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Introduction
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After reading the first edition, one or two people did ask me if I’d served in the armed forces. Me? I’m just a simple farm boy. But I’ve friends of all ages, and I’ve known and talked to people who have been handed their Government Issue rifle and told to get out there and defend civilisation. So really this book owes something to them.

Also it owes a lot to the four most important people in my life, Brenda, Katharine, Sheila and Clare. Because they’re worth it.

It struck me that at this point, I ought to leave you with a few words from that great martial philosopher, Murphy.

––––––––
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	Friendly fire isn’t.

	Try to look unimportant, they may be low on ammo.

	Never forget that your weapon is made by the lowest bidder.

	Five second fuses always burn three seconds.

	The side with the simplest uniforms wins.

	When in doubt, empty your magazine.

	If both sides think they’re losing, both sides are right. 

	The most dangerous thing on a battlefield is an officer with a map.









Jim
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Chapter 1


[image: ]




The flitter was hardly luxurious. It was a battered Steg and Snorsin D20, the open topped utility model. The engine laboured; the elderly craft was badly overloaded. Alpan the pilot glanced over his shoulder. There were a dozen men of the Delta Gendarmerie sprawled on the bench seats. Scattered around them was the panoply of war: personal weapons, support weapons, cases of ammunition, cases of ration packs, water containers, water sanitizers, hastily rolled up camouflage sheeting, and miscellaneous items Alpan couldn’t recognize.

The men were largely asleep. Dirty, dishevelled, unshaven; in spite of the noise of the engine they slept, still in helmets and long armour coats. The one concession to sleep was that they had all ignored the seat belts. 

They weren’t the only reason for the engine labouring. Along the sides and rear of the flitter were the hastily applied panels of ceramic armour, a field expedient recently adopted. 

Alpan turned his attention to the view in front; they were the second flitter in line, three more flitters following them, flying low but not particularly quickly above the Zala Delta. Below was one of the major channels, its silt-rich water a green-brown. He spared time to check on his two crewmen. One to the left of him, one to his right, each sat in a little barbette, their light power cannons covering the riverbanks as the convoy flew onwards.

The flitter ahead dropped lower, closer to the water and Alpan followed suit. They were coming in to land at Maggville, the small village that had been turned into a forward operating base. Now they were close to the water, Alpan could see the clumps of slow floating debris which cluttered the delta channels in low season. The vegetation on the riverbanks was a green wall, occasionally broken where someone had felled trees to make way for a rice paddy. A voice came over the vehicle comm. “Yessa to all flitters, you hear me?” 

Alpan pressed the stud on the throat mike. “Hear you Yessa.” He heard other voices over the comm, all confirming their presence.

“Swampies, attacking camp perimeter: we’re going in wide to get behind them, follow me.”

The lead craft swung right, climbing slightly, Alpan eased the controls to match its course. He turned and shouted behind him “Wake up boys, Swampies attacking the camp, we’re going to get behind them and spoil their day.” Men stirred quickly to action, grabbing weapons, checking them. He turned back and noticed a bright light speeding towards the lead flitter. He hit the comm, “Yessa, missile lock.”

He hastily checked his own instruments; nothing locked onto his craft. He looked forward again, just in time to see the lead flitter explode in flames. He swallowed nervously, but the lessons of his officer training came back to him. ‘If you start swearing and sound worried, your men are more likely to panic.’ He tried to keep his voice steady. “Barbettes, any missiles on us?”

There was a brief pause then his left barbette suddenly called out. “Incoming, and bluidy fast.”

Still no systems notification of a missile lock; Alpan acted instinctively, he spun the clumsy craft round and shouting, “We’re swimming home,” he rolled it. 

As men and equipment fell into the water barely fifty feet below, Alpan fumbled with his own harness. There was an explosion as something struck the rear of the flitter and Alpan felt a wave of heat sweep over him. At last the harness lock came undone and he plunged into the water. The silt-rich liquid swallowed him and he could taste it as he struggled to orientate himself and get back up to the air. His head broke surface and he looked round. His burning craft, still upside down, was breaking up, scattering burning fuel and fragments across the surface of the river. Over the sound of burning and exploding flitter he could hear power cannon fire. Looking up he could see the other three craft of their patrol hosing down the area from where the missiles had come. It didn’t look as if they could expect any other help from them in the near future. There was also someone shouting.

To his left, between him and the nearest bank, were the infantry he’d unceremoniously dumped in the river. He could see someone wave and then disappear. A lot of these ‘Dry Land’ conscripts couldn’t swim. Almost instinctively Alpan headed in that direction. He couldn’t see anything, and then a flailing arm struck him. Alpan grabbed the arm before the arm could grab him and pulled the panicking man to him, rolled him onto his back with his face above the water and then got onto his own back to support him.

Sharply he said, “Don’t panic, you’ll drown both of us. Lie still.”

His tone obviously worked, the man stopped and lay, shivering. Kicking strongly Alpan swam backwards towards the bank. 

The three craft were now circling above him. One peeled off and spiralled lower, the barbette power cannons laying down covering fire on the river bank where the swimming men would come ashore. The other two stayed aloft, still putting down suppressive fire into the trees. Alpan kept swimming until someone tapped him on the shoulder. “You’ve arrived pilot.”

