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  Author’s Foreword




  Since this is either the fifth or the seventh novel in the series, depending on how many of the earlier stories have been released, I must give a summary of what has gone before for new readers.




  If you wanted to start reading at the beginning, Arrival is your objective.




  Briefly, a starship full of technical experts from our world winds up in the wrong place―an analog of Earth called Gaia in an alternate universe. Instead of being able to help develop the infrastructure of the colony world where they were bound, they have to defy unexpected enemies to build a place for themselves in a pre-existing 17th century world.




  As some readers have pointed out, Gaia seems to be at the end of a conduit that collects stranded star travelers. Two hundred years before the arrival of the Iskander the Trigons, a military caste, arrived in a star cruiser and conquered the existing European empire run by descendants of the Carthaginians. It seems that Carthage won the Punic Wars and the Roman Empire never got off the ground.




  When the Trigon star cruiser wore out they didn’t possess the technological know how to repair it or even maintain themselves above the level of the natives. The central conflict in the Iskander series is between the established Trigons who attempt to prevent any developments that might threaten their supremacy and the newcomer Iskanders who want to build developments as fast as they can to create the kind of world they feel people should enjoy, and to establish themselves as an independent nation.




  In the novel stories, this usually boils down to a contest between Gisel Matah, the foremost security officer of the Iskanders and Drago Zagdorf, the upwardly striving spymaster of the Trigon Empire. There are always more enemies than this, as well as old and new friends in each novel.




  In Arrival, Gisel isn’t anything more than a 16 year old starship brat, who grows into the security gig in the first turbulent 5 months of the contact. The story shows the Iskanders on the rough edge of learning that it doesn’t matter how knowledgeable you are if you don’t have the political and financial backing to make use of it. They check out the kingdom of Lingdon first (which is where England should be) and learn the Trigons are soon onto them and bearing down on the king before they can gain his permission to set up shop. He does pass them on to his son-in-law, the Autarch of Tarnland (Sweden) who is fighting against Whonmark (Denmark & Norway) and Lubitz (Prussia) to liberate his country. He welcomes their ability to produce new devices, tactics and weapons.




  The next stories, following Gisel’s career in order, have her first security operation to attempt to rescue a nobleman; her first military command as a young lieutenant where she and Iskander demonstrate they are a force to be reckoned with; a maritime expedition to places across the ocean to collect vital products, and pull the Trigons’ beards in naval warfare. Then we reach “Deadly Enterprise” where the now 20 year old Gisel escorts Yohan Felger, the heir to a mercantile enterprise, to the city of Lubitz where they thwart a coup d’etat and convert the enemy city into an ally.




  In “The Wildcat’s Victory” Gisel and Yohan are a romantic item and the managers of a Felger-Iskander partnership, but not all is well because their respective bosses expect them to pull fast ones to benefit the home team. Gisel breaks out of the stalemate by accepting an offer to lead a cavalry unit in a daring campaign and in a month of whirwind action bloodies the nose of both the Trigons and a new peril from the east, the nomadic Skathian horsemen. Gisel is quick witted enough to set the Trigons and Skathians at odds, when they soon realize they both need a period of peace in order to figure out what the arrival of the Iskanders has done to their old rivalries and a two hundred year old peace treaty. Which is about where this novel starts, the fragile peace has held, but the undercover combat is only beginning.
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  "Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. When you look into the abyss, the abyss also looks into you,"




  Nietzsche




  



  Chapter One: Riot




  Major Gisel Matah, military governor of the city of Skrona in liberated Tarnland, stepped onto the concourse at the top of the Town Hall steps as the mob reached the Great Square. Her four Iskander security guards fanned out around them as the two officers accompanying her scanned the approaching crowd.




  “You were right, Major.” Captain Jans commanded the cavalry of the garrison, the same 3rd Light Cavalry she’d led in the last campaign the previous year. “The demonstration has turned into trouble, but my troopers are ready.”




  Gisel studied the crowd a moment, all displaced Lubitz settlers. They had genuine grievances, but she wasn’t about to let them bring their anger into the streets. The mob streamed down the three major arteries into the square from Hagriche Park where their leaders had inflamed them with speeches. The words they shouted were incomprehensible but raised fists and brandished iron bars and pick helves told her everything she needed to know.




  “Return to your squadrons, Captain Jans. Seal off all the exits from the square once the mob is inside. Leave the main avenue to the naval docks open.




  Keep your sabres sheathed unless I order otherwise. Your officers will herd the protestors south against the dockyard walls.”




  “Yes, Major, but I will leave you a half troop here to support your Peace Officers.”




  She turned her head to fix him with a fierce stare. Her men had started bending her orders of late, something they’d not presumed to do with her instructions before. Almost in the last month of her pregnancy, they treated her as a delicate flower instead of the fierce Wildcat. She scowled and shook her head. “I may waddle like a goddamned duck, but I can still shoot straight.”




  Jans grinned and saluted.




  As he turned away she softened her tone. “I appreciate your consideration, Captain; a section will do. My husband will be grateful for your care of me while he’s away.” Yohan bitterly railed at her commanders, who refused to allow her maternity leave, but clearly they did not want the pregnancy to diminish her Wildcat persona. Ha! Thanks, guys.




  The Lieutenant of the Peace Officers, once a sergeant of the town militia, regarded her expectantly. “My men are in the street behind the building, Governor. What are your orders?”




