days at AFOTA (before I became a pariah), reading and discussing the value of counter-battery fire in pre-20th century armies. Many argued that it was not particularly effective.

It was very instructive to watch the Crolian gunners, as they bravely tried to exchange fire with three or four times their number of cannon.

They did not fare well.

They lost gunners and gun crew, but there were also several spectacular direct hits. I saw a cannon barrel go flying into the air, spinning as it hurtled back into the town. Several Crolian guns were smashed as cannonballs struck a wheel, or a gun carriage.

General Ganning had some time to realize that his situation was less than ideal. By now, though, the matter at hand would have to be decided by his co-commander.

Prince Ellem Anry had almost 20,000 uncommitted troops. He had several options:

- send reinforcements to General Ganning, across the two bridges in Feirlan town

- move his artillery, so that it could fire across the river, and support Ganning's hard-pressed batteries

- march out of his sector of the town, and try to assist Ganning by attacking across the 3rd and 4th bridges

- push straight west, and threaten our flank and rear

I didn't have a great deal of respect for the Prince's military skills - after all, I'd fought him at Limset (where he was captured). But even I was surprised by the option he chose: all of the above.

He began shifting regiments from the northern side of Feirlan to the southern, only adding the congestion and confusion there.

But he also marched out of his positions with a dozen regiments. Six of them pushed forward, while the remainder began to cross the bridges across the Oblion.

One of those was practically at the foot of Peck's hill. Tudino had the gunners hold their fire until at least a full regiment was across. When she finally gave the order, they unleashed a storm of shot at relatively close range.

The two regiments which crossed closer to the town ended up taking fire in the flank from the Penchens and their massed artillery. Their attempt to turn and re-form their line - under fire - was a predictable failure.

It's possible that their contribution might have helped the Prince's co-commander, had Ganning launched a new assault in coordination with their attack.

But that didn't happen. Whether he was waiting for the Prince's reinforcements, or simply had difficulty re-organizing his own men, Ganning was late out of the gate. Ellem Anry's foray across the river had already failed before Ganning could get his third assault started.

They doggedly came on anyway. All they achieved was to thicken the carpet of Crolian dead and wounded strewn across the field.

Meanwhile, Ellem Anry's third group pressed forward, parallel to the Oblion river.

And there they met Langoret's regiment, in open order, backed by Faregil, Frad, Cyrte, and two of the southern regiments.

It was the four members of the New Model Army who did all of the damage. Whoever was leading these Crolian regiments hadn't been at Limset. They seemed to have no idea how to counter our skirmishing tactics.

They advanced in line, right into the fire of our experienced light infantry, who shot several rounds, and then retired as fresh companies took their place.

One unfortunate Crolian regiment stayed too close to the river, and was treated to a dose of grapeshot from Tudino's second battery atop Peck's hill.

The rest of them gave further proof of Crolian bravery. They kept coming, absorbing losses, without any effective response. They stopped a few times, to fire a largely wasted volley, and then resumed their advance.

Someone must have realized how little effect they were having. There was also the danger that Tudino might cross the Oblion behind them, and cut them off.

They stopped, and began to withdraw towards the town. To protect their retreat, they spread out one regiment in open order as a rearguard.

Langoret immediately sent forward four companies of rifles, and made the Crolians pay for every retrograde step.



Again, one of their regiments strayed too close to the river, and our gunners punished them for that error.

Some of the Crolians levelled their muskets, and fired in our direction - another wasted effort, at that range. I heard one scream, quickly cut off. Someone had been hit. Unlucky, that, when the enemy were shooting from almost 200 yards.

We watched Ellem Anry's troops retire, pursued and harassed by Langoret's division.

Then Isa gripped my shoulder.

- "Cook -"

I saw one of Tudino's aides running towards us.

- "General! General Cook!" she shouted. "You have to come! The Colonel's been hit!"

***

In strict military terms, I had to go see her - to find out what had happened. Tudino was the divisional commander on Peck's hill, and if she was out of action, I would have to replace her. That, or take over myself.

But I have to admit, in that brief moment, that I wasn't thinking like a General. Tudino was hurt - again - and I had to get to her.

She was lying on the ground, surrounded by several aides and troopers. All I could see was her face, contorted in a rictus of pain.

When I got closer, I saw that someone had torn a shirt into strips, to tie a tourniquet on her left arm, just beneath the elbow. Below that, Tudino's wrist was shattered. I could see one of the bones (the ulna, or the radius - I could never remember which) sticking out through the torn skin.

She saw me. Immediately, she tried to make a brave face.

- "Cook -" she got out.

- "You'll be alright, Tudino. We'll get you to Doctor Boska."

I detailed four of her soldiers to take her to the rear, and sent a runner ahead to find the surgeon.

- "Did it - again." said Tudino, through clenched teeth.

***

The only move of Ellem Anry's which might have borne fruit was the re-positioning of his artillery. Lined up along the river, they could have engaged Tudino's batteries on Peck's hill, and might even have done serious damage to the left end of the Penchen line.

But the Crolian Prince had left that move for last. His infantry had led off first, in a mass, leaving no space for his ox teams to pull the guns forward.

By the time there was room to move, and the cannon started to come forward, his regiments were being checked - at the bridges, and by Langoret's division.

As they retreated, they created another traffic jam.

Then they left the gun teams exposed. Only a dozen or so guns had been unlimbered. The remainder were still being drawn into position.

Langoret was not one to miss such a glorious opportunity. Tudino's rifle company joined in, from atop Peck's hill, but Langoret, Faregil, Frad and Cyrte had a field day. They enjoyed what is known as 'a target-rich environment'.

Officers and teamsters, oxen and gunners - every hit counted. Every casualty, whether man or beast, made it progressively more difficult for the Crolians to get their guns set up.

Ellem Anry - or one of his officers - saw the danger. But it was far too late by the time a pair of fresh infantry regiments came forward to protect the guns from Langoret's skirmishers.

The screen they provided was in the form of a three-deep line. It was a target that our light infantry could feast on.

The Crolians fired volleys in return, but only a few of our skirmishers fell.

Langoret sent the rifle companies around the edge of the Crolian 'screen'. Ellem Anry had to send more troops to cover the flank of his exposed troopers.

In the interval, the Crolians managed to get perhaps thirty guns set up along the river, between the town and Peck's hill. They began to fire at the Penchen left.

But they were exposed to Tudinos' battery, and to her riflemen, as well as multiple Penchen batteries. Fifty or 60 guns responded to the Crolian artillery.

The battle was progressing even better than I had hoped.

Ganning had suffered heavy losses, and was pinned down in the southern part of the town. Ellem Anry had failed to use his half of their army effectively, and had squandered their advantage in numbers.

Now we were exploiting our superiority in artillery, as well as our tactical advantages.

Ganning tried, once more, to break out of the trap by attacking Mallet hill. He used fresh troops that the Prince had sent over from the other side of town.

But Votuda and Neslann were too firmly ensconced, and their massed guns were too formidable. The Crolian attack petered out before their troops got even close to our lines.

Now was the moment I'd planned for - and the moment I dreaded.

There were still plenty of Crolian troops in south Feirlan. Their artillery had been decimated - they'd pulled back into the town itself, for the most part.

But if we gave them time to think, or to re-organize, they might begin an orderly withdrawal across the river at their backs. It was time to hit them - hard.

I sent for Yna, and the reserve.

She had her regiment, plus two centrals, including Lupona's, and two more southern regiments. She had also been waiting for this opportunity all day.

I sent her division around the edge of Mallet hill, to the right of Neslann. Yna then turned , to face north, parallel to the river. And from there, she launched her five regiments in an attack on the town.

This was not a spot where the Crolians anticipated any trouble. They had more than enough to worry about to the west. Mallet hill was our defensive strongpoint - they didn't expect it to be the launch pad for an attack.

No sooner had Yna gone in than our artillery opened up all along the line. They fired several salvos. There wouldn't be much of Feirlan left by the time we were done.

Neslann and her division of 3 regiments went in next. Votuda remained on the hill, and became my new reserve.

Then, with a crashing roll of massed drums, the Penchen regiments advanced, shoulder to shoulder.

On the other side of the Oblion river, Langoret's 6 regiments increased the pressure, to keep Prince Ellem Anry occupied.

In any case, he couldn't have helped Ganning. The bridges connecting the two halves of Feirlan were already choked with fugitives, fleeing north. Even if the Prince wanted to dispatch more soldiers to support his co-commander, it was unlikely that they could've gotten there.

I sent Tudino's troops, along with the two southern regiments, to line the river on the southern side. Ellem Anry's units, busy fighting Langoret, now faced fire into their flank.

The fighting in Feirlan was savage - especially where Yna drove her division forward.

Then, all at once, Crolian resistance seemed to collapse. It became every man for himself - I could imagine the equivalent of the 'Sauve qui peut'' cry going up.

They had only a few places to go. The bridges to the north side were already jammed. There was a bridge across the Baynas river, to the east: it too was soon packed solid with fugitives. Yna's regiment got close enough to bring it under fire.

There were boats, too. Many of these were overloaded, and sank. Crolian soldiers fought each other for possession of small fishing boats. Only a very few escaped that way.

There was no Crolian rearguard to speak of. No organized force was willing to fight - and die - to gain more time for their fellows to escape. The vast majority simply turned their backs, and fled.

Some of those who couldn't find a boat, or couldn't even get close to the bridges, were desperate enough to take to the water.

Neither Crolians nor Westrons were good swimmers. Many of our enemies perished in the river.

It wasn't pretty. We took heavier losses than necessary in the closing stages of the battle. But Feirlan was the most decisive battle of the Crolian wars. By far.

***

I let Yna loose, with her division, to pursue the enemy. Neslann and Votuda and Langoret all joined in the pursuit.

That left me with Tudino's 3 regiments, and the Penchens, to make sure of the battlefield.

The war was over. It had to be. Even if Ellem Anry and Ganning escaped, there was no way the Crolians could mount another offensive after this.

And as I walked the field, and entered the wreckage that had once been a town, I was profoundly glad of that. The carnage was horrific.

The vast majority of the dead and wounded were Crolian, but there were plenty of Westron casualties. Too many. But that's the nature of war. Young people die, and you just pray that the whole thing was worth it - that they gave their lives for a good cause.

Isa had the good sense to remain silent. She let me be.

I left General Leydz in charge, and made my way to the rear.

One of Tudino's aides found me.

- "How is she?" I demanded.

- "She's fine, General." said the young soldier. "She's out of danger."

- "What danger?"

- "She's fine ..."

I brushed past the ensign.

Tudino wasn't dead. She was asleep. Dead drunk, to be accurate. I could imagine how many bottles it had taken to put her in that state.

Doctor Boska had amputated her hand, three or four inches above the wrist.

***

Isa helped me find some honey. I tenderly unwrapped the bandage around Tudino's arm. The stump looked clean enough. I covered it liberally with the honey, and then wrapped it again in the cleanest cloth I could find - one of my spare shirts.

Tudino was only one of over 1200 wounded Westrons and Penchens. We'd also lost almost 400 killed.

One of them was Colonel Cyrte.

She'd always regretted not being involved in the action at Limset. Well, now she'd seen battles, and she'd paid the ultimate price.

It took days to count the Crolian dead, as we dug mass graves and buried them. The proportion of killed to wounded was very high. Abnormally high.

Our troops hadn't been in the mood to take many prisoners, after we'd found those Crolian foragers with the leg of a Westron child in his knapsack. There wasn't much that I could do about it now - even if I'd wanted to.

I'd read about bloody battles, in human history. By that I mean engagements that resembled the ones I'd experienced: muskets, and muzzle-loaded cannon, for the most part.

At Leuthen, in 1757, the Austrians lost a third of the 66,000 men engaged. Many of these were prisoners, though. Frederick the Great lost almost half of his 30,000-man army at Kolin.

At Friedland, in 1809, the Russians lost 40% of their army. At Borodino, 70,000 of the 250,000 men engaged on both sides became casualties.

We never did get an accurate count of the Crolian losses. But by even the most conservative estimates, they'd lost eleven to twelve thousand killed - on the battlefield alone.

There was no way to count how many more perished in the pursuit. Yna didn't return for almost two weeks. Even that vengeful warrior seemed to have had enough, by that time.

As far I could tell, roughly half of the Crolian troops at Feirlan were killed, wounded, or captured. It was enough to satisfy even the most bloodthirsty.

***

Officially, the war dragged on for another six months. Prince Ellem Anry somehow held on to power, rallying just enough of his army to be able to impose his will on his nobles.

We never heard General Ganning's name again.

Kanitz demanded - and got - a sizeable chunk of territory that had once been Westron. Ellem Anry signed a peace treaty - for what that was worth.

There were only a few parades. The Westrons were thoroughly war-weary, by that point. Most everybody was simply relieved that it was all over. I'd seen bigger celebrations after a sports match.

It was understandable. The civilians were tired of a war that just seemed to drag on and on, with no end in sight. Even after Feirlan, it was almost a year before the capital returned to normal.

I did my best to make sure that the soldiers understood how much they were appreciated. I shared all of my prize money - a considerable sum - with the troopers. Spread over twenty-plus regiments, though, it was more like a generous tip than a retirement bonus.

- "That's very generous." said Isa.

- "Not really." I had the Belere, free and clear, plus the remnants of my earlier prize money. Also, I now had the revenues from my lands (formerly Brune's). My family wouldn't suffer for lack of money.

And there were plenty of people who understood what the Army and I had done. If you're waiting for 100% of the population to appreciate what you've achieved ... don't hold your breath.

*****
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Part 30

LANGORET

She'd saved my ass at Tonol, no matter how much, or how often, she pretended that I'd been the one who won that battle. As far as I was concerned, I'd just picked up where Colonel Storana had left off. Langoret and Tudino had bailed me out.

From that moment on, Langoret had been my partner (in every sense but the personal or intimate). She'd helped to champion my tactical ideas, and committed her regiment to train and learn beside mine - Aneli's, that is.

Langoret had fought beside me at Limset, Kesmansha, and Feirlan. There was no one better suited to be my second in command.

But now she was done.

- "I intend to ask for leave." she told me.

- "If anyone deserves it, you do." I said. "How long?"

- "Four years."

I didn't spit my wine across the room, but it was a near-run thing.

- "Four -?"

- "Perhaps five. Tomos and I would like children. Two or three, at least."

- "An heir." Langoret was a Countess in her own right. She had responsibilities.

- "Yes." she said.

- "I'm going to miss you."

- "No more than I will miss you." she said.

"But Tomos and I will come to Cercen every winter. You have certainly made me more aware of my political responsibilities. I cannot afford to be ... away, for too long."

- "You'll have to come over to the Belere - as often as possible."

Langoret laughed. "Oh, Cook." she said. "What else would we do, in the capital? Tomos would have it no other way. And you know that I am inordinately fond of Esyle and Isa."

"Of course we will see you as often as possible."

Integrity. Brains. Courage. A big heart. She had it all.

Tomos was a lucky man. And I was fortunate to have her as one of my best friends.

***

KANITZ

There was, surprisingly, no awkwardness between Kanitz and me. I continued to admire her, to respect her skills and her talents.

I continued to desire her, too, but that was natural enough, working in such close proximity to the second-most beautiful female in the entire realm.

- "I want Tallia." she said.

- "I beg your pardon?"

- "The war is over. I know you needed her, to administer the army. But it's all done. I want her to work with me."

- "Shouldn't you be asking Tallia herself?"

- "I will. I'm letting you know, first."

By her own lights, Kanitz was doing me a favour.

"Think like a Westron, Cook." she said. "What do you want in return?"

Kanitz wanted Tallia - and she usually got what she wanted. I knew, too, that Tallia had enjoyed planning the royal weddings (despite how close they'd come to disaster). It was going to be a done deal, very soon. What could I ask for?

- "A commission for Isa. A rank in the Westron army."

- "That's all?" Kanitz grinned. "I swear, Cook, you'll never learn to think like one of us. Maybe that's why I still like you so much."

- "I wasn't finished. I want Esyle and Tallia, and their children, to be my heirs. They inherit the lands the Queen gave me - and the Belere Palace."

- "Easily done. That's all?"

- "A commission for Senau. Some type of appointment that will keep him wherever Tallia is."

Kanitz took a good, long look at me. "Agreed." she said.

"But in return, I want you to write down - anonymously - the true story of where you're from. What is Pylos? Where is it? Who and what are you, Cook?"

"I promise never to reveal what you disclose - even to the Queen, unless she is directly threatened by whatever information you share with us."

"But I reserve the right to tell Howe, when he comes of age."

- "That's ... that's fair." Kanitz hadn't betrayed me yet.

- "I also want you to take charge of training. Every regiment we have needs to learn your tactics."

- "I can try." I said. "The central and southern regiments that were at Feirlan would be good to start with. I know that Lupona will help."

"After that, though ..."

- "I know. You're thinking of the old conservatives. But if they won't listen to you, we can have Langoret or Tudino teach them."

- "That may have to wait. Langoret wants a few years' leave - to start a family."

- "Then she'll have it. No one deserves it more."

Kanitz and I never had sex again.

It wasn't that I was angry with her; I don't think that she was ticked off at me, either. But we both seemed to be past the need for purely recreational sex.

We'd been attracted to each other. Mutual respect and curiosity played their parts. The sex was very, very good. But we didn't have long-term potential.

Kanitz was devoted to the Queen. There would never be room for me to be first in her affections. She knew very well that I had other lovers - and other loves. She could hardly expect to be first in my heart if I was going to be second in hers. And the reverse was equally true.

Kanitz and I could be friends, with an excellent working relationship. We just wouldn't be part-time lovers anymore.

Of course, I would occasionally have a mild pang of regret when she wore that black sheath dress, or when I thought of the balcony and the bedroom upstairs.

