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Now we can cross the Shifting Sands.

	—L. Frank Baum

	(Last Words)

	 

	



	


Table of Contents

	The Dragon World — An Overview

	1: Flight Test

	2: Midnight at the Aerodrome

	3: Midnight at the University

	4: Orders Are Orders

	5: A Wave in the Air: Part One

	6: War

	7: Project Planning

	8: Starshine

	9: The High Frontier

	10: The Business of Dragons

	11: The Imagination of Dragons

	12: The Internees

	13: Tomorrow, the Stars

	14: The Lake of Dreams

	15: To Kill a Snapping Turtle

	16: “It Is Impossible”

	17: The Magnetohydrodynamicist

	18: The New Order

	19: Quantum Heat

	20: The Strange Stuff

	21: Evil Twin

	22: Faster

	23: To Advance, Retreat

	24: Management by Walking Around

	25: Under Pressure

	26: Packing for a Long Trip

	27: A Wave in the Air: Part Two

	28: Sky Monster

	29: Wrestling Crocodiles

	30: Stirring up Trouble

	31: Her Troops Are Marching On

	32: Deckclaw

	33: Management Hat

	34: Water World of the Dragon

	35: Artificial Cloud

	36: The Hit Parade

	37: Do You Live from Day to Day?

	38: Blood Oath

	39: Idyll

	40: Turtle Time

	41: Wind Berg

	42: Repercussion

	43: A Wave in the Air: Part Three

	44: Farewell to Earth

	45: A Light in the Sky

	46: A Wave in the Air: Part Four

	47: Journey’s End

	48: The Final Countdown

	49: The Right Stuff

	50: The Acid World

	51: High Rocks

	52: Rocket Time

	53: The Shifting Sands

	



	


The Dragon World — An Overview

	 

	 

	About sixty-five million years ago, at the end of the Cretaceous period of the Mesozoic Era, there lived a species of intelligent dinosaur.  This creature was about as big as we are.  It stood on two rear legs and a tail.  Its arms ended in hands with opposable digits.  Its body was covered partly in scales and partly in feathers. 

	They called themselves dragons.  They became the preeminent species of life on Earth.  They were omnivorous.  They had sharp teeth.  Adult females were usually slightly larger than males, and this had ramifications, often unperceived, throughout society.

	The Earth during the time of the dragons was divided into wild places, tribal areas, lesser countries, and advanced technological nation-states of which some were space-faring.  The dragons often called their nations great nests.  The word nest was freighted with many meanings and sometimes high emotion.  It could designate the physical nest where eggs were laid and baby dragons hatched.  It could refer to the home of a solitary adult.  It could mean an extended family group, a neighborhood, a workplace, or a distant outpost in the solar system.  There were times when dragons were willing to die for their nests.

	The word nest also could refer to a military unit or base.  The dragons were as contentious as humans.  They had need of military units and bases.

	This was the Age of Dinosaurs and in the wild places, monsters roamed.

	 

	 

	 

	Acid World of the Dragon takes place at a time when the civilization of the dragons was approaching its pinnacle.  In that age, the world was coalescing around two Great Nests, which they called the Amber Feather Empire and the Emerald Feather Empire.  Expansionism and technology quickened and made more terrible military conflict between the Empires.  In fairness it should be said that most dragons went about their lives peaceably just as most people do today.  Many of the Great Nests steered an independent path.

	There was only a single intelligent species.

	The Amber and Emerald Empires took their names from the principal coloration of the feathers of the majority of their citizens but appearance in general was highly variable throughout both Empires.  The names of the Empires signified political hegemony and allegiance, not necessarily the appearance of any particular dragon.

	The Amber Empire started out more monolithic and hierarchical.  The Emerald Empire began as a looser alliance of Great Nests.  As time passed and pressure from the Ambers increased, the Emerald Empire began to take on more of the aspects of the Amber system.

	In the distant past the shape and the position of the continents varied tremendously.  However, by sixty-five million years ago, the dragon world looked much like our world.  The names of the landmasses and the oceans and so forth were different but the general appearance of the Earth was remarkably similar to what it is today, although there were some differences.

	Birds are dinosaurs and dinosaurs are birds.  The saurian species that disappeared at the end of the Cretaceous are properly known as non-avian dinosaurs.  Anyone who has listened to the vocalizations of birds should not be surprised that the dragons developed rich and nuanced languages.  Those languages were different from ours.  For convenience and to minimize the use of new words, most of the principal dragon language has been rendered as the closest English equivalent.  There were queens and colonels and committees and employees, but it should be kept in mind that these are functional, not perfect, translations.  Perfect translations are probably not possible across species.

	As examples of functional translations, in Acid World of the Dragon, there is a “business” called Many Worlds.  Many Worlds had its “headquarters” in the Great Nest called Tabora.  Tabora in turn was a “nation” located on the northern shore of the Central Sea, which we would recognize as the Mediterranean.  It should be understood that words like “business” and “headquarters” and “nation” are approximations to what we are familiar with.  Sometimes the approximations are good but other times the relationship is vague.  Between our world and the dragon world there is always a vast gulf of time and occasionally a vaster gulf of psychology.

	 

	 

	 

	Dramatis Dracones

	(Dragons of the Drama)

	 

	The dragons lived in a world—several worlds counting their outposts throughout the solar system—no less complicated than our own.  The following list summarizes the actors in Acid World of the Dragon.  The spellings of the names are best attempts to translate an alien language produced by reptilian physiology into English that we can read and pronounce.

	There are other stories in the Dragon World series that take place before and after Acid World of the Dragon.  Each of the stories may be read alone or together with the others.

	Acid World was the dragon name for the planet we call Venus.

	 

	 

	Abulora – (female): OverLady of the Amber Nest of Sciences before OverLady Idundari.

	 

	Addurkaza – (female): Amber who gives advice to intern Arzkulla in the Nest of Wars.

	 

	Amanda – (female (modern world)): Girlfriend of Dan Dent.

	 

	Banduur – (male): Temple Warrior; pilot; citizen of the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Bolon – (male): Business executive at Many Worlds in Tabora.

	 

	Breekel – (male): Amber general investigating over-the-horizon radar.

	 

	Burjon – (male): Amber sergeant participating in attack on Emerald fortress.

	 

	Dent, Dan – (male (modern world)): Doctoral candidate at Florida State University.

	 

	Ellelle – (female): Representative of the Amber Nest of Sciences.

	 

	Finney, Frank – (male (modern world)): Professor at Florida State University.

	 

	Gornon – (male): Emerald soldier who befriends Luggor.