  Gisel eyed the crowd that streamed into the square. Mostly men, but she could see women and a few children running between the groups of ruffians.




  “Form your men into a single line across the concourse, about fifty paces from the bottom of the steps. Hold firm to keep the mob from reaching the building.”




  He licked his lips. “Yes Governor.... There are... a lot of them.”




  “I see that, but I have backup for you.” She scanned around the tiled rooftops of the tall buildings opposite, looking for visible heads. “My riflemen are waiting on the far side of the roofs for my order to move forward. You understand that I do not want to have them open fire, but if your men are threatened I will so order them.”




  “Thank you, Governor.” He threw a loose salute, pivoted about, and marched away.




  She had selected his detachment recruited from the Lubitz citizens to keep order against their countrymen. The Tarnlish Peace Officers were patrolling the rest of the city. The genocidal dissension between the two groups wasn’t new; it had been ongoing ever since Iskander captured the city five years before. Forty percent of the inhabitants were from Lubitz and they disputed the inevitability of returning Skrona to the Tarnlish crown.




  Their anger had caused this riot. A group of Lubitz citizens had accepted an offer to travel to new lands outside Tarnland where they would build new homes.




  It was a good deal for the new settlers, but their fellows remaining behind demonstrated against reducing their numbers and power.




  She was as much a target of the anger as her fellows. Her early undercover mission had opened the main gate to let Lord Ricart’s Iskander cavalry columns take the city. Since the stranding of the starship Iskander on Gaia seven years before, their technology had revolutionized the 17th century world. But the changes that had improved the lives of many had diminished the power of others.




  Those who had lost, hated them.




  Everyone assumed her governorship had been a reward for her early success. She knew better―it was no reward―the position she held required her to take actions she hated. She believed any action ethical when defending herself, but keeping order over an unruly populace narrowed her options to a knife edge.




  Tarnland’s rulers expected her to seize these ringleaders and hang them, but she wouldn’t. Neither would she let loose the cavalry sabres to cut down rioting citizens―unless she had no option left.




  A movement to her right made her turn her head. The Peace Officers in full riot gear marched into the square in single file. She caught the Lieutenant’s eye and clapped her hands together. He turned to march backwards as he gave an order. The men raised their riot shields and clapped their riot sticks against them in a loud cadence to their marching steps.




  The ominous sound echoed across the square as the men marched into position. Most of the oncoming crowd slowed but some picked up rocks to throw.




  The Peace Officers pulled down their face shields and turned to face the crowd.




  They locked their shields into a continuous wall and braced themselves against the expected onslaught.




  Gisel turned to gesture to one of her orderlies in the doorway. “Bring me a loudhailer.”




  The clatter of hooves heralded the arrival of a dozen cavalrymen. She smiled as she recognised the leader, Sergeant Major Cubbins, one of her most reliable men of the 3rd Light Cavalry the previous year. He now commanded the new D Squadron as Iskander built up the battle-scarred battalion to full strength.




  Those in the mob who had resumed running forward slowed to a walk at the arrival of the cavalry. With their eyes on the horsemen, they edged across the square to about twenty metres from the riot police, throwing stones at them.




  Behind the first ranks of the mob she recognised Nakred the rabble-rouser and Davadis the hotheaded reporter for the Skrona-Lubitz News; a fledgling free press that Iskander had encouraged. Gisel ruefully acknowledged the paper she allowed to operate fanned the flames of the Lubitz citizens’ resentment.




  Her orderly reached her with the loudhailer and she switched it on to put to her lips. She gulped a deep breath, not quite full with her babe pressed up against her diaphragm. “Pavel Nakred,” she boomed, “permission to hold this gathering is rescinded. Disperse these people at once.”




  “Not until you have heard our grievances,” he shouted back.




  “Order your people to cease throwing stones.”




  “Their anger is too strong for me to so speak. You may shout with your huge voice machine.”




  Gisel signalled to the sergeant of the Assault Infantry Company, near the door behind her. In a moment, the riflemen climbed over the roofs to take up positions where they could shoot down into the crowd. She fixed her gaze on Nakred. “Order your people to disperse before I quench their anger with rifle bullets.”




  Nakred and his companions turned to stare up at the surrounding riflemen.




  After a minute’s argument he faced her again. “I don’t believe you will do it.”




  A movement beside him revealed one of his bodyguards carrying a firearm, possibly a cavalry carbine. He seemed ready to aim at her. Fear for her unborn child lanced through her.




  She covered her belly with both arms as she turned to the sergeant. “Your sharpshooter. Quick!”




  He shouted into his radio and a shot rang out from a window above them in the building . The armed man threw up his hands and collapsed with a shriek.




  Her heart pounded in her breast and she felt sweat break out all over her forehead and down to her shoulders. She had thrown down her biggest trump―would he call her bluff? “There’s one. Do you want to see a hundred fall?




  A thousand? I have killed that many on the battlefield – I can do it more easily here.”




  Those at the rear of the mob shouted. At first she thought they wanted to know who had fired, but the sounds turned to cries of alarm. Gisel could see into several of the thoroughfares from her vantage point. The cavalry appeared in the distance, horses shoulder to shoulder. Good for Jans, he had judged his moment to a tee.




