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  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




  The map accompanying this novel is too big for the file and may be found on my website under Sketches and Maps at http://www.christopherhoare.ca/ I offer a location comparison between Gaia and our world here instead.




  Lingdon City, where the story begins is London. The sea journey takes the characters from the Thames, past Frendland (the Low Countries) to Brehafen (aka Bremerhaven). From there they navigate their way through the Moonwald (a much enlarged and wilder Lüneberger Heide) toward Novrehan (aka Frankfurt am Oder) and down the Lubitz River to Lubitz (which is at an extended mouth of the river into the Baltic Sea off the Stettiner Haff). Other places mentioned are Makberg (aka Hamburg), Leki (which is on the coast near Rostok), Blackrock Ford (which is on the Oder near Eberswalde, not that there is a ford there on our Earth) and Abersholm (which is on the Makberg River, aka the Elbe, near Wittenberge). The Iskander's main industrial complex is in Tarnland, which is Sweden; the location of Iskander Control is in Tarnland at Bergrund north west of Stadholm (aka Stockholm).




  Places mentioned but not visited include Wasbia which is North Germany, and Upper Wasbia that includes the Czech Republic and South Germany; Whonmark, which is Denmark and Norway; the Inland Sea which is the Baltic Sea; and Thalia, which comprises all of the Baltic Republics. Really off the map are Scathia, which is equivalent to Ghengis Khan's Mongolian Empire (which stretches to Poland here); the Kosmoneos, which is the 'New World'; and the “Forbidden Island” where the Emperor Zarl lives (that I've never pinned down but could be Malta or Crete.)




  



  And now to the story:-




  



  Deadly Enterprise.




  



  Part One – Meeting on the Brook Steps





  

  Chapter One




  Tall buildings, four and five storeys high surrounded Lingdon City's New Market Square, decorated with scrollwork, gargoyles and bright paint, either business offices or rich mansions. The Felger mansion was one of the more impressive, as befitted the Lingdon headquarters of the Felger banking enterprise, but if young Felger didn't come out soon Gisel realized she would lose her cover and her chance to contact him. She looked around for an alternative post where she could still watch the mansion door.




  The Felgers were the most powerful financial family on Gaia. They could be a perilous contact―they were the Emperor's banker as well.




  Her hidden earpiece beeped. She spoke into the mike in her sleeve. “What do you have, Marc?”




  “That tinker is loading his pots onto a handcart. Zagdorf's watchers will be able to see you over the top of the empty stall in a few minutes.”




  The peddlers would soon pack up and leave as the afternoon grew old. “Right. I'm already looking for a new vantage point. If Felger doesn't appear soon I'm abandoning today's plan.”




  Iskander's industrial developments had progressed well for the past three years, but they had slowed of late. They must find new markets to keep up momentum, and that meant using bankers with manufacturing interests. The Felgers were Iskander's first choice. Fine for Gisel's father and the administrative council away in Tarnland where their industrial facilities were. She was the one living with Zagdorf's spooks hunting her. Live or maybe die, she gritted.




  She checked around her and then strolled down the line of market stalls as if she were a kitchen maid looking for fruit or vegetables. Her homespun caraco jacket and woolen petticoat had been her choice for disguise several times before. Her cornet, worn on the back of her head and decorated with multcoloured ribbons identified her as a Heterodox maiden. Not quite true.




  Arriving at the vegetable stand at the end of the row she looked down her nose at the young fellow serving customers.




  “Oh, law',” he exclaimed when he saw her. “Not you agin. Tha' should pay me for all the turnips ye bruised and marked with tha' pokin' an' proddin'.”




  “Ye asked me to try them.”




  “I never asked ye to mash them to pulp.” His voice didn't sound angry and his eyes told her he believed he flirted with some servant maid.




  She turned away to look for the front door to the Felger mansion. If she stayed here, only a sack of cabbages stood in the way. “I will give ye two groats for your trouble if ye sets they cabbages on the ground.”




  He looked at her with a quizzical expression. “Why?”




  “Never mind why. Here are the two groats. Just look sharp an' do it.”




  “Certainly, yer ladyship,” he said as he manhandled the sack to the ground, his manner even more curious. “What be tha' purpose?”




  She shook her head. Well done, Gisel, make sure all the locals recognise you. “I'm watching for my betrothed to come out of that door,” she said with a nod toward the Felger mansion.




  His eyes lit up. “What be he up to?” His smile included a buxom lady with a market basket who arrived at the stall.




  “Mind your own business. Just see to this good lady and pay me no mind.”




  A few days earlier she tried to contact Yakob Felger, the principal in Lingdon and he had brushed all inquiries aside. She had since been told he was a strong Imperial supporter. Today she attempted to try the son, a recent graduate of the Acadamy at Heerford. Perhaps his youth and enthusiasm would give her better luck.




  Her earpiece beeped again. “There's activity over there,” Marc said.




  “Yes, I see them.”




  Two men descended the mansion’s steps into the late afternoon sun, pausing in the narrow forecourt behind the iron railings to look about them. One was her messenger, the other a tall well proportioned fellow with fair hair showing under an unadorned hat. About twenty, she’d guess, near her own age. He must be Yohan Felger, the one she looked for.




  She glanced around once and left the market stall at a measured pace. Felger and her messenger went through the gate as the mansion door slammed shut behind them. They turned to walk toward Goldsmith Alley and the river.




  “They are our fellows,” she said into her mike. “I'll tail them to the river.”




  “Take care,” Marc replied. “One of the troopers here has started after them. He's wearing a wide brimmed hat with feathers.”




  “Got him. I'll tuck in behind. What about you?”




  “Another trooper has headed off the other way...may be going for reinforcements. I'll tail him.”




  She hurried along Market Street, staying fifty feet behind Zagdorf’s trooper. Ahead, Felger and his companion took the turning into Goldsmith Alley. The trooper followed them a like distance behind them.




  A quick look before she left the market. Good, no one following. She lengthened her stride, not too much, a servant girl wouldn’t run. But a servant girl wouldn’t have this crawling feeling down her spine. She’d get back into the routine in a few days; must have grown rusty in Tarnland over the winter. Breathe, Gisel―keep it cool. You’ve done this before.




  Zagdorf’s man paused where the street turned until the unsuspecting duo moved out of sight. He seemed to know his business. As long as he didn’t notice he was being followed. Gisel waited for a group of tradesmen to cross the street between them, then walked on quickly to catch up. A man and woman exchanged some comment as Gisel stepped across the street’s stinking refuse to go around them. Careful, girl―ease up―don’t act out of character.




  As she gained on the watcher she placed a hand into her waist pack. She carried a hypodermic loaded with phencyclidine . The only safe place to act was near the end of Goldsmith Alley. Usually quiet, and with this brisk wind from the river, cold enough no one would tarry in doorways or dawdle about their business. Around the corner, Gisel caught up to Zagdorf’s man. He barely gave her a glance. She walked on past him as he waited in a doorway for Felger and the messenger to get out of sight. When they disappeared from view, the street was deserted. The watcher sped up to pass her. Gisel kicked him in the ankle and brought him down.




  With an angry cry he fell into the alley's muck. She stooped over him as if trying to help. With a slap she jabbed the needle into his arm. He gave a groan and slumped face-forward into the mud.




