

  

    [image: ]

  




  Masquerade




  Copyright © 2012 Christopher Hoare 




  All rights reserved under International and Pan American Copyright Conventions. Published in Canada by Autarkikal an imprint owned by the author Christopher Hoare.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping of by any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from Autarkikal or the author.




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 




  Autarkikal




  Published by Autarkikal




  P. O. Box 25




  Lundbreck




  Alberta Canada T0K 1H0




  www.christopherhoare.ca




  Cover Design by Marion Sipe, Dreamspring Design.




   




  ISBN 978-0-9918470-2-0




  E-Book Distribution: XinXii


  http://www.xinxii.com


  [image: logo_xinxii]




  The Iskander Series novels.




  




  This second edition of the Iskander novels is owned and issued by the author. The novels will be released during 2014 as the revising and re-editing is completed.




  The planned schedule is as follows:-




  Arrival




  




  Novel 1




  April 2014




  





  Masquerade




  




  Novel 2




  April 2014




  





  Deadly Enterprise




  Novel 3




  June 2014




  





  The Wildcat's Victory 




  Novel 4




  May 2014




  





  The Wildcat's Burden 




  Novel 5




  May 2014




  In the first edition, Deadly Enterprise was written and published first and as a consequence has scenes and plot events that do not conform to the other four books. It will be released when these issues are corrected.




  There were other Iskander stories that were planned but never completed, as well as a novella “Gisel Matah and the Slave Ship” that can be downloaded for free from the website www.christopherhoare.ca It fits between the novels Masquerade and Deadly Enterprise.




  In lieu of a map for this wide-ranging story I remind reader that Gaia, where the Iskanders are marooned, is an analog of our Earth and point out the story locations on our atlas.




  The story begins on the Thames, called Thamis, between Lingdon City (London) and the sea. The start of the mission sends them up the River Megalon (Rhine on our atlas) through the huge swamp that was the confluence of the rivers Rhine, Maas, Waal, and Schelde before 200 years of modern diversions and harbour construction.




  Their destination is the summer capital of the Grand Duchy of Burgundene, called Eifel, (which stands where Koblenz sits in our world). The other geographic features you need to know at this point are the Riverhold, (the rapids of the Binger Loch that blocked the river before modern dynamiting opened it), the Castle Palantine, (Die Pfaltz, the toll castle in the river), and the River Sarrar, (called Mosel on our world).




  Later they will be briefly at Medway (the Royal Dockyard of Chatham), moving to Ostport, (which we call Antwerp), and also in Tarnland (Sweden) at the Iskander's new industrial base called Bergrund.




  




  And now to the story:-




  

  Foreword.




  The starship freighter Iskander arrives in orbit around an analog of Earth in an alternate universe, and the team of 100 experts aboard – en route to develop the infrastructure on a colony world – are stranded. They quickly make plans to use their knowledge and a scant supply of modern equipment to create a good life for themselves. The alternate Earth, called Gaia by its inhabitants, is in basically a late 17th century stage of development. But the planned ‘Renaissance’




  doesn’t turn out as easy to accomplish as they expect.




   




  The local power structures do not welcome any strangers to come and upset the status quo – it suits them very well the way it is. The Trigon Empire becomes the biggest threat, since it rules most of Europe, North Africa, the Middle East, and has colonies in the new world – the Kosmoneos in the Greek that constitutes the Scholars’ Language in this world that had never known a Roman Empire. It seems the Carthaginians had won the Punic Wars.




  When the off-world Trigons conquered the ensuing Greco-Semitic empire, some two hundred years before the Iskanders arrived, they instituted a policy of keeping control by crushing every attempt at changing society and technology.




  




  Chapter One




  Gisel surfaced and spat out her regulator, immediately breathing easier and deeper now she wasn’t pushing air through the counterlungs of the rebreather.




  She found her snorkel, clamped it between her teeth, and stared around. The summer night shone under a full moon. The river ran smooth with small ripples flashing in the silver light; the tide had turned but not dropped enough to notice on the nearby riverbank. Lieutenant Hannan Badry surfaced beside her, waited for water to cascade off before pulling out her own regulator.




  Gisel peered into the dark. “I don’t see the marker here.”




  “This is the right distance, young Matah. It has to be close.”




  Gisel kicked a couple of times with her flippers and floated farther. They had dropped overside from the fusion-powered Sirius a hundred metres upstream and timed their swim here. Combining river mapping with espionage training, they’d set the wreck marker two days earlier. Had someone found it and pulled it up?




  Life was hard on Gaia, especially on this river – the analog of the 17th century Thames on Earth. Some impoverished waterman could have thought he’d get a coin for it.




  A loud splash, then Hannan again. “It’s here . . . over this way.”




  Turning and kicking harder she swam over to her commanding officer – an oceanographer and her mentor and trainer for these two months attached to Special Forces. She and Hannan had once been friends . . . before that business of Hannan’s broken affair with Gisel's father . . .. But it hadn’t been her fault it had busted up – even if Hannan still thought so.




  Hannan bobbed on the surface beside a small fluorescent painted buoy. “I’ll come down with you to watch you place the explosives.”




  “Right.” A twinge of tension knotted Gisel’s stomach as she swapped the snorkel for her regulator. This night’s mission amounted to a graduating exam.




  Colonel M’Tov had insisted on this sabotage training, but he’d not told her who Iskander intended to use it on. She’d never set off live explosives before – her nerves jangled and her supper threatened to rise into her mouth. She’d learned all there was to know about planting explosives underwater during the past few weeks, and this old wreck at the edge of the navigable channel was a good test of her competence.




  The two women submerged together, swimming slowly along the sloping buoy line toward the bottom and adding air to their buoyancy compensators a couple of times – the water was no more than four fathoms deep. As they neared the wreck Hannan switched on her big spotlight, and the scum encrusted broken timbers emerged like a ghost ship from the darkness.