  All around Nakred and Davadis the mob milled about, bending toward the fallen man and gesticulating. No doubt they shouted to one another, but their voices were lost in the din of the mob. Nakred emerged from the milling crowd, his voice indistinct. “You . . . killed . . . cousin. I accuse . . . cold-blooded murder.”




  “Order your people to disperse or there will be more. Do you see the cavalry advancing down the avenues? I have only to give the order for them to break into a charge.”




  “Never!” He stepped out of the mob, arms on hips. “Shoot me down, you bitch. I will not move from here.”




  Gisel caught Sergeant Major Cubbin’s eye. The old soldier’s face looked grey but he nodded his head toward the riot police, now standing motionless and unengaged.




  She caught his meaning, a good idea. “Lieutenant!” she said in a lower voice. “Take six of the riot squad forward and seize that man. Arrow formation.




  Sgt Major, take your horses in support.”




  This had to work. If the mob resisted the police advance she’d have no choice but to order the riflemen to fire. Her pulse pounded like a jackhammer. It all depended on the execution; her men must act before the crowd realised what they were doing.




  She needed to hold the crowd’s attention. She raised the loudhailer again.




  “Pavel Nakred, if you want to discuss your settlers’ grievances, I am willing to listen. But this square must be cleared first. Send the people to the Autarch’s Avenue and leave by way of the dockyard wall.”




  “No! You will not intimidate us. Your Wildcat trick is... ”




  His words dried up as the wedge of riot police charged him. He attempted to dodge back to his escort but the two flanking columns of cavalry horses pushed the dense mass of rioters closed. The riot squad seized him and frog-marched him away, even as his protective escort reacted. These men were armed, Gisel could see several muskets and at least one more stolen Iskander firearm. Their attempts at rescue were beaten back by the sabres of Cubbins’ men. Three of the rioters fell before the rest fled into the crowd.




  Gisel watched the mob mill about, some running forward, some back. At this point she expected anything. They could rush forward to attempt a rescue or they could break and flee in terror. The riot squad did exactly the right thing; testimony to the painstaking effort she’d put into their training. They marched forward again, beating their riot sticks against their shields, closing their ranks around the withdrawing men and their prisoner.




  Gisel raised the volume on the loudhailer. “Your ringleader has agreed for you to disperse,” she boomed. “Leave the square. Go down Autarch’s Avenue to the dockyard walls. Go quickly and I will hold the cavalry back. All of your grievances will be heard. I give you my word.”




  The mob wavered, their voices loud and shrill. Davadis stood firm, shouting at her but drowned out by the din.




  “Oddr Davadis,” Gisel boomed again. “Your chance has failed. Do not lead more of these innocents to their destruction. The demonstrators are dispersing―their protest has been heard. Go in peace.”




  She found herself holding her breath as she watched. The Sgt. Major’s small cavalry force regrouped against the front rank of the mob. No one attempted to rush forward to pull them from their mounts. That in itself said the nerve of the rioters had been broken. As the cavalrymen urged their horses slowly against them the mob fell back, sweeping Davadis and the remaining ruffians away with them.




  The crowd changed from a pattern of angry faces to their retreating backs.




  Women rushed to grab up their children; men hastened to shield their wives.




  Gisel let out a long breath. Her hands trembled, but this time she’d won.




  Governorship as a reward? Hell no, it was torture.




  




  Chapter Two: Trouble arrives




  Andrei spread himself out in a grandiose manner in the corner seat of the compartment he had reserved and gazed out at the countryside rolling past, intermittently clouded and revealed as the sulphurous exhalation of the locomotive drifted this way and that. This was the way to travel, a man’s way, a Boyar’s way, as befitted his smart new clothes and the shining leather valises on the seat opposite. A man of distinguished years, chin never shaved because of ancestry, his waist attesting to the recent comfortable living of a life that had previously been scantily nourished. His manservant, Squint, a cousin if truth were revealed, piled used dishes and utensils on a tray to take away and pulled down the window blind he had opened.




  Squint slid open the door and went out into the corridor. “Will there be anything more, Boyar?”




  “No. Not until we reach Skrona. You will ensure I’m awake as we near the city and then help me prepare for arrival.”




  Squint turned to look back at him from the doorway, one eye drifting to each side of the compartment as he braced himself against a lurch of the train.




  The wheels clattered a moment longer before he touched his forelock, bowed at the waist and heaved the door closed.




  The Boyar exhaled deeply. Stadholm to Skrona in less than eight hours ―a great wonder of this steam railroad he had admired ever since arriving in Tarnland. He was already halfway to Skrona. Fools who still travelled with coach and horses took four days to cover the distance. Steam trains were the future, he loved them. With any degree of luck he would make his fortune with them.




  Stadholm, the capital, was a disappointment. Too many people of consequence knew the title Boyar had been defunct for many years, ever since the Skathians overran the old Kingdom of Rus. Not that the word had fallen from use, it still denoted a wealthy landholder, even though the estates and owners were subject to heavy Skathian taxes.




  Andrei sighed happily. They would not tax him. As soon as his uncle had died and left him the land he had set off to Vonrogrod to sell it. No farmer, he; no horse currier, nor grubber in the dirt; although he still greased his long black ringlets with butter as did all other men of his upbringing in a society little removed from peasant. The city foreigner had cheated him no doubt. The land should have been worth more than a thousand ducats, but he had cheated the foreigner in turn. The agent sent to inspect the land never discovered that at least one quarter of it had not been his to sell.