Alpan stopped and stood up in water that was over his waist. He helped his companion stand up and looked at the man who had stopped him. Helmet missing, his body armour, a long jacket with ceramic panels sewn into it, hung open. It was the sergeant who’d led the conscripts onto his flitter.

The sergeant opened the breech and peered down the barrel of his combat rifle. “Clear.” He closed the breech and twisted the cocking handle, chambering a round. He shouted, “Check your rifles before you fire them, now get onto the bank before our air support gets bored and leaves us.” Alpan looked along the line of the river bank. Most of the infantry had already arrived and were huddled under bank. He reached down for his pistol, still buttoned into its holster. He opened the breech, and blew into it. Water dribbled out of the end of the barrel. He looked down it. It seemed clear. He pulled the slide back and then pushed it back into place. His weapon armed, he followed the sergeant up onto the bank. 

***
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Anyone seeing Haldar Drom, Head of Investigative Services, Governor’s Investigation Office, for the first time would have marked him down as fifty or thereabouts. Ex-Military or perhaps still Military but in civvies. He was tall, spare and greying slightly. People who knew him better would warn you to look out for a hint of mischief in his face or the start of a grin, which he sometimes struggled to suppress. The gaggle of young nephews and nieces just adored him and regarded him as a co-conspirator rather than a proper grown-up. 

Currently Haldar sat facing the man who’d asked for the meeting. He assessed the man carefully. Young for one so politically important, somehow the phrase ‘well-scrubbed’ seemed to fit. 

“I’m glad you could fit me in Haldar.”

Even the voice sounded well groomed. It was obvious that Tilan Threadmile was a prosperous and socially proficient young man.  

“Always happy to oblige; so what can I do for you?”

Tilan shuffled a little and looked round. “How secure is this place?” 

Haldar glanced round the four-storey atrium. They sat on a glass-floored ledge which grew organically from one wall. Their seats, like those on the other scattered ledges, were surrounded by vegetation that seemed to cascade over them from the roof garden above. Water trickled down the foliage keeping the air cool.

“As secure as anywhere; my department is the one which sweeps this area for surveillance devices. Indeed there are so many comms-jammers built into this place, it’s a wonder that the phones work.”

Tilan relaxed slightly. “That’s good. I wouldn’t like any of this to come out. I’m worried about the political stability of the Drake Island co-prosperity sphere.” 

“What’s the problem? I thought you had a nice stable oligarchy in place that would outlast the rest of us.”

“Two or three years ago I would have said that, but now I’m not so sure. The Zala river insurgency has destabilised things. Now I only trust three people.” Tilan counted them off on his fingers.

“Quasan Lain, the Defense Commissioner of the Zala River Confederacy.”

“Your brother-in-law?” 

“My brother-in-law. The second is Freelan T Rowbutlan, my uncle. He is not long back on this planet, and I’ve asked him to speak with you, to share with you what he’s learned. The third is me.”

“So what has brought you to this way of thinking?  Freelan I know and respect, but I would like your opinion.” 

“Currently I am one of the Seven Worthies. I have had it suggested to me that I ought to step down from my role as Worthy in charge of security.” 

“Remind me again what that role involves.”

Tilan sighed. “I fund what passes for air traffic control. I fund the handful of police who will provide support for the private law enforcement out on the islands. I am also the titular commander in chief of the Drake Islands. I can summon all bearing arms to form the militia, and I am the one who appoints officers and suchlike.” 

“An impressive role but if you’re funding it, I’d assume you’d be happy enough to be relieved of it.” 

“Oh in five or so years I’d expect to be relieved of it. But I wouldn’t expect quiet suggestions that my resignation would be accepted five years early, or that there might be a financial deal if I step down now, with hints that if I don’t step down things might get difficult.”

Haldar caught the emphasis on the last word. “Difficult?” 

“It was mentioned than no Worthy holding these roles had died in office and it would be a pity if I were the first.”

Haldar sat and thought for some time. There was silence save for the water dripping off the foliage; “And your plans?”

“To put it bluntly I’m nervous. I have heard suggestions as to who might replace me and candidly I’m not impressed. I feel that for the good of the Drake Islands, indeed for the good of Tsarina, I should stay in post. But again, I’d like to live long enough to enjoy a prosperous old age.”

“Are there names you might care to share?”

“There seems to have been a party formed, but the man people suggest should replace me is Tor Hacken.” 

“Should I know him?”

“Probably not, his family is wealthy enough, they have a fair amount of land in the Delta, but he left home under a cloud twenty or more years ago. He spent these years off-world, engaged in enterprises he has only ever mentioned in passing as ‘trading.’”

“Trading?” 

Haldar left the word hanging and Tilan felt obliged to fill the silence.

“Personally I’d suspect piracy might come into it. I saw his ship, ‘The Girl I left behind me’ when it was unloading at the Kaunas City space port. Looking at the cargo space compared to the number of crew that were working on her, he’ll struggle to make her pay any other way.” He paused, “The crew seemed a pretty tough bunch as well.”

“I might be able to help you. I have a lady whom I can lend you. She’d be a good PA, she’s loyal and she’ll probably be able to keep you alive. She can also do some investigating. Are you interested?” 

“I’d like to meet her, certainly.”

Haldar stood up and walked to the edge of the platform. He pressed a button on the wall and a panel slid down revealing a landline telephone. He picked it up.

“Are you ready to order sir?” 

“Yes, will you ask Mistress Tara to join us? She’s probably in the library at the moment. When she arrives send up coffee for the three of us.” 

