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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.  Social creatures, they became the preeminent species of life on Earth.  They were omnivorous.  They had small but sharp teeth.  Adult females were usually slightly larger than males, and this had important ramifications throughout dragon society, many of which they themselves were not consciously aware of.

	The Earth during the time of the dragons was divided into wild places, tribal areas, lesser countries, and advanced technological nation-states of which the mightiest 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 somewhere in the solar system beyond the Earth.  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 their military units and bases.

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

	 

	 

	 

	The story of Rust World of the Dragon takes place at a time when the civilization of the dragons was approaching its pinnacle.  In that age, the world of the dragons 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 and some of the lesser states.  In fairness it should be said that most dragons went about their lives peaceably just as most people do today even as conflicts flare up around the world.  Likewise many of the Great Nests did what they could to steer 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 formal names of the Empires signified political hegemony and allegiance, not necessarily the actual physical 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 of course there were some important differences.

	We now know that 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 even casually to the extensive vocalizations of modern birds would expect that the dragons developed rich and nuanced languages.  Furthermore, anyone knowledgeable about the great diversity of human languages should not be surprised that the speech of the dragons was very 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.

	For example, in Rust World of the Dragon, there is a “business” called Many Worlds.  Many Worlds had a “headquarters” in the nonaligned Great Nest called Tabora.  Tabora in turn was located on the northern shore of the Central Sea, a body of water which we would recognize as the Mediterranean.  It should be understood that words and phrases like “business” and “headquarters” are approximations to what we are familiar with.  Sometimes the approximations are quite good but other times the relationship is vague at best.  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 Rust 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 Rust World of the Dragon.  Each of the stories may be read alone or together with the others.

	Rust World was the dragon name for the planet we call Mars.

	 

	 

	Abulora – (female): A powerful OverLady in the Amber Empire; head of the Nest of Sciences.

	 

	Achurella – (female): An Amber citizen working for the Archive of Life project.

	 

	Ajjora – (female): A doctor working at the Amber’s base on the Rust World.

	 

	Ajola – (female): An Amber chemist working on weapons development for the Nest of Wars.

	 

	Ardola – (female): A liaison between the Nests of Sciences and Wars in the Amber Empire.

	 

	Arkrimna – (female): A doctor working for the Archive of Life on the Rust World.

	 

	Arzilla – (female): A powerful OverLady in the Amber Empire; head of the Nest of Proprieties.

	 

	Arzkulla – (female): A student of high-status parents in the Amber Empire.

	 

	Atralla – (female): An Amber scientist working on weapons development, including lasers.

	 

	Avultana – (female): An Amber diplomat; reports to Yolanty.

	 

	Bakli – (female): A member of the executive committee at Many Worlds; head of security.

	 

	Benep – (male): A soldier in the armed forces of the Amber Empire; captured by the Emeralds.

	 

	Berzent – (male): An Amber technician working for Atralla.

	 

	Bilerian – (male): A student of high-status parents in the Amber Empire.

	 

	Bletern – (male): A construction worker on the Rust World; a member of the Gobarian cult.

	 

	Bolon – (male): An executive at Many Worlds in the neutral Great Nest of Tabora.

	 

	Chellid – (male): An officer in the armed forces of the Amber Empire; a lieutenant.

	 

	Dunnel – (male): A soldier in the armed forces of the Amber Empire.

	 

	Eeplorekke – (female): An Amber citizen working for the Archive of Life project.

	 

	Ennarre – (female): An inspector in the Amber Nest of Wars.

	 

	Ezalle – (female): A particle physicist in the neutral Great Nest of Uromonda.

	 

	Ezdijeme – (female): An astronomer in the Amber Empire; reports to Okolo.

	 

	Frenner – (male): A citizen of the Amber Empire; an instructor.

	 

	Frippoztur – (male): An Amber construction worker at the Rust World; also known as Fripp.

	 

	Furzul – (male): A soldier in the armed forces of the Amber Empire.

	 

	Gennek – (male): A councilor in the royal court of the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Grannun – (male): A soldier in the armed forces of the Amber Empire.

	 

	Ichellexi – (female): An instructor of royal children in the Amber Empire.

	 

	Idori – (female): A princess in the Amber Empire; lover of Pirriq.

	 

	Idranzhi – (female): A citizen of the Amber Empire; an instructor.

	 

	Ipitri – (female): A biologist in the Amber Empire.

	 

	Izuri – (female): A biologist in the Amber Empire.

	 

	Jaloxon – (male): A watch officer aboard the spaceship Rettep orbiting the Rust World.

	 

	Jonnor – (male): An officer in the armed forces of the Amber Empire; a general.

	 

	Jorlon – (male): A crane operator on the Rust World.

	 

	Jorrog – (male): A soldier in the armed forces of the Amber Empire.

	 

	Jortrillan – (male): A construction worker on the Rust World.

	 

	Jumcopa – (female): One of the Lesser Queens of the Emerald Empire; a supporter of Zumora.

	 

	Kletch – (male): A watch officer aboard the spaceship Rettep orbiting the Rust World.

	 

	Klonse – (male): An officer in the armed forces of the Amber Empire; a captain.

	 

	Kruttrin – (male): A sergeant in the armed forces of the Amber Empire.

	 

	Lojor – (male): An astrophysicist in the Amber Empire; reports to Okolo.

	 

	Lonog – (male): A construction supervisor on the Rust World.

	 

	Lorpon – (male): A lieutenant in the armed forces of the Amber Empire; an artillery officer.

	 

	Lucapraly – (male): A member of the executive committee at Many Worlds; head of accounting.

	 

	Lurfong – (male): A construction worker at the Amber base on the Rust World.

	 

	Mardup – (male): An officer in the armed forces of the Amber Empire; a subgeneral.

	 

	Meldora – (female): A confidant and foster mother to Zumora.

	 

	Morrog – (male): A citizen of the Emerald Empire; a mining engineer.

	 

	Motari – (female): Chief executive of the Taboran enterprise Many Worlds.

	 

	Mrotta – (female): A member of the executive committee at Many Worlds; head of operations.

	 

	Mymneri – (female): Head of the mass-driver construction project in the Emerald Empire.

	 

	Nardoban – (male): A communications specialist on the Rust World.

	 

	Nondu – (female): A member of the executive committee at Many Worlds; head of legal services.

	 

	Number Thirteen – (male): A secret agent of the Amber Empire.

	 

	Nurelli – (female): An airship pilot at Central Seas Airways, a subsidiary of Many Worlds.

	 

	Okolo – (female): An astronomer in the Amber Empire; head of her research institute.