  Gisel switched on her own headlight to look it over. The old vessel had probably capsized and come to rest on its port beam, its keel toward the fastest current coming down river at low tide. The timbers were rotting away – every time the tide brought seawater up the river – but it could have been here for fifty years. Not bothering anyone, unless they steered too close to the riverbank – and submerged enough that only the fishes knew where it was. The fishes and the Iskanders. Hannan had immediately hit on this use for it when their sonar had revealed the suspicious hump of its hull.




  Gisel swam close and traced her way along the bottom from the stern. She moved slowly to avoid stirring up the thick mud that had banked against the wreck. Gauging herself to be halfway she stopped to estimate the size of the wooden keel. About a foot square . . . that’d mean two packets of the explosive she carried in the pouch at her waist. Taking out two of the made-up charges she placed them against the upper side of the keel beside the garboard strake – the starboard side when the old ship had been upright.




  She turned her head to see Hannan floating close, watching over her shoulder.




  The thin spike that anchored the explosives in place sank easily into the rotting waterlogged timber.




  Hannan’s face came close enough for her to speak over the close-range laser link. “If this was a sound ship, you’d need to hammer that pin into the wood.”




  “Yeah. I know.” Gisel took out the detonator box and attached it to the spike – plugging in the wire from the blasting cap as she did so. She then took out a second reel of capwire and let it unwind from the spool as she swam slowly up the bottom of the wreck, looking for the wale. She hardly noticed the thickening of the timbers until Hannan swam close and pointed. The wales were the second structural members stretching from bow to stern giving the hull its longitudinal strength. She planted a second charge against it.




  Hannan came close enough to speak again. “Think those will be enough?”




  She turned to stare into her eyes. Hannan was hard to fathom sometimes –




  clearly the port wale would be buried in the mud, so they couldn’t split the hull in two. What did she expect?




  Sirius had been designed as an oceanographic research vessel, only now it undertook spying missions and served as mother ship for the SEALs Hannan trained. Gisel’s swimming ability had made her a natural for this training. Maybe Hannan was jealous – her PhD in oceanography should have given her a more senior command, but they both knew that being Henrik Matah’s daughter was probably going to count more highly in this outfit.




  “I’ll plant two more,” she said. “As if this hull were floating and we wanted to blow the bottom out.”




  Hannan made no answer, merely let the current pull her away.




  Gisel estimated two places on the hull that traced a diamond shape with the other two charges and set a single packet on each. Then she swam down to her detonator box on the keel to plug in both wires.




  Hannan came close. “Okay, you remember how to arm the firing system?”




  Of course she did, but perhaps Hannan felt nervous too. “I press the test button at least a second before the fire . . . otherwise I could blow myself up.”




  “Good. I’ll swim away.” Hannan wagged the spotlight. “I’ll signal that I’m ready by turning this on again.”




  Gisel’s stare must have been clearly evident because Hannan returned to speak again.




  “If you make a mistake and get injured you’ll be glad that one of us is still able to give first aid. Remember – underwater missions are buddy missions.”




  Gisel nodded and waved her away.




  The gloom enveloped her and her single LED like a thick blanket as Hannan switched off the spotlight and swam away. Gisel scanned her oxygen meters in the faint glow of their LED light. Right, she could check her connections in near darkness – good training. She held herself stationary against the gentle current with one hand braced against the timbers. She felt along the edge of the detonator box, made in the electronics department beside her father’s machine shop in Iskander’s new steelworks. Their fledgling industrial setup provided much of the equipment for these new ventures, and she had to hope that their design and testing abilities were up to making devices a person could trust her life to.




  Her finger gently glided over the test button . . . the firing button should be over .




  . . here. Got it. The box was actually a radio controlled firing mechanism; Hannan had the control box.




  Hannan’s spotlight lit up a faint circle in the distance. Gisel put her fingers back on the buttons. She hesitated a moment. Come on – you’re doing it right.




  She peered down and pressed . . . the test . . . then the fire. A faint green light glowed on the box. She pushed out the breath she’d been holding, making the rebreather give a slight burp. The charges were armed – time to get the hell out of here.




  She swam back to Hannan, first as if she were in a race and then more steadily as she made herself relax. They surfaced together and Hannan passed over the control box. Gisel looked at the firing device in her hand, dipped the antenna below the surface . . . and pressed --




  She felt rather than heard the explosions. Two thumps followed by another




  – she spat out her regulator. “Whoops. Did one of the charges not fire?”




  Hannan’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Your last two charges had the same length of lead. They would have gone off together.”




  “We’re going back?”




  Hannan regarded her silently.




  “Right. We need to make sure the area is safe. And I want to see if I blew the hole.”




  Hannan nodded approval. “No need to hurry. We’ll wait for the current to sweep the mud-cloud away.”




  They swam over to the bank where they joined the third member of the party, on security detail to watch out for possible threats even in the exercise.




  Petty Officer Dafey had been one of Hannan’s first hires from Isca a year before, and was the only one of her new SEALs who she trusted on night operations.




  “Han’t seen a thing, Lieutenant. As quiet’s’a priest’s nursery.”




  Hannan nodded. “Good. We’ll be going back to Sirius once we’ve looked at the wreck. You can swim with us.”




  Dafey hefted his assault rifle and saluted. The SEALs and one of the Security sections were the only ones to use the Iskander’s few modern weapons.




  Their other equipment was a mix of inventory from the Iskander, such as the wet suits and rebreathers, and new manufactures. Their progress in a little over a year had been remarkable, but an Iskander society equipped with all the modern devices they needed was years away. They still waited for powerful VLF radios that would fit within their masks to use underwater.




  They swam on their backs at the surface, around the bend of the last stretch of river to the Sirius half hidden behind a small bush-covered island. Gisel felt pleased with her night’s training although the water had been too clouded to see if the blast she’d planned had actually knocked the hole in the side of the wreck. They could tell that the starboard side had collapsed, with timbers blown away and the hull shifted by the blast and twisted.