  Now he would learn how to cheat these Iskanders. Word was, they were strangers who understood little of the politics of the past, and nothing of the nobility of a man who called himself Boyar. They would not know that the title should have died with the last legitimate heir anyway. His own grandfather had been from the wrong side of the blanket.




  The strangers had concern only with the future and the manufactures they produced to mold it. Andrei, the Boyar, the first Rus to escape the slavery of the Scathians, would make millions from their knowledge. His name would be remembered in the annals of his people. One day he might return to raise them from their suffering. He sighed happily, Andrei the Good ; saviour of the people.




  No need to worry that those in Skrona might have the wit to understand such niceties as titles. Nor fear they might guess the remnant of his thousand ducats was going to be stretched beyond breaking to establish his presence in the city. He had every expectation of success in hiding the difficulty; the city was governed by a woman, and likely too blinded by petticoat concerns for anyone to unmask him.




  By the accounts he’d heard in Stadholm, the Iskander’s city was a hotbed of spies, of tricksters, petty businessmen, thieves, and scoundrels. Who would notice him among such a rabble? He would find the largest and grandest vacant mansion to rent. He would open it with a lavish party... no, a ball. Invitations to all the industrialists and merchants; to all the diplomats and representatives of two dozen nations who traded there; to the city fathers and their wives and daughters; to anyone who had money and ambition; and, oh yes; to this Iskander woman governor and her husband. Apparently he was the richest merchant there, heir to the wealthy Felger enterprises. The Boyar would quickly make a name for himself as the up and coming industrialist to partner. Shares would be printed, a hundred ducats apiece. The Boyar toasted in every drawing room and deferred to as Chairman of the Board.




  Railroad promoter. He smiled at the thought. People were desperate to get in on the schemes and promotions that promised overnight fortunes. He would present them with an investment they could not resist. A railroad to fortune―now where would be the best place to locate it?




  




  




  ***




  




  As the Thalian merchant ship left a narrow channel between the two coastal fortresses, Queen’s Bastion and Autarchfort, the standing rigging creaked when a stronger breeze reached its swelling sails. Lars f’Doornam walked across the deck to the lee rail to scan the harbour and the offing. He had been Count f’Doornam until the failure of his embassy to Lubitz, and the reduced status and wealth sat poorly in his mind and belly. His impatience to remedy the setback that plagued him sat like an incubus on his shoulders. When he failed to prevent Lubitz from making peace with Iskander, King Wenkelas, his angry monarch, had stripped him of both title and estates, and bestowed them upon a cousin with whom he had always been on the worst of terms. This assignment to conduct espionage in the city and environs of Skrona, a favour from an old friend, was likely his very last chance to recover his lost position.




  He found a place at the rail beside a commoner called Bretsich, a merchant of naval stores, who had a keen eye and ear for both gossip and politics. They both scanned the warships moored in the offing in silence for a while.




  “What do you make of them?” he ventured at last.




  “Twas said th’ ‘skanders has agreed to dispose of their battle fleet, but I do declare that I see the whole of they at the moorings.”




  The briefing he’d received from Count Restip, Whonmark’s State Secretary, had explained the agreement. The Iskanders had gained most of their demands in the Treaty of Novrehan; recognition of sovereignty, and the right to establish colonies amongst them, but in return the Empire insisted they had to reduce their armaments and military forces. The group of large ships f’Doornam could see amid the others said the Iskander vessels were still afloat and seaworthy. He scanned the ships carefully, this information would make up his first report to Count Restip.




  “I see at least two of their huge 74s and that 84 gun two decker they launched last year,” f’Doornam said. “One has to wonder if they mean to defy the conditions.”




  “P’raps not,” Bretsich said slowly. “I sees that big 84, but the flags it do fly are a Tarnlish ensign and a Tarnlish admiral’s pennant.”




  f’Doornam strained his eyes to see as much as the other, wishing his assumed identity as a businessman allowed him to carry a spyglass. Altogether, he counted twelve ships of the line and six smaller dispatch and scouting vessels, frigates, the Iskanders called them, moored in line ahead off the island of Goodnight. The presence of Lubitz flags on some of the ships told him this was the allied fleet, moored in readiness to challenge some breach of the Treaty conditions. While the Inland Sea nations were now at peace most men believed it was but a temporary pause for breathing space before war broke out anew.




  “One of the 74s flies a Lubitz ensign,” he commented as a gust of wind whipped the flag out straight.




  “You’m right.” Bretsich began to chuckle. “The sneaky devils, they has just passed over the warships to they’s allies. The fleet strength the three nations has in the Sea has not diminished one jot.”




  f’Doornam had to agree, but didn’t find the thought as amusing as the Thalian. Added to that fleet strength would be at least the same number of lesser warships in reserve in their home ports.




  “I doubts not the news will spoil the Emperor’s breakfast when he learns,”




  Bretsich went on, clearly enjoying the flouting of Imperial intentions. Whonmark’s ally; and by extension, f’Doornam’s also, was heartily detested by foes and neutrals alike.




  No doubt the King of Whonmark, his king, would be equally angered, but with the loss of the strongest ships of his fleet in battle against Tarnland and the Iskanders two years before, he could do little about it. Even when Whonmark’s three new battleships took to the sea, the Imperial fleet would contribute the greater force.