	 

	Gromz – (male): Amber soldier participating in attack on Emerald fortress.

	 

	Hottuk – (male): Emerald tank driver.

	 

	Hozrem – (male): Emerald spacesuit engineer.

	 

	Idundari – (female): OverLady of the Amber Nest of Sciences after OverLady Abulora.

	 

	Jabolan – (male): Amber soldier participating in attack on Emerald fortress.

	 

	Joornin – (male): Emerald tank gunner.

	 

	Jurnz – (male): Amber security officer at radar site in the Tribal Area.

	 

	Kulora – (female): Child of farmers in the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Lenlur – (male): Child of farmers in the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Lorgon – (male): Pilot of the Amber research submersible Hatchetfish.

	 

	Loxbar – (male): Emerald soldier who befriends Luggor.

	 

	Luggor – (male): Maturing child of hardscrabble farmers in the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Marilek – (male): Emerald subgeneral, commander of a tank force.

	 

	Mooxx – (male): Amber general with a terrible burn on half his face.

	 

	Naolla – (female): Engineer at Central Seas Airways, a subsidiary of Many Worlds.

	 

	Nezzura – (female): Emerald aerospace engineer.

	 

	Nollog – (male): Emerald astronomer studying planetary atmospheres.

	 

	Noqua – (female): Emerald space scientist.

	 

	Noznik – (male): Amber lieutenant participating in attack on Emerald fortress.

	 

	Nupora – (female): Manager of a sailplane factory owned by Many Worlds.

	 

	Orvello – (female): Commander of an Amber submersible used for scientific research.

	 

	Orzhembo – (female): Construction site supervisor at the Lorpung over-the-horizon radar installation.

	 

	Pirretsof – (male): Engineer in charge of airship design at Central Seas Airways, a subsidiary of Many Worlds.

	 

	Plexxa – (female): Emerald science advisor to Queen Zumora.

	 

	Praxalla – (female): Head of the Emerald Empire’s space agency; half-sister of Queen Zumora.

	 

	Pyvell – (male): Amber colonel who leads aerial assault against Emerald fortress.

	 

	Rualla – (female): Emerald celestial mechanician.

	 

	Straq – (male): Temple Warrior; pilot; friend of Banduur; killed in Amber attack.

	 

	Tarrul – (male): Amber physicist studying neutrons.

	 

	Tennel – (male): Amber general who dislikes female intern Arzkulla.

	 

	Thonni – (female): Acquaintance of Bolon.

	 

	Turanka – (female): Spymistress of the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Turmin – (male): Bodyguard of Zumora, QueenMother of the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Vormot – (male): Emerald space scientist.

	 

	Waxia – (female): Chieftess of one of the tribes in the Tribal Area; wife of Worrum.

	 

	Wilomalan – (male): Amber scientist, inventor of over-the-horizon radar.

	 

	Worrum – (male): Chief of one of the tribes in the Tribal Area; husband of Waxia.

	 

	Yeely – (female): Captain of an Amber research vessel on the Central Sea.

	 

	Zozgur – (male): Emerald aerospace engineer.

	 

	Zumora – (female): Queen of the Emerald Empire; also known as QueenMother.

	



	


1: Flight Test

	 

	 

	“Go at throttle up.”

	Major “Bad Boy” Banduur glanced at the checklist taped to his left forearm.  So far the test flight had gone well and now it was time to run the engines up to full rated power.  He glanced at the instrument clusters in a cabin that was dark except for the soft glow of dim lights.  

	It seemed like night but it was the middle of the day.  Black sheeting on the windows blocked all view of the outside world.  Banduur was putting a captured enemy trifan, modified for night operations, through its paces.  If the test program proved successful, the enhanced aircraft might be placed into mass production.  But everyone knew that simply copying the enemy’s designs was a loser’s game; somehow they had to get ahead.  Adding night capability was one approach.  They faced an implacable and increasingly aggressive opponent.  Time was of the essence, and accelerated development programs were the order of the day.

	Banduur’s eyes came to rest on three banks of instruments, one for each of the three engines, two on the short stubby wings for hovering and maneuverability and the primary thruster on the tail.  Three engines powered what the enemy engineers called fans: a trifan.  The ship was intended to be both a weapons platform and a troop carrier but right now Banduur was alone, except for the roar of the fans and the voice in his headphones urging him to get on with the checklist.  Everything appeared normal and he prepared to increase power.

	“Did you copy, Banduur?  Go at throttle up.”

	“Roger, go at throttle up.”

	According to the instruments, the machine was hovering several times its own length above a canopy of trees.  With the windows blacked out, Banduur had no way of verifying that.  The fact that the ground controller wanted him to move onto the next checklist item, which was a risky test under the circumstances, suggested that he really was at a safe distance above the trees.  But that too was a guess because maybe the real plan was to test to destruction and no one had bothered to tell him.  If he was lower than he thought and he settled into the trees, things could get exciting fast.  The fans could chew through small branches but a single large limb pulled into the whirling blades would likely prove immediately catastrophic.

	With the control surfaces set as they were, applying power to all three fans should make the trifan rise and go forward at the same time.  Applying full power should make the ship jump up and leap ahead, a potentially lifesaving move if bad guys were shooting at you.  Assuming, of course, that it didn’t fly into something unyielding, like a tree.

	The wing fans were critical in the power-up test.  Their speeds needed to stay synchronized to maintain the orientation of the ship.  A little drift one way or the other wouldn’t make much difference in most circumstances, but at night, or with the windows blacked out—Banduur turned away from that thought.

	He licked his scaly lips and wrapped his prehensile tail around the stanchion supporting the seat.  He locked the throttles of the wing fans and pushed them forward with one hand while pushing the throttle of the rear motor with the other.

	For a moment all was well, the normal roar of the fans replaced by a shrieking howl.  But then the left fan died: suddenly the machine was out of control and Banduur found himself thrown violently against the restraining harness.  Desperately he grabbed the blackout material in his claws, yanking the sheet off one of the windows; he had to see.  What he saw was terrifying.  The world was spinning around and the machine was spiraling into the trees at a steep angle.

	A voice in his headphones shouted something; he ignored it. He reduced power to the right fan and throttled back the main motor.  The steep dive became a shallow descent; the mad spinning slowed; when he hit the trees, the machine was crabbing sideways.  The windows on the leading side smashed in and the cabin filled with leaves and jungle smells.  Thick branches bashed against the hull like exploding bombs.  The aircraft started to come apart; big chunks fell off and small pieces flew in every direction.  Suddenly a choking fog filled the cabin and Banduur gasped as the vehicle’s alcohol fuel filled his lungs and burned his eyes.  There was a muffled explosion behind him and then the roar of a giant blowtorch as the vehicle caught fire.  Later, Banduur would marvel that the cabin and he with it were not also set aflame.  Others would marvel that he had saved himself from a fiery death by flying the disintegrating machine toward the only possible salvation.