  Gisel rolled him onto his side, and sprang to her feet. She hiked her skirts. A quick sprint and she was half a street away.




  She slowed to a walk as she reached the next intersection. Yohan Felger and the messenger were just leaving Goldsmith Alley where it opened out on the foul smelling river bank. Unlike the alley, the embankment was thronged. Some travellers descended the steps to reach rowboats and wherries waiting below, while others stepped onto the embankment after disembarking. As she made for him, her quarry halted at the head of Brook Steps and began to gaze about.




  For the first time she sized up the young man whose name she’d only heard three days before. Meister Felger wasn’t wary enough; he’d never noticed the man following him. On the other hand, he looked a strapping fellow, and had obviously recognized her message entailed more than a quick stroll down the street. He wore a thick woolen cloak, which he’d need on the river and, she suspected, carried a concealed weapon beneath its folds.




  She slowed her pace while she weighed the situation and stared hard at Felger’s face when he turned his attention from the river. If only she could penetrate his mind to learn answers to her questions. Either he would support Iskander against the Empire or betray them. Which? She’d never learn the answer unless she allowed him into her life.




  “I don't see him, your Honour.” Gisel heard the messenger say.




  Yohan Felger gave an impatient snort. “You're sure he's not here?”




  Gisel hurried up to them, knowing they were expecting to find Mawgan, her coxswain. In this male dominated society she’d had to get a man to hire a messenger. Felger turned toward the shops and taverns lining the river road, barely glancing at her.




  “Well, I cannot wait here for him all day. Perhaps we’ll find him in one of the taverns hereabouts.”




  Gisel decided to conceal her identity behind her assumed accents a few minutes longer. She walked past to the head of the steps, and then halted with a cry. She pretended to trip and stumbled toward him.




  ****




  Yohan Felger scanned the embankment, his mind so filled with the strange note that had brought him out into the streets, he barely gave the pretty young woman the slightest attention, until she almost fell into his arms.




  “Be careful, young Mistress, or you'll tumble down the steps.”




  When he let her pull away again, she staggered and almost fell. “Ow. I think my ankle is twisted. May I prevail upon you to help me down those slippery steps, governor?”




  He dropped his arms and drew back. She spoke well, but her voice held a definite foreign accent.




  A gentleman must be careful of cut-purses and floozies plying their trade near the river. This girl sounded respectable enough, even if she seemed alone. She looked very attractive, almost beautiful, with a modest curve of bust under her kirtle and jacket― but her dark eyes held him. They were deep enough for a man to drown in. By her dress and speech, he judged her a servant from a good household, perhaps even a daughter of a good family, forced into service by bankrupcy. He could not see the responsible male companion who should be with her as he considered her request.




  “I’m alone, Sir, except for my boat’s crew. I hope you will not judge me forward for speaking.”




  His father had not let him out of the counting house since he returned home―it would be a pleasant feeling to hold a pretty girl again. “Not at all. I can certainly help; put your arm about my waist while I support you.”




  As they descended the stone steps together Yohan wondered who she might be. Her manner struck him as bright and confident; more than a drawing-room decoration. Likely some important personage awarded her a position of trust because of it. She was tall for a woman, not much less than his own six feet, so likely she’d had a good childhood without threat of starvation.




  A young woman whose company might prove pleasurable. He felt dashing and debonair with an arm around her waist.




  The messenger, still standing at the head of the steps, called out, “I see the man, your Honour; in yonder boat!”




  Yohan looked across the water to see a ship’s gaff-rigged cutter heading toward them. The seaman aboard dropped the sail and stood in the bow to fend off.




  “That's my boat, Meister Felger,” the young woman said, smiling at him. “Thank you for coming in answer to my message.”




  Yohan stopped; his eyes sought hers. “Your message? How do you know my name?”




  “We have been trying to speak with the Felgers for a month; I took care to learn of all your family in Lingdon. I’m here to take you to a meeting, as my note said. Come with me...”




  “Come with you...impossible. Who are you?”




  “My name is Lieutenant Gisel Matah, of Iskander Security. My present duty is to escort you to a ship downriver.”




  He stared. Iskander! The very name meant intrigue and danger. These strangers flouted the Emperor’s will in the Kosmoneos; they had transformed the Autarch of Tarnland’s war into triumph with remarkable weapons, and now...here he was speaking to one of them in the Lingdish Kingdom. His pulse quickened. What did they want with the Felgers? This could be the excitement he’d been craving. Anything to get out of that counting house...well...almost anything.




  The boat the messenger identified reached the steps and the seaman, in a striped jersey and blue breeches, stepped out over the bow, a painter in his hand.




  “Jump in, Lieutenant. Best we don’t tarry.”




  Yohan let go of the girl to take a step back. He’d better ensure his safety. He reached a hand into his cloak to feel for the pistol he’d tucked into his belt. Not there.




  She grinned at him and pulled something from her jacket. “Is this what you’re after? Sorry, Meister, I thought it safer if I took it.”




  He glared down at the pistol in her hand, his pistol. Oh curse! What a fool he had been. The first pretty face to come near him...and he was caught.... But wait, she didn't point the pistol at him, neither had she cocked the flintlock. He flicked his eyes quickly to her face.




  She smiled broadly and shook her head. “Not a chance.” She turned to bang the muzzle hard against the stones of the embankment wall. The pistol-ball and wad dropped out into her hand. Tossing them into the water, she presented the empty weapon to him with a slight bow. “I assure you, you are not being kidnapped. Please get aboard.”




  Yohan’s mouth refused to shape his protest; why had he been so foolish? If he were able to swim he’d jump in the river, foul as it was, to make his escape. He could run up the steps, but likely the seaman was armed, or could catch him by the legs before he could get far. He often dreamed about taking dangerous assignments for the Felger enterprises, always his fancies ended with honour and success. Now, he had to do as the young woman said, and take his chances.




  A loud call from above drew his attention. Another fellow, in waterman’s clothes, breeches tied at the knees, glanced back over his shoulder as he ran toward the steps.




  “Are you coming aboard. Marc?” the young woman called up to him. “Hurry.”




  This man descended the steps rapidly, pushing past the messenger waiting for his payment. “Yes, soldiers chasing me.”




  The girl, he could hardly credit lieutenant, raised a handful of coins to toss to the messenger at the head of the steps. She swung about and took him by the shoulder. “Let’s go, Meister Felger. No time to argue.”




  They all scrambled aboard. The seaman pushed off against the embankment wall and sculled out into the river current. The young woman urged Yohan to a seat in the stern as they set about raising a sail on the mast and gathered way when it filled. She pulled off her cornet and ribbons and shook her hair free before seating herself and taking the tiller. “We are taking you to an Iskander ship down river. I’ll try to answer your questions as we go.”




  “Whose soldiers are following us, the King’s?”




  “No, the King of Lingdon has no grievance against us. They’re the Emperor’s men. He always attempts to keep everyone away from us. Didn’t Commandante Zagdorf bring such a message to your father?”




  Had he? His father met the Commandante a week ago, and been short tempered afterward. Of course, he hadn’t explained his concern, not to his son. Everything the Felger family did must be measured against the Emperor's wishes. Every appointment and communication must have its substance secured from outside knowledge. So how did the Iskanders learn about the meeting?




