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Chapter One
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You play with fire, you’re going to get burned.

Abraham Lincoln once observed, “Nearly all men can stand adversity.  If you want to test a man's character, give him power.”  It might scandalize my fellow Americans to say it, but Mr. Lincoln failed his own test by almost any measure.  Suspension of habeus corpus, our first conscripted armies, breaking West Virginia off as a separate state with only the thinnest of technically legal fictions.  But he’d been a national hero in the United States, because history is written by the winners.

There is no way to give a person power that can only be used for good.  Any power can be abused, especially government power.  If there’s one lesson we should have learned as a species by now, that’s it.  So it didn’t surprise anyone that demons could subvert human rulers.  It’s just that we never knew who until the damage was done.

But let me start at the beginning.

It felt like we were coming home.

Asina and I had been working to improve the lot of Calmenans for most of our adult lives.  It had started within a year of Imperial contact; I’d rescued her from being a breeding slave to the human agaani of Calmena.  She’d turned out to be operant; after her training she was recruited to return to Calmena and selected me as her assistant.  We’d spent twenty Imperial years (35 local) in N’yeschlass, teaching them about blacksmithing and related fields that used blacksmithing’s products, during which time I’d also gone operant.  Then we’d spent over forty Imperial years in Windhome Bay, advancing their art of shipbuilding and related things like fishing and trading.  In that time, the people of Wimarglr Continent, southern Taalmisch Continent, and the Atlantean Chain of islands between them had advanced from barely Iron Age to mostly 19th century Earth equivalent.

We’d taken fifty Imperial years on Earth to raise a small family, time enough for most of the changes to hit Grawlshar and Hashiboor Continents.  In the end, however, we’d been pulled back by the knowledge the job wasn’t done yet.  We’d spent forty years working on improving their mining and chemical industries before taking most of a year off between contracts.  Now we were headed back to Calmena. 

It would be even more of a homecoming for Asina – our new station would be Yalskarr, on Hashiboor Continent – close to enough to spit on the place where she’d been born, as long defunct as it was.  Better than an Earth century later, I’d bet on her in a confrontation with any of her former masters; she’d been a Councilor in N’yeschlass, led Windhome Bay as its Elder, borne and raised three more children, and was as polished and sophisticated a lady as existed on Earth, but she still harbored rage and feelings of inadequacy when it came to her former masters, even though they all had to be long dead.

The first time we did this, it was to teach them to forge metal.  Now we’re going to teach about marine diesels and aircraft.  We were in Svalbard Base, waiting for our ride to Bolthole Base.  Outside, arctic winter swirled.  Ififths of snow blanketed the ground; thick shifting grinding sheets of ice covered the sea.  Inside, it was shirtsleeve weather – not so much as dribbles of melted snow said otherwise.

Eventually, our cutter pilot loaded us on board, together with a team of 8 soldiers with their combat suits.  They stood their suits against the bare wall in the back and sat in the seats that lined the side of the small craft’s cargo hold.  We took the front two slots on the right side, which left the front two slots on the left vacant.  The little ship lifted, Vectored as soon as it was clear of the hangar, and appeared perhaps two iprime from Calmena.  Epsilon Indi was an orange light behind us.  The pilot slowed us to a practical crawl – less than 12 isquare per hour, lest we scatter sonic booms over half the continent upon encountering atmosphere.  We were coming in dayside, so we had a camouflage screen up as well as shields.  The Calmenans didn’t have radar yet, but they had the means to develop it as soon as they needed to.  Since Asina and I were coming to introduce airplanes to their world, radar would follow as naturally as sunset follows sunrise.

Our first destination was Bolthole Base, high up in the most inaccessible area of the Collision Range on Wimarglr Continent.  A lot of work went into keeping natives from realizing it was there, from holographic projectors to avoidance fields and forbiddings with auros.  In the long run, they’d find it, but the general thinking was the long-awaited rematch between the fractal demons and the Empire would be underway before then, rendering it a moot point.