  The crew aboard Sirius appeared when Hannan called to them, and made their way to the stern to lower the diving platform. Gisel pulled out of the water second, behind Dafey, after handing up her weight belt and flippers. Hannan followed. They took off their masks to look up at the sky. Beginning to brighten, they’d better hurry. They planned to continue down the river to open water before daybreak. The next training mission would be in fifty fathoms to test her deep diving skills.




  Dafey made his way to the saloon where the men were berthed as the door to the control cabin slid back with a metallic rasp. “Lieutenant! A message for ye.




  Colonel M’Tov.”




  Hannan snorted. “What the hell does he want in the middle of the night?”




  She shrugged. “Very well, Crockley. I’ll be there directly.”




  They both pulled off their equipment harnesses and wiggled out of the breathing sets, making it to Sirius’ control cabin together. Gisel took the towel Crockley offered and wiped her face and hair while Hannan crossed to the console. She picked up the microphone. “Badry here, Sir. What do you have?”




  “A change of plan. I need you here tomorrow evening.”




  Crockley left the control cabin silently and slid the door closed.




  “In the city?”




  “Yes. Break out your party frocks, we’re going to a ball.”




  Hannan turned to stare at Gisel. “What the hell, Colonel? We’re halfway down the river.”




  “Two things. It’s the Duke of Marsden’s Midsummer Ball; we have to be there for a secret meeting. The Duke gave me no details, but intimated it could be something to do with dynastic politics. Could be a bad scene – potentially dangerous.




  “Yeah,” Hannan said. “Remember the Borgias.”




  “Second problem, it seems I have collected an Empire tail this past few days – I need Sirius’s crew as my security detail.”




  Hannan frowned. “Are these two connected?”




  M’Tov remained silent for a minute – clearly judging how much to worry them. “I have to assume they are. Marsden’s problem could mean taking on the Empire again, so I need to identify these watchers. Is young Matah there?”




  Hannan silently offered her the microphone. “Yes, Colonel. I’m here.”




  “I want you as well. There will be people you know there – the Earl of Waldern’s lady for one, Lady Blanche. You will join her party to circulate and ask teenage questions.”




  She frowned. “What do you mean?”




  “Wide-eyed girl at a glittering ball. Who is that gentleman? What’s his name? I want you to identify everybody who looks at us twice.”




  “Right. I get it.”




  Hannan took the microphone back. “Can you put off the details until we get back to Hidden Creek? The tide is falling and it’s getting light. If I’m to get Sirius under cover we have to steam like shit.”




  “Right. Call me from the Creek.”




  Hannan put down the microphone and turned to her again. “You will have to take care of the gear – I have to get Sirius ready to move veesa veesa.”




  Gisel saluted – she was familiar with Hannan’s occasional colloquial Arabic –




  ‘pretty damn quick’. “I’ll make the departure checks and then clean up the equipment.”




  Hannan nodded absently, her fingers on the keyboard bringing up the latest weather imagery from the Iskander out in orbit. “Take a handheld with you. I may need more.”




  Gisel pulled off the wet suit and donned a thick sweater and a pair of woolen pants before Hannan glared as if begrudging her the time. Damned if she was going to freeze out there. She pushed her feet into a pair of combat boots before stepping back into the cool night air. She’d looked forward to a hot shower and a bit of sleep before her watch but it looked like she wasn’t about to get either.




  Dafey had already taken his equipment by the time she reached the diving platform so she stacked what was left and pushed the control lever to return it to deck level. Quickly dragging the rebreathers, masks, and flippers off the platform she jabbed the button to stow it against the transom. That done, she bent to lift the equipment onto her shoulders and carried it to the saloon.




  A knock at the hatch brought it sliding aside to reveal some men in their skivvies, and Crockley pulling on a pair of breeches. “Be with ye in a moment, Missy.”




  He was supposed to call her by her rank, ensign, but they’d been in too much action together for the formality. Gisel stared at the far bulkhead over their heads. “Don’t mean to rush you, but have Dafey put these rebreathers on to regenerate and stow. We’re readying the ship for immediate departure. Have to get back to the city.”




  He stared at her, one fist paused from tightening his belt. “Back upstream?




  There’s no time.”




  Gisel shrugged. “We’ll be running it. I’l check the moorings for departure.




  Join me as soon as you can.”




  He stood to attention and made a knuckles to forehead salute. “Aye aye.”




  Gisel went first to the bow, to check for items to stow. She found nothing loose and stepped over to the three missile canisters to ensure they were secure.




  The missiles were a new addition to the vessel, as was its grey non-reflecting paint job and the water nozzles to create an artificial fog for concealment. During the past six months Sirius had been converted from research launch into a covert operations craft. The missiles were very simple wire guided surface to surface weapons that afforded them a measure of defensive armament. It would be her job to fire and guide them if an enemy vessel threatened.




  Crockley joined her and together they prepared for departure. When she reached the stern she gauged the speed of the falling tide by the sag of the stern anchor chain. Their usual procedure was to cruise the river at five knots under a stealth fog, but they’d need full speed to reach their mooring in the city in time to enter the creek. Couldn’t run a stealth fog at that speed.




  Crockley returned from his checks and tapped her on the arm. “Clear to get under way, Missy.”




  “Thanks.” She pulled the handheld from her belt holster. “Deck party ready, Lieutenant. We’re clear to get under way.”




  Hannan’s voice came back. “Good. Retracting mooring lines now.”




  Gisel could hear the metal rasping into the hawse-holes already. Sirius seemed to heel in anticipation as the current took her. She and Crockley made for the aft winch to brace themselves – Hannan would have to use full power to swing them around in the river to turn their head upstream.




  Hannan gave Gisel another order as Sirius surged forward. “I need you to take station by the missile cans. We’ll run upstream at twenty knots, so I cannot use stealth. You must check the banks visually. When you note someone on the bank aware of us, let me know. I have to keep location and count of how badly we blow our secrecy.”