  The seaman returned to take the helm and the lieutenant moved to the thwart. They sat without speaking while they slipped into a shadowed channel beneath the Lingdon Bridge. He struggled against the urge to raise his head, hoping none of the householders on the bridge would choose this moment to empty a chamber-pot out of a window.




  As they emerged once more into daylight, Yohan studied the other water craft on the river. None of the occupants seemed capable of giving help, he abandoned all thought of getting away. The little cutter positively danced across the waves, an occasional splash of spray wetting his face as the coxswain steered them around other river traffic; anchored wherries awaiting their fares, and rowboats pulling across the current. The riverbanks showed a fringe of mud, and the smell of river slime and city waste wafted to him on the breeze. Ahead of them lay the city docks, with larger merchantmen anchored in midstream and smaller craft beginning to list at the wharfs as they grounded on the falling tide.




  The young man leaned forward to offer his hand. “Lieutenant Marc Chronon, Sir.”




  Yohan took the proffered hand, hoping he was not committing himself too much. Not even the King of Lingdon dared cross the Emperor’s will, but these two seemed to think little enough of it. “The Felgers are merchants and bankers, not soldiers. Why should we involve ourselves with you?”




  The young woman leaned toward him. “Our finance officer is awaiting you on the ship we are going to. He will explain everything. I assure you we have studied our options and learned the Felgers are exactly the people we need. I expect a commercial partnership is in the cards.”




  “I’m not sure I want to meet him. If the Emperor’s soldiers know I am aboard...it could bring trouble to the Felgers...to my father.”




  “It's too late for you to go ashore now. We can't undertake to get you home safely until we have evaded these troopers.”




  He glared at her. The off-hand way she said it! What right had she to dismiss his concerns so...? “The Felger enterprises are closely bound to the Emperor. More than half our business is conducted within his domain. Do you think I would jeopardize that?”




  She shook her head. “Iskander is contacting the Felgers outside the Empire to keep our affairs secure as well. No, we don’t want that jeopardized.”




  She seemed so self-confidant, so arrogant. What a little minx, he must get the better of her. “But you already have―what can your words be worth?”




  “I’ll make you a promise if you want to back out. I’ll tell Zagdorf myself.”




  Marc reached out a hand. “Hold on, Gisel. Don’t be too reckless.”




  “Reckless be damned! I mean it, but I don’t think Meister Felger will turn us down.” She took hold of his arm. “I know about your debate at Heerford when you defended the idea of making new inventions. Everyone's heard of it.”




  Yohan laughed. “But you do not know they gave me the pro side of the debate because it was contrary to our beliefs. It was a test.”




  She seemed taken aback for a moment. “I do not believe you were not influenced by your rhetoric...everyone else was.”




  He shrugged. “The idea has merits, but the argument is lost while the Emperor opposes it.”




  “Which is why you should listen to Iskander. Why you should support our policy. We are already having people accept our position―which is identical to your defence in the debate. We will keep bringing new inventions to the world until even the Empire will lose much of its power unless they follow the same policy.”




  Yohan gasped. “You believe you have so much power yourselves?”




  “We believe that all nations want to improve their lot...and see our steam engines, our steel, our medical advances, our weaponry as the way by which they will attain their goals. The Empire has been the sole decider of the law for too long.”




  Yohan found her words extravagant although Iskander did have a great reputation. As a junior in the Felger Enterprises he knew little of family policy, and until he earned important business contracts of his own, the Baron and the other family heads would never take him seriously. However, if he gained something from this meeting with the Iskanders. Something that could not be belittled or dismissed as a pipe dream...




  “What you propose is very dangerous. Even here in Lingdon, my father cannot dismiss the Emperor’s wishes. You must know how tightly he controls the mainland with his Civil Guard, his secret police, and his armies.”




  She gave a rueful laugh. “You are speaking to someone who has fought all those powers more than once. He never ceases trying to do the same in Lingdon; that’s why we’re in this boat. He opposes us and we are wearing him down with every new plan.”




  “Perhaps, but my words and opinions are of small import. Something as serious as deceiving the Emperor would need lengthy consideration by all the family heads.”




  “That's what we are hoping for. How do we arrange that?”




  Yohan hesitated. What had happened to the soldiers Marc mentioned? These Iskanders seemed oblivious to danger, even if they didn’t know everything. “Only the Baron can call such a meeting.”




  “Baron? He's the top dog?”




  Yohan smiled at her characterization. “Baron Anton Felger is the family head. He lives at Castle Weshortz, in Upper Wasbia.”




  The two lieutenants looked at one another. “Where's Weshortz? We know Wasbia from our involvement with Burgundene.” Marc said.




  Lieutenant Matah nodded. “Wasbia is divided in two. Upper Wasbia is the part outside the empire―backing onto the Alps.”




  “How can we get in touch with the Baron?” Marc asked.




  Yohan looked away. The Baron had not been heard from since beginning a visit to Lubitz a month ago. And Lubitz was at war with Iskander and their ally Tarnland. Better he keep the Baron’s movements and plans to himself. “My father would have to write a letter.”




  “Fair enough. When you meet our Director Mich’l you can discuss the details he can put in it.”




  As simple as that. Did she think the Felgers would jump at Iskander’s convenience? His father hated their very name. Yakob Felger loved the Emperor, even welcomed his iron handed control. Should he explain how unlikely it was Father would consider their request? He wasn’t given the opportunity...




  Their seaman stood up to peer over the watercraft on the river behind them. “Be them the soldiers, Lieutenant?”




  Both lieutenants turned to look.




  They could see about a dozen men in half armor rushing down a wooden staircase to a jetty downstream of Lingdon Bridge, a cable’s length distant. They scrambled into a lugger moored there, some hoisting the sails to the masthead as others pulled on sweeps to leave the crowded shallows.




  “That’s them,” Marc said.




  Even at this distance Yohan could see resolute faces as the musketeers leveled their weapons over the bows.




  “Dammit. They've found us.” Lieutenant Matah said. “I hope you don’t mind a little excitement, Meister?”




  

  Chapter Two




  Marc sized up their pursuers and then rose from the thwart to help Mawgan crew the boat. They’d need more sail power to hold their own against this lugger. He looked toward Gisel for her agreement but she slid across to take the tiller and carried on talking to Felger instead. She seemed to do anything to avoid paying attention to him.




  They unfurled the foresail. “How fast do you think that lugger is, Mawgan?”




  Mawgan paused in his task. He was a Lingdish mariner who’d been recruited into Iskander service by Maritime Command about a year before. Marc needed the experienced seaman for his shipyard security operation and had bugged Colonel M'Tov until he changed the man's assignment.




  “A two master. On a beam reach she’ll match this’n.” Mawgan raised his head to the breeze. “Nor-easterly, t’aint good. Round nex’ bend us’ll be easin’ sail. They’ll catch us fer sure.”




  Marc nodded and tried to gauge their increase in speed. Nothing yet, they were just drawing among the seagoing ships and lighters in Lingdon’s docks. The tall ships with their clattering rigging and lofty sides blocked the better part of the wind. At least Gisel was taking pains to steer them to the weather side of the merchantmen when she could. He returned to the stern and perched on the weather gunwale where he could watch their pursuers.




  She hardly noticed him as she questioned Felger. “I’d like to know why your father turned Iskander down, Yohan.”




  “I was not aware he had.”