Kanitz knew me very well. I suspect that she could tell when my thoughts ran in that direction, if her little grin was any indication.

***

TALLIA

I was more of a celebrity at home, at the Belere. Talley junior and Tisucha junior were very impressed with my ability to make fart noises with my fist and my armpit.

- "You're so talented." said Tallia.

- "You try it, then."

- "No, thank you."

- "Your Dad is pretty good at this, too." I said.

- "It must be a male thing. Like urinating in alleys and writing your name in the snow."

Conquering hero, victorious General ... now I was reduced to the level of family counselor, psychologist, and entertainer-in-chief to the under 3 crowd.

That last part was something that Tallia wasn't even remotely interested in. She'd wanted the monogamous relationship her parents had, but she didn't want to be tied down with children.

I couldn't exactly fault her for that; I'd been away for years, myself, while my children were being raised.

Tallia and I were well-matched, in so many ways. We made an excellent team, as Commander and Chief of Staff. We both loved the work, and poured our hearts and souls into it. We understood each other, quickly and without confusion.

She also had a libido that was darn near a match for my own.

But now there was a barrier between us. The Penchens.

She might never get over 'losing me' to Isa. I had to admit that I wasn't very keen on Senau, either. If I'd liked him, would I have been more jealous, or less?

The Change works both ways.

Unfortunately, Tallia still had trouble dealing with it.

- "What do you think I should do about Kanitz' offer?" she asked me.

- "You should take it. Are you serious?" I said. "Isn't that something you'd love to do?"

She nodded. "I would. But ..."

- "But nothing! You can come back here whenever you want."

Tallia wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight.

- "Thank you." she said. "For understanding."

I did understand.

Tallia went to the Palace, and she took Senau with her.

And the Belere was almost immediately at peace again.

Tisucha no longer had her eldest daughter to fight with. Talley stopped frowning and growling. There were no more awkward scenes, where Tisucha tried to get Tallia to take a more active role with the children.

- "Have you noticed?" Esyle asked me.

- "It's quieter." I said.

At first, Tallia came back every second night. Then it was twice a week.

And then once a week.

No one criticized her. We were all happy, I think, to be spared Senau's gloomy presence. And if Tallia wasn't going to pitch in with maternal chores, then we didn't need to have her staying as a houseguest quite so often.

She managed weekly visits for a while. Then she missed a few. By the end of the year, Tallia was only coming home to the Belere once a month.

***

ISA

The Penchen regiments went home.

I rented a hall, and treated General Leydz, the Colonels, and all of their company commanders to a dinner - and drinks. It cost me a pretty penny, but they deserved it.

They were especially happy to hear my reaction to their advance at Feirlan.

- "It was ... a thing of beauty." I told them. "You're the best infantry I've ever seen."

I thought that they would cheer that statement. They didn't.

Instead, General Leydz slowly raised his glass, until it was over his head. And then ... every single officer in the room followed suit.

- "To fallen comrades." whispered Isa - in Penchen.

I raised my own glass.

- "To fallen comrades." I said - in their language.

It was a very successful evening. Senau didn't say anything, but I know that Isa was deeply moved. The Penchens were going home; she was staying with me.

Isa and I should have had more time together. I should have taken her on a tour of the Kingdom. We could have gone to see Tonol, or to her home in the Penchen lands ... I don't know. I should've ... so many things.

No one begrudged us the hours we spent together. Esyle, especially, knew very well that time was one commodity that was running out for Isa and me.

She'd been female for over two and a half years. That was ... so unprecedented, so beyond anything that had ever been ...

I did take her to the seaside, for a week. Just travelling together was a pleasure.

Ishana had returned to working for Kanitz, exclusively. Nasta had resigned, to begin raising a family of her own. Madze and Koroba remained as my bodyguards, taking it in turns to watch over me.

They were very kind to Isa - and to me. Madze was no great shakes as a conversationalist, but Koroba was pleasant company. They also gave us all the privacy we could have asked for.

We took two light tents, and plenty of food, so that we didn't have to stop at inns. The accommodations were fine, but Westron inns weren't built for having sex: the rooms were communal, and privacy was completely non-existent.

Sex was something that happened at isolated hemmer cottages - not in public houses and inns. Isa didn't mind at all; we both enjoyed the night-time sky before retiring to our little tent.

- "Smile, Cook." Isa reminded me. "Every day is a gift."

- "I know." I said. "I'm trying."

She touched my cheek. "We're so blessed. We came through battles unscathed. And we've had more days ... so many more than we had any right to expect."

Isa had common sense; she also had good sense. Not enough people do. She knew how to live, and how to be happy: enjoy what the day brings, do the best you can, and be kind to others - especially those you love.

She could tell that I needed comfort that night, rather than lusty coupling. She enfolded me, gently, just as Esyle would have done.

In the morning, though, I was mildly confused when I woke up. Isa was facing away, with her back to me.

I was accustomed to finding her watching me. Sometimes I woke before her, and took advantage of the opportunity to watch her as she slept.

She wasn't asleep. I could tell from the stiffness of her posture, the tautness of her limbs - and the straight line of her back.

- "Isa?" I reached out to touch her shoulder.

- "It's started, Cook."

I heard those simple words, and I knew what they meant. The day we'd been dreading for so long had come. I could only imagine how she felt.

Two years, nine months, and eleven days. That's how long it had been since she'd changed for me. Most Penchens didn't get a whole year. But the end of her Change - or the beginning of her new Change - wasn't any easier to take because of how long we'd had. If anything, it was worse.

So I put my arm around her, and pulled her close. Isa turned, and buried her face against my chest. She didn't cry, or sob, but I could feel her body trembling.

She tilted her head back.

I couldn't see any difference. I told her so.

- "You won't see much for a day or two." she said. "Then the Change will happen fast. But I can tell that it's beginning. I can feel it."

- "I want to be there for you. How can I help?"

She shook her head, slowly. "You can't."

- "You're going to be in pain."

- "Yes."

- "What can I do?"

- "Nothing, my love. It's something I have to bear alone." she said. "I know that you want to support me, but it will be easier for me if ... you're not watching."

- "I don't want to leave you alone."

- "Please, Cook."

- "Are you sure? Because I can -"

- "I know. You want to share my pain. To help. Believe me, though: it will be easier for me if you're nearby - but not with me."

- "What do you need?"

She smiled, bravely. Then she touched my cheek. "I do so love you." she said.

"Privacy. That's all I need. Ask Koroba to bring me food and water, in the morning. I promise that I will tell her immediately if I need you."

- "I can bring you -"

- "I know you can. But I would prefer if Koroba did it. Please ..."

Fortunately, we were camped in open country, on our way back from the seaside. Isa could have all the privacy she needed.

In the days that followed, I began to understand a little better. Isa had enough to deal with, without having to worry about how I was taking it. She wouldn't have to answer my stupid questions, or force herself to be polite and considerate. And she wouldn't have to feel embarrassed.

I tried to remember what she looked like, when I'd first met her. I'd thought, for a time, that she was more masculine than Senau. Of course, I was the only one who thought that: Tallia, Langoret, Tudino, and even Koroba had all thought that Isa was the more feminine of the two liaison officers.

"She says she's fine." said Koroba, every morning after she'd talked to Isa.

- "Tomorrow, when you see her - tell her that I love her."

- "She knows." said Koroba, who promptly burst into tears.

Madze didn't cry, but she did put a strong hand on my shoulder.

On the sixth day, Isa left the tent.

She had the courage to come out, with her face bare, and to face the three of us. To face me.

Isa was no longer female. She wasn't even remotely male. She was simply Penchen again. Genderless. Neutral.

She didn't need to hear me say anything. Actions speak louder than words. I went to her, and took her into my arms.

That was when Isa cried. Huge, shuddering sobs racked her body, and she clung to me like a limpet.

- "Sshh ..." I cradled her, and held her tight. "We're still together ... we'll always be together."

Poor Tallia. Now I knew what she'd felt, when Senau changed back. Poor Isa.

"You're my best friend." I told her. "I love you, no matter what."

- "I thought ... I was beginning to think ... that we'd last forever." she said, through the tears.

- "We will."

***

KOROBA

I already considered Koroba a friend, as well as my bodyguard and former lover. But we became even closer after Isa's Change. The two of them grew incredibly close, as well.

Koroba was popular with Tallia and Esyle, too. Tisucha doted on her, and treated Koroba like a distant relative, or a member of the extended family.

- "The simple-minded 2nd cousin." I said. "Every village needs an idiot."

- "Fuck you, Cook." said Koroba.

She was a pleasure to have around. She could even coax a smile from Talley, who was growing older and crankier every month.

We invited Koroba to virtually every social function at the Belere, even if she didn't have bodyguard duty. That was how we met her boyfriend, Rance.

The lucky bugger had attended her last two hemmers. Koroba was mildly concerned about how he and I would get along. She needn't have worried: I went out of my way to make Rance feel at home.

I didn't particularly care for him, though. For one thing, he was just a shade too good-looking. For another, he was also just a little bit too cocky. I tried hard to forgive him for replacing me at Koroba's hemmers. I really had no right to be jealous.

Or maybe I was acting protective. Was he good enough for Koroba?

But it wasn't my opinion that counted, in the end.

Tallia and Esyle cornered me, the morning after one of our gatherings. It had been a special occasion, and Langoret and Tomos had been there.

- "Rance propositioned Langoret." said Tallia.

- "Pardon? Wait - what?"

- "Koroba's boyfriend." said Esyle.

- "He what?"

- "He told Langoret that he was available, if she wanted him at her next hemmer."

- "WHAT?" I was absolutely incensed. That was completely beyond the pale. He had to know that Tomos and Langoret were ready to start a family. I was ready to go and beat the stuffing out of the little fucker myself.

- "He hit on me, too." said Tallia.

- "And me." said Esyle.

Koroba's boyfriend wasn't just a cocky little bastard. He was an ignorant son of a bitch, too. Too stupid to know that Tallia and Esyle didn't even have hemmers.

- "We can't invite him back."

- "She has to be told." said Tallia.

- "I'll ..." Shit. Koroba might not appreciate it, coming from me.

- "I'll tell her." said Isa.

I have no idea what Isa said to Koroba. She wouldn't tell me.

But Koroba asked to speak with me, about a week later. We met in my study. I poured her a sizeable glass of wine.

- "Might need the whole bottle." she said.

- "Can do."

- "Umm ..."

- "You don't have to say anything." I said.

- "Yeah - I do. I'm sorry, Cook.

- "There's nothing to be sorry about."

- "That's not how I felt. I dumped him right away. Well, first I beat the shit out of him; then I dumped him. But I wanted you to know ... I'm truly sorry. I didn't know ..."

- "How could you have known?"

- "It's just - you've all been so good to me. And I ... I brought that asshole into your house."

- "Esyle says that no harm was done. In fact, it's better this way. You found out what he was like, early enough to get out of it."

"You'll find someone better. Someone who deserves you."

- "I wanted someone like you." she said. "Younger, of course. Better-looking." Even at a time like this, she couldn't resist a little dig.

"But I wanted someone of my own, too. I just ... I wanted to matter, to somebody."

- "You do. Koroba - you're like family, to us."

Koroba eventually came to believe me - especially after Esyle, Tisucha, and Isa all told her the same thing.

***

TUDINO

She'd been avoiding me. After the victory parade, Tudino hosted a dinner for her company commanders. That meant that she wasn't shy about being seen in public.

But she didn't come to the party we held for Langoret and Tomos. When I invited Tudino to come over by herself, I received a reply from her aide, saying that the Colonel-General had already left for her estate.

Possible, but unlikely. Tudino would have come in person to say goodbye beforehand. Leaving quietly like this ... didn't feel right.

- "I didn't say or do anything stupid, did I? To offend Tudino?"

- "Not that I know of." said Esyle.

- "No." said Isa.

- "Believe me - if you'd done something especially stupid, I would've told you." said Koroba, with a sweet smile.

Tudino was dodging me. I couldn't figure out any other possibility.

So I sent her a message, to let her know that I would be coming to visit. We probably could've got there before the messenger did, but it seemed only fair to give Tudino a little bit of warning.

Isa, Koroba and I went on a journey. Tudino's home was two weeks away from the capital. Part of the way, at least, we could travel by boat. For the rest, my companions insisted that we walk - not march.

Tudino's estate was ... rustic. Okay, maybe rundown is a better word. She hadn't been home very often over the past decade.

To my surprise, when we knocked on the door, it was Tudino herself who opened it.

She let me kiss her on the cheek, and awkwardly embraced me with just her right arm - the left she kept behind her back. Then she hugged Isa with one arm as well.



The awkwardness didn't end there. Tudino was ill at ease, unusually nervous. She had the nanny bring out little Cook, our daughter.

Many small children would've been shy, faced with a room full of strangers (plus a relative stranger - me). But Cook immediately began talking, and then kept going. She didn't seem to need to stop to draw a breath.

Tudino apologized. "She's not normally like that."

- "Why don't you show me some of your estate?" I suggested.

- "Yes, you two go for a walk." said Isa. "Maybe young Cook can show me the house - or the garden. Which do you like better, Cook?"

I took advantage of the opportunity to hustle Tudino outside.

We walked for half a league, or so. She couldn't move quite so smoothly as she had before, since the wound to her foot at Kesmansha. But we weren't out here to cover ground.

Tudino was perfectly capable of companionable silence; it was one of the many things I liked about her. She didn't always feel the need to fill every moment with idle chatter.

But this silence was more than a little awkward.

- "You're going to have an estate of your own, aren't you?" she said, in a weak effort to talk about something other than the reason I had come to visit.

- "Are you happy here, Tudino?" I asked.

- "It's ... quiet. Peaceful."

- "Peace and quiet? Solitude and contemplation? I didn't know that you were interested in any of those things before."

- "People change." she said.

- "You're hiding." I said. "You're hiding from me, specifically."

- "Maybe we should go back." said Tudino. She wouldn't meet my eye.

- "I miss you." I said. "All of us do. But me most of all."

- "I -"

- "Little Cook will need tutors. Friends. She needs interaction, not isolation. Family."

"You're needed, too. Kanitz wants me to train the entire army. How am I supposed to do that without you? Langoret's on leave for the next four or five years - she and Tomos are going to breed themselves a platoon, or more ..."

- "I can't."

- "Of course you can. Votuda will make a great taskmaster, but I need someone with a personality. Someone the young recruits can look up to."

- "I can't."

- "You lost your hand, Tudino. Everyone knows. It's not going to be a surprise. People will look once, and then move on. Here - show me. Let me see." I held out my own hand.

- "Don't. Please, Cook. Don't make me." She resolutely kept her left arm behind her back.

- "I don't care -"

Wrong thing to say, apparently. Tudino turned, and started limping back towards her house.

I did care. I just didn't know how to reach out to her.

***

Somehow, though, Isa and Koroba did.

I played with little Cook, carrying her on my back, letting her steer by pulling on my hair, or tugging on my ears. I resisted the temptation to call her 'Cookie'.

Thankfully, she didn't look like me. She had her mother's raven hair and deep grey-green eyes, allied with a pleasant disposition.

While I entertained my daughter, Tudino talked to Isa and Koroba. All day, and all night. That was a good thing, actually, because after two full days of trying to keep up with Cook, I was falling asleep at the dinner table.

Finally, on our third day there, our hostess asked me a question.

- "Cook? Would you walk with me?"

We walked in silence, again - only this time it wasn't awkward: Tudino had something to say. She just needed time to come out with it. Somehow, though, I'd finally figured out what it was.

- "You were in hemmer." I said.

- "How -? Isa told you." She grit her teeth.

- "No. Isa would never do that. It came to me last night - you aren't avoiding anyone but me. You weren't worried about being seen in public. So it had to be something ... more private."

- "I was afraid." she admitted.

- "Of me?"

- "No - I was afraid that if you saw my stump, that you wouldn't ..." Tudino had courage; she looked me in the eye. "You wouldn't want me again."

- "Of course I want you. You seem to forget: I've already seen your stump. I changed your dressing on Peck's Hill. I saw you at the parade, as well."

- "Hemmer is different."

- "No. It doesn't change who you are. What you are."

- "We weren't ... in bed." she said.

- "Naked, you mean? Well, that wasn't going to happen anyway if you kept on avoiding me, hiding away out here in the country."

- "Cook - I'm serious."

- "Do you remember when we first met?" I asked.

- "Of course I do. At Tonol. You and Langoret came to see me."

- "Do you remember one of the first things you said to me?"

- "No - what?"

- "You shaved the shitty. That's what you said: 'You shaved the shitty.' You'd taken a bullet in the mouth, and you'd lost a few teeth. Do you remember?"

She tried not to smile, but failed. "I do."

- "You had a broken nose, a broken jaw, and more scars than I could count. Plus that silly bandage covering half of your face. And I thought - what a woman."

- "You did not."

- "I did. When your aide came running, at Feirlan ... I was terrified. I was afraid that you'd been killed."

"I'm not making light of the loss of your hand. But it's so much less ... severe, than what I feared. I thought you were dead, Tudino. I was afraid that I'd lost you."

Tudino didn't reply immediately. She did me the enormous courtesy of thinking about what I'd said.

- "Running away was a mistake." she said, softly. "Spending my hemmer alone ... brought back old memories. I should have faced my fears."

"I'm just ... an irrational person."

- "Most of us are. I am. But how can I prove to you that I'm not - repelled, by your injury - unless you show it to me?"

Tudino wore a piece of leather, like a bracer, over her left arm. It wasn't to simply cover the stump, or hide it from view. It was more for protection, because it was still tender and hyper-sensitive, and she didn't want to bump or scratch it.

She couldn't think of a better solution. Tudino slowly undid the laces with her right hand. She hesitated again.

- "I won't cry out, or run away screaming." I promised.

She slid off her bracer, and pulled back the sleeve of her shirt.