	Salvation was a muddy river meandering past the airfield in a lazy loop.  When Banduur saw it, he applied power to the main fan, hoping to generate one final blast of thrust.  Miraculously, despite the tail assembly being fully engulfed in flame, the engine functioned briefly before giving out.  At the same time he applied power to the fan on the right wing, and the burning comet that used to be a trifan staggered above the trees before curving back down toward the water.  He aimed for the center of the current.  With a great splash and a hiss of escaping steam, the remains of the ship slammed into the river.  Banduur took a deep breath and a moment later the world became a murky swirl of greenish-brown water.  He unbuckled the harness, grabbed the engineering data cartridge from its slot, and pulled himself out one of the smashed windows.  A strong swimmer, he kicked toward the light and soon broke through the surface.

	 

	 

	 

	Banduur paddled in a circle, looking around.  The trifan had disappeared except for the top of the tail, which protruded from the water, smoking and steaming.  On one shore a sauropod turned its head at the top of a snakelike neck, looking directly at him while trying to process a scene it didn’t see every day.  On the other shore soldiers from the airbase ran toward the river; when the first ones reached it they slipped and slid down the muddy bank.  Others stayed on top, shouting and waving.

	Banduur could hear voices but not make out the words.  They were all pointing in the same direction, however, and when he looked he saw why: a giant crocodile was heading his way.  Its bulk made it seem slow but soon it was almost on top of him.  Banduur fumbled for his pilot’s flare gun, hoping that it would work despite the soaking—it needed to work!  Aiming while swimming and lying low in the water was a problem.  The crocodile solved this problem by getting so close he couldn’t miss.  When the toothy monster gaped its cavernous mouth, Banduur fired directly into its throat.  The crocodile slammed its mouth shut and dived; Banduur felt its massive body pass underneath his.  

	He didn’t know whether the creature was dying or regrouping and he didn’t plan to hang around to find out.  Immediately he started swimming toward the shore.  Aided by a powerful tail, he was a better swimmer than any human could ever hope to be.  He was further incentivized by the assumption that he was in a race either with the croc he had shot or some other croc.  It was a race Banduur did not intend to lose.  He didn’t.

	 

	 

	 

	The airbase Commander laughed as the group walked away from the river.  “You know, ‘Bad Boy,’ you’re a pretty cool customer for someone who just crashed a burning trifan!”

	“It was warm there for awhile,” Banduur admitted, “but the dip in the pool at the end put things to right pretty quick.  You should try it some time.”

	“I’ll pass.  I prefer my pools without crocodiles.”

	Banduur shrugged, smiling.  “It’s your pleasure, Commander.”

	“Seriously, ‘Bad Boy,’ that recovery couldn’t have been better unless you’d brought back the data cartridge.  You have no idea how much I need to know what went wrong up there.”

	Banduur stopped and unslung his knapsack.  The rest of the group also stopped.  “You mean this?”  Banduur handed over a wet rectangular box.

	“Great Goddess,” the Commander said quietly.  “You’ve got the cartridge.”

	“No, you’ve got it.”

	“Unbelievable.  Next you’ll be telling me you brought lunch.”

	Banduur reached into his knapsack again and pulled out a fish.  It was still flopping.  “Did someone mention lunch?”

	“Great Goddess!  Is there nothing you can’t do, Major Banduur?”

	Banduur laughed.  “I can’t be a Major!”

	Everyone laughed.  It was true.  Banduur was not technically in the regular armed forces.  He was a Temple Warrior, a modern acolyte of an ancient martial religion.  There was a recently negotiated and uneasy alliance between the Temples and the modern government in this part of the world.  That government was known to its citizens as the Emerald Feather Empire.  The trifan, now lying in pieces at the bottom of the river, had been stolen from an even greater polity, the Amber Feather Empire.

	The Temple Masters had agreed to join the Emerald alliance only after securing the right to a certain degree of independence.  In return they gave up full rights to modern ranks.  Closer integration might come with time.  For now, Banduur could walk away from the airbase if he chose, and he might so choose if he found a more meaningful commitment.  A life with purpose and a death that meant something were important to Temple Warriors.  They were important to Banduur.  It didn’t matter to him that he wasn’t really a Major.

	Temple Warriors dedicated themselves to mastering a particular weapon, or class of weapon, or style of fighting, or some other aspect of the art of conflict.  Banduur was forging a relationship with flying machines.  Today it was trifans.  Tomorrow it might be something else.  When he lived, was his life meaningful?  When he died, would his death make a difference?  Those were the things that Banduur lived for.  He would go on living for them until one day he died for them.

	Banduur and his colleagues at the airbase were members of a species of intelligent, feathered dinosaur living at the end of the Mesozoic Era.  In a far distant future, another intelligent species would name his species Eomentisaurus prodigiosus, a name which may be translated as wonderful dawn mind lizard.

	Although Banduur did not have all of what it took to be a major in the Emerald military, he did have—sixty-five million years before Charles Lindbergh and Chuck Yeager and Yuri Gagarin and Neil Armstrong—the right stuff.

	



	


2: Midnight at the Aerodrome

	 

	 

	Bolon walked out into cool darkness.  He could smell saltwater in the air.  It was good to be home.  Home was Tabora, a nation—also called a great nest—on the northern shore of the Central Sea.  Tabora was wealthy; she had done well by steering an independent path between the two Empires, Amber and Emerald.  How long she would be able to maintain her neutral stance was anyone’s guess.  Tensions were mounting.  But this night was peaceful and trouble was far away.

	Bolon looked up and saw stars shining among gaps in shadowy cumulus clouds.  Distant lightning flickered silently, briefly illuminating the towering billows from within.  The clouds and lightning explained his late arrival at the aerodrome.  Stormy weather had delayed flights of his employer’s helium airships and Bolon switched to a jet to complete the trip.  Most of the aerodrome was shut down for the night but a huge metal building, egg shaped and brightly lighted all around, occupied the attention of many workers.  Machines large and small trundled about.  An employee inside the jet receiving facility he had just emerged from told him what the goings-on were all about, but he already knew.  Bolon smiled to himself, knowing he had played an important role in the activity.  He had helped set everything in motion and encouraged its growth over the years.  What was happening under the bright lights had consequences throughout the solar system.  It was possible that those consequences would extend into the future thousands or even millions of years.