  “He turned our approach down at about the time someone shopped the metal trader Bertzin to Commandante Zagdorf. Was it your father?”




  Felger frowned. “Shopped? I find your speech difficult.”




  Gisel shrugged. “Sorry, betrayed. Zagdorf killed him.”




  Felger stared. “What, Bertzin? Are you certain?”




  “Damned certain! I found him hanging upside down in his lodging. His throat cut and bleeding like a goose at a butcher’s stall.”




  “You did?” Felger’s face seemed to lengthen and he blinked several times. “How terrible. I cannot believe my father had a hand in such savagery. You must be mistaken.” He shook his head. “Poor Bertzin, murdered! Father and I went on several business trips with him. He was such an upright person.”




  “Probably why Zagdorf wasted him,” Marc said. Better change the subject, Gisel, before the lad bursts into tears. Poor rich boy doesn’t have your experience in this.




  Mawgan shouted to catch Gisel’s attention.




  “What?” she said.




  “A point to starboard, Lieutenant. There be an anchored ship ahead.”




  “Point to starboard. Done.”




  Marc reached a hand to the tiller. “Give me the helm, Gisel. Or let me brief Meister Felger.”




  Gisel glared back at him; touchy little devil. Iskander Command probably shouldn’t have teamed them up again. Not since their relationship broke up...after she... Ah, the hell with it.




  “What’s the matter, Marc? I don't need your help with anything.”




  He stifled the angry retort in his throat and spoke in an even tone. “You can’t see enough from there, too many wherries and lighters here to take a chance. One wrong move and those soldiers will catch up to us.”




  Gisel nodded him a caution toward Felger, who seemed taken aback at their curt exchange. “I can manage, but if it’ll make you feel better...” She half smiled as she slid far enough away from the tiller to let him at it. “I need to brief Meister Felger what to expect when we reach Stellar.”




  He had seniority over her, officially, but after her exploits at sea and at the battle of Borhye, where she held the crossroads for thirty-six hours against repeated attacks and gained much of the credit for the army's victory, she now seemed to think herself the senior partner.




  He sighed inwardly as he made a rapid survey of the river traffic. She’d probably never been in love with him, just looking for love. Now, Iskander’s indigenous troops called her the Wildcat. Their engagement wouldn’t have lasted, even if she’d never had the affair with Lord Ricart. Damn! Forget that―it still hurt.




  All the while she’d been making her name in action, he’d been assigned to setting up the infrastructure for their intelligence network. Originally, he’d thought being an electronics tech gave him a leg up. It was only in the past year that he’d started to make a reputation as security chief for their Lingdon shipbuilding operation.




  He gauged his course past a merchantman leaving a dockside berth to start downriver. Her crew swarmed across the yards to set a headsail. A glance at the soldiers’ lugger showed they’d gained.




  “Are we leaving them behind?” Gisel said.




  Felger turned. “I believe they are somewhat closer, Lieutenant.”




  Marc nodded. “They are, and Mawgan reckons they could catch us when we ease sheets past the river bend.”




  Mawgan narrowed his eyes. “Skipper o’ thatn’s no lubber, he’ve half a knot on us.”




  Gisel gave a twisted grin. “They won’t try anything around all this river traffic.”




  They’d drawn abreast of the Grey Tower on the riverbank at the eastern corner of the city walls. “Except we’re almost out of the city. We’ll be on our own further downriver.”




  Gisel grew one of those know-it-all smiles that always angered him. “Open the waterproof locker behind the mast, would you, Mawgan? I put three assault rifles in there.”




  Marc snapped a frown at her. “You did what?”




  Mawgan left the mainsheet and stepped over a thwart to open the hatch. Marc shook his head as Mawgan pulled the first rifle out. “Did you get authorization to use them?”




  Gisel's expression turned defiant. “Just take a look at the serial numbers on these―we own them.”




  He glanced at the number on the receiver. “These are the ones we had at Castle Palatine.”




  “Right. I'd like to see someone refuse them to me.”




  Yohan Felger seemed bewildered at the conversation. “What is the problem?”




  “Not a problem,” Marc said. “Three years ago we were in a nasty fight—and these beauties saved our lives.”




  Gisel rose from the thwart to take a rifle from Mawgan. “These are one of Iskander's advanced weapons; you’ve likely heard of some others.”




  Felger leaned toward the rifle, his eyes wide. “Everyone knows Iskander has armed the Autarch of Tarnland’s armies with wonderful muskets and deadly artillery.”




  Mawgan went back to his position forward, leaving Gisel to pull the last rifle and the ammo out. She knelt beside the mast, checking them over and unfolding the stocks. She passed one to Mawgan and then another to him. “The magazines are full, and there are three loaded spares. I think we’ve enough firepower to keep those bastards at a distance.”




  Felger started back momentarily, his face bearing a disapproving expression. “These are the muskets from Tarnland?”




  “No, Meister,” she said with an easy smile, raising herself to sit on the center thwart. “Those muskets are single shot rifles, issued to all the troops. These are their wicked uncles, and we get first choice.”




  Marc watched her, settling herself calmly as if she didn’t care about shocking the lad―as if she didn’t even care about the pursuit. This is no goddamn joke―even these rifles wouldn’t help if that lugger ran them down. He frowned at her. You’re tough, girl; just not as tough as you make out.




  He decided to help Felger, who seemed baffled at her words. “Our Tarnland armies have weapons which are one step above those of their enemies. These are more advanced. We’re supposed to get top level permission to use them.”




  “Why?”




  Marc regarded him; tell this guy everything and we’ll never be able to let him go. Maybe that was Gisel’s game. “Iskander’s capabilities are much greater than you Gaians imagine. We just don’t want everyone to know how much more.”




  “Right,” Gisel said. “But these 5.56mm rounds won’t do more than dent soldiers’ breastplates above two hundred yards. We’ll have to let them get real close.”




  Marc frowned. “Probably won’t penetrate at all.”




  “Yep. So we’re gonna hafta pull a clever trick.”




  Marc watched Felger raise his head to stare at Gisel. He was coming under her spell already. “What kind of trick?”




  She grinned. “Don’t know yet. I’ll think of one.”




  Marc saw the dismay written on Felger’s face.




  Mawgan called from the bow. “River bend, Lieutenant Marc. Make ready to go about.”




  ****




  Gisel raised the rifle to her shoulder and sighted on the soldiers’ lugger as Marc eased the cutter into the bend. She pressed the laser rangefinder button― still two hundred yards. Not gaining as much as her companions believed, but it was easy to jump to conclusions with torture and certain death bearing down on you. Even so, it was imperative the soldiers didn’t see the Stellar when they boarded. Iskander had put all their stock of electronic equipment from the starship aboard, changing the little merchantman into a spy ship. They had to keep the Empire from learning too much. It would set them back years if their enemies got a hold of her, over and above the loss of all the bullion aboard now.




  As they progressed around the river bend, Mawgan pointed and spoke. “There be an old wreck on the mud, Lieutenant. See ’in?”




  Marc leaned out to the lee-side. “I do, Mawgan. What do you have in mind?”




  Gisel turned to look. “That's our trick. The wreck will give us protection for an ambush. Think we can steer in behind it, Mawgan?”




  “Have to be smart with th’ sails, do my best.”




  “We will likely need your help to keep us positioned, Meister. Are you on for it?”