There’s a moment on approach when you make a mental shift from thinking you’re in space getting closer to the planet to thinking you’re on the planet even though you’re not on the ground yet.  For me, it’s when I start being able to make out individual features in the video feed.  The nameless mountain in which Bolthole Base was embedded was usually it, followed by the small alpine meadow below the base.  The mountain itself – second highest peak on the planet – was perpetually ice crowned, even though it was no higher than Mount Whitney in California and within a couple degrees of the planetary equator.  There wasn’t time in Calmena’s short year of 145 Earth days (136 Imperial or local) for the snow that fell to melt.  The lake below waxed and waned with the weather.

The pilot picked up the approach path, and slowing still further apparently headed straight towards the side of the mountain.  At the last moment, the illusion of solidity melted and the viewscreen showed a massive cavern holding fifty or sixty Starbirds and cutters.  The base and the cavern holding it had expanded in the time I’d been here, but it was still too small for anything bigger than cutters to land.

The base commander, Sephia, was waiting to greet us.  Sephia looked like a blonde college coed of my youth, her white-blonde pageboy cut barely ruffling in the sheltered cavern.  “Welcome back, my young friends!” she greeted the two of us.  As soon as she opened her mouth, her attitude and manner of speaking betrayed the fact that she was old for a natural state human – perhaps a full square by now.  I didn’t know exactly – what I did know was she’d held a higher rank than she did now at the end of the Reunification, three thousand Imperial years ago.  Except for occasional leave, she’d been base commander for over an Earth century now, and she had no intention of applying for promotion.  “This is where the next war with the demons will start,” she’d told me when I first arrived.  Taking a promotion would mean leaving Calmena for her.

“Good to see you, grandmother!” I teased her in return.  I was aware the base was busier than it had been in times past.  There were more troops visible in the main cavern.  I wasn’t sure why; it wasn’t any of my business.  I could ask if I wanted, but I was certain Sephia wouldn’t give me a straight answer.  The Empire has a habit of keeping operational information to those with a need to know, Asina concurred.  I wasn’t aware that the combat soldiers were doing any more work but there had to be a reason the Empire had done it.  Likely it had to do with the heightened sense that open war with the fractal demons was close.  I’d heard rumors of more troops being assigned to Earth as well.

“Staying the night, or just heading on through?” she asked.

“The plan is to take the portal to Tabbraz immediately,” Asina responded, “But there’s no rush.  If you’d like us to stay for some reason, there are ships heading to Yalskarr from there all the time.”  Tabbrraz was on the south coast of Hashiboor, from which passage on a steamship to Yalskarr, at the base of the Karnel Peninsula, would take a few days.  We had to be a little more circumspect these days. Rather than just walking out of a portal or setting up a compound in the middle of nowhere, we had to leave something of an arrival trail and something of a departure trail.  Calmena was getting civilized.  Somebody might ask where we came from – it was important for them to be able to find something of a trail.

“I was hoping you’d stay for dinner.  I’m curious about the news.  How are your folks taking it?”

“Relieved more than anything,” I told her, “The U.S. Government never adapted to the new reality of the Empire and the contrast became too great to ignore.  We had millions of people leaving the US for places that were poverty stricken hellholes before the Empire arrived.  Even the most stubborn of those left behind were going to see the real problem eventually, and it finally happened.  Barely a third voted to retain in the most recent plebiscite.  Everyone else was outpacing us, and people finally came to the realization that despite their propaganda, the U.S. Government was the problem.  Maybe now Mom will start expanding in what used to be the US.”

Asina chimed in, “The funniest thing was the political parties trying to file suit in courts that legally didn’t exist any longer.  Not to mention there wasn’t anything to pay the judges or other employees.”

That did bring a snort of laughter from Sephia.

Yes, the citizens of the United States, last of the major pre-contact nations, had voted the government out of existence, and that was fine with me.  The citizens of the Empire had far better protections than the Constitution – a ruling class that not only understood why it shouldn’t abuse its citizens, but expected to be around when the consequences of doing so arrived.  Not to mention the viceroys’ pay was based upon economic expansion and the Empire intentionally kept their budgets too small to cover anything beyond the most basic functions of government.  As a result, Imperial viceroys avoided abusing their citizens and their own superiors were the most aggressive enforcers of that doctrine.  Maybe if you got some personal benefit that was large enough, you might find it worthwhile to abuse your office.  Your superior, who wasn’t going to benefit nearly so much, wouldn’t tolerate it impacting their pay and their career, and their superior, who wouldn’t see any tangible benefit at all, would put a quick stop to it by replacing the both of you.