	Bolon walked over to the observation deck to get a better view.  He should be in his sleeping nest by this time but he never tired of seeing his work with the project in the distance.  Footsteps caused him to turn around.  A female was approaching, her way lighted by the glow of pavement panels that turned on and off as pedestrians walked around.  Bolon had met the female, Thonni by name, when boarding the jet earlier, and they had spoken briefly.

	“Greetings, Bolon.  I thought you’d left already.”

	“It saw the lights and came over to get a better view.”

	“I wondered what was going on over there.”

	“It hath knowledge and can inform thee, if thou so desire, Madam.”

	“I do so desire.  I also desire that you refrain from True Talk in the middle of the night.  It’s just you and me here.”

	“As you wish.”

	“I wish.  So, what’s with all the lights?”

	“It is the Eternity Project.  Have you heard of it?”

	“Of course, who hasn’t?  Say, you must be that Bolon!  I had no idea!  Why didn’t you say something when we met?”

	“I told you my name is Bolon.”

	Thonni laughed and her tail flicked back and forth across the tiles, causing waves of light to sweep across them.  “Yes you did but there is only one Bolon of Many Worlds.  You are famous!  And you must be rich, too, to own the jet we flew in on and all of this.”  At the word this, Thonni waved her clawed hand to take in the whole of Durok Aerodrome, one of the largest on the planet.

	“I work for Many Worlds.  I am a hired claw, like many other employees.  I do not own the jet and I do not own the aerodrome.”

	“Oh, Bolon, you are a top executive with a global conglomerate.  You are not starving.”

	“They pay me well.”  Bolon smiled modestly.

	Thonni held Bolon’s gaze for a heartbeat or two, and then she smiled too.  “I’m sure they do.”

	 

	 

	 

	Bolon explained his role in the Eternity Project, also known as the Archive of Life.  The aim of the Eternity Project was to provide an off-world Archive of every species of life on Earth.  It was run by the Amber Empire with significant assistance by the Taboran firm Many Worlds, hence Bolon’s involvement.  The Archive was located within the permanent water ice below the seasonal carbon dioxide ice on the south pole of the Rust World, or Fourth Planet as it was sometimes called.  In a far distant future, another intelligent species would call that planet Mars.

	As Bolon spoke, he studied Thonni in the glow of the bright lights of the Eternity Project.  What he saw was a body that resembled his own, but somewhat bigger; it was normal for adult females to be slightly larger than males.  In Bolon’s world females tended to rule in part because of a natural size advantage that was not thought about much because it was just the way things were, although there were exceptions.  Bolon was one of those exceptions, not in size but in the fact that by dint of his own efforts he had overcome the disadvantage of maleness.

	The body that he studied resembled in outline that of a tyrannosaurid, although it was much smaller, about the size of a human being.  The arms were longer, like a human’s, and at the end of each were two finger-claws and an opposable thumb-claw.

	Thonni and Bolon were feathered dinosaurs.  By modern standards they would be considered large flightless birds but with arms instead of wings.  Plumage came in every hue, but certain colors dominated in certain regions.  The Amber and Emerald Empires took their names from the most common coloration of their citizenry, although every color was found throughout both globe-spanning polities.  Cosmetics were used by some and fashion trends complicated the rainbow of already colorful feathers.

	Those feathers were of several types.  Most notable was a line of tall feathers running from the back of the head to halfway down the tail.  These dorsal feathers were used in displays of emotion by being raised or lowered.  Shorter feathers covered most of the neck and body, giving way to scales below the elbows and knees and tail tip.  Most of the face was free of feathers, covered in small scales instead; the scales on Thonni's face were green but light brown was also common and no color could be ruled out.  Small, downy feathers, hard to see in adults, were prominent in childhood and sometimes reappeared in old age after the larger feathers dropped off without replacement.

	Thonni’s mouth projected forward, forming a pronounced muzzle, and was filled with pointed teeth.  The glow of an illuminated tile revealed that her unshod feet ended in talons.  The tail where it projected from her lower body was of sufficient size to serve as the third member of a tripod but tapered to a prehensile snakelike whip at the end.  She lived in a warm world and in many locales clothing might not be worn except in the service of vanity, or to accommodate the needs of particular occupations.  Despite the wide variety in appearance, all belonged to the same species.

	Like Bolon’s, Thonni's eyes were large and golden.  Behind those eyes was a brain differently arranged than a human's but no less intelligent; in fact, it may have been more intelligent.  Thousands of years before, these creatures had emerged from shadowy jungles where the temporarily drab plumage of their children served to hide them from countless fierce predators.  The species that Thonni and Bolon belonged to was itself a predator; in fact, it turned out to be the fiercest predator of all and by the time they showed up, it ruled the world.  Not satisfied with a single planet, now it dreamed of ruling the entire solar system.

	 

	 

	 

	“So, you’ve got your hooks into the Ambers pretty good with the contracts for the Archive of Life,” Thonni said, after Bolon finished with his explanation.  “Do you have anything going on with the Emeralds?”

	“We’ve started helping them build their mass driver in Swendor.”

	“What’s a mass driver?”

	“It’s an efficient way to launch things into orbit, expensive to build but cheap to operate once it’s up and running.  The Ambers have had one for years and now the Emeralds think they need one too.”

	“Why Swendor?”

	“It’s on the equator, the best place for a launch facility.  And it’s part of the Emerald Empire, of course.”

	“The Emeralds are building one of these expensive things because the Ambers have one?”

	“The Emeralds are building two of them side by side, actually, to double throughput and to have a spare.  As to why they are building them, I’m not going to say that your guess is wrong.  The Emeralds say they are doing it for the good of all dragonfolk, of course.”

	“Of course.  But soon the Ambers will be openly fighting the Emeralds, and the mass drivers might play a role in a global war.”

	Bolon frowned.  “I hope not.  That would be terrible.  Why do you say that?”

	“That is the trend.”

	“Now you’ve gone and spoiled this peaceful night.”

	“Sorry.  I’m just guessing.  I could be wrong.”

	“Dear Goddess, I hope you are.”

	“Is Many Worlds involved in military contracts?”

	“Not for the Empires.  Under Taboran law we have to steer a neutral path.  We would do that anyway.  Our position is that nonmilitary space spectaculars are good for all dragonkind and we are proud to help make them happen.  We’ve been involved with the Ambers on several big missions.  We’d like to do the same for the Emeralds.  One of my jobs is to be on the lookout for the next opportunity.  I talk to dragons.  I listen to rumors.”