I'm no expert, though I've seen more amputees than I ever expected or wanted to. Tudino was exceptionally vulnerable at that moment; I could have ruined her life - or our relationship, at least - with a careless word. So I thought about what I was going to say.

"Boska did a nice job. The stitches are even, and the scar is straight. Looks good - not inflamed ... is it tender?" I reached out with a finger extended, to touch it ...

Tudino snatched her arm away.

"Is it sore?" I asked. "Does it hurt?"

- "No. Not that much. I just ... why would you want to touch it?"

- "Alright. Here's what I suggest: at your next hemmer, you can blindfold me, so that I can't see you. Or wait - you can tie me up, too. That way, I couldn't possibly-"

She elbowed me in the ribs. Hard. But she was laughing as she did it.

After she stopped, Tudino allowed me to help her put the bracer back on, and lace it up for her. Then she let me gently embrace her.

- "I'm sorry." she whispered.

- "Don't be."

- "I promise I'll talk to you, first, if I start to feel like this again."

***

Tudino agreed to help me with the training program.

Almost immediately, though, I discovered that it would be more complicated than I'd anticipated. Everyone had ideas about what we should be doing - and how we should be doing it. They all wanted to talk, but no one seemed to be all that interested in listening.

Kanitz wanted to reform the army, but without spending much money, if at all possible. The Queen wondered if we might have more public displays - perhaps a unit attached to the Palace Guard, who could drill on an open field just outside the city.

The Duchess of Cande wanted more spectacular uniforms. She'd also designed a cap (with ear flaps), which she thought should be standard wear for the whole army.

I remembered reading that Kutuzov and Wellington paid very little attention to uniforms. Tsar Alexander, on the other hand, loved parades and reviews. He claimed to have invented the Russian shako.

Frederick William III of Prussia was known as 'the military tailor'. In 1814, he refused to allow Yorck's Corps to participate in the victory parade because of their torn uniforms.

Personally, I would've preferred some sort of camouflage for my skirmishers. Or maybe an overcoat, with pockets. Warm, practical ...

But I understood that a colourful uniform was a source of pride. And for soldiers who are asked to stand in line, while enemies fire cannonballs at them, pride is very important.

One bright spot was being able to work with Tudino. Koroba could make me laugh; Isa was a wonderful companion, who also understood military matters. Tudino combined all of those features. And the more we worked together, the less self-conscious she was about her missing hand.

We discussed several ideas for signalling. If armies were going to become larger, then the General's job was going to be more difficult, unless she had a quicker, effective means of communicating.

- "Flags?" I knew about semaphore; it was simple, if time-consuming. I didn't want to introduce it, though, and spark curiosity about 'Pylosian customs'. Instead, I tried to let Isa and Tudino 'discover' the idea on their own.

Kanitz may have been right when she suggested that I was a lousy liar. But I could be a bit sneaky when I wanted to.

One of the other bright spots of the army training program was my monthly meeting with Kanitz and the Queen's representative on the Army Reform committee: her sister, Princess Maia Simonia.

***

THEMIS

- "You seem very happy." said Isa. We were walking home from the Palace.

- "He must be getting some sex on the side, that we don't know about." said Koroba.

She was just kidding. She knew very well that I wasn't. In fact, my only sexual partner now was Esyle, whose libido was no match for her sister's. We made love twice a week, or perhaps three times. She was a mother first, and a wife second.

I had hopes that Koroba would invite me to her next hemmer, but that was still many months away. Tudino, too - but that would be almost a year from now, if not more.

- "It's just ... a pleasure, to spend my day with friends. With capable, intelligent women that I genuinely like."

- "All of whom he's boinked. Except for Madze." said Koroba.

So she did know about Themis. I'd thought so, but I wasn't about to ask.

Themis was a major source of my good mood. She was competent, kind, and very quick to understand what Tudino and I were talking about. She didn't demand special treatment because of her rank; instead, she acted like just another member of the team.

And she smiled at me.

Themis could make my skin tingle, just by looking in my direction. When she smiled at me, I wished that I was just Lieutenant Cook again, at the siege of Tonol, sharing my tent with Ensign Themis.

A month after Isa's comment, Themis asked if I could stay for a moment, after our meeting. Kanitz and the others left the room, leaving us alone.

- "I do enjoy these meetings." said the Princess.

- "So do I. It's rare to have so many talented, dedicated people in the same room."

- "That's true. But I really meant that I enjoy them because you're here."

I'm sure that I blushed. "The same holds true for me." I said.

- "Cook - if I asked ... would you attend my next hemmer?"

I'd been waiting - without hoping, really - for her to say that. My knees went weak. I had to lean on Kanitz' desk.

- "Of course I will."

Themis smiled, and reached out to touch my hand.

- "We would have to be discreet." she said. "I would need to leave the Palace the moment I sensed my hemmer coming on. If ... if you're willing, I'll give you directions to the special retreat I've chosen."

- "I'll be there."

***

There was no question in my mind. I couldn't refuse another opportunity to be with Themis. She was incomparable.

Three months after our conversation, she passed me a note, with directions to a remote cottage in the hills close to the Western sea. 'Two weeks' she'd written, at the bottom.

I asked Kanitz for leave. She granted it without comment.

Koroba and Isa accompanied me. They both knew what I was doing - and they were equally capable of keeping a secret.

The location Themis had chosen was a royal hemmer lodge. It was situated on a hill overlooking the sea. The road wound up and around, through lovely forested slopes.

There were no soldiers on guard, on the lower part of the road. But as we came around a corner, we found a single person waiting for us.

Ishana. I had seen very little of her since the collapse of Iloni's conspiracy. But here she was, to guide us up the hill, by a narrow path. I understood the reason for her presence. Kanitz knew that I was meeting Themis.

After all of the assassination and kidnapping attempts, the Chancellor would never leave the Queen's sister unprotected. But this ... assignation had to be secret, if only to spare the Prince's feelings. So the fewer people who knew about it, the better.

Beautiful trees surrounded the property. The view was incredible. To our left, we could see out over the sea. To our right, we could see the road, winding its way up the hill. There were soldiers there; two full platoons, from what I could tell.

Ishana stopped, next to a large rock, with a smooth face.

- "You have to get over this." she said. "Then it's a straight climb to the cottage."

She gave me a boost, to help me up the rock, until I could reach a handhold. From atop the boulder, I looked back, and gave Isa and Koroba a little wave. They would be waiting for me when I returned.

It was odd, though, to approach the cottage alone.

Themis opened the door, before I'd even reached it - she'd seen me coming.

She was perhaps two days away from her full hemmer. I could smell it, and feel it. It was powerful, and tantalizing. Themis didn't say anything: she simply wrapped her arms around me, and held me close.

I just held onto her as well, breathing deeply.

- "I've waited for this for so long." she said, softly.

- "Me too." I croaked. I was having trouble finding my voice.

Just being here - with Themis in my arms - seemed so unreal. For so many years, I hadn't thought that it would ever - could ever come to pass.

She took my hand, and led me through the cottage. The furnishings were first class, but not especially opulent. Themis took me out the back door, to a green sward.

The first thing I noticed was the amazing view out over the sea. The second thing I saw was a tent. A two-person tent.

- "I thought we might ... sleep under the stars. If the weather permits." she said.

- "That ... brings back memories."

- "For me, too. My only regret is that we won't be able to bathe in the river again. There's a cistern here, but ... well, it's not quite the same."

- "You're here. That's all that matters."

Both of us were older. Not old, yet, but no longer in the first flush of adulthood. There was a bond between us, that years could never break, but for so much of the time since Tonol, we'd been apart.

We were a little awkward with each other, at first. Most of our recent conversations had been about military matters. But I hadn't come here, in secret, to discuss those things with her. Not now.

Naturally enough, I suppose, we began to reminisce, to remember our first encounter.

- "When I was told that I'd have an aide, I never expected you to be so beautiful." I told her.

- "Ha! You can say that, after seeing Kanitz and my sister?"

- "I'd met Kanitz. But she was the Chancellor - way over my head. I was a mere Lieutenant, remember? She wasn't about to be sharing a tent with me, either."

- "I'll never forget you teaching me to walk-run. I can still do it, you know."

- "I believe you."

She went back inside, to get a bottle of wine. We sat on a stone bench, overlooking the sea, and talked about Tonol. Themis asked me about Langoret, and about Tudino.

I must have had a lot to say.

- "You and Tudino have been intimate again." she said.

- "No. She's ... she was very self-conscious about the loss of her hand. We didn't ..."

- "I understand. But there's always next year."

- "Yes, I suppose so."

Tallia had pretended to not be jealous. Esyle had been willing to share me from day one. But Themis didn't have the slightest idea of what jealousy was. It was utterly foreign to her.

That was why she also asked me about Isa.

- "I like her very much. She seems like a perfect match for you." she said.

- "Oh?"

- "She's kind. Generous. Very intelligent. And she can discuss military matters with you. Very attractive, too."

- "In other words ... she's like you."

Themis smiled, sadly. Then she shook her head. "No, Cook. Isa is better. She's free to be with you."

"Sometimes, I wish that I could have been her."

***

The evening was a bit cool, so we went inside to sleep. I cradled Themis, and held her while she slept. Or rather, didn't sleep. We were both too keyed up.

- "This is so like Tonol." she said. "You lying me beside me, trying so hard not to touch me with your erection."

***

We were both tired, the next morning. She was still probably a whole day away from her full hemmer. I was hard, of course. But she wasn't ready.

So we prepared food together, and talked about our daughter. There was only so much that was new, and we were soon re-hashing old conversations.

- "We can talk about Tonola another time." said Themis. "You need rest."

- "I'm fine."

- "You are not. You barely slept a wink last night. Go lie down."

- "Can I sleep in the tent?" I asked.

She laughed. "That's an excellent idea. I'll ... I'll join you later."

Hard to sleep, after a promise like that. But she was right - I was exhausted. Somehow, my erection subsided - maybe it was because Themis was just out of my sensory range.

But I woke up immediately when she came to me. I think my nose picked up her scent just before my ears heard the tent flap rustle.

She slid in behind me, and gently wrapped her arm around me. I felt the pressure of her breasts against my back, and the warmth of her loins.

- "Soon." she whispered.

- "Just like Tonol."

- "Yes. I ... bathed. I know you like me ... fresh."

- "I like you any way."

- "I know you do." she said.

I turned to face her. I ran my fingers through her yellow hair, and looked deeply into her big brown eyes.

- "Stay." I whispered.

I slipped out of the tent, and went to the cistern. I poured cold water over my head, and washed.

When I returned to the tent, her scent nearly overpowered me.

- "I'm ... close."

- "I can tell." I said. "You have the most beautiful hemmer." I described what I could feel, and smell. I tried to explain how I felt, being with her at this moment. I also tried to remember what I'd experienced at Tonol, with her. It was almost impossible to put into words.

But I knew that the attempt to express it would help her. Westrons love sex; they especially love talking about it, since they have so few opportunities for physical pleasures. The preliminaries, as Kanitz would have said. Foreplay for Westrons.

It had that effect on Themis.

Just as I leaned over to kiss her, she reached for me. Her lips were soft, and moist. She opened them, to admit my probing tongue, which she met with her own.

The years seemed to melt away, as if we were back in our tent outside Tonol, embracing for the first time. On this occasion, though, we were less hesitant - and a little more impatient. Her hand collided with mine, as we both reached for each other's clothing at the same time.



Her skin was wonderful, warm and smooth. Her breasts were still full, though not so firm as they'd once been - not after four children. Her belly was more rounded, but not unpleasantly so.

- "Oh - I think ... I'm ready." she said.

- "Almost." I replied, as I kissed my way down to her knees, and began to work my way back up. She tugged at me, trying to pull me up, but I resisted.

Themis tangled her fingers in my hair, and pulled.

- "Please, Cook - you can do that later. I need you, now."

- "I don't want to hurt you."

- "You won't. I'm ready. So ready."

She was. Wet, and warm, and open for me. Our joining was a beautiful reunion. As I entered her, Themis slid her legs over my hips and wrapped them around me.

I must have groaned. The sensation was exquisite.

- "Hold still - for a moment." she said. "Let me enjoy ... having you inside me."

It was difficult. I wanted to plunge into her, to possess her entirely. Her hemmer was beginning to envelop me. But I had to keep my wits about me; she'd made it clear that she didn't want to fall pregnant this time. We would both have to be careful, and responsible.

"... waited so long." she mumbled.

- "You're worth the wait." I said. "You always were."

She smiled up at me. "Now, Cook. Now you can make love to me."

I did. I tried my very best to make the experience as magical and memorable for her as I possibly could. Our first coupling was slow, and tender, and wonderfully intimate.

Our second was more passionate, more animalistic, as I took her from behind, on her knees, plunging into her repeatedly until I spewed a torrent of semen all over her back and buttocks.

We rested for a little while, and then went out to see the stars, and the light of the moons reflected on the sea. We stood there naked, my arm about her waist, enjoying the view - and each other's company.

- "You're still a marvelous woman - if you had any doubts."

- "Thank you, kind sir." she said. "And you're still my gallant Lieutenant." She kissed me on the cheek. "You've never stopped being my champion."

We got a little silly, and lay down on the grass, where her hemmer continued to work its magic on me. On both of us, I suppose: she straddled me, and impaled herself on my erection.

I turned us around, so that she could see the sea as well as my face as she rode me. Themis fucked me until her knees grew sore, and then she asked me to take charge.

With her consent, I laid her on her back on the grass, and put her feet over my shoulders. It was mad, exhilarating ... and then over too soon. I pulled out, and shot my seed over her belly and breasts.

We clung together, afterwards, until Themis began to laugh.

- "What is it?" I asked.

- "Why is it, Cook, that when I'm with you, we need to bathe so often?"

She was 100% right: we were sweaty, and covered in grass stains and our fluids. I helped her to her feet, and we went to wash off.

- "Do you think it's warm enough?" she asked. "I'd really like to sleep in the tent."

- "We'll be fine."

Just in case, I got a blanket from the cottage. When I returned, Themis was arranging pillows for us, in the back of the tent. She was naked, at the peak of her hemmer, and to me, she looked every bit as lovely as she had at the siege of Tonol.

I told her so. Themis gently touched my cheek. She looked uncertain, as if she didn't know whether to smile - or to cry.

We kissed, and I drew her down beside me. Now I had time. We'd copulated three times; the urgency had been dealt with, the immediate needs satisfied. Now she let me caress her, slowly, with no hurry.

I kissed and suckled at her breasts, and brought her to a delightfully unexpected orgasm with my fingers alone.

Then I went down on her. I had world enough, and time. Nothing could interfere, or distract me, from giving my lover all of the pleasure I could.

After another orgasm, I put Themis on her side, and entered her from behind. Her juices were still flowing, and we enjoyed a long, comfortable coupling.

She fell asleep before me.

I stayed awake for a while, watching her sleep.

***

It rained that morning, which chased us back inside the cottage.

It was a nice enough place, I suppose. But we couldn't pretend, as we had, inside the tent, that we were back at Tonol.

Themis and I made a mess of preparing ourselves a meal.

- "Looks like we're both in the habit of having other people feed us." I said.

- "I don't care. I'm just so happy to be with you." She leaned against me, and wrapped an arm around my waist.

"It's been so long ... but now, everything seems fine."

I felt guilty, for a moment. Themis had been trapped in a political marriage - well, perhaps trapped was the wrong description. But it hadn't been completely her own choice. I had no idea how she and her consort got along - nor did I want to know.

Meanwhile, I'd been very active, with many lovers. I hadn't waited for her, or pined away. What purpose would that have served?

I'd been with Aneli and Avette, Oshide and Yehla, Kanitz and Tudino and Koroba ... and Tallia and Esyle. And Isa. I'd had wonderful sexual encounters, and I'd been in love - with several women, at the same time. I still didn't understand how that was possible.

My feelings for Themis were real; I just couldn't help wondering if I could have done more for her. But that was all in the past. Here and now, I could only try to make her happy.

We made love three more times, that day.

And then Themis' hemmer ended. Just like that.

***

We'd been expecting a full three days, I suppose. We were both caught off guard when she suddenly dried up, and her enticing aroma and aura simply vanished.

We cuddled some more, and tried to prolong the intimacy, the feeling of closeness, but ... it just wasn't there.

- "I love you." she said. "I always will."

- "You know that I feel the same."

She kissed me again, and pressed herself against me, trying to summon a last sensation of our bonding.

Then she let me go.

***

Isa and Koroba were waiting for me, with Ishana, at the foot of the big boulder. I slid down the rock face, on my heels and my ass. Ishana caught me, and braced my fall.

She led us back down the path - which was a hell of a lot harder to descend than to climb. Once back on the road, she stopped, and let us go on alone.

I caught Ishana's eye, and gave her the slightest of nods - she responded in kind.

Koroba was empathetic enough to leave me alone with my thoughts. She didn't say a word, all of that day.

Neither did Isa.

I had all day to think about Themis. We'd spent two days together: the first was wonderful, and the second ... less so.

She'd known it, too.

It wasn't just the sudden end to our sexual activity. We'd started to run out of things to talk about. We just didn't have as much in common anymore - and nothing like the great experience we'd shared at Tonol.

Perhaps that was a large part of it, for Themis. She'd had a grand adventure, when she first met me. It was vital, and exciting ... love in the midst of wartime.

Then she'd had to return to her life in the Palace. Political and dynastic responsibilities had to take precedence. There would be no more opportunities for 'adventures'.

Our romantic relationship was in the past. Our friendship, and our political-military collaboration, were the present. Those, and our daughter, Tonola.

We didn't really have a future. Neither of us had said a word about her next hemmer.