	 

	Omjoppo – (female): A supervisor at the base at the South Pole on the Rust World.

	 

	Orbello – (female): An Amber biologist; head of one of the specimen collection teams.

	 

	Otzur – (male): An employee of Many Worlds; head of the waitstaff.

	 

	Oztro – (female): A doctor working on the Archive of Life at the Rust World.

	 

	Pirriq – (male): A Temple Warrior; an elite Emerald soldier; lover of Idori.

	 

	Plensora – (female): One of the Lesser Queens of the Emerald Empire; a supporter of Zumora.

	 

	Prajjur – (male): A soldier in the armed forces of the Amber Empire.

	 

	Praxalla – (female): An assistant to Queen Zumora and one of her half-sisters; head of the Emerald Empire’s space agency.

	 

	Qwayve – (female): A member of the executive committee at Many Worlds; head of marketing.

	 

	Talapon – (male): An astronomer in the Amber Empire; reports to Okolo.

	 

	Temoia – (female): A Queen of the Emerald Empire; reigned before Queen Zumora.

	 

	Topela – (female): Member of the executive committee at Many Worlds; Motari’s assistant.

	 

	Torkolon – (male): An assistant to OverLady Abulora in the Amber Nest of Sciences.

	 

	Trabil – (male): An Amber construction worker on the Rust World.

	 

	Troqqor – (male): A biologist working on the Archive of Life project.

	 

	Troton – (male): A scientist in the neutral Great Nest of Tabora specializing in life extension.

	 

	Trulluq – (male): An OverLord in the Amber Empire; head of the Nest of Wars.

	 

	Tyvara – (female): An airship pilot at Central Seas Airways, a subsidiary of Many Worlds.

	 

	Unolu – (female): A scientist in the Amber Empire; an expert on the Rust World.

	 

	Uporrolu – (female): A scientist on the Rust World; head of the expedition looking for water.

	 

	Vaxir – (male): Head of the Amber Empire’s space agency.

	 

	Wurlin – (male): A biologist working on the Archive of Life project.

	 

	Yolanty – (female): A supervisor of diplomats in the Amber Empire.

	 

	Zeerilan – (male): An officer in the armed forces of the Amber Empire: a super colonel.

	 

	Zhinder – (male): A construction worker at the Amber base on the Rust World.

	 

	Zoresh – (male): A doctor at the Amber base on the Rust World.

	 

	Zumora – (female): A Queen of the Emerald Empire; reigned after Queen Temoia.

	 

	



	


1: The Eternity Project

	 

	 

	“Who are these foreign nationals?”

	A male assistant whispered deferentially into the taller female’s ear and then stepped away from the dais.

	“Okay.  You are Troton and Bolon from the nest of Tabora.  But that doesn’t tell me what I want to know.”  The large female eyed the chamber with a slow turn of her head.  Dissatisfied, she spoke in a commanding voice.  “Maybe you better introduce yourselves.”

	An elderly male, stooped with years, was helped to his feet by a middle-aged companion, another male.  Looking down on his frail friend with concern, the younger Bolon asked quietly: “Do you wish to speak for us?”

	Troton flicked the air with a bony, clawed hand.  “You explain all the bureaucratic dung.  When it gets technical, I will jump in.”

	Bolon turned to face the dais.  He bowed deeply before standing erect again.  Then he spoke.  “Madam Secretary, It thanks thee and thy sisters for this opportunity to present our proposal before thee this day.  We are made most glad by the many generosities we have been shown during our stay in thy great capital city.”

	 “Your friend seems not so glad.”

	Bolon ignored the discourtesy of not being addressed in True Talk.  The speaker had shown an imperious streak over the last several days, especially now that noncitizens were making their presentations.  Other agents of the Amber Feather Empire were politer and he knew that the female was merely an organizer, not a decider.  Shrewd business decisions had made him wealthy and he understood that it often paid to hold one’s tongue.  “Oh, he is glad, Madam Secretary.  He is a great scientist, but alas, the years weigh heavily upon him.”

	“A great scientist?” the female repeated doubtfully.

	“Yes,” Bolon answered with pride.  He looked around.  “Madam Secretary, esteemed sisters and daughters of thy great QueenMother, this is Troton, inventor of the trehalose suspended animation technique.”

	Murmurs of surprise and admiration filled the air.

	“Indeed,” said the female, her tone noticeably warmer.  “Well, then.  In that case, we are honored.  Welcome to Nest Zero and The Triennial Conference of the Center for Apocalyptic Studies.”

	Bolon bowed again, not as deeply as before.  “The honor is ours, Madam.  Please forgive Troton for his omissions; it pains him to bow these days, or to move at all.”

	The female shrugged.  “No notice will be taken.  One who does much may be forgiven much.”

	“Good thing, that!” shouted an unseen male from the front of the chamber.  “Troton always needs a lot of forgiving!”

	The voice and the laughter that followed were cordial.  Bolon grinned a little, partially baring a mouthful of small, pointed teeth.  Apparently an Empire scientist had dealt with Troton before.  It was good to have at least one acquaintance in the audience.  The idea Bolon had come to pitch that afternoon was going to be his toughest sales job ever.  He would need every supporter in the room to pull it off.

	“So,” the female said, ending the laughter.  “Troton is known.  But who are you and why are you here?”

	The scaly, snakelike tip of Bolon’s long tail flicked nervously against the softly glowing floor.  “It calls Itself Bolon just as thine assistant informed thee, Madam Secretary.”

	“Go on.”

	As a subordinate male speaking to a female and a foreigner making his case to a representative of arguably the greatest Empire the world had ever known, Bolon continued to speak in True Talk.  “For some years now It hath been employed in an executive capacity for the firm Many Worlds, headquartered in Tabora but with extensive global operations, including some here in thy magnificent Empire. In particular, It hath had the great honor to work closely with thine own Imperial Space Agency on several important projects, some of which are ongoing.  The greatest of these have been the rescue operation to the Orange Moon and the long-duration mission to the Burn World.”

	 “Many Worlds: The name is familiar.  The missions cited were of the greatest importance.  The Empire is grateful to the representatives of Many Worlds who stand before us this day.”

	“It thanks thee, Madam Secretary.”

	“Lives were lost on both those missions, were they not?”

	“That is so, Madam Secretary.”

	“Lives were lost that thou were responsible for, that were in thy care.  True?”  It was the first time the female had honored Bolon using the formalisms of True Talk.

	“Yes.”  There was so much more that Bolon wanted to say but he feared his voice would fail him.

