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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 It fits between the novels Masquerade and Deadly Enterprise.
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  The Wildcat’s Victory © C. J. Hoare, February/April 2006




  Prologue




  Robert Matah looked up from the keyboard when he heard a warning chime transmitted from somewhere in the bowels of the starship Iskander. A caution signal, with the overhaul of the Intruder complete the workers were clearing the hangar in preparation for a launch.




  



  He stared at the viewport across the empty control room. Below the starship’s stationary orbit the distant globe of Gaia shone like a turquoise jewel in full sunlight. It looked a lot like his Earth, but with a few big differences; no signs of space traffic, no huge grey blotches of cities, no Twenty-second Century bustle.




  This Earth was primitive, a world cast back in time, the nearest guess they’d been able to make suggested five hundred years back. Nothing but sailing ships and cannon here, until his father got the steelworks and factories going.




  



  Robert hated visiting the surface, resented losing the sophistication and stimulation of the world he’d grown up in. He and his sister, Gisel, had come along with their father on a mission to develop industry and resource extraction for a new colony called N-3 in their own galaxy. Intended as a ten-year stint, they’d go home with enough salary banked to set up any career they desired.




  Instead, they’d wound up here, another Earth, but one with a different history.




  Five goddam years wasted so far! Somehow the Iskander had jumped right out of their own reality and wound up in something he’d believed was only a wild theory, an alternate universe.




  



  He glanced at the Situation Screen, almost the only instrument in the control room they hadn’t transported down to their base on the surface. It showed a map of the world, oh so similar to the map of home, but with enough differences in place names and coastlines to make it alien.




  



  He’d built up the map with individual strips of spectroscopic imagery from the low orbit satellite system he had charge of. The Intruder would launch one more of the satellites on its way down to the surface. One more with imaging capability as well as communications and navigation systems, all brought from Earth to be used around N-3. Hope those folks were okay without them. He’d had to calculate an orbit that would allow this satellite to keep checking on a huge army headed their way from the Skathian heartland.




  



  More goddamn trouble it looked like, as if they hadn’t enough. Gisel, the crazy one of the family, lapped this world up. Who would have thought the gawky little gymnast kid would blossom into their best agent, and damn-near best officer too? He had to admire her, if only begrudgingly. She’d switched from competition gymnastics to foils when she hit thirteen. Talk about landing in a pile of gold dust. Turned out, swordsmanship was the one damned thing they’d needed to make their way when they arrived. She’d been every crew member’s instructor. If you could carry a rapier, and at least keep from getting spitted, you were counted a gentleman among the locals. Lady? Not so sure, but Gisel carved her own way. Status was everything, too bad he couldn’t even draw steel without damn-near cutting his own fingers off.




  



  He stared down at the jumble of numbers on his computer screen, that he’d hoped would show how they’d wound up here. Another false trail, nothing here to explain the jump out of their own universe. Best he get back to his other priority project. He was debugging the routine he’d written to decipher the Trigon Empire’s primitive radio messages they’d intercepted. It had to be in some language nobody had heard of. If only he had the key to it.




  



  President Scopes, plain old Dirk Scopes, intended to be N-3’s administrator five years ago, had given him the task of piecing together all the data they’d gathered on the mysterious rulers of the Empire. He was damned certain the Trigons were also off-worlders who had wound up stranded on Gaia as well.




  Hardly anyone believed him, except Gisel. She’d sent him an account of an empire based around the Mediterranean, that the Trigons had conquered two hundred years ago.




  



  That empire had probably descended from the Carthaginians, seemed there’d never been a Roman Empire here, nor any of the institutions that had grown out of it. Nobody knew where the Trigons had come from, but rumors of some weapon called the Sky Thunder abounded. A spaceship? If it was, it seems it had crapped out in the intervening years; the Trigon Empire now enjoyed the same technology any other Seventeenth Century nation would have, except for their analog radio.




  



  The Emperor and his Trigon cohorts ruled this Empire with a heavy hand.




  They allowed no one to make a voyage of exploration or invent anything, not even a mousetrap, without Imperial say-so. Until the Iskander arrived.




  



  As a team of resource scientists and engineers sent to develop the technical infrastructure on N-3, it had been a foregone conclusion they’d set themselves up to do the same here. They’d set themselves up in Sweden, called Tarnland on Gaia, and intervened in a war of independence to ingratiate themselves with the Autarch and his nobles. Now his father, Henrik Matah PhD PEng, ran a modern steelworks and factory complex, well almost modern. The Old Man had decided on a gradual development in order to train the locals to carry on the Iskander legacy. These people could learn steam engines and iron founding; whereas semiconductors, nuclear physics, and bioengineering were right out of everyone’s league. Damned hard to find enough of these dumb Gaians who could learn to swing a wrench without stripping every thread in sight. He sighed, even half the Iskanders were lost in anything more complex than matrix algebra.




  



  So the Empire was out to get them. Gisel had experienced trouble with some heavy called Zagdorf, and the Imperial army had intervened in the war Iskander was helping its Tarnland ally win. Whomped the bastards at sea, though.




  The Empire ships were small sailing ships armed with a mess of mismatched cannon, so Father’s updated warships from the Napoleonic era had swept them from the Inland Sea. Baltic, that was. Yeah, sailing ships, all the locals knew.




  Except for the few steamships Iskander and the Felger Partnership had put to sea in the past eighteen months.




  



  In the past year they’d made a big jump in production, now they had the Felger family enterprise to help move the products of Iskander factories. The Felgers were locals who owned the biggest trading, banking, and mining business in European Gaia. Gisel had been instrumental in getting the family on their side, probably because she could twist the Baron and his nephew Yohan around her little finger. Yohan was her new lover, the third she’d had since hitting the planet, and she insisted she was going to marry this one. She’d said that before. Good luck to the girl. She certainly carried more than her share of the load down there on the surface.




  



  The warning chime came again; that meant the Intruder was about to launch. He’d better get back to work and quit staring out at Gaia floating amid the stars. With only six people who could work on the space plane out of a hundred off-worlders, it had taken two months to complete a thousand-hour overhaul. Intruder was their lifeline, the shuttle between the Iskander in its stationary orbit and the surface. He hated the surface, so why did he feel so claustrophobic whenever Intruder left? If anything happened to it, he’d be even more stranded than his sister below, immersed in Gaian society.




  



  Iskander had no fuel to move out of orbit, and couldn’t enter the atmosphere. Father had said it would take at least ten years to build and send a rocket up from the surface, and he had no people to spare to work on such a project. Every person they had was stretched to the limit keeping what infrastructure they already possessed working. With only a hundred people trying to make over the whole world, they hit their heads against a wall as often as they made a breakthrough. Every small movement was a victory.