When it came to conversation, we could talk of military matters. We could discuss Tonola. Or, we could reminisce about the siege of Tonol, her unexpected hemmer, Colonel Storana, and all of the things that made that period in our lives seem so vibrant, and so important.

That was what we'd talked about, before making love, and while her hemmer was in full force. Themis was a beautiful, intelligent, and kind woman. But she was a part of my past - not my future.

- "You can't go back in time." I said, aloud.

- "Sometimes, no." said Isa. "I'm sorry, Cook."

- "Don't be."

*****
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Themis and I saw each other again, of course. We still met at least once a month, with Kanitz and Tudino, to discuss military matters.

Kanitz was mostly worried with keeping costs down. She wanted us to reform and improve the army, but only if we could do it on a budget. Themis understood the military needs better, but her main concern was keeping the peace on our little committee.

It struck me as odd, the first few times, that I could feel that I truly loved both Kanitz and Themis - without feeling the need to act upon it. We'd been lovers, and I would always treasure those experiences. I didn't have serious regrets, and didn't confuse myself with second guesses.

It is what it is, as Isa said. And You can't go back, as I could attest to.

Tudino, on the other hand, was very much part of my present. She understood, immediately, what I was hoping to achieve. We butted heads, several times - she was remarkably stubborn - but there was no one who shared my interest in technical details to such a degree.

We agreed on the need for more rifles.

- "The Crolians may learn to adapt to your skirmishing tactics -" she said.

- "They will."

- "But we can create a new advantage if we equip even more of our soldiers with rifles. Accuracy, range ..."

I wanted a shorter barrel - under 30 inches - so that it could be loaded from the prone position. When a riflewoman rested the piece (instead of firing from the shoulder, while standing or kneeling), her accuracy improved tremendously.

Tudino favoured a longer barrel, which could be fitted with a bayonet.

- "Without it, they'd be practically defenceless at close quarters!" she argued.

But she also championed several clever innovations, such as a scrolled trigger guard, which would ensure a firmer grip than if it were smooth.

We met with a number of the capital's better known gunsmiths - all males, of course - and sought their advice. They told us that it was possible to create standard features, so that different gunsmiths could produce rifles more easily. Those weapons would also be more durable, and more dependable.

I also convinced Kanitz that the rifle units could be issued with two sizes of ammunition: a larger ball, which had to be carefully loaded (a time-consuming procedure), and a smaller ball. The second type could be used when the barrel of the rifle became fouled, but it could also be loaded much more quickly, by simply dropping it into the barrel.

This technique was much, much faster. It sacrificed accuracy, but increased the rate of fire, so that the rifles could keep up with muskets.

I remembered a few things about the Baker rifle, the weapon issued to British rifle units during the Napoleonic era - especially to the famous 95th rifles. Every so often, I tried to nudge development towards that standard.

In the back of my mind, I wondered if it was possible to create a breech-loading rifle. It could be quicker to reload, and the loading could easily be done from the prone position. I just couldn't remember how to marry a breech-loader with black powder propellant.

In the end, I just planted the idea in the heads of our gunsmiths, and hoped that one or more of them might come up with something.

Tudino and I were in full agreement, though, about who to train.

- "Young officers." she said.

- "Young NCOs. Corporals and promising privates, who will probably be sergeants by the time the Crolians are ready to try again."

- "Yes."

- "You know, I really enjoy working with you." I told her.

- "You said that yesterday." she said, with a grin.

- "Well ... I really do."

***

Koroba didn't invite me to her next hemmer. Or the one after that. In both cases, she told me in advance that she wouldn't be asking me to join her.

- "I hope you don't mind." she said.

I had to laugh. I had no claim on Koroba.

- "You make me feel old." I said. "It's like I'm your grandfather, and you're asking my permission." I was all of 35 years old.

- "You're not my grandfather!" she said. "My weird great-uncle, maybe ..."

- "Oh, there's a nice image."

- "Seriously, Cook. You know what I'm doing. And why."

"You belong to Isa, and to Esyle. And Tudino has a claim on you, too. Not to mention the lady by the sea."

Koroba knew very well who I'd gone to meet, in the royal hemmer cottage.

- "That's over." I said.

- "Maybe. Even so, that leaves me fourth or fifth in line - " She held up a hand when I began to answer. "I know, I know - it's not like that."

"But I can still enjoy your company, even while I'm looking for a male of my own. And if I don't find him right away, that doesn't mean I should stop trying."

- "You have to kiss a few pigs to find a prize hog." I said. What I'd wanted to say, of course, was 'You have to kiss a lot of frogs before you find a Prince' - but she wouldn't have known that story.

- "Kissing pigs?" She made a face. "I don't want to know that much about your past."

***

Tudino, on the other hand, reserved me six months in advance.

- "I want you to come to my next hemmer." she blurted out.

- "Already? You can't possibly -"

- "Not now. I mean, when I am."

- "Are you sure?"

- "Of course I'm sure! We wouldn't be talking about it at all if I wasn't." she said. "Now, don't say anything to Esyle until I get a chance to ask her myself."

***

- "Tudino was here." Esyle told me, the very next night. "She asked if she could have you for her next hemmer. Very thoughtful of her. I said yes, of course."

- "Thank you."

- "I know how you feel about her. And -"

- "And?"

- "Nothing."

-"You were about to say something else."

- "Just ... that your circle seems to be shrinking. Are you alright? I worry about you."

- "My circle?"

Esyle nodded. "You don't stay over at the Palace anymore, so you haven't seen Kanitz for some time. Or Tallia."

- "That's ... more complicated, sweet."

- "I know. But you haven't been with Koroba, either. And you turned down Colonel Neslann."

- "She didn't ask directly. She just ... hinted." Truth be told, I didn't want to start something new with Neslann when I still hadn't figured out my old relationships.

- "Still. Now it's only Tudino and me. And Isa. Plus the Princess."

I couldn't hide my shock. "You knew?"

- "No. You've been very discreet. Tallia figured it out."

- "How?"

- "Maia Simonia wasn't in the Palace when the Queen went into hemmer." (Maia Matila was pregnant again)

"Tallia asked Kanitz where she was. The Chancellor was ... evasive. Tallia knew that you were travelling. She asked Kanitz straight out if you were with the Princess."

- "Esyle - it was the first time ... since Tonol. We came together before ... before you. I didn't know she was a Princess. And then, when I found out ... I didn't think that I could tell you - or Tallia, because ..."

- "Politics. And the Princess was married. I understand." she said. "I'm glad that you told me, though." Something about the way she said that struck me as odd.

- "Wait - you didn't know."

- "No. Kanitz wouldn't admit anything. Tallia just guessed."

Amazing.

- "How much do you want to know?"

- "Whatever you want to tell me." said Esyle. She was being honest, too. Where Tallia had concealed her jealousy, Esyle had none. While her sister was competitive, and possessive, she only wanted a piece of me. A share, as she and Tallia had agreed in the very beginning.

She was also a true Westron, in the sense that she loved hearing about, and talking about sex. She actually wanted to know about my other lovers.

Esyle sat, cross-legged, on our bed, as I told her the story of Ensign Themis, and Tonol.

- "You loved her."

- "Very much." I admitted. "But once I found out who she was, I knew that we couldn't be. For many reasons."

"Until she told me that, once she'd had two or three children, we could meet again."

- "She loves you." Esyle's lips were slightly parted. To her, I think, this was some sort of romance novel, or a drama vid - a story of star-crossed lovers. Never mind that one of the characters was her lover.

- "She loves what we were." I said. "We both understand that, now. We had a wonderful moment, in the past. But there's no future for us. And our memories might have been better off if we hadn't tried to recapture that past."

- "That's so sad."

- "Bittersweet might be a better word."

After a short silence, she asked "Are you going to tell Tallia? Or should I?"

- "What do you think would be best?"

- "I'll tell her." said Esyle.

- "Thank you."

- "May I ask you something else?"

- "Something you don't already know?"

- "We discussed it before. You know that I would like another child. And ... tonight would be a good time ..."

Esyle was more passionate than usual. She was always warm, and caring, more attentive to my pleasure than her own. But this night she was intense, and demanding, and just a little bit wilder than I'd ever seen her before.

I made myself a promise to start telling her more stories.

***

Meeting Tudino for her hemmer felt ... just right.

- "I was a fool." she said. "We should have been together last year. I'm sorry."

- "We're here now. You have no idea how happy I am that we are."

- "You're the only one I want. I feel so lucky to have found you - how could I push you away?"

- "You're not pushing me away now."

- "No."

Tudino had put on a little weight. There was an extra four ounces or so on her hips, and a few more ounces in her little breasts. She was still lean, almost thin, her body a combination of whipcord and muscle, covered over with an exotic collection of scars.

But I absolutely adored her proud nipples, and paid them extra attention with my lips and tongue. Tudino must have decided to shed her customary reticence: her right hand lifted the hem of my kilt, and slid under it, to find my erection. She stroked me, even as she moaned into my ear.

We were both impatient to be fully joined. But Tudino would only get warmer and wetter as her hemmer progressed. So I wrestled her to the ground, and proceeded to tease her mercilessly.

- "Are you going to -? Ah! Cook - come on. Don't ..."

By the time I fastened my lips to her pussy, Tudino was fit to be tied.

"Ah! How could I not remember ... this?"

Her first orgasm was remarkably intense. She was silent for a few moments, trying to catch her breath.

We made love twice after that. I noticed her stump - and that was all. Both couplings were wonderful, and satisfied me right down to my toes.

Tudino's missing arm didn't bother me at all. I don't mean that I paid it any extra attention; I don't share that particular fetish. But it was, I think, a distraction for Tudino.

The first time she rode me, she placed her right hand on my chest, for balance - then she didn't seem to know what to do with her shortened left. She ended up tucking it behind her back. I think that she forgot about it, then. I hope that she did.

We rested for a bit. Neither of us spoke of it. I didn't want to spoil her mood, if she was concerned about it. There would be plenty of time to speak about her stump afterwards.

But it came to the fore much sooner than that. For our third bout, Tudino chose doggy style - only she had trouble almost immediately. On her knees, facing away from me, she put her right hand down - and then had no idea what to do with her left arm.

Fortunately, I saw her awkward movements, and guessed what was happening. I quickly pulled her upright (though still on her knees). I wrapped my arm around her, to hold her steady.

- "Try this." I suggested. In this position, I couldn't enter her easily, but I could - and did - kiss her neck and shoulder, while my free hand toyed with her nipples, and then slipped lower, between her legs.

"We have choices. I can sit on the edge of the bed, and you can sit on my lap, facing away. Or, you can go back to your knees, but instead of trying to balance on one arm, you could lower your head and bury it in the pillow."

"Or I can just continue to play with you, like this."

- "Cook ..." That didn't sound like a complaint, or a protest. I carried on.

- "Would you prefer that I choose?"

I gave her a moment to decide. She didn't express a preference. So I moved us to the edge of the bed. Tudino let me manhandle her into position, which I took to mean that she wasn't unwilling.

With her sitting on my lap, I had both hands free to fondle and caress her. She tucked my erection back inside her.

We stayed like that for some time, until I brought her to orgasm with my fingers. After that, Tudino wanted to repay the favour. She began to squirm about, until she found the right angle to slide herself up and down on me.

Her movements sped up, and I began to feel a sense of urgency as well. I manhandled her back onto the bed.

- "Head down!" I remembered to remind her, just before I slammed into her from behind.

If Tudino was self-conscious about her stump at that point, I wasn't aware of it.

***

Maybe it was just as Esyle had said: my circle was shrinking. Maybe the quantity was diminishing, but I certainly couldn't complain about the quality.

Being with Tudino was so right. I wouldn't have traded her for anyone else.

She dozed for a while, and I took advantage of the opportunity to look at her face. She was absolutely one of a kind. Even before the first of her many wounds, I doubt that anyone would have considered her beautiful.

Yet I thought she was spectacular. I was rapidly revising my list of the most beautiful Westron women - and Tudino was in a class by herself.

Her eyes opened.

- "What are you doing?" she asked, a little groggily.

- "Admiring your face." I said, truthfully.

She shook her head.

- "Why do you say things like that?"

- "Because it's true. I wish I'd been intelligent enough to realize just how beautiful you are - much sooner."

- "What are you talking about?"

- "Just accept the compliment, Tudino. That's all you have to do."

She mumbled something that sounded like "... lost your mind".

We had something to eat, and drank a glass of wine.

"You know, I don't think that position is one of my favourites anymore." she said. "I mean, it was exciting, for ... part of it. But having my face buried in a pillow ..."

"I much preferred sitting on your lap. Could we ... try that again - only, with me facing you, this time?"

That would still leave me with both hands free, to tweak her nipples, fondle her breasts, or to knead the cheeks of her fabulous little ass and stroke her dorsal fur.

- "That sounds like a wonderful idea."

***

Four days. Four whole days. She nearly killed me.

***

It still struck me as odd, after all my years with Westron females, how ... cool they were, a few days after their hemmer was over.

No lingering glances, no frequent touching. In some ways, it was just as if Tudino and I hadn't had sex 14 or 15 times, only a few weeks ago.

On the other hand, Westrons were never shy about discussing their sex lives. Tudino talked to Isa about it, then Koroba, then Esyle. The cook at the Belere probably heard the whole story, too.

Tisucha must've been told every last detail, too. She gave me a nod of approval over breakfast.

What a place.

***

After a day of meetings with Kanitz, Themis and Tallia, I was ready to head home with Isa and Koroba.

- "Can you stay, for a moment?" Tallia asked.

- "Of course."

Kanitz and Themis had already left the room. Tallia opened the door, to admit ... Senau.

He met my eye, and half-nodded, half-bowed.

- "I'll be right outside." said Tallia. She squeezed Senau's hand. Then she slipped out the door, and closed it behind her.

I wondered how I'd ever considered Senau more feminine than Isa. He was obviously more male. Ex-male.

- "Thank you. For giving me a moment, General." he said.

- "How can I help you?" I asked. I tried to keep my voice even.

- "I wish to apologize to you, General Cook." he said. "For ... for disturbing your household. I realize that my presence has been ... difficult, for you, and for members of your family."

The words sounded rehearsed, yet Senau seemed to be having trouble getting them out anyway. He was sweating, too. Was I that intimidating?

- "There's no need to apologize, Senau. You haven't done anything wrong."

- "Nonetheless."

I didn't know what else to say. Apparently, he didn't either.

"I will ... take my leave, then." he said. Senau turned, and walked to the door.

Tallia let him out, and then came back in.

I was still trying to figure out what had just happened.

- "Thank you." she said. "For listening."

Something finally clicked. "Tallia - is Senau shy?"

- "You couldn't tell?" she said. "He was really nervous about speaking to you alone."

- "All this time, I thought he was aloof. Distant. Are you telling me he's just shy?"

- "Painfully."

All the years I'd known him, I'd thought of Senau as Captain Aloof, the Gloomy Presence. Shy and nervous?

- "Tallia - he didn't need to apologize. He hasn't done anything wrong. I mean - I know that better than anyone."

Senau had changed for Tallia. It wasn't something he'd chosen to do, any more than Isa had made a conscious decision to change for me.

- "I know that." she said.

And then I understood what Tallia was doing.

- "Your family haven't been very nice to him." I said.

Talley was a grumpy old coot at the best of times, but he could (and did) say some hurtful things - especially after a few drinks. Tisucha wasn't much better, unfortunately. She doted on Isa, and remained close to Esyle, while she ignored Senau and treated her other daughter to barely disguised looks of disapproval.

- "You haven't, either." she said.

- "What? Me? I've never said a harsh word."

- "You've never had to." said Tallia. "My parents do it all for you."

Damn.

- "I don't disapprove, Tallia. I can't honestly say that I ever liked Senau - even before his Change. He always struck me as distant, and gloomy."

"But I understand the two of you - nobody could understand you better than me."

- "I know, Cook. But you never went out of your way to make him feel at home, did you?"

I had to think about that for a moment.

"In fact," she said, "you were nicer to that asshole Rance."

She was right, of course. Still, I wanted to argue. To justify myself. Because Senau took you away from me. Even as I thought it, I realized how stupid that sounded. I had Isa. I had Esyle. And Tudino.

A few years ago, I'd also had Koroba, Kanitz, and a little piece of Themis.

Tallia had a piece of me. Senau was the only one who was all hers.

And neither of them had chosen that. The Change had decided, for Isa and me, just as it had for Tallia and Senau.

I didn't like being compared to Talley, either.

- "I'm sorry. You're ... you're right. I could've ..."

- "You're outgoing, and confident, Cook. He's not. You can be generous, and kind, and considerate, with everybody - and Senau can only be that way for me."

"When we were together, you took charge. That was fine - I loved you. I still do. But Senau needs me. I'm the one in charge. Yet my family treat him like he's guilty of some crime, even while -"

She didn't need to finish that sentence. Even while they fawn over Isa.

It wasn't Isa's fault. But it wasn't Senau's fault, either. I could have made it easier for him - and for Tallia.

I felt like a complete shit.

- "Does Esyle know about this?" I asked.

- "We've had a few good talks, lately." said Tallia. "I love my sister. She's very perceptive."



- "Did she know ... that we were going to have this talk?"

- "Did she know? It was her idea."

***

Esyle let me enjoy a good meal, and a drink after dinner. She wasn't about to raise the subject until I was ready - which meant that it was up to me to start the conversation.

- "Tallia asked to speak with me today. Privately. With Senau." I said.

- "I know. How did it go?"

I described the whole thing to her. She listened, nodding attentively. She didn't interrupt. When I finished, she gently took my hand.

- "Have we really been that bad, Esyle?" I asked.

- "I think so." she said. "Tallia and I had several long talks. After the last one - a week ago - we were both in tears. She opened my eyes to what we've been doing."

"We blame her for not coming home very often, for not acting like a member of the family - but we haven't treated her like one for a long time, now."

- "And Senau."