  Gisel acknowledged and made her way forward. It would be a cold job, lucky she’d put on warm gear. Somebody would have to follow up on those sighting reports to ensure possible informants were bribed or intimidated into silence. She’d likely get the job ... if this mysterious meeting in the city didn’t mean she’d be doing something more dangerous instead.




  




  Chapter Two




  When their carriage drew up in front of the Marsden mansion, Gisel peered out at the string of coloured lanterns draped across the portico, and the gaily dressed crowd swirling to and fro under their light, greeting friends and entering the masked ball. Everyone – even the liveried footmen – wore masks, which scratched M’Tov’s plan that she would identify possible Imperial agents for him.




  The women all seemed to be dressed as shepherdesses or courtesans and the men were Greek gods, hoplites in short white fustanella, a kind of kilt, or philosophers in long robes. She fitted her radio earpiece into her right ear and pulled her jewelled ‘bandit’ mask down over her eyes. Wonder what they’re wearing under those kilts?




  M’Tov looked her way and muttered into his throat mic. “Do we have communication?”




  She raised her faux fan and answered into it. “Matah, loud and clear.”




  Hannan, sitting in the far corner of the carriage answered. “I read you, Colonel.”




  The other woman had been quite a surprise in costume. They’d both chosen to be courtesans but Hannan even looked the part. Her black hair, coiled up onto her head shone like a starling’s wing, and her decolletage threatened to reveal her navel if she leaned forward. Her SEALs had stared open-mouthed as she’d left the Hidden Creek crew quarters to enter the carriage. The full face ‘cat mask’ she manipulated in her left hand to offer teasing glimpses of identity added to the effect.




  Gisel felt embarrassed even with the uplift produced by a little padding Hannan had pushed into her bra. She wore her own dark hair unbound, down to her shoulders to hide the thin wire snaking to her earpiece. Her billowing gown was not new, the one she’d worn the year before at her audience with King Heri.




  Hope no one recognizes it.




  A blue-clad footman stepped to their carriage to open the door. M’Tov gestured for her to step out. “I’ll go last, so both lose yourselves in the crowd before anyone associates you with me.”




  He had a long toga-like costume with a laurel wreath about his balding head and a trident ready for his hand – a fair copy of the god Poseidon. Gisel rose and stepped over his legs to reach the door.




  As the footman handed her out she took a quick look around. The Lady Blanche had told her she would wait for her in the anteroom – which way was that? No time to stand around, she heard Hannan reach the carriage door behind her.




  Another footman approached her, this one dressed in lace edged jacket and breeches, long silk stockings revealing legs that many women might envy. Guess this guy could be a supervisor of sorts. “If you wish to follow me, my Lady. The entrance to the ballroom is this way.”




  She couldn’t stop her right hand pressing against the slit in her gown where her automatic was holstered. She felt the cool metal. Calm down, nothing will happen out here in plain view. She raised her fan to her lips as she followed the stranger toward the building. “Crockley – are you there?”




  “Up on the terrace steps, Ensign. I sees you an’ that feller.”




  Good going, Crockley: he remembered not to call her Missy. “Why is he dressed differently than the others? Do you know who he is?”




  “Nay, lass, but I’ll walk over toward ‘ee.”




  Hannan’s voice chimed in. “I’ll keep you in sight, Girl, but don’t act spooked.”




  Spooked? But her pulse was racing. Maybe this damned gown has given me away after all.




  The terrace doors swept open as two blue-clad footmen bowed them inside.




  Who the Hell is this man? The music and smells of perfume and food in the masquerade enveloped them as they entered. The orchestra played a chord to signal the next set and couples surged forward onto the multicoloured parquet of the ballroom for a courante.




  Her guide threaded his way through the crowd, his hand lightly resting on her arm. Not a footman after all, but why is he not in fancy dress?




  They arrived at a long table set at the side wall, covered with crystal bowls and platters of sweets and pastries, stacks of cut glass tumblers, and wine glasses with both red and white wine. “A refreshment, Lady?”




  “Yes, if you would. A sweet white if you please,” she answered absently. “If you were to remove your mask . . . would I know you?”




  His lips smiled as he picked up a glass to hand her. “You might, but we hardly spoke six words last year. I am an equerry to His Royal Highness the Crown Prince. I saw you then, both at your audience with the King and at the hunting lodge.”




  She took the proffered glass and studied him over the rim as she took a sip.




  His appearance began to revive memories. “It’s Sir Lacey, is it not? My apologies for not recognizing you.”




  “A young lady can be forgiven for not remembering one courtier out of a hundred – while she herself imprinted on all the Court.” His eyes scanned her rather familiarly as he raised his own glass for a drink.




  M’Tov’s voice sounded in her ear. “What’s happening, young Matah?”




  The orchestra struck up a stately minuet, loud enough to drown out her voice. She passed the fan back and forth in front of her mouth. “All clear, Colonel.




  An equerry of the Crown Prince.”




  “His Highness is there?”




  “I don’t know. I’ll ask.”




  “Don’t offend protocol,” Hannan’s voice cut in. “He’ll tell you if the Prince wants him to.”




  She realized Sir Lacey was watching her with raised eyebrows and whisked the fan away. She could still hear Hannan telling M’Tov where she’d taken up her station.




  “You are too kind, Sir Lacey. I hardly think I’m remembered by that many.




  You, however, must have an excellent memory.”




  “Which is why his Highness relies on me to precede him at these events and apprise him on arrival.”




  Gisel smiled and nodded. That was her answer. “So you are on duty?”




  He smiled again and drained his glass. “As I suspect are you. There is to be a meeting, as I’m sure you know.”




  “But you are here to pick out young ladies for him to meet, I suppose.” No answer was the best thing here, she had only his words to go on.




  “I will be sure to inform him that you are present. Your people have armed retainers at the ball?”