  

  Chapter One




  Major Gisel Matah walked aft, the sharp breeze of the Swift’s passage becoming a reek of steam-scented mist. She pulled the collar of her quilted jacket higher to ward off the first threat of a northern winter. The two steam engines below thumped a steady rhythm into the soles of her feet. As she passed the bare mizzenmast she trailed a hand along the furled sail on its boom, and looked up at the moon: not full, but nearly so, a bright lantern for their night passage across the Inland Sea.




  



  A crewman passed, heading for the wheelhouse from some errand at the stern. No one else showed up in the moonlight on the aft deck, but she hoped to find a man sheltered in the slanting shadows. She’d been surprised to see him board. She’d slipped a message under his cabin door. He’d better be there.




  



  Swift was the first steam packet in the Partnership, making the 250 km crossing between Skrona and Lubitz in less than fifteen hours. Yohan had seemed uneasy this morning at breakfast when she’d told him she’d be accompanying him on this trip. “Is the manager going to refuse his security chief’s request for passage?” she’d said in response. “This is my opportunity to bring our guards for the river traffic.” He’d recovered his poise after that; his eyes regaining their brilliant blue sparkle; his over-long sandy hair threatening to fall across them.




  



  But she guessed the reason for his concern when she’d reached the dock and seen how deeply Swift lay in the water. She’d known the hold would contain the last two steam powerplants for the tugs under construction in Lubitz. Other than her eight guards, most of the passengers on this trip were technicians picked to assemble the powerplants. It’d be interesting to see how guilty Yohan looked when he tried to hide the third powerplant from her.




  



  She paced her stride to the moderate roll of the ship. The sea was calm, and as she reached the stern rail, the moonlight glinted off the water and broke into a million shards in the propeller’s wake. She stood to watch their movement through the water, although she listened for sounds of human origin on deck. She smiled fleetingly, the iron rail in her hand reminding her of ships back home.




  



  To Gisel’s left and right hung lifeboats on their quarter davits. These two craft were those most handily used as tenders when in harbor. Around them were stacked a few cargo items in readiness for their arrival, and from the shadow of one of these piles a large man emerged. She recognized him instantly from the withered left hand he held to his chest. Gisel turned to lean her back against the rail and face him.




  



  “What work is done in the light of the moon?” she said quietly.




  



  “The peoples’ work, Major.”




  



  “What are you doing aboard, Markov?”




  



  “Control hasn’t told you? Then neither will I.”




  



  She stared toward his face, shadowed in the slanting moonlight. This man took pay from Iskander’s Security Service, but she knew his activities were little changed from those he followed before his recruitment. In every society, some men live very well by fetching and carrying that which more timid, or perhaps more manifestly honest, men eschewed. In Iskander’s service, only the nature of his merchandise had changed. Now he traded names and information more often than valuables with an aura of spilled blood about them. Was he here because of Yohan’s extra steam engine, or the Radicals?




  



  “Are you watching the men brought to assemble the steam plant? You needn’t trouble yourself about them.”




  



  Markov shook his head slowly. “I am told the lead man is far greater in skill than the task ahead requires. Some say he would be counted an engineer in Iskander but for jealousy against a man born in Tarnland.”




  



  “He’s an able man. Sure, we Iskanders can be a conceited bunch. Would you doubt me if I said I persuaded my father to send him so he could prove himself?”




  



  The shadows around Markov’s mouth stretched into a smile. “If you say so, Major.”




  



  “Yohan asked for him to be posted in Lubitz.”




  



  “Your lover would steal him from Iskander? What will your commanders say?”




  



  “That’s my concern, Markov. And the word isn’t lover, you’ll stir up scandal.




  We’re engaged. As soon as his stubborn father relents, we shall marry.”




  



  “And as soon as our commanding officer gives you leave to be a proper wife, you can take on a woman’s duty. I’d love to see you give suck to a bairn, it would restore my faith in motherhood.”




  



  “The day you have faith in anything outside of a purse, the moon will faint into the sea, Markov. You may safely leave mothering to me. Now tell me what I want to know.”




  



  She strove to steady her breath and skim over the anger she felt at his words. Goddamn the man, but he knew how to get her goat. How the hell did he know how uncertain she felt about her nurturing abilities? Did your mother kill as many men as I have, asshole?




  



  “I hear the Radicals are active in Lubitz,” Markov said, leaning on the rail beside her.




  



  “Are they? What of our man, have you news of him?”




  



  “Ah, that is what I need to learn.”




  



  “God dammit! Don’t go poking around the underworld and lead the city’s security to everybody.”




  



  “I pass among the underclass of Lubitz as easily as this ship rides the Inland Sea. That is why Iskander pays me so well. You know that, Major.”




  



  “The Radicals cannot be planning to start strikes and riots, I doubt if they’ve a dozen hotheads in their cell yet.” Gisel frowned, all change breeds opposition, and Iskander had caused more change in the past five years than this world had experienced in a millennium. Her father’s operations had already suffered sabotage in the factories and mines. Nothing too deadly… yet. She wasn’t convinced they were all the actions of anarchists, the Empire’s spies could be responsible for more than the spying she’d uncovered. “The Radicals will be useful to Iskander, everyone sees that. The unrest could be worth an army to us if we can get them into the Empire’s factories.”




  



  “Yes, I know. You want to pass troublemakers through into the Empire from a tame Radical movement in Lubitz. You hope your Industrial Revolution can make over the world the way you Iskanders want it. Do you think you can manage a bloody revolution as well?”




  



  “We’ll watch and wait. As long as we can keep the lid on it...”




  



  “And keep allies from knowing what you do. I suspect you’d not fret if the Radicals did get out of hand. What would your lover think?”




  



  “Yohan has enough to worry about with the management tasks he has. I’ll take care of the revolutionaries in the factories for him.”




  



  “You hope to keep them quiet. But what happens when he finds they are there? What if he learns you know all of them, more, that Iskander even pays and helps them?”




  



  “Iskander is prepared to live with people’s aspirations, not kill to silence them. That’s the difference between us and the Empire.”




  



  “Until they threaten you. Then the knives will come out.”




  



  Gisel looked away. She didn’t know how Iskander’s leaders would react in that event, but she still believed they should ride the social changes as they rode the technological waves. “If we can guide the Radicals well enough, that may never come to pass.”




  



  “But someone must be prepared to act. Better a puddle of blood than a torrent.”




  



  Gisel turned her head sharply. Did she understand his mission? That was the bitch of it, running her own secret program separate from Iskander’s. But she and her father agreed, Iskander's leaders had too great a phobia about popular movements to be told. They were inclined to cater to their royal allies too much.




  Time would come when Iskander would need to go its own way, and a secret power base among the Radicals could prove its worth. They must build it up, and keep leaders they valued safe. “I don’t care what secret instructions Control might have given you, don’t terminate anyone without my say so.”




  



  “Who do you value, Major?”




  



  “No names. There are people among the Radicals who can be of service.”




  



  “To Iskander, or to the Matahs?”