	“The loss of life was tragic but their deaths helped advance the cause of all dragonfolk everywhere.”

	“It thanks thee, Madam—” Bolon whispered, and now his voice did fail him.

	“Let us pray that they may repose in peace with the Goddess forevermore.”  The female on the dais closed her eyes and everyone else in the room did likewise.  She brought her hands together and the three claws on one hand clicked lightly against the three claws on the other.  Similar clicking noises and the feather-rustlings of several thirteens of intelligent dinosaurs bowing in prayerful respect filled the meeting chamber for several heartbeats.

	 

	 

	 

	The prayer ended and Bolon opened his golden eyes.  He lifted his gaze from the glowing floor panels and directed it to a nearby adult female.  Her body was slightly taller and heavier than his as was the norm in the species, naturally enhancing the female’s authority.  The overall shape of that body resembled one of the tyrannosaurids, but much smaller in size and with longer arms ending in three-clawed hands.  Two of the digits were finger-claws and the third was an opposable thumb-claw.

	Bolon tried to recall the female’s name but could not.  On the other claw, it was impossible to forget her political affiliation.  The Great Nest or nation-state she lived in was known as the Amber Feather Empire owing to the most common coloration of its citizens.  Extending over a great swath of the Earth’s largest continent, it necessarily included a wide variety of physical types, colorations, accents, speaking styles, and ways of making a living.  Her honey-hued feathers fairly represented the most common adult plumage in this Empire, whereas in the Emerald Feather Empire green predominated; the feathers of children no matter where they lived were generally tawny or brown.  As to feathers, they were of several types.  Most notably, a line of tall feathers ran along the spine from the back of her head to halfway down her tail.  Shorter feathers covered most of her neck and body, giving way to scales below the elbows and knees and tip of tail.  Most of the face was free of feathers and covered in small, light-brown scales in her case, though green 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.  Like Bolon’s, her eyes were large and golden.  Her mouth projected forward, forming a pronounced muzzle, and was filled with many small, pointed teeth.  Her unshod feet ended in talons.  Her tail where it projected from her abdomen was of sufficient size to serve as the third member of a tripod when she desired to rest standing up but tapered to a prehensile snakelike whip at the end.  The world she inhabited was generally warm and in many locales clothing, if it was worn at all, was done so mainly in the service of vanity and fashion, or to accommodate the needs of particular occupations.  Despite the variety in appearance from place to place around the world, there was just the one species.  In the case of the unknown female Bolon was looking at, she was wearing a blue cape over her yellowish feathers.

	Had humans existed in Bolon’s world, he would have noticed that the strange, featherless beings were about his size.  Of course, no such idea ever occurred to him.  On the other side of that divide, the astonished human would have seen a birdlike creature possessed of arms instead of wings, and a tail, and a prognathous head with large eyes burning with intelligence.

	Behind those thoughtful eyes there was a brain differently arranged than that of Homo sapiens but no less clever; in fact, it may have been cleverer.  Bolon’s ancestors had emerged from the jungles and savannas thousands of years before, where and when the drab plumage of their children had served to hide them from numberless fierce predators.  As it happened, Bolon’s species was itself a predator; indeed, it turned out to be the fiercest predator of all and by the time he showed up, it was well along the way to bending every resource of the world to its will.  Not satisfied with owning an entire planet, now it dreamed of ruling the solar system.

	 

	 

	 

	The female at the dais spoke.  “Thou may continue, Bolon from Tabora.”

	“It thanks thee, Madam Secretary.”  Bolon looked around nervously.  The time for the big sales job had come.  “To begin with, there is no need to restate the mission of the Center for Apocalyptic Studies—“

	“Perhaps there is,” the female interrupted.  “Especially since the foreign nationals began making their presentations, there hath been, in some cases, a wasteful lack of focus.  The general mission of the Center for Apocalyptic Studies is to identify and investigate potential cataclysmic events that could threaten the entire world and our position in it.  The specific mission of The Triennial Conference is to set time aside every three years to examine ideas for preventing entirely or at least mitigating the follow-on effects should any such cataclysm befall our planet or our species or our civilization.  Because the potentialities under discussion have global reach, we invite researchers from any of our allied states or neutral nests to participate.  Unfortunately, some foreign nationals apparently see the Center as nothing more than a pot of Empire gold to be used to fund the crackbrained fever dreams of maddragons.  It most certainly is not.  Is that clear?”

	“It is abundantly clear, Madam Secretary.  Rest assured that we have never thought otherwise.  We are here to speak of matters of life and death, and to come down always on the side of life.”

	“Excellent.  Continue.”

	“Our presentation this afternoon speaks to mitigation rather than prevention.  We assume that at some point in the future a dreadful calamity will occur that we will not be able to prevent.  If no recovery plan is in place, the survival of our kind will be placed in direst jeopardy.  Let us take one step beyond and assume that without such a plan, the race of dragonfolk will be wiped from the face of the Earth!”

	“There are colonies beyond the Earth,” a loud voice from the crowd called out.

	“They are not self-sustaining!” a louder voice shouted.  “Let the Taboran speak!”

	“The colonies figure prominently in our scheme,” Bolon said.  “In particular, the outposts established by thy great Empire on the Rust World may determine whether our species has a long-term future in the cosmos or whether we are destined to vanish as if we had never existed.”

	“So this plan involves at least one flight to the Rust World?  Already it is expensive.”  The female frowned and the tip of her tail twitched.

	Troton spoke.  “Many flights.”  Bolon winced at his bluntness.  He had hoped the older male would let him ease into the difficult particulars of their plan.

	“Many flights?  How many?  This better not be one of those crackbrained ideas.”

	Bolon continued.  “It absolutely is not, Madam Secretary.  As to thy question, the number of flights will depend upon the level of commitment to the plan.  We have carefully designed the plan to grow in stages but it need not proceed beyond the first stage.  The minimal plan involves one flight to the Rust World, though we recommend more.”

	“That’s better,” the female said, mollified somewhat.  The Rust World, next planet out from the Earth, was one of the easiest to get to, but it was not easy.  “But why hast thou chosen an off-world solution in the first place?”

	“As It said, our plan is designed in stages.  Stage One requires the Rust World but a suboptimal solution, less costly though not as good, could be implemented by constructing a repository in one or more remote locations here on Earth.  Thou couldst think of it as Stage Zero.  But remember we assume that the Earth is somehow rendered uninhabitable for our kind, at least for awhile.  Perhaps we could return to it one day, after things settle down.  But first some of us have to survive the calamity, whatever it may be.  We think the Earth-only Stage Zero plan is not good enough.  Another planet is necessary as a remote repository, completely independent of the Earth.”