- "Yes. I've always thought of him as distant, too. It just never occurred to me that he might be shy. But it's understandable. How could he possibly compete with Isa?"

"You should speak to her, Cook."

- "Isa?"

- "She may know more about Senau than we do. And she could certainly help us to make Tallia and Senau feel more comfortable when they're here."

- "That's not the biggest issue, though, is it?" I said.

- "No. That's you and me. And then my parents."

- "How do you suggest that we handle them?"

- "You just help me with my Mother. She'll take care of my father."

- "I bet she will."

***

Tisucha spent many days at the Belere, helping to look after her grandchildren, while Talley most often stayed at their house, working on his maps.

When Esyle volunteered to go over and make supper for her father, Tisucha knew that something was in the air.

- "So you want me to stay here, is that it?"

- "Yes, please." said Esyle. "Cook and Isa would like to speak to you, Mother."

- "Alright." Curiosity won out over suspicion. Either that, or a night off from looking after Talley might have appealed to her. The moment Esyle left the room, with Koroba in tow, Tisucha was ready to begin.

"What's this about?"

I nodded to Isa. "Go ahead."

Isa and I had had a long talk about ... everything. Tallia, Senau, Esyle ... the family environment, the future ... everything. Some of the things she'd said came as revelations to me.

She'd readily agreed to help us improve the atmosphere in the Belere.

So she proceeded to describe, for Tisucha, what the Change felt like: the pain, the physical sensations, and the emotional transformation that went with it.

I'd heard it before, but it still moved me to hear what Isa had experienced - what she'd suffered - so that she could be with me.

- "You must know, then, that Senau went through the same thing. For Tallia."

- "Mmmph." Tisucha frowned. She couldn't help it.

- "Cook changed, too. Not physically, of course. But the Change always works both ways."

- "You know all about Westron hemmers." I said. She was a doctor, after all, as well as a wife and mother. "The female experiences it, but it affects the male equally powerfully. Well, the Penchen Change works on both partners."

- "But the effects aren't only physical." said Isa. "The bond that's created ... lasts well beyond the physical manifestations."

"I will never leave Cook." she said. Her hand opened for mine as I reached for it. "Never. You know this."

- "I know." said Tisucha. "Is this your way of telling me that Senau will never leave Tallia?"

- "Mother." I said (I really did think of her as my mother-in-law, in many ways). "I'm never going to leave Isa. We haven't told anyone this, except for Esyle. We ourselves didn't realize it until now - but if Isa had asked me to go with her - back to Penchen lands, or wherever - I would have seriously considered it."

That got Tisucha's attention.

"That's right." I continued. "It would have broken my heart to leave Esyle, the children, the army, everything ... if Isa had asked. But it would have killed me to be away from Isa. That's how powerful the Change is."

- "I would never have done that." said Isa. "I couldn't. It would have hurt Cook. It would have hurt Esyle - and that would have hurt Cook even more."

Tisucha was no fool. She was a very intelligent and perceptive woman.

- "You're saying that ... Tallia could have run off with Senau? That he never asked her to?"

- "He knew that her home, her family, were more important to her."

Tisucha didn't answer.

- "There's more." I said. "I didn't realize, until this week, that Senau isn't really aloof, or stand-offish. Distant, yes. But there's a reason for that."

- "He's really quite shy." said Isa. "That may be why we never became friends. I'm very outgoing. He isn't. Quite the opposite."

- "Yet he had the courage to speak me the other day." I said. I told Tisucha what Senau had said to me.

I can't say that Tisucha was wavering. But she was listening. She'd heard us.

"There's one more thing." I said. "Isa?"

- "It may be three years from now. Or four. It could be as long as seven years. But Senau will change for Tallia again."

"And if she bore a child before ..."

Tisucha loved her grandchildren. She adored her namesake, little Tisucha, but she also doted on Talley junior - and little Berand, Tallia's son by Senau. Who can get angry at a baby? Even while she frowned at Tallia, and ignored Senau, Tisucha cared for their child.

Now she contemplated the possibility of another grandchild. Of course she would love it. And care for it, and nurture it.

***

It didn't happen overnight, of course. Tisucha and her elder daughter had a private conversation, that went on for a very long time.

I can't say that Tisucha warmed to Senau - but she did thaw considerably.

Talley was still a bit of a dick, on occasion. He immediately heard about it, though, from the rest of us, so that he was left in no doubt that no one else shared his opinions. I have a feeling, too, that Tisucha gave him an earful, afterwards, because his comments grew fewer and farther between.

My life settled into a remarkable pattern. After the alarms and perils of the past decade, a little more predictable routine made for a pleasant change.

I worked on weapons and army reform, with a group of talented and intelligent women, Kanitz, Themis and Tallia foremost among them.

Tallia and I could smile at each other again, and share the warmth and support of our 'family'. Senau might never be loved, but he was more accepted, and the welcome we now extended to him was genuine.

Koroba remained a member of the extended family. I continued to enjoy her company, her irreverent sense of humour - and the fact that she was still watching my back.

But my life really revolved around three women. Esyle was my partner at home, the core of my family, and mother to Tallia's children as well as ours.

Tudino was my colleague, my friend, and my lover (once every year or so). Those intimate moments were still passionate and intense. We'd built an incredible degree of trust between the bedroom and the battlefield.

And Isa was my companion, my best friend. She could share in the most technical military discussions with Tudino and me; she could also provide me with an emotional sounding board, just as I did for her. She knew all of my secrets - including the Pylosian mystery, which Kanitz only guessed at.

I loved three women: one Westron, one hybrid and one Penchen. I hadn't exactly planned it that way, but there was a certain symmetry to it. Like a circle, as Esyle had suggested.

***

Some months after Tallia's reconciliation with her mother and sister, Isa and I had a brief conversation. Only a few words were spoken, but they stayed with me.

- "Isa," I said, "when you were talking to Tisucha about Senau ..."

- "Yes?"

- "You said that he would ... that in three years, or ..."

- "Or four, or seven ... that he would change again, for Tallia. Yes, I said that. He will."

- "And -"

- "Yes, Cook." she said. Her eyes were bright.

"Yes. I will change for you again."

*****

Thank you, for reading this far.

Thank you, too, if you've posted comments that were supportive, or criticism that was constructive, or if you sent me feedback privately. Those are the main reasons I continue to post stories on this site.

I've learned a great deal from you - about military matters, and writing, and human nature.

I wasn't fishing for compliments (I really do need to develop a thicker skin), but the outpouring of positive comments after Part 27 was quite astonishing, and very encouraging. Thank you all, very much.

My greatest thanks, however, are reserved for Alianath Iriad, who has been editing for me from the very beginning, and pointing out whenever I hit a false note (which was fairly often). Thank you, Iriad, for making this a much better story than it would have been.



THE END

There are bound to be many people who are unhappy with this ending. Feel free to imagine your own. Please trust me, though, when I say that if I had kept writing, that wouldn't have made the story any better.

I will submit a Part 32 - not a continuation, but an appendix, if you will, with added information about the story, including some of the feedback I received.






Westrons Pt. 32

WESTRONS APPENDICES

This is NOT a continuation of the story. Instead, because of the volume of feedback I've received, I decided to add some explanations, and reveal some of the influences which shaped the story. Also, with the permission of the readers, I'd like to share some of the feedback I got.

It's organized like this:

1- Influences / inspiration

2- the Tallia-Isa-Senau cycle

3 - Easter eggs (and other details you may not have noticed)

4- How I write (and why some things come out the way they do)

5 - Great feedback I received

1. INFLUENCES

As mentioned at the beginning of Chapter 3, one of my main influences for this story was H. Beam Piper's novel Lord Kalvan of Otherwhen (1965).

In a twist on the Mark Twain story A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court, Piper has a modern-day Pennsylvania state trooper inadvertently go through a time travel device, into a parallel universe.

He's still in Pennsylvania, only in a different world where the Aryan migrations went east, rather than west, and populated the Americas. The people are feudal, and polytheistic. Priests of one minor God have discovered the secret of gunpowder.

Basically, Piper's hero finds himself in the middle of a 30 Years war scenario. Kalvan proceeds to teach the underdogs how to make their own gunpowder, and leads their army. It's a great story, even if the protagonist was way too knowledgeable (about virtually everything).

So I wanted Cook to be a student of military history, and a good general. But he's no technician / engineer, and he's definitely politically naive. (Some readers disliked that; they wanted him to seize power in the kingdom. Hmmm ...)

I chose an 18th century earth approximate, with armies and tactics based on Frederick the Great. Cook would recognize these features, and could introduce Napoleonic and other innovations.

The second major influence was Ursula K. Leguin's The Left Hand of Darkness (1969). Briefly, an ambassador to another planet has to interact with aliens - humanoids, much like him, except that they have no gender.

Never mind political correctness and transgender pronouns - 1969, remember? Leguin was pointing how difficult it could be to speak to people, when you can't tell if they're male or female.

These aliens did reproduce by sex, when one partner went into heat (she called it kemmer - yes, I blatantly borrowed it). Only then did they manifest sexual characteristics, and they didn't necessarily know until that point which gender they would be.

Now, for the trans-haters, let me point out: these aliens didn't change from one gender to another - the change was from no gender to having one. They also didn't choose this change; it just happened to them.

I thought this was incredibly cool then, and I still, obviously, think so now. My Penchens are more than a little derivative.

The Westrons are my own invention: a female-dominated society, because their hemmers have such an impact on males as well as females. Once I'd decided that males could hardly resist a female in heat, it made it obvious that they couldn't be the army. So, an all-female army.

Other decisions flowed from there.

Jbro123 detected the flavours of Ender's Game and Harry Harrison's Stainless Steel Rat in Chapters 1 and 2. The first is not entirely coincidental; both are high praise, indeed.

2. TALLIA - ISA - SENAU

Tallia was originally going to be based on Louis-Alexandre Berthier - Napoleon's Marshal - perhaps the greatest Chief of Staff ever.

Not fit for a combat role, or for independent command, Berthier was famous for his organizational skills, and his ability to understand and carry out Napoleon's instructions.

I was especially struck by an episode in the 1796 Italian campaign; Napoleon took up with an opera singer, Madame Grassini, while Berthier fell in love with the Marquise Visconti. He adored her, and refused to give her up, even when Napoleon later arranged a marriage for Berthier with a Bavarian Princess. He negotiated with his mistress and his new wife to get them to accept each other.

Berthier was 15 years older than Napoleon; he was also short, ugly, and addicted to flamboyant uniforms. When I realized that because of their hemmers, the Westron army had to be all-female, Berthier had to be female. He began, very gradually, to morph into Tallia. Bit of a change, I agree.

This was meant to be a major plot sequence all along.

Many of my stories have a 'harem' aspect: the protagonist has sex with multiple partners. Hey, it's Literotica.

But Cook couldn't have a full-time harem, because Westron females only go into hemmer once a year (more or less). That made his relationships with the hybrids - Tallia, Esyle, and Kanitz - much more interesting. Many readers would be expecting one of those three to emerge as the 'main squeeze', so to speak.

Most of my stories feature plot twists and surprises. This one was meant to be no different. Kanitz warned Cook not to trust her; she also put her loyalty to the Queen ahead of him. I considered that fair warning to the readers.

Tallia had red flags, too. I thought they were fairly clear:

- sharing Cook with her sister was Tallia's idea. Very generous.

- yet when the two sisters were trying to get pregnant, Tallia was very competitive, and tried to monopolize Cook's time

- Tallia bore a child, but wanted nothing to do with raising it.

- she enjoyed her undoubted #1 status, when they were on campaign. She had Cook all to herself

- Cook came to her for sex, while still trying to work out how he felt about Isa's Change. Tallia got very angry with him

Too subtle? Cook himself said that jealousy 'isn't one of Tallia's failings'. He was wrong, though. She had difficulty accepting Isa. She understood immediately that Isa - whether she meant to or not, would be usurping Tallia's #1 rank.

She had to pretend not to be jealous, because that was the position she'd adopted.

Maybe I failed to explain that well enough.

Some readers didn't like Isa's Change. Again, she didn't go from male to female (not that there's anything wrong with that), but from no gender to suddenly having one.

Cook was the only person in the whole camp who thought that Isaal was more masculine than Senau. He was also the only person in camp who was neither Westron, Wole, or Penchen.

He didn't really understand what was going on - nobody did. But Isa's Change was a tremendous gift, a declaration of love.

Have you ever had someone tell you that they love you, for the first time? It's a magical moment.

Plus the Change works both ways. Just as a Westron female's hemmer affects the males (like Viagra on steroids), so does the Penchen Change affect the partner. If Cook had been Penchen, he would have changed to a male because Isa became a female.

She also changed to the most desirable form for him, as if she was drawing a blueprint for the perfect female from his head. How could Cook resist? Why would he?

Then, Senau changed for Tallia.

Avette went with another partner. Kanitz could certainly have other lovers. Okay, Tallia is different - I agree.

She had to face her own hypocrisy and guilt, and then worry about Cook being jealous. But how could she resist the Change? Senau transformed into her ideal man.

Cook didn't like him. Cook doesn't like many other males (except Tomos, Langoret' husband). But he has the common sense to realize right away that

a) he can't very well go with Isa, and forbid Tallia to be with Senau

b) Tallia is going to be suffering. She needs to know that he's not angry at her

He did the right thing, as far as I'm concerned.

My biggest mistake, I suppose, was not realizing how many of my readers belonged to the 'Loving Wives' comment crew (BTB, cuckold, etc.). Cook is allowed to have between 7 and 9 concubines, all of whom must be completely faithful to him? Sheesh.

Maybe my next endeavour will be to re-write the King Arthur story, complete with the Arthur-Guenevere-Lancelot triangle, and then post it in the Loving Wives section.

Cook is a little jealous - when Avette takes another partner, when Themis has to marry. He doesn't like Koroba's new boyfriend. But that just means that Cook is a human male, in an alien world.

He's trying to think like a Westron - and then like a Penchen. Of course he won't be successful all the time. Even he knows that he's an asshole sometimes.

Several readers were hurt that I 'put Tallia through the wringer'. I most certainly did. She and Cook learned some painful lessons - and most of the pain was hers.

I have mixed feelings about some of the comments I received about Tallia. I'm sorry that I hurt people's feelings, because they'd grown attached to the character.

On the other hand, how cool is that? People grew attached to a character in a story that I wrote. I love Tallia - but it's wonderful that other people care for her, too.

3. EASTER EGGS (or, did you notice ...?)

Part 1

Several readers asked me if I chose the main character's name because of Captain Cook. Partly. The real reasons: it sounds cool, and it's easy to type (a major consideration when you're going to be using it a few thousand times).

AFOTA is made up. It bears some resemblance to educational institutions that I attended, and to staff and students that I may have known.

Part 2

Some readers felt that Colonel Pelek's revenge on Cook was too extreme. I didn't. Pelek hates Cook, and wants him expelled. But he came to Cook's defence after the bar fight, because the other cadets went after Vanova - Cook's girlfriend.

For Pelek, going after a man's family is the lowest of the low - because it's his greatest fear. When he discovers that Cook was trying to deflower his daughter (Karpov didn't get caught), Pelek takes it as a vicious attack on himself, personally.

For fairly obvious reasons, Pelek can't have Cook murdered. But he can use connections to have Cook appointed to a diplomatic mission on a faraway planet ... if anyone ever checks (and why would they?), the answer would be 'Oops! Clerical error.'

Part 3

Somebody had to pick up on Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. If they sound at all familiar, it's because I borrowed them from Hamlet.

Cook learned a great deal aboard the Halygon, in Sleepread. That doesn't mean he knows how to repair a car, or deliver a baby. Or build a smelter and a rolling mill.

Part 4

The Woles were my invention. I had several uses for them, later on.

Maia Matila was (very) loosely based on Maria Theresa of Austria. She was attacked by France, Spain, Bavaria, and Prussia. Frederick the Great promised her husband that he would support her - and then was the first to backstab her.

She was a major figure of the War of the Austrian Succession (1740-48) and the Seven Years War (1756-1763). I've always been very interested in that period.

Her Chancellor was Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz. Does that ring any bells?

Rather than focus on the complicated (and sometimes confusing) diplomacy of the mid-1700s, I chose to stick more with Cook's military and personal adventures.

Parts 5-6

Tonol was a mild rip-off of the first major event of Napoleon Bonaparte's career. He distinguished himself at the siege of Toulon. That got him noticed.

There was a Marshal Brune - no resemblance to my General Brune.

Tudino was originally meant to be only a minor character. I twisted the name of Napoleon's marshal - Oudinot - because he was known to have been wounded in battle 34 times. That's not a typo - 34 times (artillery shells, sabers, and at least 12 bullets).

But I started to like the character of Tudino. Then I introduced her hemmer issues ... and she grew into a much bigger part of the story.

Tolkien is supposed to have said that he was always eager to get back to his writing, so that he could 'find out what his characters were doing'. Well, Tudino started stealing scenes, and from then on, there was no stopping her.

Part 7

Inhabers (owners of regiments) really existed. There are plenty of examples, from many periods of history, of private individuals raising troops to fight in a war. Aneli was my own creation - and a lot of fun. Her eventual betrayal was foreshadowed pretty early.

Parts 10-11

Limset is loosely based on the Battle of Auerstadt (1806), where Marshal Davout defeated a Prussian army twice the size of his own. It was a triumph of revolutionary French tactics; the Prussians stuck to their 50 year old Frederickian model, and got hammered.

Davout's handling of his Corps was exceptional. He was lucky, too.

He could have been reinforced, but Marshal Bernadotte refused to march to his aid. That was where I got the name for Berandot.

Parts 12-14

Some readers thought that Cook was an idiot for not arming himself better after the first or second assassination attempts. No, a dress sword is not particularly useful in a fight. But you can't wear a sabre or a cutlass to a royal wedding.