  “There are several of us.”




  “No doubt.” He stepped back and made a slight bow. “I apologize for leaving your company so quickly but I have more to do. You have a chaperone and an escort for the ballroom?”




  “I’m to find the Earl of Waldern’s lady here.”




  He pointed before stepping away from the table. “I believe you will find the Lady Blanche in the anteroom over that way – with her son and several maidens in waiting.”




  As she made her way around the edge of the dancing in the direction he’d indicated she called M’Tov but didn’t hear any acknowledgment. “I’m not hearing you, Colonel.”




  She stopped a moment to look back to where she’d last seen M’Tov, but he was no longer there. Solid stonework could blank out these radios indoors. She reported her conversation with Sir Lacey anyway; perhaps he could hear.




  The music increased volume. She couldn’t see a thing across the lively crowd of dancers. Several groups of bystanders reacted as she made her way past. Imposing matrons reacted to her lack of accompaniment with frowns and raised lorgnettes while men eyed her as they would a filly at an auction. She was relieved to see the Lady Blanche across the anteroom as soon as she left the ballroom and hurried across the floor.




  “Please excuse my lateness, my Lady. I was looking for someone.”




  “Ah, there you are at last, Gisel.” Lady Blanche said, as if she’d not heard her words. “Did that Colonel M’Tov not appoint a footman to attend you? What was he thinking?” The lady inclined her head toward a doll-faced shepherdess in rich fabric no country girl had ever owned.” I think you have not met the Lady Vitaria; Miss Gisel Matah. Vitaria and my son are betrothed.”




  Lady Blanche beamed at the girl and turned again to her son. “Bourdon, pay Miss Matah the courtesy of offering your arm. A young lady should not be making her own way around the masquerade as if she were a common courtesan.”




  Gisel chuckled, Lady Blanche took these things so seriously. “Thank you for your kindness, Lady, but I must admit that is the way I’m dressed. I know the Colonel would have arranged a chaperone, but he has a great deal on his mind at the moment.”




  The Honourable Meister Bourdon, the Earl’s eldest son and heir, a good year younger than she, stood to approach. He stopped before her, his eyes regarding her rather as they would a particularly ill-tempered horse, as he bowed stiffly and took her hand to kiss.




  “My dear, Sir,” Gisel responded with as much enthusiasm as she could muster, “it is such a pleasure to make your acquaintance once more.”




  Lady Blanche eyed her narrowly. “You say you have lost someone?”




  “Yes, my Lady. May I prevail upon your son to do me a service – if Lady Vitaria will loan him to me a few minutes.”




  Both responded with raised eyebrows and exchanged glances. Lady Blanche recovered first. “Whatever is the matter, young lady? What do you need?”




  “To find Colonel M’Tov, I’m afraid, Lady. You see, we are actually here on confidential business and I’m supposed to be available if he has need of me.”




  “At a Ball?” Lady Blanche’s mouth made a sharp moue. “Why would one choose such an entertainment for serious matters? You Iskanders are such pests with your strange imperatives . . . not that my husband is not very grateful for your friendship and aid . . .. Oh, very well. Bourdon, please give Mistress Gisel your assistance – I am sure your betrothed will excuse you for a short while.” The Lady sighed resignedly. “May we pray your indulgence, Lady Vitaria?”




  The girl shot daggers at Gisel with her eyes, but replied with a gracious nod.




  “Bourdon, please ensure she does not wander off unaccompanied again.”




  She returned her eyes to Gisel. “I’m sure your careless manner will lose you your chances for an advantageous marriage . . . you really must cease these unseemly actions.”




  Gisel grabbed Bourdon by the arm. “Thank you, Ladies. I will send him back once the Colonel has assigned a place for me.”




  They hurried back to the ballroom, the lad looking rather like an abducted Cupid in his short toga, winged headgear and shoes – he was clearly supposed to be a Hermes. “What’s afoot, Mistress?” he said as he struggled to step ahead of her.




  She slowed a little and pretended to be following. “I don’t want to involve you, Meister Bourdon, but I do appreciate your kind assistance.” The orchestra began a lively tune. “Do you dance? Perhaps we would be less noticeable if we were to join the parade of dancers.”




  He soon proved that his formal and bal room manners had not been neglected. As he lead her around in the dance, a galliard that grew waltz-like in the twirls, he clearly regained his self assurance. She still couldn’t see M’Tov.




  His expression grew almost eager as they passed the orchestra for the second time. “I say, this is quite exciting. Is there anything covert going on?”




  “Oh, my dear Meister Bourdon. You really do me ill. Would dancing with me only be exciting if there were danger involved?”




  His face fell, but soon recovered as she failed to hide her laugh. “You are teasing me, Mistress. But answer my question, please. If there is some need of my assistance I am quite ready to defend you.”




  Oh hell. The last thing she needed was to get the Earl’s son stuck with an assassin’s dagger. “I am most grateful for your offer, but I’m armed while I don’t think you are carrying a weapon. If someone accosts me I’d feel better if you watched my back, from a goodly distance.”




  His eyes widened. “Then there is danger. How thrilling. Is it those confounded Trigons?”




  She shook her head. “I’ve already told you more than I should. Look – I still can’t see M’Tov. Would you steer us across to the refreshment table? Maybe he and Hannan are there.”




  He started to ease them out of the dancing throng. “Dr Badry is here? She’s a real corker . . . showed me how to navigate the Sirius last year.”




  His eyes positively glowed. Perhaps he liked older women.




  Gisel laughed lightly. “I’ll tell her she has an admirer here. I’m sure she has a dance or two free on her card.”




  His ears glowed red. “Don’t you dare . . . but she really is an acadamician?”




  “Sure she is. I’ll see if she’ll invite you back aboard sometime. We are going to set some river monitoring stations next month.”




  “Then Sirius . . . you . . .” His words dried up as they reached the refreshment table.