  Yohan nodded.




  Mawgan moved about the cutter, testing the knots on the mainsheets. “I’d be obliged if you’d get for’rard, Meister Felger. Throw out th’anchor as soon as us gets head to wind be’ind the wreck.”




  Yohan showed a firmer manner as he went past to the bow. Maybe he wasn’t as frightened as she’d thought. Being chased by soldiers was obviously a new experience for him. Perhaps the rifles had given him more courage.




  Gisel moved to the weather side to stay clear of the mains’l when Mawgan lowered it. She divided her attention between the lugger and Marc’s movements at the helm as he made ready for their manoeuver. He was surly today, not like the old Marc. Even seemed jealous of the attention she gave Yohan.




  As they neared the wreck she helped Mawgan furl the second jib. Marc steered them closer, their speed dropping. She cocked her assault rifle and set the safety. “Set to fire three-round bursts.”




  Into the apex of the bend, Mawgan let the mains’l and gaff down with a clatter of falling spar and canvas. Gisel watched the lugger behind; the soldiers were holding on to their sail as long as possible, following the fastest river current. Their heavier vessel swung wide as the wind backed; the musketeers in the bows stood upright to shoulder their pieces.




  “Look out! They mean to give us a volley.”




  Marc swung his head. “At that range? They’ll never hit us.”




  She twisted to raise her assault rifle and flipped off the safety. “I’ll spoil their aim.” She fired a burst, then another. A cloud of powder smoke from the lugger told her the soldiers had also fired.




  One of her shots found a mark; a soldier threw up his arms and toppled out of sight into the bottom of the lugger. A thump against the planks made her glance down. One musket ball had hit them; likely the rest went wide, into the water.




  Mawgan furled sails out of the way. “Steer in as soon as us gets to the wreck, Mr Marc.”




  Gisel realized working together at the shipyard had given them confidence in one another’s boat handling. The single jib was enough to keep them closing on the wreck. “Looks good, Mawgan. Pick up your rifle as soon as you drop the jib.”




  Out across the river, the lugger’s sails commenced to flap and her crew sprang to the dipping ropes. The musketeers had no time to reload before jumping to help the crew.




  “We’re abreast!” Marc shouted, swinging the helm. Mawgan furled the jib just before the wind took it aback. The cutter turned under the lee of the wreck, its speed decreasing as it came head to wind.




  Mawgan reached a hand to young Felger. “Drop yon anchor, Meister.”




  Gisel didn’t know if the lugger’s crew had seen their manoeuvre. They were busy with their rigging. With the cutter coming to anchor she noticed increased roll in the river back-eddies, though not enough to ruin their aim. The soldiers across the river lowered both lugsails to the deck, then struggled to haul the first around to the other side of the mast. The lugger still had way, being clumsier, and the current took it toward the far bank. It was now beam on to her and within range.




  “Ready!”




  The lugger drew level. Three assault rifles blazed. Gisel aimed toward the stern, the steersman was the most vulnerable.




  She saw a man pitch overboard. The rest of the soldiers ducked down behind the bulwark. The lugger’s fore yard followed the man into the water, dragging the top of the sail into it. Two more men fell in, trying to rescue the sail. She fired again.




  The lugger swung beam on to the current. Its gunwale dipped into the river. Then its masts swung wildly. The lugger rolled onto its beam ends and began to take water.




  “They’m aground!” Mawgan whooped.




  “Okay, crew. Let’s hoist our anchor and get under way.”




  Mawgan and Yohan grabbed for the anchor rope. Gisel pulled the mainsail boom over by hand and found the headrope for the gaff. Marc left the tiller to help her hoist the sail. “We’ll start with only the jib first, Gisel. Grab the tiller when we head out into the current.”




  The gaff and sail rose to the top of the mast, flapping limply as Marc kept it from catching the wind. She took her rifle with her as she went to the helm. “Will do, after I give that lugger another burst when we go past.”




  “They’re swamped. I can see heads in the water.”




  “Even so, I don’t want any of them to get a good look at us. I think this is only the start. We could meet them in the city tonight.”




  

  Chapter Three




  The Imperial Embassy in Lingdon occupied several acres of park near the Whitehall Palace on the western outskirts of the city. Surrounded by high walls, its gates protected by towers not quite high enough to flaunt the Empire’s power― just enough to be a constant reminder to the king that he might become a vassal if he chose to disagree with the Emperor too often.




  Late in the evening a disheveled and mud-spattered horseman cantered in to report to Commandante Zagdorf. The Guard Commander hurried him to the Commandante’s office where he saluted, fist to brow, before relaying his information. “Sergeant Hrutich sent me, Commandante. The lugger have gone aground in the river, two men drowned, three shot...the Iskanders... The Iskanders is is is got away.”




  “What!” Zagdorf jumped to his feet. “You let them defeat you?”




  The Guard Captain sprang to the side of Zagdorf’s desk. “Where are the men now?”




  “Coming back by cart, Sir. They’m goin’ to the Imperial Factor’s warehouse in the docks, Commandante.”




  Zagdorf took up his plumed helmet from the edge of the desk. “I will investigate this personally. Hrutich is an experienced man, something must have gone very wrong.” He stifled the fury he felt, this was not his men’s fault. He would have been with the them if he'd not been in conference with the Ambassador when word of young Felger’s movements reached him.




  He hurried along the corridor, the Guard Captain huffing along beside him. Both wore formal half-armor, rapiers swinging against their hips, and carried their helmets under their arms. Zagdorf was as tall as the Captain yet much heavier built, with arms like a wrestler’s and a neck so thick it hid where his skull began.




  The embassy guard at the side door barely had time to bring his musket to attention before they thrust the door open and dashed outside.




  “You have horses ready?” Zagdorf demanded.




  “Around the corner, Commandante. We may not be able to ride fast through the city. These foreigners will take it badly.”




  “Defile them! Were they wise, they would help the Emperor’s servants conduct his affairs, not stand aside as they do. May the day come soon that we can make these Lingdoners subjects of the Empire.”




  They strode around the corner of the embassy building into the forecourt. A soldier stood holding two restless cavalry horses. Zagdorf frowned, these animals were not getting exercise enough; he would have an order issued to correct that. He was proud of his Trigon heritage, a thousand years of warfare when armies of mounted bowmen conquered their world.




  The cavalry tradition came from far away from here―in distance and time―on another planet. His own father had been seventh generation born here, and told a few half-forgotten stories of the castaways of the starship. The Trigon space cruiser failed to make a worm-hole jump and became stranded in this alternate universe. These facts were almost legend to Zagdorf; before his official induction into the Commission for Unauthorised Activities at a meeting of the Grand Council where he learned the truth. The commission to investigate the Iskanders had been his for more than three years. The Emperor was convinced they were also star travellers who had suffered a similar fate.




  Zagdorf went toward the nearest horse and approached within the creature’s sight. When the animal accepted his presence, he moved back to the saddle and mounted. The Captain already sat astride, and leaned over the animal’s neck to calm it.




  “You told me there were enough men near the Market to overpower the Iskanders.”




  The Captain replied jerkily from the horse’s skittish prancing. “A whole troop, and the crew of...the lugger. If the watcher...had not been found in the street unconscious...perhaps they would have...been better prepared.”