	“I heard a rumor earlier in the moonth when I was in Nest-of-Nests,” Thonni said, referring to the principal city in the Emerald Feather Empire.

	“Really?”  Bolon’s eyes widened.  “Please do tell.”

	“The QueenMother of the Emeralds—“

	“Zumora?”

	“Yes.  It is bruited about that Zumora thinks the mass drivers are taking too long to build.  She wants another project that can bring a big success fast, to impress the nonaligned great nests.”

	“That’s fantastic.  What does she want to do?”

	“I don’t know.  The word is that any good idea will get a warm reception.  And now the matzal shops are filled with dragons talking about this planet and that planet.”

	“I love me some good matzal,” Bolon said, referring to a common hot beverage that had a stimulating effect.

	“Me too.”

	“Maybe we can share a few cups, if you’re going to be staying in Tabora for several days.”

	Thonni studied Bolon’s face carefully.  “Maybe we can.”

	“The Taboran beaches are at their most beautiful this time of year.”

	“So I’ve heard.”

	“Did I mention that Many Worlds provides me a dome home on the beach?”

	“No, you didn’t.  Did you mention whether you are married or not?”

	“No, I didn’t.”

	“And?”

	“I’m not.”

	“Interesting.”

	“Yes.  Returning to these rumors,” Bolon said, “did you hear anything specific?”

	“Yes.  The Emerald thinking is that the Ambers have spoiled half the solar system by going to so many places first: the Moon, the First Planet, the Fourth Planet, the Ringed Planet and its Orange Moon.  There’s not much fresh ground left.”

	“That’s ridiculous.  The solar system is immense.  There are a hundred moons.  And there are planets the Ambers haven’t gone to.”

	“Is the Second Planet unvisited?  The rumor I heard was about that planet.”

	 “The second planet?  You mean the Acid World?”  Bolon was incredulous.  “That’s crazy.  You can’t go there.  No dragon can go there.”

	“Why not?  I honestly don’t know.  Astronomy is not an interest of mine.  The Second Planet is the evening star, right?  That’s all I know about it.”

	“Depending on where it is in its orbit, it can also be the morning star.  And when I say you can’t go there, maybe robots can.  But dragons can’t.  It’s the hottest planet in the solar system even though it’s not the closest to the Sun; it’s so hot some of the rocks may be semi-molten.  The atmospheric pressure on the surface is crushing, like being at the bottom of the sea.  But you can’t breathe it; none of it is oxygen.  And it rains concentrated sulfuric acid.  That’s why it got its modern name, Acid World.  You would be cooked, crushed, choked, and chemically dissolved.”

	“Other than those problems, it sounds pretty nice.”  Thonni smiled.

	“Nice is exactly what the Acid World is not.  That rumor you heard makes no sense at all.”

	“I’ll let you have the last word, Bolon.  You’re the space expert.”

	“No one can go there.”

	



	


3: Midnight at the University

	 

	 

	“No one can go there.”

	“Why should I let you have the last word, Finney?”  You’re not the space expert.”

	Professor Frank Finney, paleontologist at Florida State University, laughed at his overeager graduate student.  “And Dan Dent, doctoral candidate, is?”

	“I have an open mind.”

	“You have a midnight mind.  It’s easy to think outlandish thoughts at this hour.  You get tired and your mind wanders.  I think you need to go home.  We both need to go home.  Go to bed and forget about manned flights to Venus.”

	“Crewed.”

	“What?”

	“Not manned, crewed.  Crewed includes women.  Manned is sexist.”

	“I thought you said I was being crude, as in vulgar.”

	“A social justice warrior would say you were being crude if you used manned instead of crewed.  Manned is crude but crewed is not crude.”

	“You make my brain hurt.  I can’t handle your hopscotch thoughts at this hour.”  Finney pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Or at any hour.”

	“Hopscotch?”

	“That’s what I said.”

	“What’s hopscotch?”

	“It’s a game.”

	“A video game?”

	“No, a kids’ game, played outside on sidewalks and playgrounds, assuming kids still go outside these days.  Surely you’ve heard of it.”  Dan was a great kidder and Finney studied his face in case he was being set up for another joke.

	Dan’s eyes widened.  “Outside?”

	“That’s what I said.”

	“But, Professor, kids don’t go outside anymore.  There’s all kinds of danger outside, stranger danger and worse.”

	“What’s worse than stranger danger?”

	“Are you kidding me?  The air is full of deadly chemicals!  Dihydrogen monoxide falls out of the sky!  Right out of the clouds!  It’ll kill you dead!  It’s worse than Venus out there!”

	“Oh, well.  I guess kids will have to use the hopscotch app on their phones instead.  Forget going outside.”

	“Professor, there’s not going to be an app for a game nobody’s ever heard of.”

	“Then that’s an unfulfilled market.  Someone should make an app.  We should make an app.  You can write the code and I’ll run the business side.  We’ll set up a two-man—sorry, a two-person—development committee.”

	“Good idea, Professor.”  A strange look stole over Dan’s face.  “Say, that committee will need a name, right?”

	“Uh-oh.  I know that look.”

	“Just answer the question: the committee will need a name, right?”

	“Yes, I suppose.  And I suppose you have a name.”

	“You bet I do.  And not some boring old corporate name, either.”

	“And the name of this committee will be?”

	“The Itty Bitty Titty Committee!”

	“Oh, gawd!”  Frank Finney buried his face in his hands.  

	“Great name, hunh?”

	“Where do you get this stuff from, Dan?”

	“Amanda told me about it.”

	“Are you still dating her?”

	“She’s dating me.  I’m a prize.”

	“Right.  So how does Amanda know about this … Committee?”

	“She was on it.”

	“Surely you jest.”

	“Nope.  In high school, in the girls’ showers after gym class, if you were a late developer or just had small boobies, you got put on the Committee.  And then you got pushed into the showers with your clothes on.  It was not a great honor.”

	“The things you learn.”

	“The things I learn.  Without me you’d be lost, Professor.”

	“I can see why women end up with body-image issues.  We’re lucky we don’t have to deal with any of that.”

	“Professor Finney?”  Dan whispered, looking shyly at the floor.  “I have a confession to make.”

	“Now what?”

	Dan looked up.  “I have a female body-image issue.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes.”

	“It sounds serious.”

	“It’s real serious!  I’m not imaging enough female bodies!”

	“Oh, gawd!  If only I’d gone home before you showed up!  I was almost out the door, too!”

	“Well, you can’t leave now.”

	“Wanna bet?  Watch me.  We’re done here.  Good night, or rather good morning, seeing as how it’s after midnight and Saturday already.”  Finney began stuffing papers into his briefcase.