  



  “What makes you think there’s a difference?”




  



  Markov shook his head slowly. “What makes me useful to you?”




  



  Gisel laughed to mask her concern. “Goddammit, Markov! You’d suspect your mother’s milk. Don’t you think I’ve enough to do keeping the peace in Skrona?”




  



  “I’m sure you can handle Skrona.”




  



  “With your help, perhaps.” Iskander’s security was tenuous at best. That’s why she scrounged for information everywhere she could. The war against the Empire was at a stalemate, they could even lose it. She’d do anything to make a difference. “I’ve told Control I want you back, as soon as this business is done.”




  



  “A pleasure, Maj... What’s that?”




  



  A loud splash came from the starboard side. Gisel jerked away from the rail.




  She scanned their wake in the scattered moonlight. Something lifted momentarily; a hand.




  



  Markov pointed. “Someone’s fallen overboard!”




  



  Gisel didn’t answer. She yanked out her new communicator, stabbed the position button, and sprinted along the deck toward the wheelhouse.




  * * * * *




  Just before eight bells, Slin Murrin sat uneasily on the stool Major Matah indicated. The Swift had long turned back on course, and the engines pounded harder as the Master tried to make up the lost time. Poor Durden, all they’d found in the water was his corpse. Did the Major know Durden had been a friend? Perhaps all she knew was that they had shared a cabin.




  



  She stared at him with eyes that seemed to see right through him. “How long did you know Durden?”




  



  “Nigh on four month, Major. We was buildin’ boilers together.”




  



  “Did you get on well?”




  



  Murrin swayed back on the stool. What did she want to know?




  High-up folks was all the same, couldn’t trust they, they was always looking to punish a fellow. “We was good workmates, Major. Foreman called us his num’mer one team.”




  



  “What did you do this evening?”




  



  “Nort, Major. We was in the cabin, fixin’ our kit. Ee were darnin’




  ’is overalls an’ I was oilin’ my tools.”




  



  “But he left the cabin. When was that?”




  



  “Don’t know; were after three bells.”




  



  “In the first watch? Right. Did he say why he was going?”




  



  “Some man came for ’im. Called ’im up on deck.”




  



  “Did you see the man? Did you recognize him? What did he look like?”




  



  Murrin put his hands to his head. “Nay, Major. I di’n see ’im.




  Stood outside the cabin door.”




  



  “He must have spoken. Did you recognize the voice?”




  



  His heart thumped, why all these questions? Poor Durden had fallen overboard, and this officer acted like he could have pushed him. Best he say nothin’ more, she doubtless disbelieved him. Lookin’ for someone to blame, twas the same in the factory. You made a mistake; broke a castin’ or set a valve badly, an’ foreman an’ engineers was all over ye.




  



  Major Matah stared into his eyes. “Apprentice Murrin, I’m waiting for an answer. Did you recognize the man’s voice?”




  



  “Nay, Major. Why is you askin’ all this? Poor Durden have drowned, baint that enough?”




  



  She leaned forward so closely he could feel her breath on his face. “Machinist Durden didn’t drown. He was thrown overboard, after his throat had been cut.”




  



  “Cut! Th... th... throat cut?”




  



  “Yes, lad. Now you know why I’m asking. Would you recognize the man’s voice if you heard it again?”




  



  He stared. Now his heart really raced. Who would want to kill Durden? If he did remember the voice, would he be killed next? Didn’t do to get mixed in with evil doin’s. “I dursen’t think I would, Major. Wasn’t a... a strange voice; jus’ summat like a man hears ever’ day. No, I’m sure I wouldna know it again.”




  



  “How much money did Durden have on him?”




  



  “Lor. I expec’ the same as me. We was paid twenty thalers allowance for us to arrive in Lubitz.”




  



  Major Matah nodded. “It was still in his money belt. What about in the cabin, did he have more?”




  



  “Not as I knows.”




  



  “You’ll come with me. We’ll search his things.”




  



  “Fer certain, Major. If ye chooses.”




  * * * * *




  Yohan looked up as the wheelhouse door opened, to see Gisel step inside.




  She looked very official in her black Security uniform, its silver insignia gleaming like stars above evening thunderheads. She had her black hair in braids and piled under her service cap, businesslike. Tonight she hardly seemed the same gentle creature who shared his bed. He smiled and raised a hand, then guilt knotted his stomach and he tasted bile. She gave no sign, although her eyes were the same dark lances they always were when she was onto something.




  



  She turned to the Swift’s Master. “I’ll interrogate the rest of your crew in the morning, before we dock. What time will we get in?”




  



  “We lost nigh on two hours, Major, pickin’ up that corpse. Lucky us was to dock afore high tide, I think Swift has steam enough to catch her mooring afore it drops.”




  



  Yohan took three steps across the wheelhouse to place an arm around Gisel’s waist and smile into those eyes, just a couple of inches below his. For the hundredth time, the desire to tell her about the steam engine surfaced in his mind. He wanted to, but would she think his betraying the Baron a weakness?




  She was too intent upon this new trouble to notice his unease. “You should get some rest now, dearest. I’ll see you’re called in time in the morning.”




  



  “Thanks. That’ll give me about an hour. I may as well stay up.”




  



  Yohan sighed; he sometimes wondered if she needed no sleep. “What have you learned?”




  



  “Not much... yet. I’ve interviewed all the passengers, and no one seems suspicious. No obvious Empire agents among them.”




  



  “You suspect the Empire is behind this, then?” Yohan said. The words sounded like lies in his head. After several generations of preventing innovation, the Empire had recognized the need to match the Iskanders’ knowledge. They had approached the Felger mercantile enterprise in secret, and the task of obtaining the engine, the extra one in Swift’s hold, had fal en to him. But had some Imperial agent misunderstood the plan and tried to sabotage the shipment by murdering Durden? He knew no reason to suspect the fellow of any subterfuge, he had been an artisan in the Felger’s employ for several years. The Baron had approved him for the steam training himself. “Why would an Empire spy want to kill Durden?”




  



  Gisel shrugged. “Seems the most logical suspect. No doubt they have people somewhere in the Inland Sea area, with a brief to disrupt our operations.”




  She turned to the Master. “You can vouch for all your crew?”




  



  He scratched at his grizzled chin. “Most be fellows what served on Swift afore the dockyard work. We hired a few more from Skrona; an’ then there is the steam artificers an’ stokers what was sent by your own factory.”




  



  “I don’t think we can suspect any of the Iskander men,” Yohan said.




  



  Gisel shook her head. “I’m not ruling anyone out. We’ve caught two Imperial spies in our industrial complex this year.”




  



  “You are sure?” Yohan said, aghast. “Why did you not tell me?”




  



  “I’m telling you now. One committed suicide, the other won’t talk. We have no proof. I wanted to let the man escape to see where he goes, but Control won’t hear of it.”