  “These are our own picked men, not some embassy guards. How do you account for their failure?”




  The Captain pursed his lips and busied himself with his mount instead of replying. When Zagdorf urged his horse forward, he followed wordlessly. The guards on the embassy gate threw them wide as Zagdorf spurred toward them and the two horsemen swung out onto the Lingdon highroad in the direction of the city gate.




  As he rode, Zagdorf strove to formulate a new plan to capture the Iskander agents operating in the city. He did not need to guess their business. The Felgers were the one merchant company with access to the resources the Iskanders used. He'd summoned the senior partner, Yakob Felger, to the embassy and advised him to report any contact. The Lingdish metalsmith, Bertzin, had been too foolish to heed a similar warning, and paid with his life.




  Within half a league they slowed to enter the west gate of the city. With curfew only an hour or so off, the flow of carts and pedestrians returning from a day in the market gardens clogged the roads. Zagdorf indicated to the Guard Captain he should ride in front to clear them a path.




  The Guard Captain turned his head as he slapped the reins to comply. “What do we know about these Iskanders, Commandante?”




  Zagdorf shook his head as he guided his horse to follow the other’s mount. “It is a secret. I will tell you more when I have seen the fate of our troopers.”




  He needed to see the men before judging how much information to impart.




  A month before, he had been notified that agents, almost certainly working for the Iskanders, were contacting the branches of the Felger banks in several countries, both inside and outside the Empire. The family partners had not reported the approaches to the Imperial authorities as they should. He still looked to catch the instigator of the plot, and nipping the plan in the bud.




  Only in one city had the initiative gone beyond discussion, the Lingdoner Bertzin attempted to buy some slag from a silver smelter and ship it from Sterdam. He had caught the man, tortured him for his knowledge and executed him. What they wanted it for no one could guess, Bertzin revealed very little before dying. It appeared a female officer of the Iskanders planned the operation. Very likely she was the same little witch he met before as Lady Sarrar in Burgundene. He had been impatiently waiting for her to surface again―he had unfinished business he meant to bring to a successful conclusion this time.




  He looked up at the West Gate of the city as he followed his Guard Captain under it. Their mounts’ hooves clattered under the stonework of the gate as the throng of citizens drew aside to let them pass. The soldiers of the gate regarded them with disapproving eyes, but the golden orb insignia of the Empire on helmet and horse trappings stilled their objections.




  “Let’s get away from this crowd, Captain.”




  “Yessir! We should go along the river road.”




  Arriving at the warehouse near the docks, Zagdorf ordered the Guard Captain to requisition horses from a nearby livery stable. The cart the soldiers used to return to the city still stood in the forecourt, the reek of river slime and traces of mud on the uniforms of the two men at the foot of the stairs gave weight to the trooper’s earlier report. He swung from the saddle and took the wooden staircase up the side of the building two steps at a time. As he entered, the smell of the spices the Empire traded with these northerners filled his nostrils.




  Grof Hrutich, the one-eyed veteran who had been his colour sergeant at the Battle of Mallovik greeted him inside with a clenched fist salute. Zagdorf’s eyes adjusted to the yellow gloom from lanterns lit against the lowering of the sun. He looked down at the wounded men, laid on the bare planks.




  The first displayed the pallor of death, a sign he well knew. “That one will not live long. Ply your herbs and poultices on the others. Where is the man who was found asleep? Has he spoken yet?”




  Sergeant Hrutich spoke slowly, as if unsure of his commander’s anger at his bungling. “Briefly, Commandante. He is a man set to watch the Felger mansion. He acts as if bewitched―stares and rolls his eyes.”




  “Let me see him.”




  The man opened his eyes momentarily as Zagdorf bent down, putting a hand to his rapier to keep it from jamming against the rough planks of the floor as he crouched closer. The man’s skin was pale and he sweated as if he too had taken a gunshot wound. “Who did this to you?”




  The man shook his head and raised a hand to his brow. “Wench.”




  “What wench?”




  The man’s hand shook as if palsied. One of the soldiers spoke for him. “His words make little sense, Commandante. He raves about some servant girl, then of a great pain behind his eyes raging like a fire.”




  “He has been enchanted,” another soldier growled.




  “Occult doings fer sure,” the first agreed.




  Zagdorf stood and gestured for Hrutich to accompany him to the outside stairs. He sent the guards away and put out a hand to grip the sergeant’s collar. “You have never failed me before. What happened to the lugger?”




  Hrutich didn’t meet his eyes. “Three men and a woman in a boat, Commandante. We followed them downriver until they fired on us as we rounded a bend. A burst of gunfire, as if a whole company fired on us. Two men lost overboard, two dead and these wounded. I would have followed even so, if the lugger not went aground on the falling tide.”




  “Describe the woman.”




  “I could not see clearly; she looked a strapping lass wi' long black hair. She were the one who did most harm with her shooting.”




  Zagdorf nodded, this must be the woman he suspected. “Rapid gunfire? At what distance?”




  “A hundred paces...no more. Half the men got hit.”




  A clatter in the forecourt below signaled the arrival of the Captain with the horses. Zagdorf signaled for him to come up the staircase before turning back to Hrutich. “Consider this your lesson in Iskander treachery. Next time you will be better set to catch them.”




  “Yes, Commandante. I’m sore vexed I had no chance to learn more. But this bewitched fellow were posted to watch the Felger mansion, so I would hazard a guess one of the men came from there. A young man, very tall.”




  “He would be Felger’s son,” said the Guard Captain, arriving at the head of the stairs. “He is young and full of enthusiasm for new things. He needs be taught to respect the Empire.”




  Zagdorf nodded. “He will be. I want these people found, even if it takes you all night. Send riders down the riverbank to find where they were going. There is light enough for a search. I want men posted at the mansion. Don’t let anyone in or out without knowing who they are.”




  The Guard Captain looked at him sharply. “You mean we should stop everyone?”




  Zagdorf breathed out a sigh of annoyance. “No. Nothing to anger the Felgers. I don’t want them sending a complaint to the Emperor.” The trouble with watching over such a wealthy enterprise as the Felgers were their powerful friends at court. Even though many of the nobles were only friends to protect delinquent loans from collection, it would be a mistake for him to make enemies of any of them. “Just watch closely and identify them. Say you are charged to protect them from footpads. You know what to say. I will go there myself and talk with Yakob Felger. He promised me he would report any happening like this.”




  “What shall we do with the Iskanders?”




  “Capture them. Use all the means you have. But I want them alive.”




  ”The woman is a witch, Commandante. She should suffer a witch’s fate.”




  Zagdorf shrugged. “Perhaps she will burn.” Not until she had served his purpose. He would use the maddening potion to learn what she knew. He would offer her in ransom to lure others into a trap. When he finished with her―she would welcome the flames.




  

  Chapter Four




  The sun had set when they rounded a gradual bend in the river, and the few ships waiting for the tide in the fading daylight stood out like ghosts against the darkening east horizon. The river was three cables wide below the tidal shelf of Purefleet, so the merchantmen seemed spread across their path, and the swirling eddies and salt smell from the returning tide a hindrance to their progress.




  Yohan couldn’t pick out the kind of ship he’d been expecting – he’d thought to see a huge line-of-battle ship, with lofty masts and tiers of powerful cannon. The kind of vessel rumor suggested Iskander built at Portisbay. Instead, Lieutenant Matah steered for a perfectly ordinary three-masted merchantman.