“So no trouble?”

“I didn’t say that.  There were the usual idiots who didn’t understand the Empire plays by different rules, to the effect of minor annoyances and comic relief for a day or two.  But when they abolished the US military to save money, they removed their last hope of resisting the Empire.  Not that there would have been any chance in the first place.  The Empire used six prime of troops to conquer North Korea, and that was overkill.  The Empire has at least four cubes on Earth alone.  The United States was a dead letter as soon as the votes were counted.  The Secundus for North America is talking about preserving some of the buildings and monuments, but it’s gone, and at this point, that’s a good thing.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Evidently some of the Scimtars think there’s potential for tourist value.  I was born in the US and I don’t understand why anyone would be interested.”

“I might,” Sephia said, “During the Reunification, there were damned few places that had even the beginnings of rational government, and that was with the example of the Empire.  I can’t name another place with no common history that made any of the efforts made by the founders of the United States.  That it lasted more than seven prime and achieved all it did is something Americans should be proud of, especially considering the obstacles it faced.  It wasn’t an accident they lasted longer than any other major Earth nation, including ones with far more history and ethnic identity than they.”

Dinner was great.  The great advantage of converters is not everybody has to eat the same thing.  Providing the programs are all in the database, each person can have something different, or even different preparations of the same dish.  You can have something different if you want seconds, and the converter will produce it just as easily as it did whatever you got first.  Or, if someone wants to really cook, they can create the ingredients and not worry about whether they’re in stock or even in season.  I had beef with snow peas, even though I wasn’t completely happy with the only formulation in the database.  I could cook, but I wasn’t a biosynthesis programmer.  One of these days I would have to remedy that.

We talked about our children, mostly.  Raimundo was in the military, stationed way out in Fiftyfirst Galaxy at the moment.  Fema was an organic chemist and student on Indra, and Gracie was putting the finishing touches on her certification as a Third Order Guardian.  Asina and I would have paid, but she wanted to earn the money to pay Paladin herself, which meant quite a delay as training from one of the best wasn’t cheap.  The odds weren’t all that long against the two elder children going operant later, but Gracie being born operant was a major stroke of luck for us.  Asina barely qualified Second Order, and I wasn’t much stronger.  The tables said about seven iprime chance per child with our limited prowess.

Sephia had dozens of grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and so on.  Even counting the short Imperial years, there’s room for many generations in a lifetime approaching a square.  She could have monopolized the conversation, but didn’t.  Mostly she brought us up to speed on developments that would impact us on Hashiboor Continent.  There were now twentytwo missionary teams like Asina and I; a year could see some big changes, the most important of which was that Bazhen had left the N’yeschlass Confederation.  Since Wimarglr Continent had been free of any demonic holds for decades now, it wasn’t an unexpected development, but it paved the way for increased conflicts both on Wimarglr and on the oceans.

We were pleasantly full when we took the Portal to Tabbraz, which was a good thing.  Food on Hashiboor Continent wasn’t a sure thing yet.  We had a few bars of Life in our small packs in case it became an issue on the voyage to Yalskarr.  Between the safe house in Tabbraz and our new station, we’d be the same as any other passengers on board whatever ship we chose. 

The blue sky seemed a little more purple than Earth, and the sunlight streamed a little more orange.  It was about forty degrees Celsius, and saturation level humidity.  The waterfront stank of excrement and various chemicals.  All in all, mid-afternoon on a nice summer day in Tabbraz.  Sailing vessels and steamers crowded the docks – it was part of our mission this time to advance the technology to marine diesels.  We found a shipping agent to inquire about vessels heading to Yalskarr; the custom was two coppers to the clerks for leads.  Ships for their part would register with all the agents because it brought them both cargo and passengers.  Everybody came out ahead.