	“You can’t leave.  I just finished the PowerPoint foils and we have to go over them.”

	“No we don’t.  Not now.”

	“Yes, now.  As soon as the seminar organizers find out you want to give a talk on intelligent dinosaurs, they’re going to stick you in the worst possible time slot, probably late Friday night or early Saturday morning.  You need to be able to do your song and dance routine at any hour.”

	Finney looked at the time on his phone, and then he slumped in his chair.

	“So, are you ready, Professor?”

	Finney sighed.  “I guess.  Who needs sleep anyway?”

	“Great!”  Dan Dent opened his laptop computer and began tapping keys.  “Starting with the first foil—“

	“How many are there?”

	“Four hundred and eighty-three.”  Dan whistled happily.

	“Oh, gawd!”

	 

	 

	 

	Frank Finney hadn’t committed to the seminar but once he’d raised the idea his doctoral candidate had leapt into action.  Finney wasn’t sure he wanted to make the presentation in question and now that Dent had spent time preparing it, he felt guilty.  Also, Finney was a man with a secret, a secret that he had let slip to the younger man.  The secret changed the relationship between the two paleontologists.

	It wasn’t a bad secret, but it was an odd one.  On a dig he had visited alone in Utah at a place called North Horn Mountain, he discovered a strange object unlike anything he had ever seen before.  As soon as he saw it he knew it was different and the longer he studied the thing the harder it was to believe that it was not artificial.  The rock layer in which he found it was at the boundary between the end of the Mesozoic Era and the beginning of the Cenozoic Era, the Age of Reptiles and the Age of Mammals, respectively.  It was on top of the dinosaur side of the boundary.  The object was about the size of his fist and there were three indentations on it, two on one side and one on the other.  The indentations looked like a grip intended for a creature with two fingers—or claws—on one side and an opposable digit on the other.

	Finney took the object back to Florida.  Needing to talk to someone else, eventually he shared the secret with Dan Dent, a promising young paleontologist whose doctoral program he was overseeing.  Dent agreed that the object was artificial: he called it The Artifact.  Beyond that, there was less agreement.  Dent wanted to go public, publish in a peer-reviewed journal, and present what they knew of The Artifact and their speculations about it at a seminar.  Finney also wanted to do those things, but at the same time he didn’t want to do them.  His life was secure.  He had a tenured position at the university with a decent salary, and while not well known outside the discipline, he was respected within in.  He valued that respect and feared losing it.

	If Finney and Dent were wrong about The Artifact, they were kooks.  If they were right, the implications were profound: human beings were not the first intelligent species on Earth, and theirs was not the only technological civilization.  Not only were they not first, but they had been beaten by sixty-five million years.  It mattered how the discovery was revealed.  They had to marshal their facts and temper their speculations.  Part of that process was going through the steps required to present a major finding at a professional seminar.  Dent had said he wanted to develop a presentation, Finney gave the okay, Dent did the work, and now he wanted to make a test run despite the early hour.

	 

	 

	 

	“You don’t really have that many foils, do you?  What was that number?”

	“Four hundred and eighty-three.  I may have been exaggerating.”  The bearded and bespectacled doctoral candidate studied the laptop screen.

	“Good.”

	“And I’m only going over the big ones tonight—“

	“This morning.”

	“This morning.  Only the big ones, the ones you need to cover.  The others you can use or not use as you see fit.”

	“Okay.”

	“I’d like to have more foils.”

	“More?”

	“The Artifact needs to be analyzed.”  Dent looked at Finney carefully, who did not react.  The older man was reluctant to release The Artifact into the world.  “Once we get some independent analyses back, that will result in more foils.  Maybe we can get the number up to 500!”

	“Maybe we shouldn’t try.  Just give me the big ones so we can go home as soon as possible.”

	Dent turned the laptop around and pushed it across the desk toward Finney.  “I’m going to give you all of them.  Pretend that I’m a skeptical seminar audience tossing questions at you.  You can refer to the supporting numbers, which you will find on the first foils.”

	“I have those numbers in my head already.  They’re my numbers, remember?”

	Dent shrugged.  “They might whoosh out of your head if the audience turns hostile and the tomatoes start flying.”

	“That doesn’t happen at professional seminars.  The tomato part, I mean.  The hostility happens on a regular basis.”

	“There’s always a first time.  Have you ever taken a rotten tomato square in the face?”

	“Not that I can recall.”

	“I reckon it could make a man forget his dinosaur numerology.”

	“It’s not numerology; it’s reasonable speculation.”

	Dan Dent smiled and pulled at the beard on his chin.  “We shall see.  Let us begin.”

	 

	 

	 

	The early hour, or perhaps pretending to be in front of an audience, had an effect.  Finney started out stumbling around in his “presentation.”  But the numbers were solid and as he warmed to the task he began to hit his stride.

	“That sounded better,” Dan said encouragingly.  “Now, how about the total number of dinosaur species?  How many were there and how many have been discovered?”

	“We won’t know how many there were until they’re all discovered and that will probably never happen, so we won’t ever know for sure.  We can’t access deeply buried rock, and rock that’s been eroded away is gone forever, erasing any fossils it may have contained.  So that leaves us with estimation, and that we can do.”

	“Do it.”  Dan put on his best skeptical face.  “Estimate away.  But tell me: is this estimate any good or is just some daffy professor’s happy horse hockey?”

	“It’s good.  It’s based on two numbers which we know well.  The first is how long dinosaurs lived before going extinct.”

	“Dinosaurs didn’t go extinct,” Dan corrected.  “Modern birds are dinosaurs.  There are dinosaurs all around us, every day.  Today’s birds can be thought of as avian dinosaurs.  What went extinct at the end of the Cretaceous Period were the non-avian dinosaurs.”

	“An audience of paleontologists will know that.”

	“I know they’ll know it, but there’s always some pedant looking to make a point.  And the press might be there.”

	“I hadn’t thought about reporters.”

	“Think about them.  And go on.”

	“The non-avian dinosaurs existed for over 150,000,000 years.  That’s the first number.”

	“And it’s good,” Dan said.  “In fact, the actual number is even longer.  You won’t catch any grief about the one-fifty.  What’s the second number?”

	“Today the number of living birds—“

	“Avian dinosaurs.”

	“Right.  That number is 10,000.”

	“That’s a good number but there’s a wrinkle to it.”

	“Also correct.  Instead of working with 10,000, I’m going to use 2,000, which is the number of bird genera.  There are about 5 bird species in each genus.”

	“Why not use species?”