  As their ship crept slowly near the anchored fleet, on its way to dock in the Old Harbour, the passengers watched the activity aboard the warships. f’Doornam decided he had best not be seen taking too great an interest in ships, it didn’t square with his assumed identity. He walked to the foredeck and turned his attention to the city itself that slowly loomed closer. His briefing reminded him about the city’s origin as a lowly fishing port until being turned into a model naval depot by the Lubitz conquerors of southeastern Tarnland a hundred years before.




  Later information brought him up to date on the city’s current status, mandated to the Iskanders so they could keep the peace between the displaced Lubitz population and the returning Tarnlanders. A mandate intended to last for fifty years, or less if the Iskanders succeeded in resettling the worst of the Lubitz resisters in a shorter time. A forlorn hope he’d been told―unless the threatened conflict between the two groups errupted and most of the displaced Lubitz settlers perished. The city’s docks and harbour now served as the allied fleet’s main base, as well as the terminus for the Iskander-Felger Partnership’s new fleet of steam packets. The greater part of the Iskander industrial production from Bergrund passed through the docks, transhipped from the new railroad to the merchant ships of two dozen nations.




  The Wildcat, his old enemy, governed the city. Her husband, the damned Felger fellow she had accompanied to Lubitz, aiding and abetting her subversion of that city, now lorded it over the Partnership as its manager. f’Doornam resolved to investigate the pair’s security, his anger would be assuaged if he could kill them. He must find how the undertaking could be conducted in parallel with his official task in the city.




  Bretsich appeared on the foredeck and paused as he walked toward the companionway to the main deck. “D’you see the steamship leavin’ port? Tis an Iskander warship. She bears a look afore she goes past, Sir.”




  “Really?” f’Doornam simulated casualness. “Perhaps I will, it’ll pass some time. It’s always a devil of a long wait before a ship like this reaches its berth.”




  He walked across to the weather rail, the merchantman now sailing in on the opposite tack, and leaned on it to search out the Iskander vessel. The long trail of black smoke enabled him to find it easily, steaming toward the channel his own ship had quitted half an hour before. He judged her smaller than their wooden ships of the line, but longer than the frigates. The black tarred hull skulked low in the water, and the white bow wave appeared as a sharklike smile beneath its pointed prow. No sails were set as it left port under steam power at a speed unattainable by sailing ships in this fairway; almost ten knots, he guessed.




  He saw no gunports but by shielding his eyes against the fresh sea breeze he could make out the sponsons fore and aft he had been told about. Naval espionage was not his primary business, but he’d been instructed to look out for any information he could glean about the new ships. The treaty had only required the Iskanders to give up their powerful ships of the line, it allowed them to build a squadron of trade protection vessels of eight guns or less. He fancied he could see the canvas-covered shapes of long guns in this vessel’s sponsons. The sight made his stomach churn. If they were the new rifled weapons that had defeated the Empire’s forces on land, it meant the allied fleet was now stronger, not weaker than before.




  In time, Whonmark would to go to war with Tarnland and Iskander again, but the devilish cunning of the Iskanders gave his masters grave concern. They had heard of the existence of something called Plan Zero, connected with the Tarnlish army’s mobilization plans. Unlike previous practice, the soldiers had been sent home with their weapons, their kit, and instructions where to report if the call to “General Mobilization” went out. Most were to report to the nearest stopping place on the Iskander built railroads. It was vital Whonmark and the Empire learned more of the plan.




  Which was why he stood in the bow of a Thalain merchantman as it sailed toward Skrona’s commercial harbour. He had to discover where the details of these plans were held. His next move would be organising a group to secretly steal and copy them. If that damned Wildcat stood in his way―the last trick would be his.




  Chapter Three: The Night has Eyes.




  Two nights after the riot, Gisel Matah sat in the darkened interior of her carriage, forcing herself not to imagine threats from outside. As if she didn’t have enough concerns already. Now Iskander Security had passed another operation to her. Occasional footfalls of townspeople hurrying home before curfew echoed in the otherwise quiet street. Only those up to no good would suggest a meeting at this hour. She made herself breathe slowly and deeply, cultivating an almost spiritual calm with her hands folded over her swollen belly. Even the babe ceased kicking for awhile.




  The city of Skrona had always been a hotbed of spies, counterspies, and dealers in contraband goods of all kinds. Some of the activities she and her Security staff attempted to snuff out, some they tolerated―and some they instigated. A rather exciting time for a woman who expected to be birthing her first child in a little over a month.




  From the end of the street she heard the rumble of wheels on the cobbles as another carriage approached. Her driver opened the hatch behind his seat to look in at her. “It’s our man, Major.”




  “Fine, Crockley. When he gets in you can drive slowly around the block.”




  The other carriage stopped and a door squeaked open. Muffled words as the man gave his driver instructions. Gisel put a hand to the butt of her automatic to ensure it rested in its place and pointed an interior light toward the door. She slid into a shadow, wrapped her cloak around her lower body, and pulled down the brim of her hat.




  Her carriage dipped on its springs as someone climbed onto the step. “The moon is behind the clouds,” a man’s voice said quietly.




  The right code words. “But the clouds will clear,” she answered.




  The handle turned and the man pushed his way in without opening the door fully. He was short and bearded, with long grey hair hanging from below a wide brimmed hat. He flopped back heavily in the seat across from her. “No one from the Felgers knows we are meeting?”




  “Correct.”




  “Good. Even your husband must not know we have spoken.”