“At once sir.”

Haldar put the phone back and pressed the button. The panel slid back up. He returned to his seat. “She’s currently assistant librarian so I suspect she’ll be glad of a change.”

“A librarian as a bodyguard? Well it sounds novel.”

“When I first met her she was a clerk on the system defence boat, the Taurus; she was an ‘Out-system Volunteer.’ Problem was, she was born and reared on Glissen III; do you know it?”

Tilan shook his head. “Don’t think so.” 

“No reason you should. Quiet place, warm, pastoral, totally lacking the nudity taboo; so after three months I got her transferred to the Marine contingent. At least she wasn’t likely to turn up on duty having forgotten to put her body armour on.” Haldar noticed Tilan’s expression. “Don’t worry, that was thirty years ago, we’ve domesticated her.”

The door opened and a waiter stepped out carrying a tray. Behind him came a short handsome woman, probably about fifty. Her hair was longer than you’d expect in a woman her age, still dark; and she was wearing a long skirt intricately decorated in reds and golds, sensible shoes and a high-necked blouse cut in a slightly martial style.

Both men stood up. “Tara, let me do the introductions, this is Tilan Threadmile, merchant prince and pillar of the Drake Islands. He is in need of being kept alive.”

Tara held out her hand. Tilan shook it. “Not wishing to doubt your qualifications but Haldar hasn’t told me what you are other than you have been in the Marines.”

Tara nodded briskly. “I served in the Marines both shipboard and as a weapons artificer and then when I had my children they moved me to analysis and intelligence. Currently, because I’ve finished my twenty years, Haldar has been finding me odd jobs around his department. I’ve served as a bodyguard for several people. So far none have died when they were my responsibility.”

“Haldar said you could pass as a PA?”

“Haldar undersold me Sir; I can be your PA. Or I can work with your current PA as an assistant.”

Tilan turned to Haldar. “She seems fine. I’d be delighted to have her on my staff.”

“Just put her on your payroll at whatever rate you pay your PA.” Here Haldar turned to Tara. “How long before you can join your new employer?”

Tara stopped to think. “An hour to pack, another hour to drop round to the Marine barracks and collect some personal effects. Shall we say I will be ready in three hours?”

“Personal effects? From the Marine Barracks?”

“They’re always pleased when retired artificers drop in to the armoury and say hello. Whilst I’m there I’ll collect a couple of things.”

***
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The rest of the week Haldar spent working through channels, trying to find out what was currently knownabout the situation in the Zala Delta and on the Drake Islands. It was soon obvious that he was short of people working the area for him. Given that he was always short of people, this didn’t surprise him. Tara would merely have to be the first. 

He was headed to a meeting with the Intelligence Analysts attached to the Governor’s Investigation Office. He turned a corner rather too abruptly and came to a halt rather than barge into someone. The woman he had almost bumped into would no longer claim to be middle aged. She wore a severe suit and had her graying hair cut into an unfashionable bob. She was also brisk and to the point. “Mister Drom, a message for you.” 

“Ah, Jaiane. I’d been meaning to drop into the office, but I’ve been busy.”

“I assumed as much Mr. Drom, thus I came out to find you. Given that you haven’t been in your office for six months, I felt waiting for you was fruitless.”

“Well I have been busy,” Haldar said, somewhat lamely.

“Indeed, but not so busy I trust that you cannot visit Freelan T Rowbutlan at the ‘Contemptible Residence of the Seven Worthies.’ He was most insistent that you should dine with him this evening, perhaps dropping in for drinks prior to eating. 

Haldar took the note and pushed it, carefully folded, into the pocket on the underside of his lapel. “Thank you for that Jaiane. Anyway I must rush; I’ve got a meeting with the Analytical Section now.”

“Will you wish me to organize an escort at the ‘Seven Worthies’? You’re not from the Drake Islands and the staff at the ‘Seven Worthies’ make it a point of honour to keep ‘foreigners’ out so they cannot pester their guests.”

“I had noticed that they do seem to take obstruction to excessive limits, but I should be able to manage without having to hire one of their guides.” Haldar grinned at her. “If I cannot talk my way past a couple of liveried flunkies, I’m getting too old.” He glanced meaningfully along the corridor, trying to look like a man already late for an important appointment. “Have you been able to get in touch with Toulis Hart?”

“Of Trans-world (Tsarina) Insurance? No, it appears that he visits his office less than you visit yours. At least his excuse is that he is working off-world at the moment.”

“Could you keep trying, I could do with speaking to Toulis.”

“Certainly, and whilst I have you, there is another thing...”

Haldar cut across her “Sorry, I must dash.”

Jaiane smiled a perfunctory half smile. “So I can expect you to pay your office a casual visit any time in the next half year? As you might imagine, there are a number of papers that need signing and numerous matters of administrative detail that you will have to give some thought to.” 

Haldar raised both hands as if to fend off the deluge. “You have convinced me. I shall indeed attend upon you in my office as soon as is convenient. Could you check my diary and find an appropriate time?”

With this he half bowed and set off down the corridor. When he reached the corner he accelerated but in spite of his efforts he still heard her final comment.

“Given you haven’t put anything in the diary since I was made your secretary six years ago, that shouldn’t be too difficult!” 

Haldar skidded to a halt by a door, opened it and walked into the office. The two analysts were waiting for him. Haldar sat in the empty chair and reached for the coffee. 