  



  Yohan stared at her. What else had she kept from him, as much as he strove to keep from her? If she learned of the Felgers’ duplicity, that he was even now conveying the secret cargo to ship to their enemy, their engagement could be over. Would she ever trust him again, or forgive his treachery? His stomach squirmed at the thought. If only there was a way he could tell her without betraying the Baron.




  



  Gisel seemed oblivious to the turmoil inside him. “I don’t think we have a robbery here, and likely no crime of passion. There’s no suspicion that he was a boy lover. Do you know of any business in the shipyards and factory which would give rise to murder?”




  



  She looked hard at him as she said this. Was she testing him? Did she suspect?




  



  He strove to hide his secret, keeping the awful image of Durden’s waterlogged corpse before his eyes. “No, nothing at all. You know as much as I do.”




  

  Chapter Two




  As the dawn sky brightened into morning, the Swift headed in to Lubitz harbor under steam power. Gisel climbed up the companionway from the engineroom and blinked as she emerged into the light and fresh air. She’d drawn a blank with the engineer staff, they’d all been below when Durden was murdered and none of them knew or had seen anything. She stood to watch the shoreline a minute, while she let the ringing in her ears from the racket below subside. The only thing she could do was ask all the same questions again to see if anyone’s story changed. No time now; they’d anchor within the hour.




  



  A plume of black smoke drifted across the harbor entrance; a dark smudge across the towers and steep roofs of the fortified city. Probably the Lubitz harbor tug towing a vessel out against an onshore wind. Then she saw Yohan up on the tiny fo’c’s’le deck staring toward the shore and walked forward to join him. As she climbed up the steep companionway he turned to smile. “Did you get any rest, Dear?”




  



  “What do you think? I must look like hell.”




  



  “No, you’re wonderful. A little red-eyed,” he said with a smile, “but you make my heart race whenever you have that intense gaze.”




  



  She shrugged and looked away, taking a deep breath of sea air and tasting the salt in the flying spray.




  



  “What’s wrong? Did I say the wrong thing?”




  



  “Yohan, one of our steam technicians has been murdered aboard the Felger’s own ship. Doesn’t that make your goddamn heart race? It should.”




  



  He frowned and leaned against the forward rail. “Yes, sorry. I was trying to lighten things a bit.”




  



  She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I know, you meant well. You realize I will have to stay here until I learn what’s behind it. I didn’t find any clues in Durden’s belongings, but Zagdorf could be involved, trying to sabotage our transportation plans.”




  



  “Yes, of course. You could be right, but I’m more inclined to believe it was some personal quarrel. How could Zagdorf place a man aboard the Swift?”




  



  “Zagdorf placed his spies right in Iskander’s steelworks.” She stared ahead as the tug and its tow appeared around the curve of the fairway. “And I checked back through our security records, he was there himself two years ago.”




  



  Yohan rose from the rail. “What? Are you sure?”




  



  “I found his picture... called himself Marten Zulik.”




  



  “Picture? What picture?”




  



  “Iskander Security photographs every visitor. They don’t know cameras even exist.” She grinned at him. “You are one of the few people who even knows we can take photographs.”




  



  “When did you learn this?” He stared into her face. “You kept it from me.”




  



  “I was ordered to. Don’t tell me the Baron doesn’t give you orders to keep things from me.”




  



  His face screwed tight as if she’d kicked him in the groin. He turned away quickly. “There are business matters, naturally. You know, you know I would never keep anything from you... if there was some way...”




  



  “Hey, don’t have a cow. We knew things would be difficult at times. This is one of them.” She reached out to swing him around. “If there is anything you know about Durden that I should hear...”




  



  “There is nothing. But, I’m worried.” He avoided meeting her eyes. “Perhaps some things are being kept from me.”




  



  “If they are, it’s not nothing. We’ll need to fix this together, do you agree?”




  



  His right foot tapped on the planking as if eager to get away. “Yes, I do. But I must make inquiries of my own first. Look, Gisel, I’d like to say more... Flame knows I do, but give me some time.”




  



  She’d pushed as far as she dared. She wanted to say ‘I’ll give you until the ship arrives to take that extra steam plant away’, but there was no way to even hint without revealing she had been part of Iskander’s subterfuge. She stared at the approaching tug and its charge as the Swift turned slightly to give them a wider berth. A hired sailing merchantman. By the look of all the armed men on deck, carrying more troops to reinforce the besieged garrison at Leki.




  



  Yohan followed her gaze and spoke. “Soldiers. Does Iskander have a new attack planned?”




  



  “You know I can’t answer that, even if I know.”




  



  “The Baron is worried about the siege of Leki. Iskander has misjudged the Emperor, he is not going to accept defeat there. How close are you to losing the city?”




  



  “We’re not going to lose the city. It’s just... yeah, you’re right in a way. We didn’t think the Emperor would pour this much effort into a fight so far from his center of power.” Gisel frowned. When Iskander had decided on landing an army in the port city, the Empire hadn’t even been in the war. Had they misjudged? The Emperor Zarl had seized the opportunity to oppose them on land. Even though the Empire’s armies weren’t armed well enough to defeat Iskander’s garrison, the continual strain on resources sapped Iskander and their allies more than she cared to admit. Something had to change, and soon.




  



  “What is going to happen this year?” Yohan asked. “Think they will try to maintain the siege; as they did last winter?”




  



  “We expect so. There’s no way they can break through our lines. We’ve used all our knowledge of trench warfare in Earth’s history to build a defence against them. I feel sorry for those poor devils trying to attack our modern rifles and artillery, but the Emperor cares nothing for his soldiers’ lives.”




  



  Yohan regarded her fondly, then he shook his head. “We lost many men during the coldest months.”




  



  She watched the soldiers on the deck of the merchantman as it was towed past. Some stared and a few waved. They were Lubitz militiamen; she saluted back. “Yes, trench sickness. I wish we had a way to negotiate a truce.”




  



  Yohan spread his hands. “If the Baron was held in higher esteem he might offer to mediate, but the Emperor is still angry at our agreement with your father.”




  



  She nodded. Yep, she knew, that was why Iskander had let the Felgers pull the steam engine caper. “Best he stays away from the Emperor Zarl entirely.




  Zarl’s a stubborn bastard. What does it take for him to see sense?”




  



  “The Emperor has never been held to such a stalemate before. I still have faith in Iskander, eventually he will be ready to discuss terms.”




  



  Gisel scowled and turned from the tug and merchantman, now pulling away rapidly astern. “Yeah, in ten years time.”




  



  Yohan reached an arm around her to give a quick squeeze. “I have to go.




  Things to do before we arrive.”




  



  “When is Swift leaving? Do I have time to interview all the crew again?”




  



  He paused at the top of the short companionway and creased his lips into a rueful smile. “I hope not, there’s cargo waiting here for your father’s steelworks.