	“A repository for what?”  The question came from a dour-looking male behind the dais.  He was wearing military decorations and a silver neck band indicating high rank.

	“For genetic material from our species, to ensure we survive the calamity.”

	“That makes sense,” the female said.  “In thy plan, Stage Zero has us storing genetic material here on Earth, and Stage One adds a second storage vault on the Rust World.”

	“Madam Secretary!  An interruption is necessary!”  The question came from a thin female representing the Imperial Space Agency.

	The female on the dais turned her head in surprise.  “Yes?”

	“What the Taborans are proposing is not a new idea.  In fact, it is not even their idea; it is our idea!  We have been talking about this off and on for years now.”

	The female on the dais looked at Bolon suspiciously.  “Is that true?”

	Bolon agreed.  “Yes, it is true, but there is more to the story than—“

	“Is it usual for Taborans to repackage the ideas of others as their own?”

	“Certainly not.  The idea is an Amber idea and it is a great one.  The problem is that it hath been talked about but nothing hath been done.  What we have added are definite goals, definite deadlines, and a way to leverage the idea using Troton’s suspended animation technology.  We say there hath been enough talk; the time for action is now.”

	“Perhaps, but if it is our idea, should it not be up to us as to when to implement it?”

	“Madam Secretary, it is up to the Amber Empire.  No other Nest can do it.  The effort is too great.  On the other claw, the threat of extinction compels us as a species to proceed as soon as possible.  In saving thyselves, thou wilt save us all.  We are all in this together.”

	The female stood thinking while rubbing the scales around her lips with a finger-claw.

	Suddenly Troton spoke again: “No dragon is an island, entire of itself; every dragon is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea—“

	“Thy point is made, Troton.  Bolon, continue with the presentation.  Thou were explaining that Stage Two adds a second storage vault on the Rust World.”

	“Ideally, there will be two repositories on the Rust World!” said Troton emphatically.  “There should be one at your existing base near the equator and a second at one of the poles, buried in the ice.”

	“We call that Stage Two,” Bolon said hastily.  He looked at the elderly scientist with pleading eyes.  Troton knew more about his specialty than any other dragon but he didn’t always know when to keep quiet.  And once the elderly scientist got going, he was hard to turn off.

	“Stage Two?  How many Stages are there?”

	“Who cares how many of these damned Stages the foreigners want us to fund?  The idea is crackbrained.  Something is missing.  As far as I am concerned, the Secretary can move on to the next proposal.”  The speaker was a heavyset female and the lack of True Talk courtesy indicated an elevated social position.

	Bolon winced.  The new female was certainly one of the deciders and she seemed to have made a snap decision.  Before he could respond, the female at the dais spoke to her colleague.

	“What is missing?”

	The high-ranking female laughed harshly.  “If every dragon on Earth is dead, who the egg will go to the Rust World to open up the repositories?  No one.  The plan makes no sense.  Move on.”

	The female at the dais directed her attention back to Bolon and narrowed her eyes.  “Listen: maybe you better skip all this Stage One and Stage Two nonsense and just tell us what the whole plan looks like if we fund the full-up version, and also how it works if everyone on Earth is dead and gone.”  Then she added, ominously, “If it does work.”

	 

	 

	 

	Someone clawed a flask of steaming matzal to Bolon and he dipped his head in thanks.  The long explanation had worn him down and his throat was painfully dry.  He sipped the hot liquid gratefully.  “So there it is, the entire proposal, thine Empire’s idea but enhanced by important refinements made possible by Troton’s trehalose.”

	“Amazing,” an Amber scientist murmured.  

	“Yes, it is amazing,” Bolon echoed.  “Amazing but necessary if we are serious about designing a system that will guarantee our survival as a species regardless of what happens here on Earth.  To repeat the main points, there will be two repositories on the Rust World, the first at the Equatorial Base and a second at one of the poles.  Each repository will contain redundant samples of genetic material in phials.  Both repositories will also contain dragons held in suspended animation using Troton’s trehalose process.

	“The suspended dragons at the Equatorial Base will be reawakened periodically to make sure that they are all right.  From time to time, they will be swapped out with a fresh team from Earth, assuming of course that no global calamity has befallen the home world.  This repository will suffice to restore the state of affairs that existed previously as long as the disaster is limited in scope and duration, that is to say, something less than a global catastrophe.

	“But suppose a global catastrophe has befallen the home world?  In that case, the equatorial repository is at risk because the base there is not self-sustaining; it cannot maintain itself indefinitely without resupply from Earth.  At some point it will cease to function and everyone will die, including the suspendees.  Then every dragon on both planets will be dead and the ultimate goal is still not achieved.  Something more is needed.

	“That something more is the other repository on the Rust World, the permanent vault at one of the poles.  This repository will use an enhancement of Troton’s trehalose suspension technology allowing for hard freezing of dragons.  These hard-frozen dragons will be able to last indefinitely and to persist unchanged without any attendance or maintenance whatsoever from living members of our species.  Under the worst case scenario, we must assume that all dragons on Earth and everywhere else will die.  At that moment the only hope for bringing our kind back will be the hard-frozen dragons buried under the polar ice.  This point cannot be emphasized too strongly: The second, more extreme repository will be the last chance our species has for survival.  There they will wait in everlasting repose.

	“Embedded in ice, frozen in time, the polar dragons will endure.  It is a desperate gamble that someone from somewhere will discover the frozen vault in a far distant future.  But if that happens, we will live again!”

	“Who might do that?” asked an Amber biologist; Bolon had heard too many names that day and could not recall hers.

	Bolon shrugged.  “It’s impossible to say.  This sounds crazy but it could be visitors from another star system.  Even crazier, it could be that enough time passes so that back on Earth another intelligent species eventually arises, becomes spacefaring, and travels to the Rust World.  Who knows?”

	An Amber male laughed.  “Bolon, maybe thy hypothesized intelligent species will be a little-furry!”

	The chamber roared with laughter at the absurd concept of an intelligent mammal.

	Bolon smiled.  “Well, anything is possible.  No laws of physics would be violated.”

	“No, but the laws of probability would be bent out of shape.  Nay, they would be destroyed!”

	There was another round of hilarity and this time Bolon joined in, nearly spilling the matzal as his body convulsed with laughter.

	The silver-necked military officer spoke softly and the room became quiet the better to hear him.  “One wonders how much time would be required for an intelligent mammal to evolve.”

	All eyes turned to Bolon.