  Several people standing near eyed them askance. One man gestured for them to stay back. Gisel took no notice and performed one last twirl, with a generous flash of lace petticoat, to stop at the edge of a group of men taking refreshments. Her eyes settled on another Hermes, this one taller and more assured – wearing a full face mask and with long fair hair beneath his winged helmet. He gestured with a wineglass as he spoke with Sir Lacey.




  As he turned to her she lowered her head and dropped into a curtsey. “Your Highness.”




  The Honourable Bourdon went beet red and looked as if he wanted to fall through the floor. She jerked his arm to prompt a deep bow from him.




  The Crown Prince laughed. “No sooner in our conversation than she appears before us. Mistress Matah, it is a pleasure to see you again.”




  “The pleasure is all mine, Highness.” She stood and indicated her companion. “The Honourable Meister Bourdon, Highness, The Earl of Waldern’s heir.”




  “Well met, Sir,” the Prince said graciously, taking his hand. “Thank you for bringing this elusive young lady to us. We were just about to look for her.”




  Sir Lacey spoke up. “The Colonel has already left the ballroom. He asked if I would inform you he was at the meeting.”




  “We’re about to do the same,” the Crown Prince said. “I think it best if you join us, Mistress. Meister Bourdon, please give my regards to your Lady Mother, and to your father when next you see him. If you will excuse us?”




  Bourdon bowed again, as did all the onlookers who had so disapproved of Gisel’s arrival, and the royal party made their way to another exit from the ballroom – the Prince plying her with questions about the fight at Shipham the previous year.




  




  Chapter Three




  Gisel, the Prince, and Sir Lacey followed a footman in blue Marsden livery through several anterooms and down a long corridor. At the end of this the plastered and decorated walls changed to unadorned stonework, the floor now set with large flagstones. They paused while the footman opened a heavy studded door to reveal a flight of stone steps ascending inside.




  Sir Lacey turned to her. “This is the oldest part of the Marsden mansion. It used to be a keep within a castle perimeter that no longer exists.”




  She murmured her thanks for the information as the Prince took her arm to escort her up the worn steps. Whatever this meeting was about, the Duke was making sure it wouldn’t be overheard. The thought made her nerves tingle even more than the Prince’s hand on her arm.




  Flaring torches in sconces lit the corkscrew staircase, giving off a faint smell of pine and the slightest breath of warmth in the stone cold air. They seemed to ascend for ages – at least fifty feet – until they reached a landing with two retainers shouldering muskets before another studded door. The footman knocked at this as the retainers stomped to attention and presented arms.




  The door opened with a grating of iron bolts and aged hinges. A young man dressed as a hoplite swung it wide and bowed to the Prince. “Please enter, Your Royal Highness.”




  Inside, Gisel smiled at the jowly Duke of Marsden; wearing the same white periwig he’d worn the first time she met him. His very formal manner then had seemed too affected, but he had won her over with his generous concern for their affairs. Does this meeting mean concern for more unknown perils?




  The Duke, M’Tov, and Hannan Badry stood to bow and curtsey at the royal visitor. Hannan’s effort was quite spectacular – Gisel doubted the Prince and Lacey’s eyes managed to get any higher than her cleavage. As they stood again and the newcomers were ushered to seats around a heavy oak table she caught Hannan’s eyes with a roll of her own. Hannan flashed her a fleeting grin and a flicker of her cat mask across her face. Gisel grinned back; this was a masque, after all, and they were supposed to have a bit of fun.




  Colonel M’Tov scowled at them as they settled themselves at the lower end of the table. “I hope you do not object to my bringing two junior officers, Your Highness. If Iskander is called upon for anything these two are the agents I have closest.”




  The Duke glanced at the Prince, who inclined his head slightly. “Not at all, Colonel. I’m sure their presence is entirely appropriate . . . and very decorative.”




  The Duke waved a hand toward the young hoplite who pulled up a stool close to him. “I’m not sure if you all know my second son, Erinth. He has been a valuable help to the family in discreet errands these past two years.”




  The Prince inclined his head graciously. “I am pleased to see you here, Erinth. I hope the Marsden family will gain much from your service.”




  Gisel reminded herself of the family connections she had learned the year before. The Duke was the Crown Prince’s uncle, and although the family had lost some influence at court when the late Queen, his sister, had died he would expect it to magnify greatly when Prince Egard succeeded to the throne.




  The Duke continued. “This meeting concerns the Grand Duchy of Burgundene and my nephew the new Grand Duke. I understand that the young man has been recently in communication with Iskander.”




  Gisel dredged up her instruction in Gaian geography – Burgundene, the north eastern part of what she called France. Separated from the Trigon Empire’s dominion Lower Wasbia by the river Rhine . . . what was the name of that here?




  M’Tov nodded. “I understand he approached Iskander. Is there a problem?”




  “Not with Iskander,” the Duke replied hurriedly, “but definitely with the situation in Burgundene. It seems that I was unwise to speak of . . . affairs . . .




  concerning Iskander with him when I attended the funeral of his late father, Duke Bormond. I greatly impressed him with the advantages to be gained from Iskander’s knowledge. But the Imperial Ambassador must have learned of the correspondence and reported it to the Emperor. This has resulted in a change of advisors about the young man – and perhaps worse.”




  M’Tov frowned. “But the Grand Duchy is not a feif of the Empire. Surely the Ambassador has no legitimate power there.”




  The Prince shook his head sadly. “Perhaps not legitimate, but you were not unaware of the pressures on my Royal Father last year when he wished to engage you in discussions. The Empire has taken a great resolve to keep even sovereign rulers from engaging too closely with Iskander.”




  Gisel knew all this – she had been in the middle of it. She fidgeted as she waited for the Duke to say more, and then had to prompt him. “But, Your Grace, you said ‘perhaps worse’. How much worse?”




  He regarded her with a pained expression. “I did, but please allow me to dispense with the preliminaries first. The information you ask for is not certain, but is very distressing.”