	“I could.  The same number I’m working up to could be derived either way.  I use genera because what people think of as extinct dinosaur species are in fact extinct dinosaur genera.  Triceratops was not a species but a genus with two species within it, Triceratops prorsus and Triceratops horridus.”

	“Fine.”

	“For someone pretending to be a hostile audience, you’re not very hostile.”

	“That could change,” Dan said.  “So you have two numbers.  So what?”

	“We need a third number, and that is how long the average species persists before it goes extinct.  And the number I am going with is five million years.”

	“Is that a solid number?”

	“It’s not as good as the first two,” Finney admitted.  “It’s an estimated average.  Human beings haven’t been around five million years but cockroaches have been around a lot longer.”

	“All right, for now.  Go on.”

	“Is that a tomato in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?”

	“You’ll find out soon.  Go on.”

	“The point of the first three numbers is to generate a fourth number.  If you divide 150 million years by 5 million years, you get 30, which is the number of blocks of time which can be thought of as a snapshot of history, like the modern world is a snapshot.  It is a useful number because you can take 30 and multiply it by the number of bird genera living today, 2,000.  When you do that you get 60,000.  That is an important number.”

	“Why?”

	“That is the estimated number of extinct dinosaur genera that ever existed during the Mesozoic Era.”

	“How many have been discovered?”

	“Not many, only about 500.  And that lets us get at the last number, which is the critical number.  If you take 500 and divide it by 60,000, you get a number that is less than one percent.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means that over 99 percent of all the extinct dinosaurs that ever existed have not been discovered.  They are still hidden in the rock.”

	“Including your hypothetical intelligent species?”

	“Yes.”  Finney looked apprehensively at the younger paleontologist.  “Is it tomato time?”

	“Not yet.  Go on.”

	“I’m not sure these foils are in the best order.”

	“You can move them around as you like.  Talk about evidence.”

	“Right now the only hard evidence is The Artifact and I plan to leave that out of this talk.  Maybe I’ll bring it up at the next seminar.”

	“If that’s the case, talk about the lack of evidence.  Prepare the ground.  Explain why nobody in the audience has found any evidence of intelligent dinosaurs.  Their operating assumption will be that the evidence doesn’t exist because your intelligent species didn’t exist.”

	“Okay.  There are two reasons why investigators haven’t found evidence.  The first reason is that they haven’t looked.  They haven’t looked because they’ve been blinded by an assumption, which is that all dinosaurs were dumb beasts, big in body but small in brain, nowhere near capable of producing non-biological leftovers.  Why look for something that you have no reason to believe exists?

	“The second reason is that technological remnants from that long ago are likely to be sparse.  Sixty-five million years is a long time.  Except for primitive stone tools that look a lot like rocks, very little of mankind’s early technology remains.  And there is nothing that is tens of millions of years old because our lineage isn’t that long.”

	“The good thing about stone tools is that they last more or less indefinitely,” Dent said.  “The bad thing is that they don’t stand out.  What about things that do stand out?  How far back do we have evidence of more complicated things, or at least bigger things, like pyramids?”

	“Not long in a geological sense,” Finney replied.  “The pyramids are only about 4,000 years old.  That’s old by human standards but it’s yesterday in terms of a hypothetical dinosaur civilization from 65,000,000 years ago.”

	“What is the oldest large structure like that, and how old is it?  Stonehenge?”

	“Stonehenge is older but it doesn’t move the needle much, only by about a thousand years.  The oldest site we know of today is in Turkey and is called Gobekli Tepe.  Gobekli Tepe is 11,000 years old.”

	“That’s almost three times as old as the pyramids,” Dent said, keeping up his role as the seminar audience.

	“True, but irrelevant.  Even Gobekli Tepe is trivial in terms of the end of the Mesozoic Era.  The 11,000-year age of Gobekli Tepe represents less than two-hundredths of one percent of 65,000,000 years!  The last surviving Tyrannosaurus was thousands of times older than Gobekli Tepe.  The implication is that finding evidence of a geologically ancient hypothetical civilization will be difficult—not impossible, if it existed, but difficult—because most types of evidence disappeared long ago.”  Finney exhaled through pursed lips.

	“Are you done?”

	“Yes.  I’m not going to go over the rest of these slides—“

	“Foils.”

	“Whatever.”  Finney looked at his phone and saw that it was almost 1:00 a.m. on Saturday morning.  “I’m beat.  Let’s go home.  Wait—there’s one more point I want to make.  The first step in finding evidence—“

	“More evidence, assuming you talk about The Artifact.”

	“Forget The Artifact.  The first step in finding a new type of evidence is to look for it, instead of focusing solely on bones and footprints and eggshells like we’ve always done.  And you’re not going to look unless your mind is open to the idea, so that is really the key: your mind has to be open to the idea.”  Finney stopped.

	“Are you done?”

	“Yes.  Is it tomato time yet?”

	“Nope.  You did good, Professor.”

	“I did well.”

	“Now you’re boasting.”

	“No, I’m being pedantic about your grammar.  Remember those reporters.  We wouldn’t want them to leave with the impression that you came out of a trailer in some backwoods hick town in the Florida panhandle.”

	“But I did come out of a trailer in some backwoods hick town in the Florida panhandle.”

	“I know, but you don’t need to advertise that fact.  And speaking of making a good first impression, I don’t think you should bring your squirrel rifle to this professional seminar, assuming you have a squirrel rifle.”

	“Of course I have a squirrel rifle.”

	“And you shot squirrels with it.”

	“Of course.”

	“What did you do with them after you shot them?”

	“Ate ‘em, what else?  Sucked the brains right out of their tiny little heads.  Tasty.”

	“Also dangerous: have you heard about bovine spongiform encephalitis?”

	“Mad cow disease?  Turns your brain into Swiss cheese?”

	“That’s the common name, yes.  And it does turn your brain into Swiss cheese.”

	“Well, Professor, I’ve heard about the isolating effects of working at an ivory tower like Florida State University, but I assumed you knew the difference between squirrels and cows.  Apparently you don’t, so let me shed some light.  See, cows are big and are found mainly on the ground whereas squirrels are small and you usually see them in trees.”

	“Thanks for the clarification.”

	“You’re welcome.  A useful memory trick is that there is an inverse relationship between the size of the word and the size of the animal.  The word cow is small but the actual animal is big.  It’s just the opposite with squirrel.”

	“It’s your memory I’m worried about.  Yes, mad cow disease affects cows, but has it occurred to you that related diseases might affect the brain of other animals?  I think there’s a similar wasting disease that affects deer.  If squirrels aren’t on the list, it might only be because no one has looked at them.  Researchers study cows because lots of people eat cows.  Squirrels, not so much, outside of places like the Florida panhandle.”