  “Is that the vessel?”




  “What did you expect, Meister―a man o' war? Stellar looks insignificant but she hides a few surprises.”




  Lieutenant Gisel Matah had been a surprise too. He knew of Iskander’s warrior women; one had turned the tide of a battle in Tarnland. Was this one typical? She was attractive with her olive skin and piercing dark eyes, but her manner of speech...so forward! She acted with such self-assurance and displayed such a villainous familiarity with shooting and death. Those muskets...rifles they’d called them...his father would never believe his description of the clash. He’d been told Iskander’s people held to the shadows, only coming into the open when they could disarm their opponents with deadly force. It seemed true, but it was not the Gaian way.




  The angular flintlock of his pistol dug uselessly into his side. She'd taken advantage of him on the Brook Steps. This was almost the kind of Felger business he’d dreamed about, with wild companions on a dangerous adventure, but being abducted by a slip of a girl wasn't to his liking. “I heard about Iskander ships being built at the Earl of Waldern’s yards on the south coast.”




  “They're still new and working up at sea.”




  Yohan nodded and sat silent as the cutter bounded down the last stretch of water. His nerves still jangled from the fight. He’d seen death before―people run down by wagons or starved at the roadside―but never a shooting affray. Not like this; the Felgers must learn more about their abilities. It wasn't his responsibility to accept involvement in the double game these Iskanders suggested, but he must memorize everything. These people were so remarkable...what important information might he gain aboard? His father would likely disavow any proposal he accepted. The Baron would want a full report.




  Preoccupied with his thoughts, he looked up with a start as they approached the Stellar's stern. Although the sun had gone down, the little ship bustled with activity. Two powerful globes hung over the port side, away from the nearest moored merchantmen, lighting up the surface of the water as bright as day. How could they make lanterns shine so brightly?




  An officer on deck hailed them, “Ahoy there, Lieutenant Matah. Make for the gangway on the port quarter.”




  As their own craft approached the landing platform, Yohan watched the activity around a small boat moored under the lights. He could see three strange figures aboard, with the faces of men but...apparently, great webbed flippers instead of feet. A merman, some nightmare monster from the deep, tumbled backwards over the stern and vanished from sight. Another similar figure surfaced alongside and lifted an arm for help. The others pulled the creature into the boat. Yohan was an educated man, he disbelieved in witchcraft, but the hairs of his head prickled.




  “SEALs,” Lt. Matah said, following the direction of his stare. “Some of our swimming troops.”




  “They are men?” He could see the creature pull its face tubes away, they seemed connected to metal flasks on its back. What had they done to make men into sea monsters?




  “Swimmers equipped with devices that let them breathe underwater.”




  “They wear these contraptions? They are not...?” He stopped himself before he blurted enchanted. “I have never heard of such things.”




  “An Iskander secret. One of many we might let the Felgers in on.”




  As the cutter bumped against the ship's side, Mawgan grabbed a line to make them fast. Yohan climbed over the side as Gisel took hold of the gangway rail and held the boat steady. Two sailors ran down from the deck above and she gave them instructions to prepare the cutter for hoisting aboard before following him. On the deck they were met by another young woman in military uniform and the two exchanged crisp salutes.




  “This is Lieutenant Hannan Badry, Meister Felger. She commands Stellar’s SEALs.”




  Yohan gingerly shook the hand the young woman offered. Her grip was as firm as any man's. Were many of Iskander's officers women?




  “What gives?” Gisel said, with a glance over the side.




  “We fouled some underwater wreckage as we swung at anchor,” Hannan said. “I've sent divers down to assess the damage to our coppering.”




  “Coppering?” Yohan asked.




  “The ship’s bottom is sheathed in copper to protect against shipworm,” Gisel said. “It’s an old trick.”




  “It is not old to me. I have never heard of such a thing.”




  She smiled and shook her head. “An old trick somewhere else. Perhaps I’ll be able to tell you; if Iskander Control approves. Now, we’d best get aft, Director Mich’l will be waiting for you.”




  Yohan followed Marc and Gisel to the companionway at the end of the spar deck where they climbed to the quarterdeck. They stopped briefly to introduce him to Commander Goar and the Master standing near the quartermaster at the wheel.




  “We’ll be under way soon,” Goar said, a tall thin man with grey hair, wearing a blue greatcoat with gilt epaulets. “The tide will be high enough over the shallows in half an hour.”




  “They really mean to negotiate the river at night?” Yohan said to Gisel as they walked to the small cabin at the stern. He noticed the other ships across the river lying dark and silent―obviously waiting for the morning tide.




  She nodded. “Don’t worry―it’s quite safe―for us. ”




  They reached a guarded cabin door. Yohan took note of the sentry’s equipment, a dark blue one-piece garment, a close fitting helmet, and one of the Iskander rifles with bayonet attached. When Gisel responded to his salute, the man knocked, turning the handle and moving back at an answer from within.




  Yohan stepped inside. The glare of light from glowing panels set between the deckhead beams dazzled him, they seemed brighter than sunshine. He blinked and took stock of his surroundings. This cabin looked like no ship’s cabin he’d ever seen. He took in strange metal cabinets, the litter of papers and books on the table, bulkheads covered with maps, and several shining windows that occupied much of the remaining space. He heard a box speak in a language he didn’t know. He forced the thought of magic away and focused his attention onto predictions of possible artifices he’d heard at the academy. These were wonders of that sort. At the cabin’s center a grey haired gentleman rose to greet him. As he reached to grasp the proffered hand he noticed Lieutenant Matah observing him with the ghost of a smile on her lips.




  Director Mich'l was pink and round; modest enough he wore no periwig; the most unwarlike Iskander Yohan had seen so far. Yet he seemed more a master of the arcane than did any absent-minded philosopher at Heerford, and the academy had its share of astrologers and thaumaturges.




  He was surrounded by devices whose purpose he could not even begin to guess. He felt like a schoolboy among Heerford's academicians. The alien-ness of this outwardly undistinguished ship shocked him. Lt. Matah had been perfectly correct. It held a few surprises indeed. He stood in the presence of secrets that threatened to turn his world and hard-gained learning upside down. He didn’t like the feeling.




  “Thank you for coming, Meister Felger,” the director said, pointing to an empty chair before seating himself behind the desk again. “I'm sure Lieutenant Matah has explained the difficulties we've experienced in opening discussions with the Felgers in other countries.”




  “I'm pleased to meet you, sir,” Yohan answered, feeling a chill travel along his spine at another mention of the murder. “My father and I were told he had died from plague. I was stunned when the Lieutenant told me differently. I knew Bertzin well―we travelled together more than once.”




  “Really? Please accept my condolences,” Mich'l replied, reaching out to extinguish a lighted box he'd been working at. “Let's hope things proceed better this time.”




  “I understand you wish to discuss trading agreements.”




  “Yes. We Iskanders are very capable inventors, we can build excellent devices, however we don’t have the business experience or customers the Felgers do. We need someone to partner our trading operations―to sell our products and obtain other materials we need. It would be a joint partnership. Would the Felgers be interested?”




  “I explained to the lieutenants―such a question must be directed to the head of the family, Baron Anton Felger. Only he and the senior family directors can decide.”