  The Prince looked at her with a shrug – it seemed he knew as little as she did and felt her urgency.




  The Duke continued. “May I ask you, Colonel, what the correspondence entailed and what undertakings had been asked for and offered?”




  M’Tov grew one of his stone faces that hid his thoughts. “I will ask my superiors what was in the discussions. At the moment I do not know all the details, nor do I know what I am allowed to say.”




  The Prince leaned forward. “But there was correspondence?”




  “I agree there was.”




  Prince Egard went on. “And does it not seem likely that the Imperial Ambassador learned the nature of it? Why else are we discussing something that could be worse than the dismissal of some advisers to the Grand Duke?”




  The Duke spread his hands wide. “Possibly much worse. I can see I must bring another witness in now, although I fear her information cannot be verified.”




  He turned to his son. “Please fetch them.”




  As the young man left the room, Hannan raised her head from looking at the scarred table. “Can you tell us what advisers have been dismissed, what they had advised, and who they were replaced by?”




  “The Crown knows this,” the Prince answered. “Our ambassador reported that the gentlemen sent home to their estates favoured Burgundene’s greater association with Lingdon and other independent states, while the new Chancellor, Patriarch Marin, is staunchly pro-Empire.”




  “And Lingdon’s ambassador to Burgundene has kept in contact with the dismissed officials?” Hannan asked.




  “Yes.” The Prince’s eyes lingered longer on her than the answering of the question required.




  “Has the Crown taken any action, Your Highness?”




  The Prince smiled. “And now you have placed me in the same situation the Colonel finds himself in. I cannot tell what my Royal Father instructed his ambassador. I will say that I have dispatched agents of mine to investigate the situation in the Grand Duchy. I do have the interests of family to excuse my interference – if I were so accused. The Grand Duke is my cousin.”




  At this, the door opened to admit Erinth, followed by a man in military garb and a girl Gisel guessed to be about fourteen. The Duke stood to bid them sit at the table. “My niece, Countess Felicie deBormond of Burgundene and Captain Franz of the Grand Duchy’s palace guard.”




  The two made obeisance to the Crown Prince, and the Duke quickly introduced the rest of the company. “Perhaps it would be best if you tell the story you came to me with two days ago, Felicie.”




  “Yes, Uncle.” The girl had strong voice for one so young – no doubt used to issuing commands. She had pale, almost transparent skin and long blond hair –




  another Marsden trait – and a pleasant face that could never be called beautiful.




  “When the palace staff were changed, Patriarch Marin had my brother enroll me in a convent school on the fringe of the compound. Eugene had not wished to have me moved but the new courtiers and that beast, Ponthing, the Imperial ambassador, hounded him until he gave in. Even so, my brother visited me often and promised a new palfrey for my birthday.”




  The Captain leaned toward her and spoke when she nodded. “There was a genuine concern about stabling the animal, Your Highness, Your Grace . . .”




  The Prince smiled. “Please, Captain, we may waive the formalities of title this evening.”




  The Captain seemed uneasy at the thought but continued. “The estate containing the convent was under my new guard, now that we had been moved from our previous charge,”




  “Which was?” Hannan cut in.




  “I had been guard commander for Grand Duke Bormond, and had begun to perform the same for his successor, my Lady. When Chancellor Marin became the new advisor I and all my men were moved to duties outside the palace.”




  “These were the men most loyal to the House of Bormond, I suppose?”




  Hannan continued.




  “Yes, Lady.”




  Gisel exchanged glances with Hannan. This didn’t sound good – moving the most loyal guards away from the young ruler.




  Felicie watched the exchanges for a moment. “But when my birthday arrived I received only religious books and an Eikon from my brother. He visited me for only the briefest time and acted very distracted. He said he would see me again in a few days . . . “ She faltered. Her voice sounded choked when she resumed. “He never did.”




  The Prince jolted upright. “Never? You mean he is missing?”




  The Duke spread his hands and harrumphed. “So my niece alleges, but by all accounts the Grand Duke is still at the palace.”




  The Prince nodded slowly. “Indeed. My Father’s ambassador would have reported anything of this nature –“




  ”But the man in the palace is not my brother!” Felicie burst out.




  They all watched the girl gravely as she struggled to suppress her tears.




  “Not the same brother,” Captain Franz said softly.




  Felicie shot him a straight look. “Yes. Not the same brother. The Grand Duke they have installed in the palace is our half-brother Odilon, a bastard whom my Father had raised in seclusion as a sop to his guilty conscience.”




  “You can prove this?” Hannan asked.




  Felicie held her gaze. “I know my own brothers, but I grant you they are quite alike – in appearance. By removing everyone most familiar with Eugene from the palace, I am the only one who could tell the difference.” She turned a fierce look on her uncle. “Except of course, my Mother – who you will not permit me to see.”




  Everyone looked toward the Duke.




  “My sister is at a country estate of mine, convalescing. After the death of her husband, she was taken gravely ill. I brought her to Lingdon with me, and she has not the strength to be bothered by such distress as this.”




  Hannan shook her head. “Dammit, Your Grace. Surely a mother has a right to be told about any danger to her son. How ill is she? Has one of our Iskander doctors attended her?”




  “No. I do not see that it would make a difference. Clearly her heart was broken at the death of her husband. Is there a physik to cure that?”




  “Will you let it be broken again by the loss of her son?”




  The two glared at one another until M’Tov put a hand on Hannan’s arm. “I don’t think rancor is getting us anywhere.” He turned to Felicie. “How do you know that your half brother is the one in the palace if you too have been moved away?”




  “Because of the secret passages.”




  Captain Franz glanced at her. “It seems that growing up in the palace, the children of Grand Duke Bormond learned even more of its secrets than the ducal guards. I found the Countess in the convent grounds late at night, crying her eyes out. She had followed a passage that took her into the very heart of the ducal apartments –“




  ”I was in my brother’s room!” Felicie stamped a foot. “And saw that the man sleeping in his bed was Odilon.” She sagged to the table and put her hands to her head. “What have they done to my brother?”