  Talk to them again when Swift returns.” He stopped at the bottom of the companionway, his face level with the fo’c’s’le deck. “I’ll be going straight to the shipyard when we anchor. What about you?”




  



  “I have to report to the Gravhalle. Courtesy, to let them know a security agent is in the city, and maybe I’ll need to ask their help. I’m no Sherlock Holmes.”




  



  “Who?”




  



  She grinned. “Nobody. I’ll tell you tonight.”




  



  When he departed she turned her head back toward the harbor mouth and the first glimpse of the docks beyond. Time to get her mind back on this murder investigation. Policing crime was not her business, but this was no ordinary murder, Durden had been an Iskander Security plant in the Partnership. The implications went much further than the loss of an agent, who had ordered his death? If it hadn’t been carried out under Imperial orders that left only one possibility. Felger orders.




  



  Did Yohan know more than he was saying? She didn’t want to believe that.




  



  Swift slowed as it entered the channel between the sandspit to starboard and the fort on the opposite headland. She sighed as she scanned from one side to the other, the murder had presented her with two problems. Who had carried it out, and who benefited from it? She’d interrogated everybody, crew and passengers. None had acted guiltily, or given a story that raised her suspicion.




  The only person who seemed to know more than he said was the apprentice Murrin. She would put pressure on him ashore when she had a chance.




  



  Her problem would be less if she could work with Yohan on it, but she’d elected to deceive him. She tried to convince herself she had to avoid placing him in an impossible situation. She didn’t want to test his allegiance that far, was it to the Felger family or to her? Yeah smart, it merely shifted the shit to her. And now, she was even more tortured. Yohan moving a contraband steam plant was one thing, Yohan weeding out an Iskander agent and having him murdered quite another. She didn’t want to suspect him, but professionalism dictated she had to.




  



  How much time did she have to solve this before the Felger’s ship arrived to take the contraband steam engine away? She’d be able to make a guess when she knew the progress on the tugs here in Lubitz. They were building six powerplants, four were already in the city. The last two were aboard Swift, along with more crew for assembly and operation. In addition to those units was the extra one, if she had any doubts it was aboard she had only to lean over the ship’s rail and see how deep the Swift lay in the water. Some of the new men would be for the crew the Felgers were planning to send to the Empire to assemble the steam plant. Durden had been in that crew, how could she get another Iskander agent infiltrated to replace him?




  * * *




  As Gisel was ushered into his office, Captain Rolt stood up from behind the desk, running his fingers along his thick cavalry moustache. He smiled warmly, as well he might, working with her on the security for the Peace Conference had gained him this post. But she owed him one, too. When their ally’s representative had given her problems Rolt had placed himself and his own security guards under her command. It cut the ground out from under her balky colleague’s objections.




  



  “Major Matah, so good to see you again. Please take a chair. What can I do for you?”




  



  Gisel was glad she didn’t need to revert to stratagems the men in this society condemned as women’s tricks to get a hearing in Lubitz. Helping put down the coup d’etat had earned their respect. She scanned around the office as she explained some of her purpose in Lubitz and gave an account of the murder on the Swift and her investigation. “I don’t have any theory to go on with this murder, but the worst thing could be an Empire plot.” She told the lie with a straight face; easy after she’d already concealed the other part of her planned mission in the city. “Have you sniffed out any Imperial agents in Lubitz?”




  



  “Sniffed?” Rolt appeared puzzled momentarily. “Oh, you mean have we found any? Not really, but I have people under observation.”




  



  “What kind of people?”




  



  “Troublemakers, radicals, some itinerant workers and local apprentices who want to band together to defy their masters. I have my eyes on them because they have a secret meeting planned. I mean to catch them all.”




  



  Oh, shit. That likely included her own agents, the last thing she needed was to have them rounded up. “We’ve had the same trouble with workers drawn to our factories, but I doubt they’re in the Empire’s pay. What will you do with them?”




  



  “Oh, I don’t know, the Margrave hasn’t given me his decision. But I want to hang the ringleaders and deport the rest.” Rolt said this with a satisfied smirk on his face. He set his hands on the desk with a gesture of finality. “I would rather discuss some other business of yours, Major. I believe the Partnership wants to place a private army in Lubitz territory.”




  



  “I take it you don’t approve.” Gisel took a deep breath and switched her mind to this question. Damn. The other matter was more important to her. “I have responsibility for the security of Iskander’s steam developments on the river.




  How much will Lubitz do to ensure the tugs and their barge cargoes are not pirated?”




  



  Rolt frowned. “Is our local watch not sufficient?”




  



  The local watch on the river spent most of its time catching salmon poachers, or collecting river-tolls. Each small force came under the control of a different local landowner. “We need an Iskander-trained force to guard our vessels. You can be damned sure the Emperor would like to get his hands on a steamship, even if it’s only a river tug.”




  



  “Yes, I expect he would. But he can hardly carry one away to the Empire across the mountains.”




  



  “I wouldn’t want to bet on that. It’s not impossible to cut the engine into mule loads and carry it that far. Before he died, Wolk Kachupin had plenty of loyal supporters willing to do the Emperor’s bidding. Are you still watching them?”




  



  “Of course, but they’re all acting like loyal followers of the Margrave now.”




  He paused, touching the tip of his moustache. “There is one man I’d suggest you check out. He owns the Black Dog tavern.”




  



  “Thanks for the tip.”




  



  “He’s the kind of man who would undertake anything, for pay.”




  



  “Too many would. You can bet the Empire would pay plenty for some of Iskander’s secrets. How many men do you have assigned to guard the new harbor tug here in Lubitz?”




  



  “Just a half-troop aboard. They serve as port watchers as well.”




  



  “I want to do much the same. Arm the tugs with swivel guns, and place some guards on them. I don’t see that will cause you a problem.”




  



  “It may. The landowners will resent the Margrave’s approval of any limit to their local prerogatives. The city fathers will not want to see Iskander’s permanent military presence on the river, not that they are ungrateful for Iskander’s cavalry protection now, of course.”




  



  “Of course.” Iskander’s cavalry division was based on the city to strike at the supply convoys and rear of the army besieging Leki. Gisel knew more than she’d admitted to Yohan this morning, Iskander’s cavalry had moved into camps close to the city to be reorganized for a new attack. Iskander’s leaders had persuaded Lord Ricart to gamble some new strategy before winter, to make the Empire’s besiegers withdraw into winter quarters. Not her problem, she was only here for the Partnership’s security. And the less she had to do with Ricart the better. Yohan was bound to feel jealous.




  



  “Let the Margrave make a presentation before the Hundred,” Gisel suggested. “Get them to allow the guards as a temporary measure, until the enemy is driven away.”




  



  Rolt regarded her steadily. “And when will that be?”