  The carriage jerked slightly as Crockley urged the team into motion. Gisel leaned back into the cushions of this Iskander built carriage, innocent to the unsuspecting but full of Security Service equipment. “Show me the authority for your business.”




  He reached under his cloak to draw out a parchment wrapped bundle. “I have the money and a letter from the Committee. I must have you destroy the letter after you have examined it.”




  She set the bundle of bankers’ notes on the seat and opened the parchment, leaning forward into the light to read. These items were a death warrant to the man who carried them, sufficient to vouch for his integrity. She hadn’t asked who sent him―or his name―but her counter-intelligence people said his code name was Kos. If the Empire caught wind of his business, no one would ever see him again.




  Surprising to learn of an independence movement organizing itself within a province of the Empire. It could be a front for Zagdorf and the Imperial spy network, or another attempt of theirs to secure modern armaments. Secret dealings were fine, Iskander had contacts with many groups in neutral nations, but why this one now? Even if Kos and his people were genuine, this was a dangerous step to take.




  The group called itself the Committee of Illyria, a mountainous province beside the sea she knew as the Adriatic, but named the Illyrian Gulf here. She skimmed across the account of their grievances against the central authority of the Empire, the list of the actions they had undertaken to throw off that yoke...all unsuccessful...and their protestations of friendship to Iskander. They put themselves forward as an ally if the war should resume.




  The letter claimed several strongholds in the mountains of Illyria, but mentioned neither strengths nor locations, wisely enough. That information would be easier to guess when this emissary told her how much weaponry they hoped to buy. Fugitives hiding in the mountains might pretend much, but were likely little more than a nuisance to the Imperial Governor. Perhaps one day Iskander might befriend such nuisances, perhaps need them enough to break the treaty condition prohibiting the supply of munitions to known enemies of the signatories.




  “How much money do you have here?” Gisel asked, setting the letter aside.




  “There are notes and letters of credit for twenty-five thousand ducats.”




  Gisel picked up the bundle and spread it open. Several familiar mercantile companies had issued the notes, as well as several she had never heard of. “I will need to have these checked before I can recognize them.”




  The man leaned forward, his eyes disappearing into shadows. “You might understand that we did not find it possible to make financial arrangements with the Emperor’s bankers.”




  She put a hand down on the seat as the carriage negotiated a corner. That was a riposte at her own connection to the Felgers. “Of course, but some of these could be out of date. The companies may no longer exist.”




  “But your husband can negotiate notes... a Felger, after all.”




  She let out a heavy breath. As far as these plotters knew, she operated these illicit arms sales as an aside from Partnership business. Armament sales came under supervision of the inspectorate set up under the Treaty, and were only allowed to participating nations in limited quantities. Iskander had ways around such safeguards. The weapon serial numbers were allotted by a computer system that finessed the issue of duplicates. Designed to obscure the identities of purchasers and traders, but any large quantity could only come directly from the factory. Both quantity and supplier must be kept secret here.




  She didn’t answer, but continued reading to the end of the letter. It even had signatures for Iskander Security to check out. She shrugged, how else could these people demonstrate their good faith, except by putting their names to paper and their heads into the Empire’s noose? These rebels were desperate to escape the Emperor’s rule.




  “Give me a week to check out these notes of exchange. How much materiel do you want?”




  “Five thousand rifles and five hundred thousand rounds of ammunition. A hundred pounds of your explosives that fire even under water and the caps that detonate them. Those hand thrown bombs ... perhaps two hundred of them.”




  “You realize that you haven’t enough money here for all that?”




  “This is a first installment. We can pay the rest when the weapons are delivered.”




  She looked him full in the face for the first time. “If we give you the time to steal the money?”




  He chuckled gruffly. “Illyria’s treasury has about a million in silver when the taxes are collected. They are being gathered at the moment.”




  “So you need, how many rifles, immediately?”




  “Five hundred at least, and explosive enough to blow open the Imperial Treasury.”




  “You realize you need a trained explosives man for that?”




  The agent hunched forward. “No, I did not know.”




  “I can train you in a week, or I could if I were more mobile.” She gestured at her belly. “I can assign an agent to train someone, but he cannot be anywhere near your attack on the Illyrian Governor.”




  He spread his hands. “We are sure of success. The Imperial guards will not be prepared to face Iskander weapons. Afterwards, we will retire into the mountains. Then we will want the five thousand rifles to keep our mountain strongholds secure.”




  Gisel shook her head. Clearly out of the question. The Empire would accuse Iskander of breaking the treaty. It could be another two years before that number of contraband weapons could be passed off as the work of smugglers from another nation.




  “Iskander will be implicated.”




  He stared hard at her. “But Iskander will not have done it.”




  Gisel smiled to herself, he was fishing for information. “I doubt the Emperor will make such a distinction. I’m going to have to reconsider how to complete this deal.” If the Empire were only waiting for a pretext to resume outright warfare against Iskander, this was as strong a causus belli as they could get. The message from Iskander Security suggested the plotters wanted to go into hiding with their weapons while they gathered strength. Now Kos admitted they wanted to bring the Iskander weaponry into the open right away.




  “It would not be to my liking for you to attack the Illyrian Treasury with Iskander armaments this year. How many rifles do you need for your immediate security? We can deliver those this summer. You will need a year to train your rebels in their use. Leave the seizure of the tax money until another time. There will be a million in taxation every year?”