  Gisel took a quick breath – then relaxed at the thought her own brother was safe from such perils up on the Iskander.




  “When was this?” The Prince asked.




  “A week ago, your Highness,” Captain Franz answered. “I too found her allegations hard to accept but they made sense when certain other things were considered –“




  ”What other things?” Gisel demanded, beating Hannan to the question by half a breath.




  “Things seen and heard, but most important, the story told by one of my guard troop who had seen a heavily cloaked and bound figure being placed in a carriage in the inner courtyard and hurried away with a dozen Imperial dragoons as escort. The figure was masked with something – perhaps an old jousting helmet covering his face and head.”




  “Who else did the guard tell?” the Prince asked.




  “Too many, Your Highness. It was not a day after he told me that we found his body in the river.”




  “What did you do about it?” Hannan asked.




  The Captain spread his hands. “What could I do? I was moved away from the inner palace, I had no superiors in the place I could trust. I did the only thing I could – when Countess Felicie told me what she had discovered I hurried her away to safety and brought her here to you.”




  “And we commend you for your valuable service,” The Duke said.




  “But what can we do about it?” M’Tov said. “What are you asking Iskander to do?”




  The Duke’s white periwig and jowls shook from agitation. “I remember being told that your people knew a method to prove paternity and ancestry of a child. Can you perform such a service for us, that we can prove these accusations and have Duke Eugene restored?”




  Gisel’s spirits flopped. Sure, DNA evidence – but who on Gaia even understood the science and would accept their findings as evidence? She saw Hannan and M’Tov exchange equally gloomy expressions.




  Hannan placed her hands palm down on the table. “I can perform the tests myself. I had to learn the techniques for some studies I performed on marine resources. I’d need to have samples procured – and one would have to come from this Odilon. Even then, without a familiarity with the science behind this our word would be no better accepted than Countess Felicie’s.”




  “But you would be able to send an agent to obtain the evidence?” the Duke asked. “His Highness and myself would believe Iskander’s knowledge – we could then convince His Majesty. With proof of the deception we could undertake stronger action to end the substitution. I would go myself, and take my sister, the Dowager Duchess, to confront the Chancellor and his imposter –“




  ”You could rescue my brother . . . before . . .” Felicie broke down and Gisel hurried to place an arm around her.




  “Yes,” the Prince said, half rising to his feet. “The girl has raised our most urgent task. I will send new instructions to my agents on the River Megalon. If Eugene has been spirited away, we must move quickly to find him.”




  “How could we get our own agents into Burgundene?” M’Tov asked.




  The Prince stood and pushed his chair away. “By way of the River Megalon –




  the summer capital of Burgundene is the city of Eifel at the junction of that river and the Sarrar that flows in from the west. My own agents travel in disguise as traders aboard a sea-going ketch.”




  The rest of Gisel’s memory of the Gaian geography returned as she handed Felicie a handkerchief. Megalon meant big – clearly the largest river on the continent. So the city of Eifel was on the junction of the Rhine and . . . probably the Moselle. Both rivers were navigable back on Earth.




  The Prince regarded M’Tov earnestly. “I’m told you have your own fast vessel Sirius near the city. Perhaps, if Iskander agrees to help, I could send word by that. My agents must receive these instructions as soon as possible.”




  M’Tov stood. “I’ll contact Iskander Control at once.” He indicated Hannan and Gisel. “These two are the officers of Sirius, so we will look at a plan to use them. I assume we can have the help of Captain Franz – we will need a guide.”




  “And me,” Felicie said firmly, raising her head from Gisel’s arms. “I am the only one who knows the secret way into the palace.”




  




  Chapter Four




  Gisel went out onto the landing when she heard the rumble of cartwheels and clatter of hooves. She leaned over the crumbling stone wall at the head of the wooden staircase to see down into the alley. Yep, the cart they expected, a two wheeled unsprung affair with a semi-circular canvas canopy. It reached the closed gate and the heavy chestnut dray horse slowed to a stop; their city security guard looked up from the bench beside the driver and signalled to her –




  the passengers had arrived.




  She straightened to call down to the two guards inside the small courtyard.




  “You can open up.”




  She watched until the gates swung aside and the cart started in before returning to the ruined warehouse. “It’s them, Colonel.”




  M’Tov acknowledged and continued talking to Hannan. “You may as well hear this, Gisel. I don’t want any of this discussed once our Burgundene members join us.”




  She seated herself behind the cluttered desk; she was duty officer today.




  “Yessir.”




  The guardroom office was the only habitation inside this old shell of a building. Their own quarters were inside the second warehouse along Hidden Creek – not in a much better shape, but easily shored up with a modern addition by an Iskander construction crew when they’d taken a lease on the old smugglers’ anchorage on the river. The creek’s situation, a short way beyond the city’s Southwark suburb, made it distant enough that snoopers could be seen from afar. The three warehouses on the other side of the creek were sound and almost leak-proof, but these two ruins served to camouflage the fact that the anchorage was again in use.




  M’Tov stared at her, as if weighing her for something. “Iskander has split this operation into a number of phases . . . of increasing difficulty. The first is to make the stealth insertion of Sirius into the River Megalon and journey upstream to make contact with the Crown Prince’s agents at Eifel.”




  Hannan inclined her head. “That should take us five days.”




  M’Tov turned his eyes to Hannan. “Right. You have the new remote sensing maps we made from the Intruder overflight. That phase is a must-do. The next is to make arrangements with the agents to procure the DNA samples from the occupant of the Grand Duke’s apartments. Let them do all the heavy lifting if you can.”




  Hannan shook her head. “We must ensure the samples are collected competently – no contamination. One of us will have to do it.”




  They both turned their eyes to Gisel. Shit – that means the junior officer gets the job. “I’m not experienced at breaking into palaces.”
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