“So, Eldera, what do we know about the weaponry and supply situation of the various participants in the Zala Delta Insurgency?”

The oldest of the analysts, a woman in her fifties, looked though her notes. “Since you asked me Haldar, I’ve been through reports and also checked with a few people. Starting with the Zala River Confederacy, they largely buy from us, plus a few things straight out of the Marines’ stores. The Marines then use the money to both upgrade their own equipment and to restock.”

“Don’t tell me, the Marines are making money out of this.” 

“Of course, although the profit is mainly notional from their point of view as it gets deducted from the money they receive from the Governor’s office.”

“Anything not purchased from us?” 

“Vehicles, uniforms, personal body armour, most of which are manufactured on Tsarina by private companies. Some vehicle spares do have to be shipped in from off-world.”

Haldar commented dryly “Such loyalty to local suppliers is of course commendable.”

“Either that or we’re the only people who will extend them a line of credit.”

“And the Drake Islands co-prosperity sphere?”

The woman pulled out another piece of paper. “This one is more interesting and more complicated. They don’t have a formal military, just a nominal militia where everyone fetches their own kit, normally energy weapons. But the various estate owners in the Delta have formed a home defence militia which has probably got quite large and they’ve been buying to equip them.”

“Anything interesting?” 

“Yes, from my point of view they provide this morning’s first intriguing anomaly. They’re equipping men with heavy laser rifles.”

“Interesting.” Haldar put his now empty coffee mug down. “I can see it in the Drake Islands, the longer range, first time accuracy and easy recharging because of easy access to good energy supplies. But why have them in the delta where you’ve got mist, dirty water and a shortage of power?” 

“I thought they were just superior technology?”

Haldar rubbed his nose. “Not always. Energy weapons are great in space, strike at the speed of light and travel through a vacuum. In atmosphere they degrade quickly, and ironically in most conditions they’re no more effective, no more ‘powerful’ than projectile weapons. 

“So in the case of the Drake Islands, it’s just habit? Is it because that’s what they’re used to?”

“Perhaps, or perhaps they’ve picked their weaponry with an eye to where they expect to fight.” Haldar leaned back in his chair. “I’m just guessing; we’ll have to watch them. What about the Swampies?”

Here Eldera pulled a third piece of paper from her notes. “Much as you’d expect. Anything they can build, beg, borrow, or steal.”

“Build?” Haldar sat up in his chair.

“There is some evidence that they’re making their own weapons. We had a rifle sent back as unserviceable, the lower receiver was cracked. Analysis showed it was made from a polymer our production people don’t use. Someone had reverse engineered our combat rifle and was printing the bits themselves, but without the same quality polymer. We checked back with the Gendarmerie and it turned out this rifle was battlefield salvage that had been reissued, so someone somewhere is printing their own. They’re producing their own mortars as well.”

Haldar rubbed his chin with his hand. “Not surprising I suppose, pretty well all machine shops have a printer for small parts. What about caseless ammunition.”

“That they have to buy or capture. They don’t seem to have any problems with ammunition supply.”

“So who’s selling to them?”

“Usala has looked into this.”

On cue the younger of the two analysts, a woman of perhaps thirty, passed Haldar a folder. “My results and conclusions sir; nothing too definitive I’m afraid. The ammunition is almost certainly produced by the same manufacturer who was supplying the Border Kingdoms; we had the chemists check captured ammunition against the stuff you fetched back from Akin.”

Haldar asked “Well we know that came from off-world.”

“We assume such things as mortar ammunition also come from off-world. The registry for the Drake Islands lists the largest collection of privately owned space yachts on Tsarina. It looks as if some citizens of the Drake Islands are fighting against the insurgents, or at least those insurgents who have the audacity to loiter on their estates. At the same time other citizens might be working hard to supply the same insurgents. I can only assume that it is a profitable trade.” Usala sifted through her notes. “Yes here it is, I’ve asked the SRCC to run a check on the number and frequency of small yacht level flights, just in case there is a pattern.” She paused as if in thought and asked, “You’re the naval man, how big a cargo could we expect a private yacht to carry? Five tons, fifty tons?”

“Small yacht, really cut down on crew and passengers, perhaps as much as ten tons provided you didn’t mind cases stacked in the lounge. A large yacht, perhaps twenty, especially if you weren’t bringing it far. But what about other more specialized weaponry and equipment? We’ve had reports of a radio scanner.” 

“I have checked, we don’t have any legally imported.”

“Hardly a surprise. The Marines would have been interested in acquiring some.” Haldar’s tone was dry.

Usala said “True but I checked the quarterly policing reports issued under the Wilbur’s Wisp co-responsibility agreement. A company representative of Twilight Integrated Systems was travelling on the ‘Working Girl’ freighter when she was hit by pirates a year or so ago. The pirates cleared out the hold and then let the ship go on its way. In the hold was his baggage which included a case of twenty of these scanners which he had with him as samples. It might be that this is the source of the scanners.”

Haldar sat in silence. “Starmancers again; could you get me further details of the incident, ships involved, anything about the ships, indeed anything at all?”

He stood up and half bowed. “Ladies, I thank you for your efforts. You’ve given me much to think about and I’d be doubly grateful if you can continue to work on this topic.”