Part 15

The duel. Yes I've watched Ridley Scott's first movie: The Duellists. Several people picked up on that one.

Parts 19-20

The New Model Army I borrowed from Oliver Cromwell. I also hacked a few more names for the new Colonels. You can unscramble some: Votuda is Davout, Neslann = Lannes (I already had the bridge over the Danube in mind).

Yna = Ney. Semmana = Massena (I just never found a bigger part in the story for her)

Kesmansha is basically Austerlitz (1805), including Cook visiting the troops' fires the night before the battle.

Neslann's stunt at the bridge was based on Lannes & Murat. Several readers spotted that one immediately.

Rassbrook was partially based on Chancellorsville, from the U.S. Civil War.

The battlefield at Feirlan is basically Friedland (1807). The story of the battle, though, is different in many ways.

There may be more Easter Eggs. I can't remember where I hid them all. Feel free to let me know if you spot one.

4 - HOW I WRITE

- Dashes

Some readers don't like my use of dashes. Some get it:

BTW, I liked the dashes denoting a change of speakers. It's far better than some of the dialogue out there where you need a white board to track who's saying what. (BigDNC13)

You're not the first writer to use a dash to indicate a speaker. It's no wonder you learned it in grade school. James Joyce used a similar technique in his, ground breaking in the 1920's, novel Ulysses. He left out the quotation and most of the he/she said too. (oops_1234)

I also use dashes within the dialogue, because most people rarely speak in complete sentences. (or, if you have friends like mine, you never get to finish a sentence, because they cut you off)

- Waiting for the next chapter

I write quite a bit before I submit anything. That's to prevent me from submitting a total piece of crap (not that I haven't done that, anyway)

In my teens, I wrote a poem, late at night (just before going to sleep). It was awesome. I was going to be a poet. Or a lyricist. I couldn't wait to show it to my friends.

In the morning, when I re-read my magnum opus, I immediately crumpled it up and threw it away. Then I retrieved it from the waste-paper basket, took it outside, and burned it.

It was that bad.

Since then, I let a stories marinate for a while. Sometimes, when I'm writing Chapter 9, I realize that something in Chapter 4 needs to be changed. Or that Chapter 8 sucks, and needs a rewrite.

I've also saved myself from submitting three or four stories which were - frankly - quite bad. Not saying that all of my stories are good - but these would have immediately sunk to the bottom of the list.

There are several stories that I started, and never finished. I'm a reader, too, and it's awful when you find a great story ... that has been abandoned.

So I write quite a bit before I post the 1st chapter. Why not submit everything I have, then? Well, the marinating thing, and ... if I posted Chapter 9, you might have to wait a month for 10.

That's why I submit a new chapter as soon as the previous one is published. If the time in between chapters is more than 3 or 4 days, that might be because Literotica had a lot of submissions that week, or there was a contest that took priority.

- EDITING

I don't like reading stories riddled with errors, or where the author has obviously never seen the expression they're using in writing before. I have pet peeves, too. That's why I try to be careful with my proofreading.

I can't claim perfection - but I try to clean up as many mistakes as I can.

Westrons was the first story where I had an editor. Several, in fact, at the beginning, and one who stuck with me throughout. I can't thank Alianath Iriad enough. The story is far from perfect, but Iriad's advice made it significantly better.

- COMMENTS

It's also the first story where I made changes because of feedback from readers. Only a few, and they didn't change the tone or the plot - let's just say that they saved me from a few continuity errors.

Thank you for your constructive criticism. That, and words of encouragement are the main reasons while I post on this site.

Negative comments hurt, of course. 'You suck' is not very helpful. It's also not necessary (or polite), considering that the story is free. The vast majority of those, of course, are anonymous.

If you don't like it - don't read it.

My skin is getting a little thicker. But I think that I may just delete some of the more insulting ones. That way, when I go back to look at feedback ... if I don't like it, I don't have to read it.

5 - GREAT FEEDBACK

This story has received more comments, and more excellent feedback than anything else I've written. I had no idea, when I began, that so many people would like the historical and especially the military aspects.

Here are some of the best:

Free advice

I am a retired Infantry Colonel. My service took me from being a light infantry (para, air assault, and ranger) platoon leader to armored forces and ultimately to being a global planner. I know something of the politics of high command (as do you!) and have studied military history - mostly mid 18th century onward but with a hat tip to the ancients and to Asia.



Remembering that free advice is often worth what you pay for it, I would ...



1 - create the Light Division in a triangular structure - three brigades of three regiments. As I know you know well, for this kind of fighting, a standardized triangular structure with accompanying artillery can move in a column, attack from a column, form line of battle (as at Gettysburg or Cold Harbor) or form line of battle in echelon (as at Spotsylvania), or even echelon left or right. More importantly to light infantry, it can move in a coherent wedge or vee, two up one back or one up two back, as you did at small unit level at Limset. I can easily imagine cook with his little wooden soldiers explaining that to the queen, besides, standard structure makes logistics easier.



I think you have already decided who the Adjutant will be (in today's world she would be the operations officer) and at least two of the Brigadiers. On deployment, the Adjutant's sister should be the intelligence officer and/or chief engineer - Jackson's map maker.



I would add two special units - a less than regimental size "Guards" unit to secure and move the command post but more importantly to conduct special missions, distractions, and raids. And a group of messengers (lols, leopards? cheetahs?) scattered between the command posts to keep track of where they are, carry messages, run swiftly in the dark, etc.



2 - A Guards Division of three (small) brigades each of an infantry regiment and a (small) heavy artillery regiment. The Queen's Own. Rotate 60 days on "the duty," 60 days training, 60 days home leave or garrison. Keeps palace guards from getting fat and sloppy or political and gives the Queen an iron fist which could have story potential if she had to use the regiment in training to make a political move.



3 - give the nobles a bit of a break - pledge units for call up so they only train about 30 days a year - the yeomanry, if you will. Creates strategic depth and mobilization potential while consolidating the Queen's ready power in the standing army.



4 - I liked rewarding the solders with booty after the early battles but missed it at Limset - its important. And don't forget to invent the legion of honor.



Thanks for being charitable and reading my musings.



And a second message:

This is the old Colonel again

I almost never read long stories to the end - they die on the vine.



But you are an excellent story teller - short, tight chapters - excellent character development - your history is excellent - Jackson at Antietam - as is your depth of European culture and history - Shakespeare's Henry the night before Agincourt - and you understand politics.



But this is Literotica where too many would be novelists fail to keep the erotic bits interesting and by the time you get to chapter whatever you are turning pages and yawning - because the erotic bits have become pro forma fucking. Or vice- versa.





Readeral sent me this:



I'm a biologist so all this thing with the different species and the breeding seems a bit strange. I love the hemmer thing, it reminds me of the sexual cycles of the other mammals and the Penchens with the sexual transformation some kinds of fish. The clown fish (finding Nemo) if I remember correctly, are male and one of the school turns into female when it gets older and becomes the dominant female of the school.

I replied, and Readeral responded again:





My objection as a biologist have to do with the classical definition of species. Which is the inability to produce fertile descendants with other species. There are no living descendants when the species are much different genetically or they are sterile when the species are close (like a horse and a donkey that produce a mule)... Not to mention the differences of the DNA of the species of different planets and the number of the chromosomes etc. BUT hybrids are something that we find in Star Trek and probably other Sci-fi works and it is a nice thing and accepted in fiction so nobody should complain.



By the way did you name your hero Cook after the Explorer?

Many people wondered about that.

Readeral again, after I expressed the hope that my biological errors hadn't spoiled the story.

... the biological aspect didn't spoil the story for me or for anyone... Just imagine Star Trek without Spock! The only sci-fi writer, that I know, that mentioned the DNA differences between species is Douglas Adams. Arthur Dent travels around the galaxy by selling his rare human DNA.





We can call this next reader Bob:



I now have a series of flags that I use to decide whether to continue reading and you have managed to get past most of them without raising them. The main one being I want to read erotic stories and not porn fiction. I read somewhere on Literotica that sex should used to advance the plot, it shouldn't be the plot.



Your writing is easy to read and conversations are well written. I can't say I'm engrossed in the plot or the characters but it keeps me interested. I am impressed with the Westrons as a means for getting around my flag about harems. Most harem stories are not believable because.... (fill in the details).



My only suggestions (flags raised) are the Perfect Protagonist Syndrome, where the main character(s) is always right, talented, intelligent, attractive, big dicks and so on. Nearly every story on Literotica is like this. It makes the characters and the story a little flat if they don't develop or change or make mistakes. The second flag is the Serial Story Syndrome where a long story often meanders through the plot like a cow trail. Perhaps breaking it up into sub stories or arcs, each with their own plot, obstacles to overcome and climax and ending would help (perhaps even with different points of view). You have done this to a certain extent already (this not a major issue).





Bob again:














I wasn't planning on writing again but you generous response has led me to it.



Firstly I forgot a major plus of your plot. Your focus on and the detail about 18th century warfare. This separates it from everything else.



Secondly, Japanese light novels have their own genre for this story called "isekai" (trapped in another world). They usually have an "overpowered" protagonist (with superpowers, ho-hum). You have thankfully not gone down this path. To an extent he does have the power of knowledge, however I remember he deliberately chooses not to change the technology to save lives (wise move).



Thirdly, there are two problems (at least) with harem stories. The first is that it relies on the unlikely assumption that all women are happy with whatever they can get (or variations). Like I said, to an extent the nature of Westron sexuality resolves this problem however there is a bigger problem waiting. The more women the protagonist has hanging off him the less attention each female character gets and the less believable they become. To an extent you have reduced this problem by having Themis on hold and Kanitz and Esyle in the background and the Westrons part-time. But I wonder what's in it for Esyle and who is she anyway (for example). There are many times the protagonist explains Esyle and Tallia especially when they could do it better themselves.



This gets to my penultimate (wanted to use the word) point, about arcs. The first climax I recall was Tonol in "chapter" 6. The second was at Limset in chapter 11. Since then I think perhaps that opportunities for developing characters and plots have slipped by, they may have been mentioned in passing. Esyle and Tallia have babies with some rivalry and the protagonist seems totally detached from babies. Three new regiments with new commanders without conflict. The arrival of the Penchens with their own general who he doesn't seem to get to know or spend time with (waste of a non-female character). The arrival of five new regiments without conflict? All this seems to pass by the protagonist by without difficulty or effort. Tallia never disagrees with him nor does anyone else. I understand where the story is heading but it doesn't have to get there without incident.





Let's call this reader The Colonel (he was the first Colonel to send me feedback). The comments are long, but if you like military history, they're incredible.

I'm a retired infantry officer and lifelong history junkie. I've read several thousand SOL stories over the past decade+, but rarely communicate. When I do it is always via feedback . . . public comment strings generally make me despair for the future of human civility, though SOL is much better than most.



I think I understand the writer-reader contract: The writer writes what he/she wants and, at the end of the day, is the only one who has to be happy with it. Readers read, or don't. We have no right to expect the writer to write to please our preferences.



Still, with that as prelude, I had some observations that have the value of all unsolicited commentary . . . little or none.



I own a dozen or so black powder weapons -- Flintlocks, percussion, and some of the early black powder cartridge military weapons.



--My smoothbore British Brown Bess is a replica of the "assault rifle" of its day, serving the British and other armies for most of a century -- the basic musket of the American Revolution and the weapons carried by the Mexican soldiers when they overran the Alamo. What I have found is that, applying modern marksmanship training (breathing, trigger control, sight alignment, cheek weld, etc.) I can hit a 12"x12" pine board pretty much every time at 50 yards. That said, that is without the distractions of linear-style combat, the noise, the clouds of dust and smoke, the death, etc.



You clearly have read on the period. What I have taken from my reading is that much of the poor quality of smoothbore musketry was due to:



-- Inconsistent weapons manufacture -- as hand crafted vs. machine produced weapons, a bore might vary significantly from maker to maker,



--Inconsistent ammunition production -- a .75 caliber ball might vary from anything like .60 to .80 caliber depending on the producer or the quality of handmade soldier-carried molds. Also, even a perfect caliber ball was deformed by the ramming process so just about every round fired was a least slightly different from every other ball that weapon ever fired.



--Inconsistently produced musket barrels coupled with inconsistently produced bullets meant that, on occasion, the bullet size and barrel diameter were so out of synch that the bullet would almost literally rattle around the barrel on its way out.



--Lack of training: I think this is the biggest factor (and something which plagued the U.S. Army up to WWI) due largely to the expense of powder and lead -- I suspect a regiment that had access to significant supplies of powder and bullets would have been hell to face on an 18th century battlefield.



--Lack of trained trainers -- If your Army is apathetic toward marksmanship training, then your principal trainers are likely to be poor marksmen themselves, so it's pretty much garbage-in-garbage-out. Oddly, we had a lot of this problem in the M16 era. When I got tasked to qualify my brigade -- 3600 troops -- on rifle and pistol, I took a week to run my NCOs thru marksmanship training and found their lack of expertise disturbing,



--Low expectations -- A quality military smoothbore musket in the hands of a well-trained soldier using precisely produced powder and shot would probably be deadly at 50 meters. But that kind of accuracy and lethality was not the norm and, ergo, when marksmanship was poor, the officers (who in most 18th century armies were not professionally produced soldiers) simply said: "Well, of course. Everyone knows these things aren't accurate." With those expectations, why go to the time, expense, and frustration to do better. Oddly, I ran into this a lot when qualifying soldiers on the M1911 .45 ACP. "Everyone" knows you can't hit anything with these. Really? So, with trained trainers, good pre-marksmanship training, and training ammo, I qualified every soldier (almost 1000) I was given. Some took two tries, but it was not the weapon, it was the low expectations that led to little investment in trying to do better.



--Soldier health and nutrition -- Wellington rather famously referred to his soldiers as "the scum of the earth", largely due to the population they were drawn from -- men who probably spent most of their youth half-starved and semi-poisoned by bad food and water. Certainly a soldier with that physical history is less likely to effectively wield a 6-10 pound musket. As you describe it, I think the Westron Army does not have this problem.



--Finally, black powder is not clean burning. The large clouds of muzzle smoke make that obvious. What is less obvious unless you've fired them is that unburned powder and residue build up on the barrel until, at some point, it is so "fouled" (in the terminology of the day) that you'd almost have to use a hammer to drive a bullet into the barrel. That, plus the low expectations of musket accuracy, is why the British (and the other armies of the day) put a higher priority on bayonet training.



It sounds like the Westrons could address most of this.



Rifles:

--Presumably Cook's study included the value of the "Minie" bullet design vs. the round ball in rifles. The round ball will be much more accurate from a rifled, but the hollow-based "Minie" was a true innovation for three reasons: 1) The hollow-base would expand from the black powder pressure after detonation and grip the rifling giving a more reliable stabilizing spin than you got with round balls, 2) Because they, essentially got larger when fired, Minies could be made at a diameter to more easily slide down the barrel, reducing deformation and being more resistant to barrel fouling problems. To reliably use the rifling, round balls had to be a bit oversize so they were somewhat deformed when driven down the barrel by ramming...military muzzle loading rifle and smoothbore ammunition did not include wrapping the ball with a patch, and, 3) The shape of the Minie made it more accurate over a longer range as the bullet tended to retain velocity better than round balls.



--18th Century armies placed great value on volume of fire -- rounds fired per minute. That fits with the low expectations of accuracy -- obviously, one antidote to low hit probability per round fired is to fire more rounds. In the Napoleonic wars, the British were famous for being able to produce a higher rate of fire than the French. Whether rifle or musket, while there was a manual of arms for loading while prone, it was hell to do. Even loading while kneeling was a beast. So most soldiers would stand to re-load, even if they fired from a prone or kneeling position. That made them, as least for 15-30 seconds (depending on the soldier's training and skill) more visible and vulnerable. Breech loading rifles of the Civil War era -- added to the earlier developed "open order" and skirmishing tactics of British rifle regiments, German Jaegers, and French rifle regiments, produced the first thing that looked like modern infantry. The earlier missed opportunity (and something Cook probably would have come across in his study) was the British Ferguson Rifle, a very innovative but simple, sturdy breech loading flintlock design that was not hard to produce with 18th century technology. Perhaps if an American rifleman hadn't killed him at the Kings Mountain during the American Revolution, Major Ferguson might have been able to champion his invention more widely (he did equip a unit with them). But the Brits were very resistant to change, so his rifle died with him. Certainly, as you describe it, Weston technology could produce the Ferguson. Its value in wet weather (not impervious to it, but much better than a standard flintlock) would come as a shock to an enemy, and the rate of fire (and its ability to be loaded while prone) could be decisive.



Oh well . . .

I caveat all my feedback with: I neither request nor expect a reply, but I don't do anonymous comment, so I have included my e-mail address as a form of accountability.

The Colonel again

I never expect authors to reply, but I am always delighted when one does . . . And as a lifelong reader, I enjoy the insights in to the writing process.

I think your knowledge of weapons and tactics (to the extent it ever matters what I think) is more than adequate to drive the story your writing. It certainly doesn't detract or distract my enjoyment of it.

The Thank You: I had immediately thought about Cook introducing mass production, but I was very glad to see you resist it, and the humanitarian element of his thinking is, I believe, very much in keeping with the ethics of the man you've described.

Of course, I think you could have it both ways, I.e., when it comes to the 19th century revolution in manufacturing, "mass production" and "assembly line production" are not automatically synonymous.