Our first lead was a three-master that would have been recognizable to those who sailed the clipper ships of the 19th century on Earth.  The tall masts would be full of sails under weigh, and the hull was designed to cut through the water, outspeeding any steamer.  There was something about a sailing vessel catching the wind that spoke to the poet in all of us.  This pseudo-clipper and its kind were doomed, but while they lasted they were among the most beautiful of any oceangoing vessels ever made.  “Who do I speak to about passage?” Asina inquired of one of the sailors grooming its sides.

“The Captain,” he pointed us to a weather beaten man in late middle age – probably early forties, Earth reckoning.  This was a working vessel – the Captain was known to his crew.  Beautiful uniforms were for passenger liners and the military.  His garb was the adapted cotton we’d had engineered to pass for a native plant on Calmena, new and scarce enough that it was the sign of someone prosperous enough to afford it.  Nonetheless, his clothes had seen as much hard use as his body.  Officers on a working commercial vessel were not gentleman overseers.

“My husband and I would like passage to Yalskarr, Captain.”

“Passenger or working?” he asked.

“No objections to working passage,” I replied, “I’ve several years at Windhome Bay as a builder, and my wife as well.”  I gestured to her clothes.  The three small huts we’d built so long ago were now the greatest shipyards on the planet, and those willing to work were well paid for their exertions.  The revolution we were going to unleash at Yalskarr would change shipbuilding, but Windhome Bay would still be one of the biggest builders on the planet.

“You’re what – Five eights?  Five eights and four?”  The captain was expressing skepticism in the form of telling me we weren’t old enough.  The younger age was about sixteen Earth years.

“We’re agaani.  I’m sixty-four, eight, and three,” Asina replied.  The operants of Calmena weren’t up the standards of Guardians, but they’d been making progress in learning how to handle not only aging, but the wear and tear of hard environments and brutal work.  “But we can pay if you need passage money more than crew.”  She batted her blue eyes at the Captain.  It wouldn’t go anywhere, but it was still a useful negotiating trick.  She turned heads on Earth, where anyone could look young and attractive.

“Three gold each for passage.”

“My husband said we worked at Windhome Bay, not that we owned the Yards.  Two for the pair of us.”

“Two and four each.”

“You going to feed us like the Lords of Yarvahs, and give us a palatial cabin?  We were looking for common passage.  Two and four for the pair of us, and we eat with the crew.”

“Two each.  You’ll displace cargo I can charge for.”

Both of us laughed at that, “Not on any ship I’ve ever seen.  You lash it down, and crew and common passengers find sleeping places around it.  Two and four, and we eat with the crew.”

“Three for the pair.  If you’re agaani, you’ll eat like four crew each.”

It was a fact that operants ate more than natural state humans – energy is never free.  “With the slop you feed your crew, we’ll get worms.  Two and six, if your crew can vouch that the food isn’t infested.  You’ll still profit like a water merchant at the Crossroads.”

“Agreed.  Two and six.  Welcome to the Shimarr.  We sail at first light.”

It was a lot for what shouldn’t be any more than a three day passage, but the fleet sailing vessels like Shimarr would be two days faster than the steamships.  At this latitude, the prevailing winds blew out of the southeast.  Shimarr should be sailing within a few (Earth) degrees of straight downwind to Yalskarr, and we wouldn’t have to worry about food for the voyage.  If what he fed the crew was too bad, we could eat Life if we had to.  Asina checked in with Tellea, We have passage on a vessel named the Shimarr, out of Yalskarr.  She’s a fast sailer, should be there in three days.  I checked in with Staff Private O’Hare, who Sephia had assigned as our contact, with the same message.

Then, we waited.  There wasn’t much else we could do.  We could have wandered around Tabbraz – as Guardians, we’d have been safe enough from the locals, but trouble might have caused us to miss our ship.  At least we didn’t have a need to go into the city to buy food for our voyage – we were eating with the crew.  We found an area between crates in the hold, spread our sleeping mat, and curled up together, Asina a pleasant warmth on my left side as well as a welcoming presence in my mind.
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Chapter Two
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Yalskarr was nothing impressive to look at – yet.  