***
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Haldar sat on the wall and chewed hungrily at his lunchtime blat. He told himself firmly that he had to stop seeing starmancers everywhere. Piracy was a major problem but that didn’t mean pirates were at the heart of everything he had to deal with. He stared unseeingly across the canal. What did he know? Well, at meetings of the Governor’s Inner Council the issue of the insurgency kept coming up. Both the Drake Islands and the Confederacy were claiming an inability to pay their contributions because of the costs of the fighting and the disruption caused. The Drake Islands were apparently about to become even more unstable. Now after talking to the analysts he felt that the Swampies were behaving pretty much as he’d expect; the Confederacy was behaving pretty much as he’d expect. But the Drake Islands were interesting. There were unanswered questions there. He just wished he could talk to Toulis to see if he had any leads on the starmancer angle. The water omnibus was approaching; he stood up, walked down the steps and strode out onto the pier. The driver obviously saw him and the boat pulled closer to the pier but it was only a token gesture. Haldar jumped off the pier onto the deck and two other passengers caught him. He nodded his thanks and moved down the boat towards the seating area. He’d always liked traveling on the river or canal, even as a child. But the glory days of the river boats had passed. A few years ago the Kaunas City Municipal Transport Authority had worked out that because it had the mail contract; it lost less money if it let people travel free. The few remaining employees regarded the traveling public as an occupational hazard foisted on them by an uncaring universe and did their best to avoid contact with them. 

Haldar sat in one of the cracked bucket seats and watched the city go by. The canal side walk soon petered out and the abandoned canal-side offices had become homes. A small fishing village was evolving. He watched children messing about on home-made rafts cobbled together from boards and discarded poly-containers. Their parents sat on the bank fixing nets or tinkering with electro-sensitivity transducers used for herding shoals. 

Haldar pondered his next step. The spaceport was an obvious place to check for imports of war materials, especially when someone was bringing in tons of it. He sighed; he needed more people on the ground. Now he had Tara who should soon be out on the Drake Islands. He could do with someone working in the Delta where the insurgency was taking place. Willon Cartif had expressed interest in working for him. Up until now he’d been wary of phoning the young journalist. He didn’t want to appear too desperate, but now it looked like he might have a job for the young man. He sat thinking, watching the scenery as the canal joined the river Colitas and the water omnibus picked up speed as it moved out into more open water. Ahead of him Haldar could now see the outskirts of the spaceport. Once they were past the shrub-covered outer berm that separated spaceport from the suburbs the ground was utterly flat, broken only by a series of smaller berms. The omnibus slowed briefly to allow passengers to alight at the passenger terminus. The driver held his vehicle against the pier using water jets, a procedure which ensured any passenger foolish enough to be sitting on that side of the boat got soaked by the spray. Then with an unsteady acceleration the omnibus shuddered off. Haldar moved to the disembarkation point; his was the next stop, the freight pier. From the river he could look across the landing field. Kaunas City was a galactic standard spaceport. Although the awarding of the standard had been a source of civic pride, the designation was mainly for the reassurance of ships’ crews. Galactic standard meant that the natives were unlikely to eat the crew when they landed to refuel. The freight pier drew closer. This was a far more complex structure allowing ten ton carryalls to be stacked direct into the hold of big sail-powered coasting vessels. One was berthed and being unloaded, forcing the omnibus to slow down to below walking speed. Haldar stepped onto the pier, grabbing the handrail as he did so. Others hurried behind him, desperate to leave the boat before it left the pier. Further forward, three other passengers were hastily boarding. Leaving the main pier, Haldar turned left along a side path which ducked under the carryall ramp and led down to some temporary office modules. These had been standing there a century at least. At the third module, painted a dull grey, Haldar knocked on the door and entered without waiting for a reply. The man at the desk looked up as he entered. He favoured Haldar with the wan smile of someone who suspects that his life is shortly going to become more complicated. “Haldar, good to see you; how much will this visit cost me?” 

Haldar reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small bottle. “Here you are Gerenth, a rather nice coffee liqueur, the finest money can buy or so I was assured.” 

Gerenth reached for the bottle and examined it. “Vassental Special Select.” He looked suspiciously at Haldar. “You’re spoiling me; now I am nervous. I can see this being an expensive meeting.”

Haldar made a brief attempt to look offended. “Relax, it cost me nothing and you’re getting it for the same bargain price. The Navy managed to get the drop on some bright boy who was using his father’s yacht to do a bit of smuggling. Apparently he nearly wet himself when a police cutter suddenly appeared above him as he was unloading. Anyway, virtue has its own reward and even I got a couple of bottles.”

“Pull up a chair.” Gerenth reached down and slid the bottle into a drawer. “You have still brazenly neglected to mention why exactly you dropped in.”

“I’ve suddenly developed an interest in trade figures – imports, exports, that sort of thing.”

Gerenth cocked his head to one side and gave Haldar a quizzical look. “A good hobby for the elderly, keeps them out of trouble; any particular trade figures?”

“It’s simple really; someone is importing a lot of caseless ammunition.” Haldar considered briefly. “Well munitions in general to be honest. Not only that but they’re printing their own combat rifles so I’d expect they’re having to buy the polymer from somebody.”

Gerenth leaned back in his seat. “Polymer is a legitimate trade, we import a lot, always have. Munitions are different; technically they have to be transported under a special label so the warehouse crews know how to handle them. We get some but not much. It’s mainly special propellants for the Navy and Marines.”

“I suspected as much, but wondered if polymer could be easier to track. After all, who’d lie about it?” 