  “And you cannot tell us where the Baron is?”




  Yohan tried his best not to pause too long before making some answer. “He is visiting the branches, I believe. He visited us at the end of last year.”




  “Meister Felger said his father would need to write,” Marc said.




  Yohan nodded. “Yes, as a preliminary.”




  Mich’l picked up a pad of paper and a metallic writing instrument. “Would it help if I were to provide a list of items we wish to trade in?”




  “I’m sure it would.” Yohan knew the family's investments in steelmaking had been losing money for two years, but how could he mention that without giving away a secret?




  Mich'l began to write and then paused. “We have quite an over-supply of iron and steel at present. We could offer it at a good rate. Lieutenant Matah's father is the director of our manufacturing in Tarnland. Why don’t you give Meister Felger a run down of his products?”




  “All of them?”




  Director Mich’l smiled. “Almost all.”




  Yohan could hardly believe his luck. He watched as she reached out to one of the lighted windows, turned it toward him, and played her fingers over a small platform, smaller than the keyboard of a spinet. Pictures materialized in the window, one after the other. It seemed as if the device were a living canvas.




  “This is a steam locomotive―it pulls wagons loaded with ore to our steelworks―here’s another one at speed. One of our new rifled cannons we supply to the Autarch's armies. This is a view of the blast furnaces where we purify iron ...this one at night as a new charge is loaded...this is a steelmaking hearth....”




  After a few moments, Yohan closed his mouth. He tried to memorize everything, and found it impossible. Half of what she showed him was incomprehensible. She kept pressing the key and presenting new lighted pictures, as lifelike as if he were looking through a window into another world.




  “I think you’ve seen enough.” She turned to him “I’m overloading you?”




  He blinked and rubbed his eyes. “Is there more?”




  “Do you have a week to spare?” She smiled. “I'd suggest some of you Felgers should go to Tarnland and see this for yourselves.”




  “It’s what we hope, Lieutenant,” Director Mich’l said. “Do you accept the need for that, Meister Felger?”




  “I...I think so. But I doubt the family would believe me.”




  “Quite. I suppose there’s no way your father will come aboard when we dock in the city?”




  “None at all, I’m afraid. If he had been at home when the lieutenant’s note arrived I’m sure I would not be here.”




  Gisel grinned. “I figured that. It was why I asked the Duke of Marsden to call your father away on business first.”




  Yohan glared at her. She was outrageous, but very shrewd. He must try to establish his own credibility. “You also said Iskander needed things from us. What are they?”




  “Metal ores and raw materials, mostly. You have mines in places where we know ores we need exist. I don’t think you refine them now―does the name chromium mean anything to you?” Director Mich'l peered at him. “No...I thought not, so we’d need to work with the Felgers’ miners. Come over to the map.”




  “Do you know where these materials are?”




  All three looked at him, studying him silently until he felt like an old horse put up for sale.




  “I think it’s your turn, Marc.” Gisel said.




  Marc nodded and ran a hand down the map before turning to face him. “You’ve already seen we are not...normal here. The things we do, the technology we use.”




  “Your strangeness is undeniable.”




  “We don’t come from this world...but from another one, very like it. Can you believe that?”




  Could he? He began to think he could. “A professor at Heerford speculated it was possible for mankind to sail among the stars. He said it had been done, though he would not account for the source of his knowledge. Is that what you mean―you are from somewhere beyond the moon?”




  Gisel nodded. “A long way beyond.”




  Marc pointed at the map. “We are already mining for silver in these lands north of the Kosmoneos. We know where many other minerals we want are; in the same places we mine them on our world.” He placed his hand back on the map. “The mountains and seas marked here, the contours and the outlines, are very accurate but we don’t know many of the place names given to them yet.”




  Yohan tried to follow the coastline to the place pointed out. “I'm afraid I hardly knew there were such lands there.”




  Lieutenant Matah shrugged. “The Malabar coast where spices come from. I was born in a city near there on our world.”




  Yohan looked at her in surprise and then leaned forward to the map. “I see you do have Lubitz marked. The city state on the southern shore of the Inland Sea. Another enemy of yours.”




  “Yes, they’re having a rough time of it in the Tarnland war. We have a naval blockade around the city now. Nothing can get in or out.”




  Yohan peered closer at the map to hide any expression on his face. That was the Baron's destination―was it possible he’d run afoul of the Iskanders? How could he find out without giving away too much information?




  Director Mich'l coughed softly. “I think it is time to come to the point. I believe Lieutenant Matah has touched on the matter a little.”




  Yohan turned to him as he heard a different tone in his voice.




  “Iskander has a plan that will oblige the Emperor to change his proscription of new inventions. It is well known that armaments―particularly armaments―are the greatest thieves of wealth in any society, but are a demand no ruler may ignore. We have started putting weapons into our army and naval forces' hands that will make it necessary for the Empire to re-equip its own forces at huge expense. Similarly our development of railways and modern ships will oblige the Empire to undertake even more expenses if they wish to remain a relevant society. If the Felgers do not reach out to new ventures and new partners―ourselves―it would be inevitable they would suffer huge losses. Even such losses that would expose their branches to bankruptcy.




  “What we are offering the Felgers, through you, are the keys to avoiding those catastrophies.”




  Yohan stared blankly at the map before him as he considered the implications. He first had to accept that the words of the Director were all too plausible. Even the little he has been allowed to learn of the family's new problems backed up his words. It was his duty to bring this information before the baron, but more than that―he could see this matter offered him his chance to become someone of consequence in the firm.




  ****




  Gisel had begun to have doubts about the contact. It wasn’t that young Felger obstructed them―he seemed genuinely interested. He wasn’t too dull to understand the issues―maybe that was the problem. He was a bright young man, who related everything to his own understanding. She had seen how quickly he accepted this modern technology.




  And, he was being cagey―knew more than he was letting on. If he passed on the information to this Baron, she’d like to hear what he actually said.




  Felger still stared closely at the map that showed the Lubitz blockade. “What have you done with captured ships―those challenging your blocking fleet?”




  “If they’re enemy, they become prizes―their crews are imprisoned in Tarnland.”




  “But neutrals―passengers for example?”




  Gisel stared at the back of his head. What was he getting at?




  “We do our utmost to safeguard those who do us no harm,” Director Mich’l said. “We have even chartered neutral vessels to help passengers complete their voyages.”




  Yohan turned his head to them, but she couldn’t tell whether the answer pleased him. He returned to his chair as he raised another point. “What arrangements would you make about payments, Director? My father’s family only deals with people who can maintain a large account to cover their business.”




  Mich’l sat back and steepled his fingers. “We need to pay in bullion, we actually have a shortage of coin. We are able to deposit a large sum in your vaults at once; this ship carries a consignment.”




  “Really? Is it bullion from the Empire’s colonies in the Kosmoneos?”




  Gisel laughed. “Is it stolen? No, but I don’t doubt the Emperor would claim it. He thinks everything in the Kosmoneos is his.”




  “There was a treaty....”




  “A fraud. The new continent belongs to everyone.”




  “Is that why Iskander sends pirates?”




  “We send privateers, and are willing to help any free mariners trade there in safety.”




  Director Mich’l closed his hands and sat forward. “Yes, Lieutenant, but I don’t think we wish to pursue disputes. We are interested in positive agreements.”
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