  The man lapsed into silence, broken only by the rumble of the wheels on the cobbles and the clacking of the horses’ hooves. At length he shrugged. “How much for three thousand and ammunition, the bombs and explosives?”




  Gisel raised the bundle of notes. “For this, I can let you have fifteen hundred rifles, with a hundred rounds for each, and the bombs and explosives.




  Some revolvers, too. The shipping will be included, I presume you will want them delivered on the Illyrian coast.”




  “I am to sail with the shipment. I am a merchant captain, so I will be the coastal pilot at the destination.”




  “That will work. But you need to train your people in the weapons and explosives. I have men I can send, but they must not be near any fighting or in a hideout where Imperial forces might find them.”




  He nodded slowly. “How long can they remain?”




  “Only a couple of months, to train some trainers. We must have a system of communications that will stipulate when and where to pick them up at the end of that time.”




  “Yes. But the rest of the rifles and ammunition?”




  His words seemed to express agreement but his hands clenched into fists.




  Did he not understand that she didn’t share his sense of urgency? If she couldn’t be sure the plotters would obey Iskander’s directives it would be better to refuse to deal. At the moment they did not need these desperate allies, so why take liability for them?




  “When you have the money to pay for the material...and a way to receive them that avoids the Empire’s countermeasures you are certain to draw upon yourselves.”




  He sighed. “We are secure in our mountains, but upon the sea the Imperial navy will be hard to evade.”




  “If you follow the restrictions I place upon the use of the weaponry, I will assign a vessel that can evade the Imperial warships, but that will be a plan for the future. Tonight I can accept this money and letter and give you instructions for further communication. We can have the first shipment loaded and ready for you at the end of the month.”




  He placed his head in his hands, silent for a minute. At length, he nodded agreement. “You wish to keep the letter?”




  She picked it up. “Copy it.” The names had to be compared against known Imperial agents provocateur. She opened a compartment beside her shoulder, pressed a few keys and slid the letter into a slot, the image file immediately transmitting to Iskander’s mainframe computer. When the original rolled out of the scanner she held the paper at arm’s length and pulled out a lighter. When the letter burned down to her fingers she dropped it to the floor and ground the embers out with her heel. “Here is what we will do to communicate further...”




  




  




  ***




  




  Yohan Felger sat hunched over the desk in his study on the second floor of the Governor’s mansion beside his bedroom. He tried to work, but his ears strained to hear the sounds of hooves in the courtyard. Gisel had gone out upon some duty after dinner and it was already an hour past curfew.




  The Felger side of the Partnership gained from having such a close relationship with the city government, but he had to admit his personal feelings were more unsettled. Gaian wisdom said a woman in her delicate condition should not leave her room or undergo any exertion or upset, and here she insisted on working every day. Even this far into the night. Her safety worried him. He had brought in two of the Felger’s trained guards to supplement her escort, not that he’d told her.




  She had only listened to his concerns about her safety as far as bringing in some Iskander soldier called Crockley. Said she’d known him for years as an excellent man. If he was so good, why was he not an officer?




  Gisel’s Iskander medicine people had no respect for his society’s customs.




  They held that a woman with child should not take to her bed nor isolate herself from vexations. Gisel’s words still rang in his ears, ‘I’m not ill, Yohan, I’m pregnant. It’s a normal condition for a woman.’




  It did not please him to have his wife working like a peasant woman or a plow horse. By the Flame, did she not worry about giving birth in the street like a common bawd?




  She carried his son, definitely a son, their Doctor Hather said. Was he to father some stormcrow of a mercenary bandit or a solid, sober mercantile manager? She claimed to be meditating and minding her mental states to avoid imprinting violence on the child’s forming mind, but her words could be mere sops to his fears. She was altogether too clever at times. Sometimes he wondered what marriage to a Gaian woman would have been like.




  He’d visited his erstwhile betrothed, Leijla and her husband Mercel before leaving Lubitz. She had not lost all the weight put on by her pregnancy but was as beautiful as ever. The couple appeared very happy, but Leijla’s conversation, not boring, but so conventional. She sat embroidering in the background as the menfolk talked. She possessed pretty manners and played well upon the spinet.




  She sometimes took a hand of cards with the menfolk but he felt certain a child could see through her stratagems.




  The world was full of other beautiful women besides Leijla. He couldn’t help appreciating a surreptitious glimpse of a well turned ankle, or admiring the smooth, flawless skin of an arm or the curve of a plump bosom, but when they engaged him with pretty gossip. Their words seemed so petty, empty of meaning.




  Gisel now, could confound him with well crafted arguments. Infuriating, but how lively their moments of relaxation and conversation could be at times. She kept secrets from him, but he trusted they were only ones Iskander Security ordered. He may never catch up on all the knowledge her background had instilled in her, but he felt confident he sometimes sprang something new upon her. As for her beauty, well, it didn’t do to dwell on her lovemaking unless she were close at hand.




  Having joint responsibilities in the Partnership management made their lives difficult. His father had pronounced his absolute certainty that attempting to operate a business in company with a wife was certain to lead to disaster. He could understand his father’s concern. At times he felt he should respond to her Iskander imperatives with blind anger, but always strove to calm himself. She did not try to manipulate him, but always apologized for acting as if she were in charge. If truth were told, she often was in charge, but always justified herself in calmer moments later.