Gerenth waved a hand behind him. “In those racks are the data-files for the last twenty years. Give someone a week or two and they could abstract all the data on polymer we have. When it landed, what ship it was on, where it was loaded onto that ship, date it was unloaded, date if left here, haulier out of here and intended destination.” 

Haldar gazed reflectively at the racks. “I might just have someone in mind. You don’t mind them cluttering up your office?”

Gerenth looked round the office. “Well we can fit them a desk and chair in, provided they don’t mind mucking in with the rest of us.”

Haldar stood up. “With your permission I’ll just wander about making a nuisance of myself rather than just go back and sit in my office. Hopefully someone will be down in a day or so.”

***
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Shelda Tinfetla prided herself on running a good department. She might, in moments of self-doubt, confess that the economics department wasn’t prestigious, but then neither was the University of Tsarina. Still if you were going to be head of a department, even one of the lesser departments, it might as well be a good one. 

She said good-day to Haldar and put the phone down thoughtfully. She sat quietly for a while, mentally assessing her final year students. Idly she glanced out of the window and with what might be considered a slight smile; she reached for the phone, picked it up and got through to her secretary. “Horge, could you have young Mistress Mallon come to my office at her earliest convenience?”

Less than twenty minutes later, Letilia Mallon entered the office. Conservatively dressed, for a student, in a long flowing dress in a score of subtlety shifting pastel hues, she sat in the chair indicated and composed her expression to one of rapt interest. 

Shelda was, in spite of herself, impressed. She knew for a fact that fifteen minutes previously young Letilia had been covered in oil and wearing greasy overalls. The young woman had been struggling with the innards of an elderly flitter that had come to what could well be its final resting place in a corner of the quadrangle visible from the office. “Letilia, I’m glad you could be so prompt. I have an assignment for you.” 

If anything the expression of rapt interest intensified; perhaps, Shelda mused, it was now genuine. Shelda continued. “I’ve sketched it out for you in writing, but in simple terms you are to go down to the freight terminal at the spaceport, report to one Gerenth Alweather, and he will give you access to the appropriate data-files. I want you to use them to show how the distribution of printing polymers has changed over the last twenty years. So I’d like to see destinations, changes in purchasing patterns, changes in production levels, knock-on effects on various other industries. Oh and any conclusions you come to during the exercise.”

The expression of rapt interest was fighting with growing concern, but rapt interest won. Shelda was genuinely impressed, this girl is tough. She added, “I am sure Master Alweather with be able to assist you in getting data from elsewhere on Tsarina.”

“When would you like the assignment handing in?”

Shelda finally succumbed to the temptation to see if she could elicit a response. “The end of this week should give you enough time.” Yes, Shelda finally saw panic in the girl’s eyes. Satisfied to have disrupted that annoying calm, she added, “Thinking about it, I won’t really have time to deal with it then; would it be too much trouble to you if we said end of the week after?”

“No, not at all, end of next week. And the details for contacting Master Alweather are in the notes?”

“Yes, I think you’ll find everything there. But don’t let me keep you; I’m sure you’ve got plenty to do.”

***
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Haldar abandoned the water omnibus on the edge of the business district and looked at his watch. The offices would be closing, people would be making their way home and those who were in Kaunas City on business would be heading for their hotels. It was time for him to join that flow and make his way to his meeting with Freelan. Much as it irked them, it was often necessary for the self-confessed merchant princes from the Drake Islands to travel to the city for business. Regarding Kaunas City as crass, uncultured and overly bureaucratic, they would stay in the ‘Contemptible Residence of the Seven Worthies.’ More club than hotel, it provided the sort of amenities the homesick gentleman craved when he had inadvertently involved himself in dealings with clerks and suchlike. Haldar took one of the lower walkways, and made his way against the flow of homeward bound pedestrians. Eventually he came to the junction with Quiet Influence Walk and turned down it, ignoring the slideway and sticking to the immovable concrete. He turned left along Severity Walk, and after twenty yards came to the ‘Seven Worthies’ members’ gate. He stepped up onto the parapet, swung himself round the gate and dropped back down to land on the balls of his feet in the lower garden. Ignoring the protests of the flaxen-haired flunky, Haldar strode across the garden and through the lower bar, the flunky still protesting volubly at his heels. The bar was an open square with a colonnade running around the perimeter. Tables, mainly empty, were under the colonnade. The square itself was filled with an arrangement of fountains and climbing shrubs that Haldar felt was perhaps over-powering for the space available. Nodding to various patrons Haldar walked directly across to the exit at the far side, stepped through a curtain and entered the reception. He rang the bell on the desk and the receptionist who had been studying a magazine swiftly slid the periodical out of sight and surged languidly into action.

“Sir?” 

“Is Freelan T Rowbutlan currently in residence?”

“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say sir.” The receptionist’s voice had the joyous overtones one often gets when a minor functionary discovers that they suddenly have the authority to become obstructive.

“I know that, but tell him that Haldar Drom has got his message, is currently in the building and would be delighted to meet up with him again.”

The receptionist was now smiling. “I am afraid that we are not allowed to disturb our esteemed guests without their previous explicit instructions.”

Haldar sighed, continued to ignore the flunky who had started to become voluble again, and asked, “Please summon the duty manager.”

The smile was now almost a smirk. “The duty manager is not to be bothered other than with matters of import.” Then to the flunky he said. “Please remove Mister Drom from the premises.”