Docks, blocky wooden warehouses, and the occasional stone or brick edifice rising three or four stories off the ground.  It was Calmena’s answer to Houston at the dawn of the petrochemical age.

This time, the hard work of setting up the station had been done for us.  Yalskarr had been one of Hashiboor’s first seaports, and for nearly thirty years, a rail hub as well.  Asina’s daughter Tellea and her husband Fittorn had built it up from nothing, one small bit at a time, over the past fifty local years, as they worked to nurture the nascent petrochemical industry of Calmena, currently centered north of Yalskarr.  In one of the many ironies of the Calmena uplift, we were playing the part of Tellea’s daughter and son-in-law to enable them to ‘retire’ and return to the Empire – both were approaching a public age that would make continuing the masquerade difficult, and they’d been on Calmena for eighty Earth years or so.  It was time for them to take a break.  The result was that we were ‘inheriting’ an ongoing business.  As a result, the Imperial gear was already well hidden, nearly an ifourth below ground level, and the hidden quarters Asina and I would occupy had all the improvements that could be hidden from the natives.

Things were a little more complicated now than they had been.  At the end of our first assignment, we’d simply told everyone else that our replacements were our inheritors, and walked out of town with no trouble to our replacements, then or after.  But things were done formally now; the transfer would take longer and the local government would extort a certain amount in exchange for official recognition of the transfer.  It wasn’t to protect anyone; the purpose was the avarice of those in control of the local government.

Tellea’s eyes were hazel now, her dark brown hair was sprinkled with grey, and her somewhat Polynesian appearance was weathered and wrinkled, a concession to what the Calmenans expected from someone who had spent the last forty Earth years - 100 local Calmenan – working with chemicals and shipping and everything else.  Her husband Fittorn looked like he could have come from nineteenth century Holland or Belguim – light brown hair, blue eyes, and tall for Calmena, similarly weathered.  But the appearance was only skin deep; Tellea was actually in her first days of pregnancy with what would be Asina’s first grandchild.  They’d be looking like any other young adults in the Empire within a day or so of arriving at Bolthole Base for transport out.  Mother!  Uncle Joe!  she greeted us, good to see you even if it is only for a couple weeks!  Asina and Tellea hugged; Asina hadn’t actually seen her daughter in a year. 

Asina wanted to inspect the new baby, and Tellea let her do so with perception.  Looking good so far.  Any idea if he’s operant?

Not yet.  We’ve built in as much augmentation as we could, but so far no sign.  Augmentation would decay unless maintained by the baby after he was born, and more than a certain amount could be a threat to him if he wasn’t operant.  I’ll shift to artificial gestation if there’s no sign of operancy at ten weeks.

We’ve got a building for the casting works almost completed, Fittorn advised me, and we’ve got the land for the airfield, too.  You can start clearing it when you’re ready.

That will probably be a couple years.  Marine diesels can be cast with steel.  We need Asina to lay a little more groundwork with aluminum before we’re ready to use it in airplane engines, and she needs to work on refining better grades of fuel for them, too.   I was thinking about something a couple grades above the Wright Flyer; similar but with true ailerons and rudder controls as well as a lighter engine.  Enough for a proof of concept, enough to encourage the interest of potential competitors.  Our mission wasn’t to make money; it was to advance Calmena so they could defend themselves and inconvenience the fractal demons.  The best way to do that was show potential competitors how to get to a point where they could build something others would be willing to pay for.  That would also help them be ready to assimilate into the Empire when the time came.

Marine diesels – diesel engines in general but marine diesels particularly – were more important than aircraft.  Look up how Germany’s manufacturing in World War II kept increasing despite allied air raids until allied troops started capturing the means of production in 1945.  I’d once taken a drive with my dad up old Interstate 84 alongside the Columbia River on the Oregon-Washington line.  I’d seen a long line of semis completely dwarfed by a single train – all of which was in turn dwarfed by a smallish barge headed up the river.  Multnomah Falls is beautiful, by the way.  But the point is which moves the most freight the most economically.  The sooner we gave marine diesels their starting push, the sooner and more powerfully they’d work their economic blessings.  There was nothing that could compete with them until impellers got strong enough.