	“Don’t look at Itself!” Bolon protested.  “It is only a businessdragon.”

	“Troton,” the female at the dais spoke, revealing a mouth filled with pointy teeth.  “Thou art a scientist.  Pray, tell us what think thee of this strange notion: How much time must pass before the mindless mammals lift themselves out of their stinking holes and take over the world?”

	“Sixty-five million years.”

	The female was taken aback by the immediacy and specificity of the answer.  “Where in the name of the Goddess didst thou get such a strange number?”

	“I pulled it out of my—“

	Bolon coughed diplomatically.  “Please forgive Troton’s indiscretions.  His True Talk is nonexistent and his humor is dry, very dry.”  He playfully slapped the old scientist with his tail.  “Too dry.”

	The female on the dais smiled warmly and Bolon knew he had just given the best sales presentation of his life.  No decision had been made this day, which given the scope and cost of the proposal was only to be expected, but he had won over the attendees of The Triennial Conference of the Center for Apocalyptic Studies.  Now it was in the claws of the Amber Feather Empire’s imponderable governmental apparatus.

	The female on the dais was serious again.  “Before we adjourn, may it please our Taboran friend Troton to answer one final question?”

	“Certainly.”

	 “What will the Earth be like in sixty-five million years?”

	"I imagine it will be pretty damn different, don't you?"

	 

	



	


2: The Ivory Tower

	 

	 

	"I imagine it would be pretty damn different, don't you?"

	“No doubt about it.”

	“I mean, holy hell, Professor Finney, we’re talking Late Cretaceous, right before the asteroid hit the Earth.  There were pterosaurs flying, plesiosaurs swimming, dinosaurs walking around: big ones, dumb ones; small ones, smart ones; some real smart ones, too, chucking spears at each other, or whatever.”

	“Whatever is right.”

	“What do you mean by that?”

	 “Oh, nothing.”

	“Nuts to that.  You never mean nothing.”

	Frank Finney looked at the young man he was advising, a doctoral candidate in paleontology at the Florida State University in Tallahassee.  That candidate was a bright young researcher named Dan Dent and the two of them were assembling the material for a professional journal article, one unlike any the older man had ever written.  On a recent field trip to Utah, Finney had discovered what appeared to be an ancient artifact at the Cretaceous-Paleogene boundary, the rock layer separating the Age of Reptiles and the Age of Mammals.  A giant asteroid or comet had struck the Earth sixty-five million years ago, wiping out three-quarters of all plant and animal species including, most famously, the non-avian dinosaurs.  The implications of Finney’s find were staggering: if the thing Finney had discovered truly were artificial, it could best be explained by the hypothesis that another intelligent species preceded humanity and that mankind was not the first to develop a technologically sophisticated civilization.  Logically that first species would have been an as-yet undiscovered dinosaur.  In anticipation of finding fossilized bones to match up with the ancient remnant of a lost civilization, Finney had coined the formal name Eomentisaurus prodigiosus, meaning wonderful dawn mind lizard.

	Finney was living a fairly happy and safe life as a tenured professor.  The money was good, the job was secure, there was a certain amount of prestige, and best of all he was doing what he had wanted to do since childhood: digging for dinosaurs.  He enjoyed driving to work on Mondays but he realized that he was surrounded by other commuters who hated their jobs.  Finney was a very fortunate individual, and he knew it.

	There is no promise without peril.  If what Finney had picked up from the scree on North Horn Mountain was what it appeared to be—a dinosaur-made device—it had the potential to catapult him to worldwide fame.  But should it happen that he had misinterpreted the discovery and that it was nothing more than an odd rock with unusual encrustations, he would be ruined.  He would be the first college professor in history to assert that there used to be intelligent dinosaurs, and the last.  He would be professionally ridiculed, publicly mocked, pointed to and laughed at by students as he walked about the campus.  There was a good chance he would become the latest Internet meme: Foolish Finney.  He did not seek fame but understood that it might come his way.  He could learn to live with it if he must.  He wasn’t sure he could adjust to a lifetime of public humiliation and professional scorn.  The question of whether to announce the discovery along with his interpretation of it was a daunting one.  He felt like a man on the brink of a cliff.  Could he fly or would he die?

	Dan Dent was in on the secret.  He had seen The Artifact, as the young man called it.  He was convinced and was pressing Finney to publish in a professional journal under both of their names.  But once that step was taken they were irretrievably committed and there would be no going back.  So Finney dithered.  The smart dinosaur theory made sense when the two men talked privately, but would it make sense to the world at large?  There was safety in dithering but also enormous frustration.  Dan was young and impatient.  He had come up with the idea of trying to convince a classroom of undergraduates that the theory was logical and reasonable when explained the right away.  Naturally, he would not mention The Artifact and the whole affair would be presented to the students as nothing more than an exercise in what-if hypothesizing.  Dan was convinced he could win most of the students over and he wanted to show Finney how straightforward it would be.  Finney had agreed to sit in the back of the room and watch, supposedly to evaluate the teaching skills of the young doctoral candidate.  It had seemed safe enough when Finney approved the idea but now he regretted the decision.  It was too late to change his mind, though, because the first students had arrived and were already noisily taking their seats.

	 

	 

	 

	“To honor Dr. Finney’s presence with us today, I thought I’d step back from the nitty-gritty details of the fossil record and take a more expansive view of the learning experience.  What is science, after all, but a specialized kind of learning?  We’ll start by looking down on things from eight miles high.  I think the session is going to be a lot of fun.  Your experience here at FSU shouldn’t be just a series of ticket punches on the way to some corporate cubicle somewhere.  It should literally expand your mind.  So let’s try to do that, okay?  To get the ball rolling I’ll throw out a question I’ll bet most of you have never thought of.  That question is this: what is the most important word in the English language?  Is the concept of a single most important word even valid?  If so, what are some candidate words?”

	Dent paused and looked at the class expectantly.

	“Beer.”

	“Beer is important,” Dent agreed, “but I was hoping for something more erudite from this group of select—“

	“Sex.”

	“Beer and sex.”

	“Sex and beer!”

	“That’s two words,” Dent said.  “Three, really.  You both lose.”

	“Science.”

	“Paleontology.”

	“Evolution.”

	“Intelligent design!”

	“There you go again!” Dent complained.  “All multiple-word answers are wrong.”

	“It’s not two words if you talk fast and run ‘em together, Mr. Dent.”

	“Don’t call me Mr. Dent.  Makes me feel old.”

	“Why do we call Dr. Finney, Dr. Finney?  Won’t that make him feel old?”

	“Well, he is old.  But I’m not.  See the difference?”