The flunky grabbed Haldar’s right shoulder, the better to march him off the premises. Haldar sighed, clenched his left fist, grabbed it with his right hand, spun left and struck the flunky below the ribs with his left elbow. As the man reeled back, Haldar stepped forward toward him, putting his right leg behind the tottering lackey’s right leg and pushed the man in the chest. He went sprawling across the floor. Haldar turned back to the startled receptionist. “I know the way to Master Rowbutlan’s suite. Please tell him that as requested, Haldar Drom is on his way to see him.”

***

[image: ]


Haldar punched a room number into the low-floating disc that stood first in line at the side of the reception. It rose in a dignified manner and proceeded to climb the stairs at a genteel three miles per hour. Sticking to the left hand side of any corridors, it made its way through the building, over the covered walkways to the private suites, and finally docked at an ornate door. His disc silently interrogated the door, which opened, and he floated through it to find himself on an outer deck. In the centre of the deck was a box-like building, its walls and ceiling made of intricately painted paper screens. It was surrounded by a pool that was certainly deep enough to swim in. The whole deck was covered by a transparent dome. Above him he could see the undersides of at least four similar decks. The disc passed over the water, causing it to ripple slightly, before coming to a halt at the door of the building. Standing at the door waiting for him, grinning broadly, stood Freelan T Rowbutlan.

“Haldar, good to see you; what have you done at reception? The receptionist seemed somewhat put out.”

Haldar stepped off the disc and grasped Freelan’s hand warmly. “You’re going to have to stop using Drake Island staff here; they positively delight in keeping me out.”

Freelan chuckled. “Yes they do have their moments. We’d hire locals but they are far too keen on obliging visitors...Come on in, have a drink.”

“Then you can tell me what’s gone wrong this time.”

“Am I that transparent?” Freeland asked.

“Well I’ve known you for at least half a lifetime,” Haldar said as he followed his host into the first room. The paper screens which divided the space were all hand painted; coastal beauty spots rubbed shoulders with space ships, planets seen from orbit, and a woman with three young children. Haldar stopped in front of one screen, a warship hung in space, menacing against a background of almost utter darkness. “Someone caught the old Taurus perfectly.”

Freelan paused before the screen as if seeing it for the first time. “Yes, it reminds me of the first time I saw her. I was joining her as her most junior middy. Father insisted; every generation of Rowbutlans has served in a navy somewhere for the last thousand years.”

“I hadn’t realized it was such a tradition in your family.” 

“Yes, Rowbutlans were officers in the Navy of the Salid Emperors. Most of us don’t make a career of it now, save perhaps for younger sons and the more excitable daughters, but we still serve. And in answer to the question you’re too polite to ask, my wife and children are in excellent health.”

Haldar laughed. “Well I am unlikely to forget the telling off I got from your father. ‘To ask a gentleman of the Isles about his family shows either an unseemly interest or a belief that they are not being supported properly.’”

“I can hear him saying it.” Freelan said, affection obvious in his voice.

“You don’t meet many like your late father. Still, you had something to talk to me about, and to be honest, I want a feel for what’s happening out on the Drake Islands.”

Freelan poured generous quantities of a dark brown liquid into two glasses and passed one to Haldar. “My Grandmother’s herbal liqueur recipe.”

Haldar sipped cautiously. “I remember it.”

Freelan led Haldar through a number of rooms and eventually out onto a veranda that projected over the pool and offered views out over Kaunas City. “Make yourself comfortable.”

Haldar sat in one of the chairs and admired the view. Knowing Freelan would raise his own issues when he felt the time was ripe, Haldar just repeated his question. “So what’s happening out on the Drake Islands?”

Freelan relaxed into the other chair. “Well I’m sure everyone is diligently enhancing their patrimony and ensuring that the estates they leave to their heirs are substantially more valuable than the estates they inherited.” 

“Most commendable. How many of them are achieving this through smuggling, piracy and arms dealing?”

Freelan paused briefly before answering. “Smuggling isn’t really something that we regard as a crime. Piracy is a tricky one, a lot of the more boisterous types disappear in their youth and a decade or so later they come back and become stalwart citizens, with a fund of good stories when they’ve had a drink too many.” 

“And arms dealing?”

“Trade is trade. I’ve handled that sort of cargo from time to time, but I suspect you’re not just expressing a general disapproval here?” 

“No, someone’s supplying the insurgents in the Delta. I don’t know who but it isn’t winning them many friends.”

Freelan sniffed the air. “Can you smell the sea?”

Haldar inhaled. “Yes I can.”

“Good, not too strong is it?”

Haldar sniffed again. “No, but...”

“I was just worried about the settings. Trying to match it with home is tricky. Yesterday the place smelled like a ship-breaker’s yard.”

He breathed in deeply. “Yes, your comment about the Delta brings the conversation around to what I meant to talk about. As you know the Elders and their households tend to be split into two groups. Those whose wealth is primarily tied up in what you might regard as real estate, or more crudely, land. The second group earns their money through commerce, almost all of it from off-world.”

“Yes, I was aware of this split.” 

“More liqueur?” Freelan proffered the bottle but Haldar declined, his glass was still half full. “Yes, the split is real. Though to be pedantic, even those who you’d regard as merchant princes almost certainly have respectable land holdings, whilst those with the biggest estates in the Delta have money invested in trade. It is purely sensible, to spread the risk.”