  



  How the hell would she know? It was damned certain that Iskander’s steam tugs would become a target for Imperial countermeasures. If Lubitz wouldn’t defend them then she would have to set up something. “There is a plan, but I’m afraid I’m not authorized to talk about it. If Lubitz would set up a River Guard, a trained and centrally organized force, the Partnership wouldn’t need its own.




  Except outside Lubitz territory, of course. I have to go to your neighbor to clear arming the tugs south of the border.”




  



  “I can understand Iskander’s concern. Perhaps you will need to gain the agreement of both nations.”




  



  She sighed. “You’re probably right. And in the meantime?”




  



  “If you arm your tugs, and keep quiet about it, I can overlook the matter, at least until spring.”




  



  “Thanks. If I can return the favour, these troublemakers, for example, I’d be pleased to help you.”




  



  Rolt smiled. “I don’t think you need trouble yourself about them, Major.”




  



  “Actually, I may want to, trouble myself, as you say.”




  



  “Why?”




  



  Gisel sought his eyes with a warm expression. “I’m not sure how much I’m authorized to tell you, but Iskander has an agent infiltrated into a radical group.




  What if he’s here? It would be a blow to our operation if you arrested him. Hung him, even.”




  



  Rolt frowned. “Should I not have been notified about him?”




  



  “I don’t have definite information; I merely think his presence a strong possibility. But we can’t afford to have anything happen to him.”




  



  Rolt looked down at his desk and shifted a pile of papers from one side to the other. “Yes, I see that. But I have to stop their meeting.”




  



  She could see Rolt’s anger at having this sprung on him and his plans questioned. It hadn’t taken long for him to become a typical jack-in-office. “What about placing some person of your own in the meeting? Learn more about the ringleaders.”




  



  “If I had such a man, I would consider that. I have very few good people, wouldn’t want to have one’s throat slit.”




  



  “When is this meeting?”




  



  “I don’t know, yet. Why?”




  



  “I would go to the meeting for you.”




  



  “You, Major? Would that be wise?”




  



  Gisel laughed. “When have I ever been wise? I think a young woman could infiltrate the group more easily than a man. They do have women involved?”




  



  “Yes, some garment workers in the factory set up with Iskander’s new textile machines. They have complained about their pay. Cheeky little bitches! If they don’t like it, then let them stay at home with their children.” Rolt’s face darkened, but then he glanced guiltily into Gisel’s eyes. “Begging your pardon, of course. I find these newfangled ideas... ”




  



  “Yes,” she said with a smile. “I run into those feelings all the time. I’d like to stay at home to be Yohan’s helpmate as well, but I don’t have the choice. These women may not either, if they are widowed from the war and trying to feed their children.”




  



  Rolt stared down at his desk. “I suppose. I had not thought of it that way.”




  



  “But please tell me when you learn where and when the meeting will take place. I’ll take care of it for you.”




  



  “Very well, I do not want to interfere in an ally’s operation.”




  



  Gisel breathed a silent sigh of relief. This conversation had served its purpose. Rolt was not going to be easy to manipulate, but cooperated so far. “I’m sure the Margrave will agree.”




  



  “You may be right. As long as the rabble are not allowed to disturb the city.




  We can discuss the matter again. Perhaps when I know more about the meeting.”




  

  Chapter Three




  A row of fine merchants’ and ship-owners’ houses stood across from the quayside in the Thalian capital of Gira, overlooking the river harbour. One of these had been leased by a man who called himself Marten Zulik, merchant venturer from Wasbia; a bull of a man with a bullet head set firmly against his shoulders, close cropped hair, and an expression suggesting he’d just swallowed a mouthful of vinegar. His actual name was Drago Zagdorf, Commandante in the Imperial army and the Emperor’s spymaster in the Inland Sea region. To his house, on a sunny morning early in September, came two visitors.




  



  Zagdorf received them in his study on the second floor, a spacious room with its outside wal brightened by an array of windows modeled after the stern gallery of a sailing ship. The first to arrive was a genuine merchant venturer from Wasbia, Han Petkre, a senior manager from the Felger enterprise in the city of Argsberg and a representative of Baron Anton Felger, head of the family business.




  



  “Meister Petkre,” Zagdorf said warmly as the manservant admitted him, “I am so glad you have arrived in the city. Please sit here and take a glass of fortified wine.”




  



  “Good day, Meister Zulik. I will be pleased to sit and take wine with you.”




  



  “How was your journey? Did you sail from Tarnland yesterday?”




  



  “My ship tied up at high tide this morning, Meister. The winds were quite fair, but the vessel took two days and nights to make the passage from Stadholm.”




  



  “Ah, soon you Felger people will be taking passage on your own steam packets. I hear the first one is in service already.”




  



  “The Swift. Yes indeed. Unfortunately she is berthed in Skrona and it was unwise for me to visit the city. Besides, her passage is only to Lubitz at the moment.”




  



  “Unwise, sir? Surely you have no enemies there?”




  



  “No, but it could have revealed my presence to the Iskanders.”




  



  Zagdorf nodded and cracked a smile, which he twisted into a sympathetic grimace. “The Wildcat is there, I’m told. Likely she would have interfered with this business.” The Wildcat had interfered with everything he’d done in the region, curse her. He’d almost had her in his grasp several times and she’d escaped him.




  The next time she showed herself, he’d make doubly sure to catch her.




  



  Petkre accepted a glass from the manservant and waited until he left.




  “Young Meister Felger, the company’s manager, requested the precaution. He did not want to be associated with my activities any more than necessary.”




  



  Zagdorf took up his own wineglass. “No doubt. But everything is completed satisfactorily? You have the steam engine here?”




  



  Petkre shook his head. “It was not possible to carry it here, not under the eyes of the Iskanders. Meister Felger will send it to Lubitz on the Swift this month, it may be on its way even as we speak.”




  



  Zagdorf kept his face impassive. “Loading it was the problem?”




  



  “In Tarnland, yes. But once the machinery is in Lubitz it will be easier to transship without the Iskanders noticing.”




  



  This time Zagdorf couldn’t keep from frowning. More delay. It meant he would have to send his ship to Lubitz to collect the cargo. The city was now the Empire’s enemy, but the ship sailed under Thalian papers, it should be safe. He raised his glass. “Then you will sail with my ship and take care of the loading?”




  



  “Yes, I can leave as soon as it is ready to sail.” When he raised his wineglass, the two men drank. “I’m sure our precautions will pay dividends in the future. There is plenty of other Iskander merchandise the Empire will find useful.”




  



  Zagdorf nodded. The Iskanders produced weapons that had prolonged the siege of Leki a year. Duke Solerar insisted he be provided with comparable guns before he made another attempt to take the city. In the meantime the Emperor had decided on a new plan, a secret he was not about to mention. “If the Felgers can supply some of those new Iskander cannons, I’m sure the Empire will be in your debt.”




  



  “Ah, I believe that may be harder than this steam engine. But, who knows..




  .?”




  



  “Well, one thing at a time.” Zagdorf stood and poured the glasses full again.