You’re the folks who’ve been studying it, Uncle Joe, Fittorn conceded, but the longer you take, the more pressure you’re going to feel from people wanting to use the land for other things.  It was difficult buying everybody out and fencing it off.  People will try moving back in whenever they think they can.

We can afford to pay people to keep the land clear, Asina replied, we can even afford to maintain a grass runway until we’re ready to use it.

She was right that we could afford it – our converters could create all the precious metals we might need.  But that will cause people to wonder what we intend to use that runway for, my love.  Which will tell every observer that we knew what we designed would need it long before we built it.  We know the demons have agents and they are watching.  They probably even have likahns in the area.  We can’t telegraph our intentions like that.  The demons are lazy, not stupid.

You’re right, Joe.  More than four sixty-fours since you rescued me, and I still think like a primitive bumpkin when I’m not careful.

She wasn’t being fair to herself with that remark.  We’d studied the Empire and its technology, but we’d never been immersed in it.  Even during our interlude on Earth, the planet was only slowly catching up to the rest of the Empire, and here on Calmena the state of science and technology wasn’t yet close to what Earth had had when the Empire stepped in.  I didn’t have anything specific to say, but she picked up on my feelings through our link.

It’s not about being fair.  It’s about forcing myself to think through the implications of what I propose.  We’ll just fence it off and pay someone to keep trespassers out until we need it.  It shouldn’t be too hard to comprehend that we have plans to expand what’s here.

Without you I’d have served my indenture at Bolthole and gone back home.  I’d probably be an unremarkable drone somewhere, so you saved me, too.  I realize you want to improve but give yourself credit where it is due.

Joe you are my miracle.  Can we please concentrate on planning our priorities? 

We planned it out in as much detail as makes sense while we were still on sabbatical.  Nothing significant has changed since we arrived.  I suggest we concentrate instead on Tellea and her husband.  They’re not going to stay here once they’ve completed the handover.

You ever see someone struggling to decide if they were more exasperated or more grateful for your suggestion?  It’s a lot more intimate when you’re telepathically linked.  Asina finally settled on gratitude.  Have you decided where to raise your family?

Fittorn responded, We’re inclined towards Earth.  It’s the only Imperial planet in the instance.  We can stay in direct contact, and Joe’s mother still needs healers for her business.  We can do other things as well, and basics are cheap on Earth, so our savings will go a long way if they need to.

I wouldn’t worry about that.  Earth is still short on operants of all descriptions.  You’re both Guardians; you can get work based on that alone.  But Mom says the dog business is staying strong.  When we started, she was expecting to be winding down by now, but current projections are at least another two prime of expansion.  Her offer of jobs isn’t charity; she really needs healers.  These days, with dogs bringing premium prices all over the Empire, the problems weren’t how to rehabilitate strays and ferals, but instead monitoring healthy dogs to make certain they stayed healthy.  Tellea and Fittorn wouldn’t be making five prime a day each, socking it all away for later, but they could be making plenty to support an upper middle class living even if only one of them worked.  Nor was there exactly a surfeit of healers working on humans – opportunities for operants were better in the main part of the Empire.  Earth wasn’t exactly poverty stricken any longer, but the planetary population was still only fourteen fifths and the standard of living wasn’t nearly what it was on the mature planets in the Imperial Home Instance.

It seems like such a pittance, though.