	“I like to think of myself as middle-aged,” Finney said.  “Dan, why don’t you tell the class what you think the single most important word in the English language is.  You’ve got me curious, too.”

	Dent shrugged.  He turned around and spent several seconds printing the letters of a long word in green ink on the whiteboard.  He underlined it with a flourish and the pen squeaked.

	 

	EPISTEMOLOGY

	 

	“Epistemology.  Anyone know what it means?”

	There was only silence.

	“No one?  No one at all?

	A female with long blonde hair spoke in a tentative voice.  “Something to do with philosophy?”

	“Good!  Epistemology is that branch of philosophy which treats of the following question.”  Again Dent wrote on the whiteboard and this time he wrote more and the pen squeaked several times.

	 

	How do we know what we know?

	 

	Dent faced the class and continued.  “For instance, how many people here know that the Earth revolves around the Sun?”  The question was deliberately obvious and Dent waited to see the looks of surprise on his students’ faces, then he asked, “Fine, you all know that but how do you know that you know?  Did you read it in a book?  Did a parent tell you when you were young?  Did an astronomer tell you on a television documentary?  What?  You didn’t check for yourselves, you depended on authorities?  But what if those authorities are wrong?  Authorities have often been wrong in the past, you know.”

	“But listen here, Dan,” said a stocky young man sitting in the front.  “There isn’t time to check every fact.  Besides, some things are just so obvious, like, the fact that the Earth goes around the Sun and not vice versa, that it isn’t worth—“

	“Obvious?  Tell that to a Native American chasing buffalo across the prairie in the nineteenth century.  Above him he saw the bowl of the sky across which the Sun moved very reliably from east to west every day without fail.  It was the Sun that moved in his universe, not the Earth.  I doubt you could have convinced him otherwise with incomprehensible squiggles in unreadable books or unseen authority figures; he could see the truth, and it was all around him.”

	“Bison.”

	“What?”  Dan Dent looked at a young man whose name escaped him because he spent every class hiding behind a laptop screen, usually saying nothing.  But on the rare occasions when he did speak, he had a habit of being right.

	“Bison, Mr. Dent.  This Native American would have been chasing a bison, not a buffalo.”

	“I see.”  Dan pursed his lips.

	“The true buffalo is not found in North America, outside of artificial enclosures.”

	“I stand corrected.  Thank you.”

	Jennifer, an olive-complected brunette with a quick smile laughed.  “How come you don’t already know that, Dan?  You’re a paleontologist!  You should know everything about every animal!”

	“Not living animals.  There are guild rules we have to follow: we only do dead animals.  Also, think about this: how do we know Mr. Laptop is correct?  Did he look it up on Wikipedia?  Is Wikipedia our ultimate authority?  How do we know what we know?”

	Silence filled the classroom and Dent let it go on.

	“And put this in your pipe and smoke it,” Dent continued after several seconds.  “This is a true fact, people: the Earth does not go around the Sun!”

	“It most certainly does!”

	“It most certainly does not!”  Dent looked out over his students triumphantly.  “Has anyone here ever heard of a barycenter?  Anyone?  Jennifer?”

	“Well, ah,” Jennifer started.  “It’s like a medical center but for patients who didn’t make it, so they needed to be buried somewhere?  Like in a bury-center?”  She laughed and the class joined in.

	“That right there is a marvelousy answer,” Dent responded.  “It’s marvelous and lousy at the same time.  The right answer is that it’s a term in astrophysics meaning the common center of mass around which two or more bodies revolve.  In the case of the Sun-Earth system that is not the center of the Sun but a point somewhere between the center and the surface.  So in other words the Sun rotates around a point inside itself, and so does the Earth.”

	“So what’s the point?  That means the Earth does go around the Sun!”

	“No, it only seems that way because the Earth is a low-mass object relative to the Sun.  Increase the mass of the Earth and the barycenter moves outward until it breaks the surface; were the mass to be increased until it matched that of the Sun, the barycenter would be exactly at the midway point.  Okay?”

	“Okay,” Jennifer said, uncertainly.  “I guess.  So what?”

	“So what is that probably everyone in this classroom grew up believing that the Earth goes around the Sun when in fact it absolutely does not.  I grew up believing that; I was taught to laugh at the ancients who believed the reverse.  The point I want to get across is that a long time ago the experts were wrong.  Then new experts came along who said the old experts were wrong, but these new experts were also wrong.  I don’t know how old each of you is, but think about this: until today, this very day, you went around believing something about arguably the most important object in the sky that is quite simply not true.”

	Dent scanned every face in the class.  Most students looked baffled.  In the back, Finney toyed with a mechanical pencil.  Frustrated, Dent put his hands on an empty desk and leaned forward.  With a sudden intensity that was alarming, he spoke in a low, emphatic voice: “Listen, people: How do you know what you know?”

	Now everyone was paying attention.  Even the student with the open laptop was looking directly at Dan Dent.

	Dent stood up straight.  Usually affable, he had turned very serious.  “I want you to tell me what you know about dinosaurs.”

	 

	 

	 

	A different kind of class was almost over.  The whiteboard, which Dent usually kept clean by frequent erasing, was this day filled up with numbers and notes supporting the hypothesis that an intelligent dinosaur was a reasonable idea.  He had divided the board into two sections with a bold vertical line near the left edge.  In red, inside a narrow rectangle, he had listed the students’ initial reactions to his question about what they knew, or thought they knew, about dinosaurs.

	 

	Big

	Dumb

	Extinct

	 

	It was easy to prove that not all dinosaurs were big, because some were as small as chickens.  It was also easy to prove that not all dinosaurs were extinct, because ten thousand separate bird species existed at that moment in the modern world, quite properly described as avian dinosaurs.  Most of the lecture had been devoted to the word “dumb,” which Dent had circled.  It was not necessary for Dent to prove that all extinct, non-avian dinosaurs were intelligent, but only—potentially—that at least one was not.  From the faces and remarks of the students, he thought that he had won most of them over.  Sitting at the back of the room, Frank Finney looked relieved relative to his appearance at the start of the class.  Dent was happy; the arguments that he and Finney had been refining between themselves were effective at swaying a roomful of smart people who had arrived an hour before with a lifelong prejudice directly opposed to the thesis.

	Dent walked to the left of the whiteboard so that his hour’s work could be seen by everyone.  “Class will be over in a few minutes.  Let me recap what I’ve been saying before you leave.  By the way, this whole session will be a ‘freebie;’ nothing will be on a test.  It’s actually too important for a test.  What I hope you take away from this is the word epistemology and everything it means.  Maybe it isn’t the most important word in the language, but it has to be right up there near the top of the list.  That’s what I want you to remember.”