	“I see your point.  The good news is that I’ve stopped eating squirrel brains.”

	“As of when you got out of high school?”

	“As of right now.”

	“Are you saying that yesterday you were shooting and eating squirrels?”

	“I’m saying that I no longer eat squirrel brains as of right now.”  Dan Dent looked ill and his fingers drummed nervously on Finney’s desk.

	“Interesting.”

	“And there’s more good news.”

	“Yes?”

	“I’m also going to change the recipe of the mulligan stew I’ve been bringing in right before the Christmas break.”

	“You haven’t been feeding the whole paleontology department squirrel brains, have you?”  Now it was Finney who looked ill.  “I have a sudden urge to throw up.  Please tell me that you didn’t do that.”

	Dent laughed.  “I will tell you—but not right now.  “You looked tired, Professor, and I didn’t want you driving home like that, so I said something to wake you up.  I’m always thinking of your best interests.”

	“I hope you thought of them when you were preparing that stew last year.”

	“Maybe I did and maybe I didn’t.”

	“Great.”

	“You’re wide awake now, right?”

	“Yes, that is true.”

	The two men looked at each wordlessly for a moment.

	Finney spoke.  “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.  It’s one in the morning and we’re talking about eating squirrel brains.”

	“We can talk about something else.  I have an opinion about everything.”

	“Any subject other than squirrel brains would be an improvement.”

	“Weapons?”

	“Even that.  What is your opinion on weapons?”

	“I have nothing against new weapons but if given a choice I’ll take a dependable old long gun with an iron sight any day.”

	



	


4: Orders Are Orders

	 

	 

	“I have nothing against new weapons but if given a choice I’ll take a dependable old long gun with an iron sight any day.”

	Hottuk laughed.  The laughter died in a bout of coughing in the fuel-laden air.  There was a leak in one of the alcohol lines and the two Emerald tankers were trying to find it.  In the enclosed environment of the tank, it was becoming difficult to breathe.  The tank was not moving but if a planned dawn attack went forward, that would change.

	“You think it’s funny,” Joornin said, “but what good is that laser doing us now?”

	“Just because I was laughing doesn’t mean I think it’s funny.”  The experimental laser cannon had been glitchy since installation and yesterday afternoon the control panel had lost power.  Repair work began immediately and continued until the fuel leak was noticed.  Attention switched to the more immediate issue of the fire hazard.  Neither problem was resolved.

	Something buzzed.

	“Great Goddess, was that an electrical discharge?” Hottuk wondered.  “Maybe we should abandon this hulk.  Just when you think things can’t get worse.  I wasn’t planning on getting burned alive today.”

	“Let’s shut everything down again, just to be safe.  Throw the main power—“

	Joornin was interrupted by a banging from above.  “That’ll be the commander.  Better see what he wants.  If we’re lucky, the attack has been called off.”

	Joornin attempted to flatten himself against the unyielding steel wall behind him while Hottuk squeezed passed, the scaly tip of the latter’s tail nearly poking him in the eye in the cramped space.  There was more room after the other male departed but the poisonous air was no better and Joornin wheezed, breathing as shallowly as he could.  The war machine remained powered up and lights glowed in the darkness.

	 

	 

	 

	Hottuk’s head emerged from the turret.  The predawn air was cool and refreshingly pure.  He breathed deeply and looked around.  There was a great deal of activity as crew members of nearby tanks scurried about in the darkness with purposeful intensity.  He wondered how many of those tanks were fully functional; his was not the only one with problems.  He suspected that many of the tankers who made up Strike Force Raptor had worked through the night, as he had.

	“There you are.  I need a status report.”

	The words came from Subgeneral Marilek, the dragon in charge of Hottuk’s tank and the commander of the Strike Force.

	“Sir.  The source of the fuel leak remains unidentified.   The air inside is nasty but hasn’t killed anyone yet.  We’ll get a certain amount of ventilation if we drive with the hatch open.  We haven’t had time to get back to the cannon problem.  I think we’re going to have do without the laser for the duration.”

	“So what you’re saying is we have a tank that is completely impotent.”

	“Not completely.  The main weapon is out but we still have the machine guns.”

	“Like that will do us any good if we have to go up against another tank.  Damn it all!  Well, it’s a broken egg and there’s nothing we can do about it.  Maybe in the heat of battle the enemy won’t notice we’re not firing.”

	“The attack is still on?”

	“Of course.  What were you thinking?”

	“There are rumors flying around, sir.  Many of the machines are not fully functional and there is talk among the other tankers of delaying the attack.”

	“The attack will go off as planned.  The longer we wait, the better entrenched those Amber bastards will get.  Better to hit them now before they get any stronger.”

	A voice from ground level called out.  “Subgeneral!”

	“Is that you, Super Colonel?”

	“Yes!”

	‘Get up here.  Where the egg have you been?”

	“I’ve been readying the tankers for the attack.  But we have to call it off!”

	The Subgeneral eyed his second-in-command in the pale light of approaching dawn as they both stood on the deck of the tank.  “What are you talking about?  The attack will go off as ordered, in three hundred heartbeats.  We’re already late.  Are you still complaining about the things you brought up last night?”

	“It’s not complaining to point out the obvious.  The attack is doomed.  You need to call it off.”

	“No.  I need to carry out my orders, and so do you.  Are you prepared to do that, Super Colonel?”

	“Yes, but I must tell you that the tankers are worried.”

	“Who wouldn’t be?  They are about to fight.  Worry is normal.  They signed up to fight; now they need to fight.  And you need to command them.”

	Hottuk remained motionless with his head protruding from the hatch.  In the darkness he hoped to remain unseen while the officers argued, overhearing but not being ordered below.  He was aware of dissension in the ranks.  Strike Force Raptor had an impressive name, but it had been cobbled together from around the Emerald Empire.  Some of the tankers had seen battle but most had not.  The experienced warriors had frightened their younger comrades during the past few days, saying that the terrain was not suited for tanks, and that the Ambers had had too much time to establish their defenses.  Hottuk wasn’t sure where the truth lay.  The great nests that made up the Emerald Empire were not welded together as tightly as the Amber Empire seemed to be; the Emerald Feather Empire began as an alliance, but a wobbly one.  Many hoped that the young and aggressive QueenMother Zumora would change that.  The Ambers had to be stopped someplace, and maybe this dark battlefield was the place.

	“There is more.  The equipment is not ready.  Too many of the tanks are broken—“

	“My tank is broken, Super Colonel.  The laser cannon is not working at all.  I will be riding into the teeth
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