Assembly line production produced consistent quality — regardless of the resources on hand — if you only had steel for 50 rifles/muskets, you still produced 50 very consistent quality rifles/muskets. What assembly line production permitted (frankly, almost screamed for) was massive up scaling. If you had the steel (and the wood and brass in the earlier days) for 10,000 rifles/muskets, you just added more assembly lines to the factory. For weapons, massive production expansion required massive improvements in steel production. In Westron's case, you could develop an assembly line process to improve quality of production, but the planet could have a very severe shortage of some component of steel production — for example, make coal a relatively rare mineral — which means MASS production of things requiring steel would always be constrained. As a side note, a lot of 17th-early-18th Century artillery was brass, so you could still have artillery, but there would be limits to caliber . . . I spent a summer on a Civil War 12-pound Napoleon crew at Kennesaw Mountain National Park...an absolutely beautiful brass gun.

With regard to the Minie. My take on military technology is that most major advancements are driven by two things (and, remember, at their heart, professional militaries are very pragmatic):

1) A gap between battlefield needs/opportunities and current capabilities drives thinking to fill the gap. Perhaps one of the best examples is that of naval gunnery. As long as ship-to-ship combat was at eyeball range via broadsides, advances were more incremental. Even then, the problem of a gun platform moving in 3 dimensions (vertically, horizontally, and time) shooting at a target moving in the same 3 dimensions was an issue — hence the term you see in just about every Napoleonic navy novel: "Fire on the up roll." As industry produced larger and larger (some of the last muzzle loading naval guns produced in the Civil War were HUGE), more accurate, rifled, breech-loading naval guns, broadside warfare became suicidal. But the 3 dimensions issue became almost insurmountable at the ranges the new guns could reach. Solving that problem took a hell of a lot of new math and never really got solved usefully until very late in the 19th century (in time for WW1 and Jutland) and was still an issue into WW2 when early computers and radar came into play.

2) You have a new toy — in this case rifles, which every modern nation began adopting after the Napoleonic War — and you have thinkers who have to think about something, so they think about how can I make this new toy better. If rifles had come into vogue en masse in 1750, I suspect someone would have come up with the Minie within a decade or so. Rifles became the next great thing only at the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars, and a Minie style design was being dabbled with at least as early as about 1830 . . . 15 years after Waterloo.

As you suspected, the Minie was in use in the Crimean War. An unexpected side effect of its adoption was that — whereas round balls tended to stay in the body and often move in unusual directions after impact — the shape and stability of the Minie tended to produce relatively straightforward thru-and-thru wounds that were more treatable if they weren't immediately lethal, e.g., head shot or heart. BUT, there is a huge asterisk there: Round ball or Minie, you are still hitting a soft body with a large chunk of soft lead. The round ball would deform more than a Minie, but if either hit a bone, it shattered, and if a major artery was hit, the bleeding was massive. Don't know what the state of Westron battlefield medicine is, but Cook could make a huge impact if they don't have anesthetic by pushing them to look for one. Despite the movies, ether/chloroform was well understood and almost universally used in the Civil War . . . Most surgeries were, in fact, performed under anesthetic. In major battles, the supply of anesthetic might be exhausted and then the surgery was every bit as horrible as advertised.

One other thought: Rate of fire. If limited Westron production was able to produce say, 200 Fergusons:

— A VERY well trained Ferguson rifleman (loading from the prone, covered and concealed) could fire 10 aimed shots a minute. An average Ferguson rifleman could fire 6 aimed shots a minute.

— A VERY well trained Brown Bess soldier could load and fire 6 shots (probably unaimed — rifle to shoulder, pull trigger) a minute. The goal routinely achieved by the British army was 3 shots per minute. French was about 2 shots, which the Brits thought gave them a significant edge over the French. For all the reasons mentioned in the first email, rate of fire was emphasized more than accurate fire.



—So, a Regiment of Ferguson riflemen (or, in Westron's case, riflewomen) would have the fire power of anywhere from 2-3 Regiments of their enemies. It's why a relative handful of Buford's Union Cavalry, armed with Spencer repeating carbines, was able to stack up several Confederate divisions for most of the morning the first day at Gettysburg — certainly one of the decisive moments of that battle.

I know you intend the use the Westron's limited rifles in more open order battle than in massed regiments (although, as you probably know, the open order/skirmishers ultimately fell into the main lines of battle for the decisive phase of a fight), but even that use would mean that 200 skirmishers — fighting from cover and concealment as available and from a more accurate supported firing position — would be throwing a volume of AIMED fire almost equivalent to that of a smoothbore, muzzle loading regiment. And, with respect to rounds-hitting-targets, that amount of aimed rifle fire could be the equivalent of 5-10 regiments of muzzle loading musket infantry. The 2 regiments of sharpshooters Hiram Berdan raised for the Union Army, required a demonstration of rifle marksmanship to become a member of the one of the Regiments. They were often used as skirmishers, snipers, and were also, if needs demanded, put in the line. On the second day at Gettysburg one of these regiments (by 1863, far fewer than the 1000 men they started the war with) was able to delay Longstreet's entire attack before being driven back by sheer numbers. The Sharpshooters — like the British rifle units of the Napoleonic era — wore green uniforms which, of course, functioned as camouflage for skirmishing. Further, Berdan's uniforms had black vs. brass buttons (no shine) and the large gold NCO chevrons were died green, again reducing their visibility. Bernard Cornwell's Richard Sharpe novels — in the novels, Sharpe commands a company of British riflemen — almost always include details about their use of the Baker Rifle (which was short enough to be effectively loaded while prone) in open order battle.

A very old military saying to which I strongly adhere is: Amateurs study tactics, Professionals study logistics. In your wargaming experience, I suspect most, perhaps all, of the strategy is related to logistics. One of the reasons the Union chief of ordnance opposed repeating rifles was his concern that he would not be able to supply enough ammunition to keep them fed. It's the three dimensional chess aspect of military operations that, I think, so fascinates people.

I do have to say that, after leading soldiers in the field, the think I liked most about my military service was the problem solving on the run aspect of it.

Apologies for another long sermon.

At that point, I asked the Colonel if could share his emails with other readers

If you think my observations might be helpful you are free to use them in any way you wish. I should have added the caveat that, while I have be a student of military history for almost XX years now (God, I'm getting old), I am very much aware that others who are equally familiar with the material have drawn different conclusions.

With regard to the Ferguson and fouling. In my experience, any weapon using loose black powder (as opposed to black powder cartridge weapons that predominated in the U.S. military from after the Civil War to the conclusion of the Spanish American War) will eventually become little more than clubs until cleaned . . . Which could not be done while in actual combat. In the Ferguson's case two things worked in its favor with regard to fouling:

1--The threads for screwing/unscrewing the action for loading were VERY coarse — requiring only 3 turns to open/close. Coarse threads are much less susceptible to fouling, in part because they permit more torque to be applied to the action without fear of stripping the threads.

2—Once the action was open, the lead projectile was inserted at the rear of the barrel . . . It didn't have to be driven down the increasingly fouled barrel as would be the case with muzzleloaders. While accuracy would be degraded as the weapon got dirtier during prolonged firing, the pressure of the detonating black powder would still be able to force the projectile thru the barrel.

With regard to gunsmithing (if you haven't been and get a chance to visit Harpers Ferry, you should do it. They have a great display of rifle manufacturing equipment):

—Clearly, with a new design, the first few would be slower to produce. As the gunsmith's became more experienced, production would speed up.

—The Westrons are already building muskets and seem familiar with the concept of rifles, so they already have mastered how to bore holes thru blank barrels. To the extent they have already standardized the barrel drills to produce consistent diameter barrels and are familiar with producing rifled barrels, they are already well on their way. Gunsmith apprentices (which, given your description of Westron, I've assumed their craftsmen and women use an apprentice system) would probably handle a lot of the work and they would probably adapt any parts they already produce (locks, screws, stocks & stock hardware, etc.) for the current weapons to build a new type weapon. The screw in breech — something entirely new — would be the challenge, but 17th century British gun makers were able to to it, so I would think a Westron gunsmith given the basic idea and a few paper sketches, could take it from there.

For some reason I'd forgotten about it, but you might want to take a look at the U.S. M1819 Hall breech loading rifle. An even simpler design than the Ferguson. But even if you went with something like Sharpe's Baker rifle (probably the easiest rifle for Westron gunsmiths using their existing tools and processes), if they are well produced, put in the hands of well trained riflewomen firing quality ammunition, and well trained in open order tactics — it would be revolutionary for Westron warfare.

As I see it, all the detail (particularly the technical stuff) may be valuable for you so you don't write yourself into too many corners, but I don't think your readers would need much if any of it to be captured by an already captivating storyline. Even with the background I have on some of this, if — for example — you decided you wanted to produce the Ferguson and wrote: "It was arranged for me to sit down with two Westron gunsmiths and I described my ideas about a new rifle that would permit loading the barrel from the rear by means of a large screw that could be screwed open for loading, then screwed closed for firing. They scratched their heads a bit, but seemed excited by the possibilities and promised to provide me some models in 4 weeks." For me, as a reader, that's all the detail I'd need.

Something to consider with 17th/18th century rifle units fighting as skirmishers (I.e., open order) regardless of what rifle you put in their hands (if not the Ferguson, perhaps the Baker?). Whereas the line infantry units standing shoulder to shoulder fired thousands and thousands of unaimed rounds into what quickly became almost a wall of smoke and dust, until they fell back into the line (or, in the attack, the line caught up with them), they only fired when they had a target. So the number of rounds they might fire in a given action (and the resulting fouling) would almost always be much lower than that fired by their sister line regiments I the same action. Of course, if they are being presented with massed enemy regiments within range, they probably would be firing at near their max rate of fire, BUT, unlike the line regiments, every one of their rounds would be aimed and — assuming good marksmanship training — every one of their rounds would have a much higher likelihood of hitting something of value . . . Even today, most small arms ammunition fired serves only to prove that gravity works. Skilled 17th/18th century riflemen (if well trained) were much more akin to snipers than to regular line infantry — not just in the weapon they wielded — but in their use of cover, concealment, and individual fire and movement to reduce their vulnerability to return fire.

Here are a series of Civil War art depicting Berdan's Sharpshooters (the first is one hanging on my wall in my library . . . The Doghouse as my wife calls it). These are what I immediately thought of when you had Cook talking about Westron rifle units used in open order tactics. There is no way, with the technology of the day, that line regiments using muzzle loading smoothbore could fight like this . . . If they did, they couldn't mass enough fire at their slow rate of reloading to avoid being overrun by massed regiments.

Notice also that they are all firing with "support", I.e., resting their rifles on rocks, trees, their knees (when kneeling), or with the rifle steadily supported by a forearm resting on the ground when in the prone position. The least accurate firing position is the "offhand" position, I.e., standing with the rifle fully extended from the shoulder and the full weight of the weapon supported only by the stretched out forearm of the weakest arm. This is the position required by the tactics of 17th/18th century regimental line units.

Why wouldn't the Crolians just copy the Westrons? I think you've already alluded to some of why that might not happen when you note the resistance to some of Cook's ideas (and to Cook himself as a regimental commander) by other Westron military leaders — inherent technological and tactical conservatism. In that regard, Westron and the Crolians are very much in line with their 17th/18th Century earth counterparts. Ferguson demonstrated his rifle to the King who was very impressed and ordered it to be looked at, but even with that, all Ferguson could get was the temporary assignment of 160 men due to the military's distrust of this new idea. When Ferguson was killed in battle, his rifle was immediately discarded. Very often the reaction of pre-modern militaries to battlefield failure was to ascribe it to poor leadership, cowardly soldiers, bad luck, or not doing a good enough job of adhering to current doctrine, I.e., it's not that the enemy has come up with a game-changing innovation, we just aren't doing what we do well enough, so go do the same thing, just do it better this time. It would not be at all a stretch to posit the Crolians as being of that mindset. Remember, even with the experience of WW1 and watching the German blitzkrieg roll over Poland, the U.S. didn't disband it's last horse cavalry units until 1942.

The quality of powder would be, I think, especially important for riflewomen and artillery. In some respects, as long as the powder was sufficient to push a ball at least 50 yards out of the barrel of a muzzle loading smoothbore, it would probably be sufficient for the line infantry of the day. But if you want to take advantage of rifles, consistent, good quality powder is critical. Powder quality would be mostly a function of: A proven formula of ingredients, consistent adherence to the formula during mixing, good record keeping (date of production driving use of oldest powder first), and good storage (in the short term that's mostly keeping it dry, if stored long term, consistent temps are important).

Remember also, 17th/18th Century armies used pre-made (or soldier made in the field using specific tools), paper wrapped, individual rounds of ammo. If they carried a powder horn, it was to prime the pan under the frizzen (the frizzen being the hinged steel cover the flint in the hammer hit, driving a spark into the pan which then ignited and, thru a hole in the pan, then ignited the main charge in the barrel). So, even the best powder could be overcome if the factories/shops that produce the ammunition don't store it properly.

I used Buford's cavalry at Gettysburg only as an example of how a superior rate of fire by a relatively open order force could severely damage regular line regiments. For your purposes, the better example might be the Berdan Sharpshooter Regiment (which would have been fighting much like the pictures provided, above) opposing Longstreet on day 2 of Gettysburg. Still single shot rifles, but they were breech loading, percussion sharps rifles, which had a much higher rate of fire than the muzzle loading Springfield and Enfield rifles in the hands of the opposing line regiments. And the Sharpshooters were very well trained (and by 1863, experienced) riflemen.

You have no idea how much I am enjoying this, thank you.

The Colonel also sent me this:

Source: https://armourersbench.com/2018/10/15/the-ferguson-rifle

"An account of the demonstration was published in a number of publications including The Gentleman's Magazine and the Annual Register, a yearly almanac of notable events:

"under the disadvantages of heavy rain and a high wind, performed the following four things, none of which had ever been accomplished with any other small arms. 1st, He fired during four or five minute at a target, at 200 yards distance, at the rate of four shots each minute. 2dly(sic), He fired six shots in one minute. 3dly, He fired four times per minute advancing at the same time at the rate of four miles in the hour. 4thly, He poured a bottle of water into the pan and barrel of the piece when loaded, so as to wet every grain of the powder, and in less than half a minute fired her as well as ever, without extracting the ball. [This suggests that Ferguson cleared the sodden powder from the pan and re-primed, with the ball protecting the powder behind it.] He also hit the bull's eye at 100 yards, lying with his back on the ground; and, notwithstanding the unequalness of the wind and wetness of the weather, he only missed the target three times during the whole course of the experiments."

The demonstration had a dramatic effect, Lord Townsend, the Master General of Ordnance, directed that 100 rifles should be produced and that Ferguson was to oversee their production. Up until this point Captain Ferguson had paid for all of the testing and development of the rifle himself. Now four Birmingham gun makers were contracted by the Board of Ordnance to produce 25 rifles each, these companies were: William Grice, Benjamin Willetts, Matthias Barker [likely in partnership with John Whateley] and Samuel Galton & Son. Birmingham was then the hub of British gun manufacture, in 1788 it was estimated that some 4,000 gun makers were at work in the area. Each contractor was paid £100 for 25 guns, giving the rifles a cost of £4 each. Sources disagree over what the plugs were made from, some sources suggest that half of the 100 guns were made with bronze or brass breech plugs (the surviving example at Morristown National Historic Park in Morristown, NJ, has a bronze/brass plug, although this may be a later replacement.)"

Despite what sounds like an incredible success, it was not enough to overcome British Army conservatism although, if Ferguson had lived to continue championing it, who knows?

In your reading on the Baker (or, more likely in the Sharpe novels and it was shown in some detail in the Sharpe TV series) have you come across the technique of "Tap Loading" the Baker (or other muzzle loading rifles for that matter)? This was a technique for speeding up the rate of fire for rifles in two primary situations:

1—Late in a battle when the barrels were so fouled that using the ramrod really slowed rate of fire. Tap loading permitted the rifle to be loaded quickly, taking advantage of the fact the balls were smaller diameter than the barrel. While they would not be as accurate as a well seated, rammed round, from the demonstration I found, it was probably more than adequate at 100 yards, particularly when fired by a well trained marksman: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pvc86ggLUY4 ... they aren't using reproduction Bakers, but they are Napoleonic era muzzle loading rifles.

2—If the riflemen were ultimately forced or required to stand in a line of battle fight, they were actually at somewhat of a disadvantage standing in front of lines of soldiers armed with muzzle loading smoothbores since the smoothbores, being easier to load (no forcing bullets against rifling), had a higher rate of fire. Tap loading in those circumstances evened the odd rate-of-fire wise and, again, were still more accurate than smoothbores . . . So at least the same rate of fire from trained marksmen using tap loaded rifles would, I believe, have resulted in many more hits for the riflemen even at line of battle ranges. I suspect even in the line of battle, the riflemen would have fired from the steadier. kneeling position, if possible. Here is a video I found of longer range Baker Rifle shooting: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MEd7UI0HXNc

Finally, I also thought you might enjoy seeing a demonstration firing of the Ferguson: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ODhQmE2OqY

The Colonel made several suggestions - including a medical service (which I had only begun to think about - and that only because I'd made Tisucha a doctor). Here are some more of the Colonel's musings:

—Professionalizing Military Intelligence: Westrons have already started down that path with their questioning of the oxen wagon drovers. By the end of the Napoleonic Wars,

the Brits had a pretty good Intel system that, in large part, leveraged the many European exiles that had shown up in England to escape the French Terror and, later,

Napoleons excesses. Are the Crolians oppressing any of their people to the point that fleeing to Westron would be an option? Certainly, given how physically different the

races are, sending one of their own as a spy would be problematic at best . . . Unless they were fleeing to the Crolians to escape Westron oppression?