	Dent paused to drink from a bottle of water.  “Okay.  I think we’ve had enough of those misconceptions about the non-avian dinosaurs in the red box.  Let’s take a look at the bullet points in this first green box.  In the last several decades more and more evidence has accumulated that some dinosaurs were warm-blooded, some had feathers, and there are signs suggesting parental care of the young.

	“Parental care leads to the next green box: the intelligence of certain modern birds.  This connection is crucial because birds are dinosaurs, and dinosaurs are birds.  After today, whenever anyone asks you what a dinosaur tasted like, you can tell that person that at least one dinosaur tastes exactly like chicken, because by self-similarity a chicken tastes like chicken, and because a chicken is a bird it is also a dinosaur.  See how that works?

	“So maybe chickens aren’t exactly the Einsteins of the bird world.  It doesn’t matter because there are much better candidates out there, specifically crows and parrots.  Crows can count as high as 20 and they can plan ahead.  An African grey parrot named Alex was the subject of 30 years’ of study by Harvard Professor Pepperberg; she concluded that his species was as smart as a dolphin or a great ape.  These African greys are big birds but nowhere near big as an adult human.  Were you to scale this species up to our size and replace its wings with hands and fingers, you’d have a creature as smart as us, maybe even a little—or a lot—smarter.  By definition this upsized dinosaur would have a ‘birdbrain’ inside its head but I wouldn’t want to go up against it in a chess match.”

	Dent moved to the next green box on the right.  “Now we need some numbers.  The first is that the non-avian dinosaurs lived over 150,000,000 years.  That’s an immense chunk of time for selective pressures to do their thing.  Next, you need to know that today there are about 10,000 separate species of birds.  More importantly for this discussion, there are 2,000 groups of birds in the next-highest classification on the tree of life, which in the singular is genus while the plural form is genera.  I use genera instead of species because the names of common dinosaurs actually identify not a species but a genus.  There is more than one species of Triceratops, for example.  We know of 2,000 bird genera but only 500 genera of dinosaurs from all those 150,000,000 years.  Five hundred seems way too low and that strongly suggests that there are a great many undiscovered dinosaur fossils buried in the ground somewhere.  How many is that?  To try to estimate a reasonable number we need to go to the next box.

	“Let us make the assumption that the average species lasts 5,000,000 years before it goes extinct.  If we take the 150,000,000 years that dinosaurs lived and divide that by 5,000,000, we get 30 blocks of time, each one of which I will further assume is roughly equivalent in terms of species prevalence to our modern world.  This gives us a handle on the total number of types of dinosaurs that ever lived because we can multiply the 30 blocks of times by the 2,000 genera of birds in the modern world.  When we do, we get 60,000.  Therefore, it is reasonable to estimate that throughout the 150,000,000 years of dinosaur time we get 60,000 separate saurian genera that should have appeared at one time or another.  But—and this is very important—we’ve only discovered 500 genera.  The final point here is that 500 divided by 60,000 is less than one percent.  That means that the 500 types of dinosaurs discovered to date represent less than 1 percent of all types that probably existed!  Where are the other 99 percent?  Still in the ground, waiting to be dug up, including, perhaps, our hypothetical intelligent species!

	“But there’s more prognosticating that I think we can reasonably do.  Intelligence of a high enough level seems likely to result in a thriving civilization at some point, so not only are we missing 64,500 dinosaurs, we may also be missing one that tamed fire, fashioned spears, and—who knows?—maybe even domesticated plants and animals!

	“Is there evidence of this?”  Here Dent glanced at Finney, who maintained an impassive mien.  Perhaps one day in a future talk, Dent would at this point bring up The Artifact.  But not today.

	“No, there is no evidence,” Dent said, answering his own question.  “Or at least there isn’t any evidence yet.  Why not?  One possibility is that the hypothesis is wrong.  Another possibility is that sixty-five million years is a very long time in which all remnants of a lost civilization could have disappeared.  People complain about plastic bags from Whale-Mart—“

	“Wal-Mart!” Jennifer called out loudly to the accompaniment of much laughter.  Dan Dent always called the big company Whale-Mart.

	Dent moved to the next section of whiteboard and continued.  “People complain about plastic bags from you-know-where blowing around everywhere, and cigarette butts littering the sidewalk, and all manner of modern debris lasting ‘forever.’  In fact, few things last long at all relative to the vast periods of geologic time we are dealing with.  There really isn’t much people-made stuff from past years surviving, and even those things we think of as old, aren’t old compared to the ages of the Earth.  The pyramids are old, you say?  Not really.  The Egyptian pyramids are four thousand years old, which is hardly the blink of an eye in Earth-time.  There are some structures made of stone at a place called Gobekli Tepe in Turkey that are believed to be 11,000 years old.  Right now, Gobekli Tepe is the record holder.  Yes, there are older things, like flaked cutting tools and whatnot, but Gobekli Tepe is the oldest of the big stuff.  To put that in perspective, 11,000 is less than two-hundredths of one percent of 65,000,000!  What that means is that the last surviving Triceratops was thousands of times older than Gobekli Tepe.

	“So what was happening during the other 99.98 percent of the 65,000,000 years since the asteroid wiped out the non-avian dinosaurs?  Well, maybe all remnants of the dinosaurian civilization were turning back into sand.  That would help explain the lack of evidence.  Also, the asteroid itself would have completely erased whatever it hit and everything nearby.  When that bad boy came down—which it did near the Yucatán Peninsula in the Gulf of Mexico—it hit water, not land, and it probably caused mile-high tsunamis that scrubbed the coastlines clean all over the world.  You can say sayonara to saurian beach resorts and maybe everything else.  Then, anything that survived that little problem had to last sixty-five million years.  Next, we had to come along.  Finally, one of us has to find a dinosaur club, or chariot, or computer.  That might never happen, or it might happen in ten years, or five years—or tomorrow.”

	Dent took a swig of water and looked at the time on his cell phone.  “How about that?  Just a few minutes left.  Are there any questions or comments?”  No one said anything.  Fishing for a response, he asked, “Anyone?  How about you, Jennifer?  Do you have any thoughts about this?”

	“Sort of.  I wish you’d’ve told us that none of this was going to be on the test before you started.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I took all these notes while you were talking, that’s why.”

	“I believe you are describing a First World problem.”

	“It’s worse than that.  I always rewrite my notes back at the dorm, and so now I’m going to end up writing about stuff twice that’s never going to do me any good on a test.”