You’re not isolated and under threat from demons, and it’s not nearly so difficult to find people qualified for and willing to do the work.  Except for me, every member of the teams working to advance Calmena was born here, and once they’d spent time with the comforts of the Empire, it was difficult to find people willing to come back.  You’ll be spending most of your time in nice civilized settings, and you’ll be home in your own bed every night that you want to be.  Admittedly, Asina and I would be spending most of our nights well below ground in the secret lair Tellea and Fittorn had built, but air conditioning was not something most of Calmena was likely to have any time soon.  We’d be spending our work days around molten metal in an area where the average outside weather was saturation level humidity at about 40 degrees Celsius

If you want to be making more than you ever could here, learn to pilot starships, Asina chimed in, Twenty prime per Vector, and you can do twenty Vectors or more in a working day.  Your bond will eat about a third of it, but Joe’s aunt spent years doing it while raising a family.  Of course, the instruction will set you back four cubes or so each, and pilot modules aren’t free.  That was about twenty years of our earnings on Calmena, each.  Tellea was afraid to spend close to half their savings.  I didn’t mention a couple of other possibilities: Contact specialist or dispatch.  Neither required a huge up-front investment, but both would preclude residence on Earth – there simply wasn’t enough demand on Earth, yet, or at all in this instance.  Asina didn’t want me giving them ideas that would mean she’d have difficulty staying in telepathic contact, which would happen if they moved back to the main part of the Empire.

I’m sure the two of you will be fine on Earth, she told them, as if that settled the matter.  About the transfer of ownership here?

Theoretically a simple matter of an attestation, Fittorn told us.  In reality, the transfer requires the assent of Jammont, the battle leader.  Yalskarr is still in thrall to the shagra-ma.  They accepted a minor bribe to allow us when we arrived.  Now that we’re obviously wealthy, they’re going to want something more.

That will set back the plan to supersede the old nobility.  Anything we gave them, they’d use to hang onto power.  Your report says you’ve been training the locals that aren’t caught as operants at birth?

The current battle leader is a canny old tyrant.  He makes sure the shagra-no learn everything we teach.  As a result, he’s got about ten prime shagra-no organized and loyal to him and just as good as any of the locals we teach, and practiced in combat as well.  We’ve helped forty prime or so of locals learn to use their operant gifts, but they’re merchants and artisans and farmers, not warriors.  Nor do they have the kind of loyalty to us that the shagra-no have to Jammont.  He’s even willing to accept the children they discover up to the age of two eights rather than insisting upon keeping only the traditional birth examination.  The age was about six and a half Earth years.  Shagra-no children were trained in deportment and discipline first, then arms. Since they typically didn’t begin arms training until three eights or so, the only real consequence was perhaps a little delay in beginning their arms training.  They’d still have a long useful lifetime as warriors and incubators for the next generation of warriors.  Getting longer, too.  Since we’d taught the Calmenans the rudiments of necris, the operant discipline most people thought of as healing, longevity had been creeping upwards. Progress here might be slower than in the Empire, but Calmenans were figuring out the tricks.  Give them twenty or thirty prime, and the Calmenan operants would be young and healthy indefinitely, same as Guardians back in the Empire.  Since the shagra-no were all operants, that included them.

I imagine Jammont is very careful about examining the children of the operants you’ve trained?

Exactly.  About half of the people we’ve trained have children in training to be shagra-no.  

If they had children in training to be part of the noble caste, that removed a large portion of the incentive to supplant those nobles.  Not only did it make the parents shagra-my – intermediate or gentry caste – themselves, it meant they would be in a position to benefit from shagra-no children who might even eventually become shagra-ma.

It would have been easier if – as had been the case on Earth – there was a barrier of tradition between the new gentry of money and the old nobility.  However, the agaani had in the past needed every agaani they could find in order to keep their precarious independence from the demons.  How precarious it was had been demonstrated in our first landing, when simply destroying a piece of wall and killing a couple agaani had been enough to cost our ‘hosts’ their freedom, along with a goodly portion of their lives.  Maybe you’d never be chosen as battle leader by the other shagra-ma if your parents weren’t at least shagra-no, maybe it might be harder to make shagra-ma, but provided a child showed operancy while young enough to make it worth their while to train, they’d be put on the path to becoming shagra-no.  Now that the stakes were simply holding onto power, the old nobility wasn’t becoming more hide-bound – they were becoming more inventive, at least here in Yalskarr.  In the long run, they’d be replaced – by the Empire if they lasted that long.  But for now, we had to deal with them.  

Any idea what this Jammont is going to want?