  At that moment came a knock at the door and the manservant appeared in the opening. “Meister Cyrian is here, Sir. Shall I show him in?”




  



  “Yes, at once.”




  



  Lieutenant Cyrian was Zagdorf’s second in command. Broad shouldered and nearly six feet tall, he wore a blue tailcoat and carried a fur cap in his hand, although the weather was not yet cold enough for anyone but a southerner to need one.




  



  “Cyrian,” Zagdorf exclaimed, signaling the manservant to serve another glass of wine. “Come and join us. This is Meister Petkre from Wasbia, he has obtained the merchandise you will escort. How is our ship progressing?”




  



  “I just came from the dockyard, Meister. The patches to Thalian Star’s hull planking should be completed by tomorrow. And if we can launch with the high tide, the new masts will be rigged a day or so later. We can be at sea in less than five days.”




  



  Petkre looked surprised. “The ship is not at sea?”




  



  Zagdorf shook his head and waited for the manservant to leave. “For this shipment I thought it wiser to have the vessel refitted. We want nothing to imperil the safety of our merchandise. Do you not agree, sir?”




  



  “Certainly,” Petkre said with a smile. “Especially since I will be taking passage myself.”




  



  “We also found it necessary to widen the hatches to the hold,” Cyrian said.




  “According to the dimensions in your message from Tarnland, some of the components were too large to get aboard.”




  



  “The boiler?” Petkre said. “Complete, my informants tell me it weighs twenty tons. But it will be disassembled for shipping.”




  



  “The tube assembly will be shipped complete. The steam engine is another thirty tons. The shipyard had to reinforce the floor of the hold, but it will be ready for your cargo in a few days.” Cyrian ended with a reassuring smile.




  



  Zagdorf turned to him. “Meister Petkre could not bring the engine to Thalia.




  You will have to sail to Lubitz for it.”




  



  “To Lubitz? Is that safe?”




  



  “My own concern exactly. We must trust our Felger associate.”




  



  Petkre smiled a little too readily. “Meister Yohan insists it is the only way. He assured the Baron that it can be transshipped from there in secrecy.”




  



  Cyrian looked down and counted on his fingers. “We can be in Lubitz in a week, I expect.”




  



  “Weather permitting,” Zagdorf interposed. “I hope the cargo is ready for it.




  We don’t want the ship to be anchored in Lubitz too long, to draw notice.”




  



  “And the escort?” Petkre asked, draining his glass.




  



  “Leave that to Cyrian, Meister,” Zagdorf said. “Part of the crew will be armed marines from the south.”




  



  Petkre smiled. “Imperial marines? How did you get them secretly to Thalia?”




  



  Zagdorf exchanged a pained expression with Cyrian. This fellow had best keep his questions confined to the journey. “There, Meister, a matter you need not concern yourself with. Just be assured of your safety.”




  



  “But the harbour authorities in Lubitz will not recognize them?”




  



  Zagdorf followed Cyrian’s glance out the windows to the river. A disguised privateer with letters of marque from the Emperor lay at anchor among the merchantmen. “My men will not go ashore. Yourself and the Thalian master of the ship will conduct all our business there.”




  



  “Very well, Meister Zulik,” Petkre said. “You seem to have the matter well in hand. I will take my leave and return to my lodgings. When the ship is ready to depart, you will find me at the Happy Return, the inn at the end of the quay.”




  



  Zagdorf stood and picked up the wine decanter. “You’ll have one last draught before you go? A toast to your service and our success.”




  



  “Certainly, sir. The Felger Enterprise is always pleased to be of service to, to its friends.”




  



  The two Imperial officers stood when Petkre was ushered out by the manservant. As the door closed on him they stepped to the windows to look out.




  “The privateer will have to wait for you off Lubitz,” Zagdorf said.




  



  “Very well. Will it escort us through the Narrows, Sir?”




  



  “To the Narrows, only. Even so, we must hope the Iskander warships do not see you.”




  



  “The Iskanders will not search a Thalian ship too thoroughly.”




  



  “So we believe. They try not to test Thalian neutrality too strongly.”




  



  “We might get to the Narrows without being stopped, but what if they have ships waiting for us beyond? We know they have the electric communication.”




  



  Zagdorf was certain they had much better communications than their own crude radio, but he would not discuss that with Cyrian. “From the Narrows an Imperial warship will conduct you to the coast of Frendland. You will be in charge of the shipment until it arrives at Genua. The Emperor should be pleased, you may well get a promotion out of this.”




  



  Cyrian watched their departing visitor come into view on the quayside below the window. “I would have preferred not to have sailed into the harbor of an Iskander ally.”




  



  “I was in the city a year ago. They were easy to bribe then.”




  



  “So will I take gold...?”




  



  “No, let the Felgers take care of it. This man will not fail, if the Baron is to keep a head on his shoulders.”




  



  “This one would not be my choice if I had such a threat hanging over me.”




  



  Zagdorf watched Petkre walking along the quay between groups of stevedores and townsfolk. “You are right. That man does not seem clever enough to have pulled off such a coup against the Iskanders.”




  



  “We had men helping him.”




  



  “Even so, it took place very easily. Every other activity of ours has had lesser fortune. Why was this so blessed with success?”




  



  “Do you suspect a trick, Sir?”




  



  “I do not know what I suspect, but keep your wits about you. The Felger artificers who join you in Lubitz with the shipment are to assemble the plant at the end of your journey. You realize they will have knowledge dangerous in the Empire. They have trained under the Iskanders’ guidance.”




  



  “Must we take them?”




  



  “We need them to prepare the engine and train the Imperial men who will take charge of it, but watch them carefully.”




  



  “You suspect they would sabotage it?”




  



  “In the heart of the Empire?” Zagdorf shrugged. “No. I cannot tell you what to watch for, but question them thoroughly on the voyage. We must take responsibility for their activities.”




  



  “I wish you were coming with me, Sir.”




  



  Zagdorf took Cyrian’s glass to refill. “Impossible. I have to go to Novrehan, another cursed nation that seeks to protect its neutrality. An Imperial army is on its way there from the East. A plan to destroy the Iskander army and take Leki is afoot. I have to ensure the troops cross the duchy without delay.”




  



  “Surely Novrehan would not dare defy the Empire’s wishes?”




  



  “Normally they would not. However, I have received information that Crown Prince Jeury is on the way to Vonrogrod with a large army.”




  



  “The Skathians are threatening the Empire’s plans?”




  



  “Not necessarily, but Novrehan was declared a buffer state between the empires two hundred years ago. I doubt they would break that peace treaty over an army merely traversing the country, but who can tell? The Skathians are madmen, and proud. Even mounted archers are a danger when there are said to be a hundred thousand of them.”




  



  “That many? Surely not.”




  



  “Prince Jeury is the Great Khan’s heir; he will not move with a smaller army.”