10—After reviewing a lot of YouTube vids regarding 18th-mid-19th century military weapons, it becomes clear that even round balls fired from rifles are much more accurate to at least 200 yards than the same ammunition fired from smoothbores. So Minie or not, Westron rifle units will be much more lethal. One of the better vids was from Fort Niagara where they had 5 reenactors using smoothbore muskets fire and advance from 200 yards to 50 yards. Part of their intent was to replicate being overheated and short of breath during a fight. Until they got within 50 yards their enemy was mostly safe. Even at 50 yards the target scorers were, I think, being generous and counted all hits to the human silhouettes as equal when it was clear that many might not even be incapacitating, let alone lethal. Other videos clearly demonstrated that an 18th century military flintlock rifle (in this case a Jaeger rifle which, I think, the Baker was modeled after) in the hands of trained marksmen/markswomen could reliably hit a stationary man at 200 yards (meters in the one vid, so 220 yards) firing round balls. Another, using a Baker rifle firing round balls, shows that hitting a specific soldier at 300 yards was challenging, but, give the lateral dispersion, if you were shooting at a row of line infantry, if the specific one you aimed at wasn't hit, one of his buddies to the left or right almost certainly was.



After sending the preceding note, I found this video [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KlADvQ_EkGU ] which, I think, is much better at illustrating actual military practice with the Ferguson, I.e., loading the rifle using paper cartridges. As you see, what the demonstrator did was drop in the ball, tear the paper cartridge open and prime the pan, pour the remaining powder into the breech behind the ball, slap the action to settle the power, close the plug, aim and fire.

He also addresses that British riflemen carried two different diameter balls — large diameter balls for early in the fight, an smaller balls for use one the barrels were fouled. I think the Baker Rifle units operated the same way.

It also goes into some detail about how the rifles were built and the problems created if every rifle was produced by hand as individual weapons, which meant few if any parts were interchangeable from one rifle to another. Assembly line manufacture conquered that problem.

It is interesting how much of the history of 17th century military weapons remains educated conjecture. Records were not rigorously maintained and production techniques not meticulously recorded. From the standpoint of a writer, I think that means that, as long as you stay roughly in line with the main line of thinking on the weapon you choose to model the Westron rifles on, you're on solid ground. There may be other experts or enthusiasts that champion a different real world narrative for the weapon, but their opinions are probably no more likely to be "the ultimate truth" than your take on it is. Too, since your readers don't need all this detail, there is no reason to get into the weeds. In fact, this probably is a classic less-is-more situation and then let their imaginations take it away.

Weapons guys, especially reenactors, are rabid enthusiasts. When I was on the 12-pound cannon crew at Kennesaw Mountain National Battlefield Park, we would establish a field camp and talk to visitors in between our 4 firing demonstrations. One visit I had to endure two reenactors who argued for most of 6 hours about the color of thread in the one man's cap. This was a Confederate crew wearing Confederate uniforms. The thread in the one guy's hat was a particular color of brown, which he said was the color thread specified in the Confederate pattern for this cap. His critic argued, repeatedly, that that color dye was imported from England and by the time of the Kennesaw Battle (1864), that dye was no longer available due to the Union Navy's blockade and different color threads were used. Wow.

Cook's Grand Battery at Feirlan was planned before I'd even finished Chapter 4. But the Colonel brought up the question of artillery, and then discussed communications (which I'd only been thinking about)

Also, something that is not well understood outside the artillery business is the impact of the lack of artillery recoil mechanisms on artillery accuracy. Even in WWI, much of the artillery did not have recoil mechanisms. What this meant was that the ability to replicate an accurate shot by an individual gun without a recoil mechanism was problematic at best. If you review WWI photos and film of artillery, you will often find the guns in long-standing positions had inclined pads built behind each wheel. When the gun fired, the cannon would roll back up these pads and then return to about where they started from. Guns with recoil mechanisms tended to remain stable, so once you found the target, repeated rounds with the same charge, deflection and elevation would hit in about the same place.

In Westron, your artillery is going to have to be essentially direct fire. Training and a better understanding of artillery ballistics than Cook's enemies can make a very important difference for Westron, but unless you can sort out long range observation and communications, you're probably stuck for Cook's lifetime.

That brings me to what kinda got me thinking more about this, I.e., one of the corners that, in my opinion, you need to paint your way out of is battlefield communications.

One of the basic mantras of Infantry Officer training is that tactical dominance requires you and your unit to master three things: Shoot, Move and Communicate.

You are well on your way, it seems to me, to putting the Westrons ahead of the game on Shoot and Move, but Communicate is the weak link. You don't have horses, so long range battlefield messengers to communicate from Cook's brigade to the Commanding General are out. You haven't mentioned bird life on the planet, but even if you could develop some form of "homing pigeon" capability, it would be limited. Frankly, given Cook's background, telegraph (which required very little voltage) is not out of the question if Cook can solve the battery (Civil War batteries were pretty primitive) and wire production problem, but that could take years and I don't think that's where you want to go right now. True, Cook's regiments are now trained to move long distances quickly, so a foot messaging service is not out of the question, but it is still problematic.

Where that gets us to is what was pretty much the 18th Century solution to rapid long range communications: A semaphore system. Both the French and British had well-established systems (here is a link to a pretty good article on the French system: https://99percentinvisible.org/article/the-revolutionary-semaphore-high-speed-communications-in-18th-century-france/ ). That can work in fairly settled, stable regions, but has limits as tactical comms for mobile forces. I don't get the sense that the Napoleonic-era armies solved this, but the Civil War armies came close in their establishment of a signal corps and the development of semaphore techniques that could be put into place rapidly and move with the army. They have to be line-of-sight from one station to the next. They are vulnerable to bad weather and, of course, night-time pretty much shuts them down. However, if the Westrons were to establish fixed semaphore stations inside their territory, mobile forces could establish line-of-sight stations on high ground and, where those don't exist, build wooden towers, that could link to the fixed system and/or communicate with the Commanding General's HQ. Here are some Civil War signal towers: (several photos included)

Of, course, as you can see from the lower photo, this also required telescopes and/or binoculars, neither of which you've mentioned so far, so I don't know if that is something available in Westron or not. Certainly Cook understands the basics of lens craft well enough to start some Westron scientists/mechanics down the path to grinding lenses for such devices. Also, Cook probably has come across the heliograph system developed by the U.S. Army during the Indian wars and used, most notably, in their campaigns against the Apaches. It has some of the same problems as semaphore (line-of-sight, bad weather), but it was quicker than semaphore and did not require telescopes to see the mirror flashes. Oh, and Cook would also have to invent something like Morse Code.

At any rate, that's what I've been thinking about.

We corresponded back and forth several times. Here's the Colonel's response after one of my messages.

Thought your introduction of 3-pounders was inspired . . . The 3-pounders you can actually get to the battlefield beat — every time — the batteries of bright shiny 12 or 18-pounders stuck in the mud 20 miles behind you. From what I can discern, the so-called "grasshopper" 3-pounders weighed about a 1/4 of what Frederick's 3-pounders did . . . Mostly, it appears, due to advances in metallurgy that permitted stronger barrels with less bulk. Guns that mobile, firing canister, would be a hell of weapon for a fighting withdrawal in the face of vastly superior numbers. Certainly round balls against massed infantry will be quite potent by themselves. Not really on point, but one Civil War anecdote I've never forgotten was a soldier seeing a 12-pounder ball rolling across the ground toward his unit. Not understanding the physics involved, he put out his foot to stop what looked like a casually rolling ball . . . And it tore his leg off.

I share your perspective (to the extent that that matters) on Napoleon's armies outgrowing his ability to personally control the fight. I do think that is why he placed such emphasis on clear written orders (the famous "Napoleon's Corporal" story) . . . The orders had to be a substitute for his personal presence. Interestingly, the search for something that could at least partially substitute for personal presence echoes into the present. In the early 70s Rangers I was raised in, one of the last things you did before the patrol moved out was to walk the line and have every Ranger repeat the mission statement (a tight, single sentence providing the who, what, where, and when of the mission. As was repeatedly pounded into us: If you remember nothing of the order but the mission, you still have a chance to accomplish it. Sometime in the 80s we changed the tactical standardized 5 paragraph field order to add a "Commander's Intent" statement immediately after the mission statement (Paragraph 2). The mission statement remained as a very clear, concise expression of the task at hand, but the CI added two things that put the mission into context: the commander's desired end state and what his definition of mission success looked like. It might be something like:

Mission: A Company attacks at 0630 hours, 28 July, to seize Hill 275 (grid HI168349) not later than 1130 hours.

Commander's Intent: A company's possession of Hill 275 will secure the battalion's left flank and facilitate follow on attacks by the rest of the Battalion. I expect A company

to arrive at Hill 275 able to bring effective direct and indirect fires on any enemy forces attempting to move into the Bn sector from the northwest.

Pretty much an attempt for the commander to at least be in his subordinates' heads when he can't be with them physically.

In some respects, success for Cook will probably be having his subordinate commanders know him and his approach to war well enough to be able, when confronted by an unexpected situation, to ask themselves "What would Colonel Cook do?" This was certainly a part of what made the Lee-Jackson (and to a bit lesser degree Lee-Longstreet) partnership so successful: Jackson knew what Lee wanted to accomplish and acted accordingly in the absence of orders. Part of most discussions of Gettysburg include how it might have looked different on the first day if Jackson had been there to drive the Union right.

All that said, through the Spanish American War, the tactical communications method was bugle calls. I used to use the Battle of White Bird Canyon(opening fight of the Nez Perce Wars) when teaching my cadets about the tenets of shoot-move-and-communicate. I chose this fight to illustrate the timelessness of the concepts and because it was just a great example of all three:

SHOOT: The attacking cavalry had little marksmanship training and were armed with single shot breechloaders. Most of the Nez Perce rifles were repeaters and the results

of the battle spoke for themselves with regard to marksmanship: Nez Perce suffered a single casualty (some accounts say 3) — one of the chiefs, still hung over from

partying the tribe had one the night before, fell off his horse and broke his arm. The cavalry lost 1/4 of their force killed.

MOVE: The attacking cavalry had tired horses of varying quality having moved 70 miles continuously to reach the scene. The Nez Perce were mounted on fresh horses that

were already somewhat legendary for their high quality.

COMMUNICATE: Not a lot of communications on the Indian side (something that plagued the Indians throughout the course of the Indian wars), but, to some extent, the

fact they were fighting on ground they knew intimately and with men who had all fought together for years, mitigated the need for immediate communications. The

cavalry lost its bugler in the opening shots and the back-up bugle was found to have somehow fallen out of the saddlebags of the man designated to carry it, so the

commander's ability to command and control the fight was destroyed at the beginning of the fight.

The White Bird Canyon battlefield looks today exactly as it did the day of the fight. The only change was a state road built on the steep slope to the west of the battlefield. It disturbed none of the battle site and provides a perfect overlook for reliving the fight. Standing there just above a small ravine where the Nez Perce trapped and wiped one of the cavalry units, watching the wind wave the grass is about as fine an opportunity to touch history as one is likely to find.

I apologize for being so preachy about things I suspect you already know well.

Looking forward to the next 50 chapters. Next week?

After my second request to share some of his comments with other readers:

First things first . . . If you find anything I've sent you useful, please feel free to use it, keeping at all time in mind, of course, that ultimately it is all my opinion.

I will, of course, be sorry to see this saga conclude, but I look forward to whatever you go to next. Perhaps it may even lead you back to the Westrons.

On my description of the mindset and doctrine at AFOTA

With regard to West Point, essentially your point about not needing to learn from the defeated mirrors my own, although differently worded, I.e., the Army (and I'm sure the other services, but I know my own best) has tried (with varying degrees of success) to avoid focusing on threats that weren't existential. The American Indians missed their best chance to avoid European dominance in the 1500-1600s when their stone age culture had the numerical superiority to thrash the more technologically advanced Europeans. After that, the end could be delayed, but not prevented. So, no matter how successful the American Indians were in the 19th century, there was no risk of them toppling the U.S. . . . Sioux, Cheyenne and Apaches were not going to pillage St Louis, or New Orleans, or New York, or.... Still, not spending the time to better prepare its cadets for what so many of them would face on the frontier seems . . . Odd. Then again, perhaps they did bring in guest speakers and use other means to at least give the cadets a chance to find their way to information about Indian fighting. Pre-Civil War, West Point was pretty much the only show in town for officer training and development. Post-Civil War the various schools of instruction — Infantry, Cavalry, Artillery and others — came into being and officers training and education became more broad and sub-specialized.

That said, I saw a similar situation in my career. It came right as Vietnam concluded. Part of my initial training at Fort Benning still had a Vietnam flavor, but only a couple years later and almost all the counter-insurgency stuff was gone. Again, North Vietnam was not an existential threat to the U.S.. Even if it was decisively successful at the tactical level (it wasn't. . . The point is often made that every important tactical fight during that war ended in NVA/VC defeat, but, as General Giap noted later, while true, at the strategic level, it was also irrelevant.), NVA soldiers were not going to amphibiously assault the beaches of California. The existential threat was the Soviet Union and throughout the Vietnam War, we maintained 250,000 troops in Europe and chose the draft over eating into the U.S.-based divisions that had to be maintained to be ready to fly into Germany to fight the Soviets. There certainly was a political element to the draft — calling up the Reserves or NG would have been almost suicidal — but there was the fear that pouring troops into Vietnam would leave the U.S. Unable to muster the forces to take on the Soviets. That, in part, is why Vietnam was additive to Army strength, I.e., we added to Army end strength to be able to have the manpower for Vietnam. As soon as that war ended, Army end strength plummeted, the Army reorganized (1st Air Cavalry Division, e.g., became a mechanized Infantry division) and material R&D became focused on conventional ground warfare weapons. On the training front, the Army very quickly jettisoned counterinsurgency in favor of — once again — being able to focus on the Soviets.

Much of what I've enjoyed about our conversations is how it has caused me to relook some of the military history that I worked thru early in my life. It is interesting the nuances I pick up on after the end of a 30-year Army career.

Not only did the Europeans not engage the lessons of the American Civil War, it's never seemed to me that they even learned the lessons of the Crimean War (or Boer War for that matter), which presaged the Civil War in a number of ways. While some British regiments showed up for the Crimea armed with Brown Bess smoothbores (same musket...allowing for better manufacturing...they started using about 1720), they were at least in the process of issuing Enfield rifles as that war commenced, and any thinking field officer had to have been contemplating the impact of the rifle on the battlefield.

The thing that is missing from your Civil War list is mass logistics. By the end of the war, the Union Army had mastered the art and science of standing up and equipping huge armies and keeping them sustained in the field. There are a number of books about the transcontinental railroad that all come to the conclusion that that huge undertaking was only possible at the time it was built, because of the Union's experience with mass logistics. It is no surprise when you look at the backgrounds of many of the major figures in that project, that so many had Civil War logistics experience. And now that we have entered the "Big Data" era, the huge Civil War archives are being mined and analyzed as never before and we are still learning lessons from the experience.

Given the conservatism still so much a part of all armies well into WWII, it shouldn't be surprising that it was so entrenched in the 1800s that it overwhelmed the lessons of more modern warfare. It would be interesting to see if the reports of the European observers' who moved with the Union and CS armies still exist in the British and French archives (perhaps others) and, if so, what those men thought the lessons were. I've never found a good number for how many European observers were with the Union and CS armies. Now that I think on it, I don't know of any books that may have been written by those observers, although I would think there almost have to have been at least a couple. Later Union General McClellan was part of a U.S. Army team that observed some of the operations in the Crimea and his report has been published. He certainly noted the value of hasty/temporary field fortifications.

One of the classic books that every young American officer of the 70s was expected to have read was Anton Myers novel, "Once an Eagle" . . . Which tells a tale of the WWI to Vietnam army via two officers — one of whom represented the ideal of the professional officer and one who — though talented and successful — represented the officer driven by personal ambition. At one point, the "villain" of the novel (not quite the right word in context, but close) in the early 1930s is having a conversation in D.C. with the officer who is chief of the Cavalry office in the Army HQ. I'm paraphrasing, but essentially he says: "Tanks probably are the future, but I'm the Cavalry proponent so I'm promoting Cavalry."



Vietnam has a rather odd place in my life. It is, in fact, the war I've always thought of as "mine". . . Although when I showed up at Fort Benning in 1973, the ground forces had been withdrawn (1972), none of us thought the truce would hold and that we would end up going back. The Ranger school I attended in the summer of 1973 was all about counterinsurgency. The slang I retained for the rest of my career was Vietnam-era. My 4 years as an Army ROTC cadet was all about reading about and studying Vietnam. All our instructors were Vietnam veterans. In some ways, that war remains more "real" to me than the fights I actually deployed to later. It's . . . strange.

As a side note, I've noticed that, if one knows how to "read" it, you can tell the arc of a professional officer's career by the books on his book shelf. I've collected books all my life (mostly military history) and as I read my bookshelves shortly after retiring, what I found was: The first books were all about Vietnam (a few classics mixed, e.g., Clausewitz), lots of Bernard B. Fall. Next was a lot about fighting the Soviets and their proxies, which included a lot of "wars of national liberation" stuff. In the mid-80s the Iran-Iraq war and other Mid-East stuff was creeping in, but it was still mostly duking it out with the Soviets. After Gulf War 1 and into the 90s it was Mid-east, quickly blending in books about the Balkans with, by 2000 more China stuff starting to intrude. Then, 9/11 . . . And it was counter-terror all the time, with a few more China books here and there, until I retired in 2005. Of course, a lot of military biography and any really good military history book I came across during (and after) my career, are sprinkled throughout my shelves.

The Colonel also noticed a major omission on my part

Something about military slang: Every Army of a specific era (and Cook's Army would be no different) has its own slang. The Vietnam (and a lot of WWII and even some Civil War) slang has endured in the Army till today (although most young soldiers don't know where the words they're using came from). The slang changed a lot with the first Gulf War, then changed radically during the prolonged Global War on Terror — to the point where older veterans often need a translator. I know you're finishing up the Westrons story, but if it was continuing I think it would be fun to create some soldier slang for Cook's army.

Darn ... I really wish I'd done something like that ...