  He set down his pen quickly as he heard a carriage turn into the driveway.




  He rose and stepped to the window. Peering out at the equipage standing under the lanterns, he recognized Crockley climbing down from the box. A footman hurried forward to place a mounting step under the carriage door. As the guards closed the gate behind the carriage, two cavalrymen turned their mounts away and trotted off to barracks, at least she’d had a proper escort tonight.




  Gisel climbed out, taking the footman’s hand and waiting for Crockley to take her other arm before crossing to the entrance. Either she was more tired than she let on or this was a performance for his eyes.




  He pulled the servants’ bell before he returned to the desk. Seating himself, he took up the first sheaf of papers from his desk, already a pile after but two days back. An application from a coal mine in Novrehan for a steam pumping engine. The sale would have to be vetted by Iskander Security, so he must pass it on to Gisel. Sales of steam engines were still under restriction despite the arrival of the smuggled one into the Empire last year. If approved, the mine owners and trained staff would be under Iskander regulations for many years.




  A knock at the door. “Come in.”




  Benhern, the butler, took a step into the room. “You rang, Sir?”




  “Yes. Would you please ask my wife to join me in my study when she has removed her traveling garb and refreshed herself?”




  “Yes, Meister Yohan, Sir. Is there anything else?”




  Yohan eyed him mildly. “Have the kitchen staff send up light refreshments and nightcaps, will you? And Benhern, why are you still up? It’s getting late.”




  “I thank you for your concern, Sir. But both you and the Lady Gisel were up.




  It is my duty to see that the staff attends to your needs.” He didn’t wait for any response but turned and pulled the door closed behind him.




  Yohan picked up the next paper. A note he’d made about some labour trouble in the Walvrik coal mines that Lawri Misiker had reported to him. It could affect the Partnership’s plans to buy two of the mines. Since they held significant reserves of the metallurgical coal Iskander’s steelworks needed, he’d have to raise the issue with Gisel.




  By the time he heard a footfall outside his door he had a pile of papers on his completed side almost as high as the one he’d brought home from the Partnership offices. He looked up to see Gisel enter, still wearing an Iskander protective vest over her loose smock. She crossed the floor to bend over him at his desk and kiss him on the lips.




  “By the Flame, Gisel, you were out late. How are you?”




  She smiled at him as he jumped up to fetch a chair for her. “Both mother and child are feeling fine, Yohan. Don’t fret, I fully intend to slacken off. Soon be my last month.”




  He returned with an upholstered chair that he set behind her, holding her hand for support as she lowered herself into it. “You said that before. I hope you mean it this time.”




  “My staff are very nearly up to speed, Yohan. Just let me finish another few tasks and they’ll be quite capable of taking over during my confinement.”




  If only he could believe that. He felt her confinement would be a signal for every lawless element in the city to rebel. Some other officer must come here to command. “And after! You must rest afterwards to regain your strength.”




  “Hather says she’ll be here, so I will be under doctor’s orders. She’ll take the train south as soon as you let her know I’ve gone into labour.”




  “I wish she would come before that.”




  “She might, if my next checkups suggest there’s a need. But I’m doing fine.




  Don’t worry.”




  A knock at the door preceded a maidservant entering with a tray. Yohan indicated a clear space on the desk for her to set it down. The girl poured a glass from a decanter. “Mulled wine, Sir... and milk for the Lady.”




  “Thank you, Emma,” Gisel said. “Now go off to bed.”




  Yohan picked up a small meat pie and bit into it. “What were you doing tonight, or is it secret?”




  She shook her head. “Can’t tell you, I’m afraid, but I do have something that concerns you.”




  “Yes?”




  “It’s very sweet of you, but you’ll have to send those Felger bodyguards home. My Iskander people nearly shot them this morning.”




  He stared at her. How had these fellows let themselves be discovered? The Baron said they were the best. “Are you sure they are my Felger men?”




  She looked at him with a smile and shook her head. “Yohan, my people are not amateurs either. Your men had been under observation ever since they arrived in Skrona. We couldn’t decide if they were friends or enemies. Either use them yourself or send them home before someone gets hurt.”




  He scowled. Could the Felgers do nothing well enough for her? “I can use them if they discommode you. I’m sure I will find them capable enough for my staff.”




  She put a hand on his arm. “They are good men, I’m not disputing that, but you must have them work alongside my security if they are to stay.”




  Her eyes smiled as well as her lips, she was not trying to sweet talk him.




  “Very well. I am concerned that you are not keeping enough protection around you. They were only to watch out for you if you went out without escort.”




  She shook her head. “You know better than that. I may be as big as a house, but I’m not helpless. I worry about you, too. So please have them guard you.”




  “Yes ... well.” Why did he need guards? But the Baron had always been guarded by Ban Getz. Rich man, and all that. Necessary perhaps...? He lifted his mulled wine and clinked against her tumbler before taking a draft. “I met a strange fellow today, a charlatan really. Calls himself Boyar and wants to promote a railroad. It didn’t take me long to find out he knew nothing about railroads.”




  Gisel smiled as she set down her milk. “Ah, so he’s arrived in the city.




  Thank you for the tip. I was told to watch for him.”




  He blinked. “Iskander Security again? What did they tell you?”




  She closed an eye momentarily. “He’s a peasant from Skathia, but full of big ideas. Colonel M’Tov suggested I might make use of him for a new railroad project.”
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