  



  Cyrian raised his glass. “Then I wish you the greatest success in Novrehan, Commandante.”




  



  Zagdorf copied the gesture. “And good fortune to you. That steam engine could be vital to the Empire if war with Skathia should resume. Aye, as would many others of the Iskanders’ weapons. Every event makes me more determined to make ourselves rulers over the Iskanders and their fiendish arts, the Emperor agrees.”




  



  “Then may you outwit them this time. And cool the Prince’s concerns, too.




  Surely pacifying such a threat will be worth the Emperor’s sincere gratitude.”




  



  Zagdorf stared. No doubt Cyrian made a good point, but what if the Prince had come west to investigate the Iskanders’ artifice himself? A far greater threat should he become friends with them, the thought of Skathian cavalry armed with Iskander weapons made his blood run cold. He saw a great challenge before him, but one whose mastery could be worth a great reward.




  

  Chapter Four




  Yohan stood in the Swift’s engine room with two engineers and the Chief Engineroom Artificer, looking gloomily at the huge cylinder connecting rod and crankshaft of the starboard engine. He felt sweat beading on his forehead from the heat. The smell of steam and thick oil filled the air, and water dripped from the deck above and from all the metal parts and cloth-lagged pipes. The Chief Artificer explained the problems that had developed during Swift’s increase in speed during the night to make up time lost recovering Durden’s body. Yohan couldn’t help wishing Gisel had been less quick-witted in fixing the position, and they had never invited aboard the troubles that threatened them.




  



  “Yon great bearing were shaking and givin’ off such groans, Sirs,” the Chief Artificer said.




  



  Iskander’s engineerin-chief of the joint project, Sepp Berzoni, reached up to place a hand against the metal. “You know what to do, man. Cool it with water.”




  



  “And that we did, Sir,” the man answered. “Two hoses pumping continuous, twas like a rainstorm in the engine room. But I fear the damage had already been done.”




  



  Technician Wolfram leaned down into the engine bed. He reached out and raised some oily fragments for them to study. “Bearing metal I don’t doubt. We’re lucky we did not lose the engine entire.”




  



  Berzoni picked some fragments from the other’s open palm, and examined them. “Damn! How many revolutions were you attempting to hold?”




  



  Yohan knew they had pushed the engines hard. They had been tested to 28 rpm before, but not for such a long run as Swift had made in the night. Mel ish, the master of the ship should have eased their speed a little, but Yohan would not reprimand his best people for developing such confidence in the machinery. Even if they had proved to be overconfident.




  



  The Chief Artificer took a hesitant breath. “Well, Sir. It fluctuated between twenty-seven and twenty-nine for half the night. All was well until nigh on daybreak.”




  



  “Damn fools.” Berzoni said, dropping the fragments back into the engine bed and wiping his hands on the rag the Chief Artificer offered. “There’s nothing for it but to strip the bearings down and pour new metal. It will have to be done here in Lubitz. That engine cannot run again to get back to Skrona, and I’d not advise the journey on the port engine alone.”




  



  Yohan slammed a fist into his palm. “By the Flame! How long will that take?




  Swift has cargo waiting, this could cost the Partnership a great deal of money.”




  



  “Cost you a damn sight more to lose the Swift,” Berzoni snapped, swiveling to make for the companionway out of the engine room. “It’ll be good practice for you Felgers.”




  



  “Wait,” Yohan said. “You mean you will leave the repairs to us?”




  



  Berzoni paused part way up the steep stairs. “Sure. It’ll do you good. Be more careful to stay within the limits you’re told, next time. I have work enough on the tugs and barges here. Number six is not being built to specification, Meister Yohan. You had better come and look at it with me this afternoon.”




  



  Yohan watched him climb up and disappear from view. Sepp Berzoni came from Iskander’s crew and seemed to regard his work with the steam engineering with contempt. Gisel had confided he was an engine room specialist from the starship, and so regarded this primitive technology beneath him. Added to that, he had acquired a companion since arriving in the city, Reba, the young beauty who had been an enemy ambassador’s mistress, and had other things than engineering on his mind. He delegated much of his work to his subordinates.




  



  Wolfram picked up the rag that Berzoni had dropped on the engine frame.




  “You want me to set a crew on the task, Meister?” he said, wiping his hands. “It will delay our, our other project.”




  



  “It cannot be helped,” Yohan answered. “Chief, have the starboard boiler cooled, but keep steam upon the other for auxiliary power. Set your first watch upon the task of preparing the engine for work. When Technician Wolfram brings in his machinists you will all work with them.”




  



  “Yes, Meister Yohan.”




  



  “And next time you see a problem with the engines do not hesitate to do what you see is necessary. I will discuss this with you and Master Mellish at dinner tonight. You must realize the extent of your authority, the sailors do not command the engine room. If the Master demands too much from the machines, you must have the confidence to refuse him, do you understand?”




  



  “Yes, Meister,” the Chief said, raising his knuckles to his forelock in salute.




  He turned about and walked through the opening in the bulkhead toward the boiler rooms.




  



  “We will use our crew that will accompany the extra engine. It will indeed be good experience for them,” Yohan said to Wolfram when they were alone.




  



  “I’ll assemble them at once, Meister. I believe we might have the work finished for tomorrow’s evening tide, if we work through the night.”




  



  “Do that, then. But don’t forget to attend the First Officer in the hold when you leave me. I want the... shall we call it, the number seven engine, unloaded along with number five. But keep number six and all its components hidden in the corners of the hold. With Gisel in the city and perhaps more attention from Berzoni, we cannot possibly unload three engines without being discovered.”




  



  “But what will happen to number six, Meister?”




  



  “It will have to be kept aboard until we have the chance to unload in secret.”




  



  “Then it rides the Swift, back to Skrona?”




  



  “Back and forth, if need be. Until I find a way to confound the observers.




  Perhaps this engine trouble is a boon after all, at some future time I can explain that parts of six were kept on board to repair this. No one will be any the wiser.”




  



  “Yes, Meister. It seems a plausible explanation, if any should be required.”




  * * * * *




  Yohan climbed to the spar deck of the Swift and looked around at the harbor. The city and its shipyards lay off the starboard side as Swift rode at its mooring. If he turned to look over his left shoulder he could see the fort which protected the harbour, with extensive building in progress to add a new battery of larger Iskander cannon to the defences. The bustling shipyard was far different than it had been a year before when Gisel had used its silence to meet Hannan and her SEALs from the Stellar. One of the ships on the slip at that time had been completed and launched, the keel of a new warship now occupied the space. Two others had been drastically altered to suit the new Iskander way of building, and the ribs of the abandoned vessel had been cleared away to make room to build a ship to the Partnership’s specifications. A ship the Iskanders called a clipper, with frames of iron to be sheathed with timber, a composite construction which made best use of the iron and the timber building skills of the available workmen.
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