	“That sounds obsessively compulsive.”

	“People have told me that, yes.”

	“Life is tragic, Jennifer.  Sometimes it’s asteroid-level tragic and sometimes it’s just Jennifer-level tragic.”

	“My life is tragic,” Jennifer agreed.

	“Well, aside from Jennifer’s insight, does someone else have anything to add before we call it a day?”

	“Yes.”

	To Dan’s surprise the response came from the young man with the always-open laptop.

	“Oh?  And what is that?”

	“It is possible that your intelligent dinosaurs still survive somewhere, in hiding.”

	“Really?  I’ve never thought of such a thing.  Where would they be hiding?”

	“Mars.”

	Dent’s sharp mind failed him.  He opened and closed his mouth without saying anything.  Finally: “Did I just hear you say Mars?”

	“Yes.”

	“Please explain.”

	“It’s not complicated.  Assume your Hypothesis is valid: there once was a species of intelligent dinosaur.  First Corollary: it developed a technologically sophisticated civilization.  Second Corollary: it continued to advance until it became space-faring.  Third Corollary: it decided that living solely on Earth was evolutionarily dangerous so it decided to hedge its biological bet by archiving some of its DNA on another planet.  Fourth Corollary: the logical backup planet is Mars because it is Earthlike, nearby, and the ice caps on the poles provide a readymade deepfreeze.  Implication: you need not look for fossilized remains on Earth; you can find living remains on Mars.  And maybe what you’ll find on Mars is not just their species but every species, because it would have made even more sense to preserve their entire global ecosystem.  When the day of unfreezing arrives, they will be prepared to recreate the Mesozoic Era.”

	Dan Dent looked at his oddball student for several long seconds.  “Mr. Laptop,” Dent began, slowly.  “I do believe that is the strangest idea I’ve ever heard in my entire life.”

	“It might not have been strange to another species that you yourself postulated could have been smarter than us.  The smarter one is, the farther one sees.”

	“True.”

	“And then there is no divining alien psychology.  Although these hypothetical creatures were of Earth, from our point of view the way they thought is likely to have been as incomprehensible to us as that of visitors from Epsilon Eridani.”

	“Epsilon Eridani?”

	“A nearby star.”

	“Mr. Laptop, do you mind sharing with us what your major is?”

	“I am not at this place pursuing any specific testament.”

	“Then why are you here?”

	“I wish to expand my mind.”

	The instructor standing in front of the group of young learners thoughtfully sipped from his water container.  “Your mind strikes me as being highly expanded already.”

	The odd student nodded slowly without speaking.

	“I wish you well as you journey through life.”

	“Thank you, Sir.”

	“No, it is we who should thank you for your very special contribution.”

	 

	



	


3: The Temple of War

	 

	 

	“I am not at this place pursuing any specific testament.”

	“Then why are you here?”

	“I wish to expand my mind.”

	The instructor standing in front of the group of young learners thoughtfully sipped from his water container.  “Your mind strikes me as being highly expanded already.”

	The odd student nodded slowly without speaking.

	“I wish you well as you journey through life.”

	“Thank you, Sir.”

	“No, it is we who should thank you for your very special contribution.  Unfortunately I do not know what to do about it.”

	A middle-aged male hissed angrily and uncoiled his tail from around his body.  Jamming the butt end of a lance onto the cold stone floor, he used the weapon to lever himself to a standing position.  “I know what to do about it.  Master, if this young troublemaker doesn’t change his ways and soon, beginning by addressing you properly in True Talk, someone’s egg will get cracked.”

	The elder male made a dismissive gesture, cutting the air with the two finger-claws of his left hand.  “No harm has been done; no remedy is needed.”

	“No, Master.  Respectfully, I must disagree.”  Turning to face the several thirteens of young males still seated on the stone tiles, he directed his words to the odd student.  “Apologize.  You haven’t even given the Master your name.”

	The young male lowered his gaze.  “It regrets Its indiscretions.  As for Its name, It calls Itself Pirriq.”

	The middle-aged male, who happened to be the Chieftain of this particular Temple of War, was satisfied and turned to the older male.  “Master, do you need more time?”

	“No.  Let us leave the students to their morning meditations.”

	Carrying his lance the Chieftain led the way through a curtain of dense red feathers.  Pushing through the barrier, a gust of cold wind blew a swirl of snowflakes into the meditation chamber.  Looking back, he saw the wind blow the flames from the central fire around chaotically, and he saw the long dorsal feathers of the young males ruffle like birds in flight.

	 

	 

	 

	Outside in the high mountain air, dawn was struggling to overcome a snow shower.

	“Let’s take a look at this,” the Master murmured.

	“As you wish.”

	“This” was a decommissioned antiaircraft rocket aimed halfway between the zenith and the horizon.  Two young warriors, relieved of the duty of morning meditations, had been assigned the harder task of sweeping the night’s accumulation of snow off the weapon.  Seeing the older males approach, they both bowed before resuming their labors.

	“May I?” The Master indicated that he wished to hold the lance.

	“Of course.”

	The Master examined the spearpoint, running the cutting edge of the cold steel lightly across his thumb-claw.

	“I keep it sharp.”

	“So I see.  It is a beautiful weapon.  Is it a replica?”

	“No.  We believe it has been used in battle.”

	“How long ago?”

	“Unknown.  There are no reliable records.  But modern dating methods applied against the wooden shaft suggest it is thousands of years old.  Metallurgical analysis of the steel is consistent with what we know of the forging arts of the same era.  It was very costly to acquire.”

	“And the rocket?  Was that also costly to acquire?”

	The Chieftain laughed.  “No, the rocket was free, although getting it to the top of the mountain was a great chore involving much labor over several days.”

	“Could you not have had it airlifted by helium ship?”

	“Certainly.  But I thought it would make a good training exercise for our student-warriors and so it turned out to be.  They are here to meld the Temple’s ancient code of battle with the weapons of modern war, which is what this missile is—or was before the march of progress made it obsolete.”

	“The weapons of modern war,” the Master repeated in a low voice, barely audible above the mountain wind.  Taking the lance in both hands, he lightly tapped the side of the spearpoint against the fuselage of the rocket producing a pinging noise as the two metals, one ancient and the other an exotic alloy of recent invention, contacted.

	“Master,” the Chieftain said uneasily, “what is to become of our Temple?  What is to become of all the Temples of War?  Do we have a role in the modern world?  Is there a place in the future for us?”

	The Master turned his attention away from the rocket and now his eyes bored into the administrator’s with a
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