Money at least.  Probably a piece of ownership.  We’ll have to find out.

No ownership, I stated flatly.  Continuing graft if necessary, but not ownership.  The people I’m going to need won’t put up with shagra-no arrogance.  Diesel engine casters, maybe a little.  Airplane makers, not at all.

The airplane business doesn’t exist yet, won’t for another five years at least.  If you have to, you can start it as a separate concern.

But if the shagra-ma own the land on which it sits...

I see your point, Fittorn acquiesced, we’ll do what we have to.  Maybe they’ll be content with a bribe.  If not, we’ll make a plan.
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Chapter Three
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“If it please the battle leader, we would like to retire and have our children take control of the shipyards.”

We were in the grim, old fortress Jammont and the shagra-no used as their headquarters.  Built on a headland above the bay, it looked down on Yalskarr Bay from a height perhaps twenty times that of a human.  At some point in the not-too-distant past, cannons had been installed on the walls, punctuating the fortress’ domination of the city below.  This world had not yet seen the rude awakening given to the Barbary Pirates by the Americans, and thrust home by the British and Dutch soon thereafter, that forever shifted power away from fixed fortifications.

The throne room was as dark and dank as you’d expect.  It stank of smoke and candles and centuries-old mildew.  Maybe the glazing in the casements made the room lighter than formerly, maybe they made it worse by lowering the circulation of air.  The battle-leader had had electricity installed – a few weak bulbs glowed wanly along the walls, wires draped through brackets and openly running along the walls.  In the past, perhaps they’d had tapestries that would have covered them – but given the rudimentary state of the electrician’s art, it wouldn’t have taken them long to discover how tapestries and electrical wiring mixed to create fire.  For now, the walls were largely bare.

The shagra-no were the same mix of tradition and new.  They were all armed with swords and rust-splotched armor that it was impossible to keep shiny and burnished in Yalskarr’s hot, humid climate, but they also carried the best revolvers Calmena had yet managed to produce.  Single action, five or six shots each in roughly .55 caliber with barrels almost a foot long – shagra-no were stronger than most Earth humans, if not up to the standards of Imperial Guardians.  One or two shots would put down a charging manes, and the new metallic cartridges could be reloaded much faster than previous models.  Colonel Colt might have laughed at them, but they were damned effective by the standards of here and now.  The first bolt action repeating rifles were already available, and they would soon be followed by liquid cooled Maxim or Vickers-style machine guns.

Fittorn was speaking to Jammont during his time for petitions.  The four of us had reached the head of the line, and after the usual pleasantries of greeting, that was the long and the short of our petition.  “In token of a long and prosperous relationship for both of us, I would like to volunteer this gift to the battle leader, along with a small personal craft for his own use we are beginning to build.”  ‘This gift’ was a large sack, containing four sixty-fours of the local gold coinage - perhaps as much as thirty or forty workers might earn in a year.  In terms of cash or tax money, a major infusion by local standards.  The gold was real even if the coinage had never seen the inside of the local mint.  It was heavy enough – twenty prime or so – that it was a notable effort to heft it.  The ship would be a small sloop-like vessel that would be comfortable for him, a guest, and perhaps three or four crew.  The point was to convince Jammont that he would metaphorically catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.

But while Jammont might have been a canny old tyrant, he was also of the old school who’d been told they had a right or a need to own and control everything in their demesne, and the shipyard was a potential rival center of power.  “I’m inclined to assume control over them.”

Tellea broke in, “If the battle-leader will recall, his predecessor once removed attempted that same feat.  He failed miserably in that attempt, and the Yards were much smaller and easier to manage at the time.  Had we not consented to return, they would have failed completely with the year.”

“I will simply demand you manage them for me.”  

“That is not acceptable.  As my spouse has noted, we intend to return home to what we have earned.”

“You do not have my leave to depart.”

“It is not yours to give,” Fittorn replied, “We belong to Windhome Bay, not Yalskarr.  If you want to claim ownership by the shagra of Yalskarr, with that same breath you give us the right of challenge.”

“I’m not frightened by tradesmen who
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