Haldar listened with his eyes half closed. Sprawled here with the sun on him, he could imagine he was on an island; there was the smell of the sea and even the gentle lapping of water. 

Freeland continued. “Normally both groups are in favour of the current governor. After all, we are supporters of the concept of inherited wealth and authority, and in this the governor is our exemplar.”

Haldar opened an eye. “You said ‘normally’.”  

“I’m afraid your Vladimir has been causing us problems. Or rather has been causing problems for those of us involved in trade.”

Haldar decided not to pick up on the ‘your Vladimir’ and instead asked “What problems.”

“Since he and his family decided to undermine Wayland Strang, Strang has been striking back and we of the Drake Islands have been coming under pressure.”

Haldar sat up abruptly. “Hold it a minute, Vladimir didn’t decide to undermine anyone, it was Doran Stilan who decided that he wanted to play that game, and whilst he is,” here Haldar paused, “or rather was, related to the Governor, it wasn’t the Governor’s policy. If it had been I’d have been involved and we’d have done it properly.”

Freelan dismissed the interruption with a wave of his hand. “Haldar, I believe you and I suspect most people on Tsarina believe you, but Strang is not convinced. I suppose in his position an element of paranoia is to be expected. Indeed it may be that everybody is out to get him. Either way, he has turned his eyes to Tsarina, and I think he likes what he sees. Think about it from his point of view. He has wealth, power, but he could be snuffed out at any point and he has no legitimacy. How much better if he had a planet to call his own?”

“Tsarina?” Haldar was genuinely surprised.

“Exactly. From his point of view Tsarina is uniquely vulnerable. Look round the Wisp, it would take a major fleet and a large land force to think of taking any other world worth having; but in Tsarina he merely has to replace one unelected bloodthirsty tyrant, Vladimir, with another, to wit, himself.”

Haldar sat, deep in thought. 

Freelan continued. “From what I’ve been able to discover, the thinking is that it would be best done in stages. Take over one of the Autonomous Communities and then build up support elsewhere on Tsarina before the final push.” 

“And the Autonomous Community?” 

“The Drake Islands.”

“And can they do it?” 

Freelan shrugged. “I’m not part of the scheme. I arrived back on Tsarina less than a month ago after having been away for some months. Longer than I planned, to be honest, or I’d have taken my wife and family with me, but perhaps it was lucky I left her behind. My patrimony is based on trade, but I was in the Navy and swore allegiance to the Governor. I can guess who is involved in any proposed coup but I don’t know for sure. I’ve not been home even half long enough to find out, and those in the know no longer talk seriously to me. Hence my wife knows more. Perhaps the other wives are less discreet, or perhaps they hope to sway me through her. She has been keeping careful notes and a picture is slowly emerging. But be that as it may, money has been forthcoming. There has been a lot of money; and men have been bought. At some point a coup will be launched and the Drake Islands will have a new government; one that is owned by Wayland Strang.” 

“A coup pre-supposes a military force.”

“I know, I know. Do you know how many men there are under arms in the Delta? All sorts of people have bodyguards, estate militias and what-have-you.”

“I can imagine.” Haldar reviewed what he knew, which he felt wasn’t as much as he ought to. “So have you a time table for this coup?”

“Not really. But I think it will be soon. Next couple of weeks, perhaps a couple of months, but certainly no later, which is why, at this very moment, my family are hopefully safely travelling off-planet.”

Haldar sat, trying to work out the implications. He asked, “And the arms dealing?”

“My wife said that she’d heard comments along the lines that a major insurgency would mean that they could keep more men under arms and by arming the Swampies they were effectively arming themselves.” 

“Freelan, I just wish I could have a word with your wife.” 

“Why do you think I have got her off-planet?” Freelan realized his comment might be seen as a bit barbed and hastily added, “It’s not you I was worried about, but there are others who might be a bit more desperate and a bit less gentle.”

Haldar remained silent. Finally Freelan said. “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. If I find anything I’ll let you know. Anyway, how about a spot of dinner? I’ve booked a table in the main restaurant and I’m quite looking forward to watching the staff react, after your entrance.” 
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Chapter 2
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Haldar stood in the queue at the Blat stall. An observer noticing him would immediately be drawn to his bearing, his reasonably trim figure and his overly formal business suit; and would mark him down as an ex-military man, determined not to let himself go to seed. He finally arrived at the head of the queue and after a brief discussion was served with two blat; unleavened bread folded over a little meat and a large amount of fresh herbs, all then fried in a dry pan. A small amount of money changed hands and Haldar made his way to a low wall that overlooked the canal. He sat down next to a younger man and passed him a blat. The younger man observed it carefully.

“Well when you invited me to lunch on office expenses I suppose I could hardly have expected anything else.”

Haldar attempted to look pompous, “Now then young Willon, what would the hard-pressed taxpayers of Tsarina say if they knew their Governor’s office was wining and dining the gutter press?”

“Channel Six is hardly gutter press,” Willon responded, equally outraged. “We play nothing but the most banal music and offer an anxious universe only the most commonplace news.” He bit into his blat...

“Mind you, this is good.” He ate another mouthful and then said casually, “I assume there was a reason for the invitation, rather than merely a chance to enjoy the pleasure of my wit and sagacity as we sit in the sunshine?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Tsarina Sector 2

War 2.2

By Jim Webster





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





