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Chapter 0. Prologue
 
"Order. Order! Lairds and Ladies, order please!"
Lucius Marius Franco Gladius, Laird of the Great and Noble House of Gladius, third in Precedence in the Worlds of the Crown of Stars, pounded the lectern again and the Nobles of the Hausmoot finally began to settle. The overall level of noise decreased but the conversations didn't. Vociferous discussions and debates gave way to whispers and passionate exhortations as the seniormost members of the Noble Houses vied to express their desires and points of view or to refute those put forth by others.
Gladius held his composure and patience, outwardly, and waited for the chatter to settle. It did not take obscenely long and, given the circumstances, he made allowances. He scowled at Ferber Lydon Gary Laird Toms-Watt and Ellen Kelly Lisa Lady Hallings. By the grave looks on their faces and the set of their bodies they discussed pirate raids, which had decreased of late. A fair number of Toms, Watt and Hallings systems lay at the periphery of the Crown worlds which made piracy and system raids their most pressing concern.
Important, true, but less so than the matter at hand! Despite the chaos raging in the three hundred fifty-three years since the last vestiges of the Terran Imperium collapsed, the worlds that now bore the names of the Crown of Stars settled into stability. Finally! Terra's brutal legions no longer tried to extort obedience, ravage their former planets or rule them.
Interstellar pirates, scavengers and scum who claimed no planet as home, now roamed the star lanes in vessels more patches than starship. Their threat lay in the speed with which they could hyperjump into a system, land their raiders and withdraw with whatever they could steal. Only ready troops and ships could deter or defeat them and the Crown Worlds had few enough of those.
The Great and Noble Houses of Toms-Watt and Hallings certainly supplied their share of Elder Guardsmen, more even, and they equally certainly deserved the benefit of their protection. Unfortunately, the many other Worlds of the Crown also deserved and needed them and the needs of the Crown must come first! Ever and always!
Toms-Watt and Hallings quieted, mostly, and Gladius turned his gaze to the other pairs and trios paying less than full attention to the proceedings.
"Lairds and Ladies," said Gladius to a much quieter room, "If it please the Great and Noble Houses of the Hausmoot we have a question at hand.
"Since the end of the Terran Imperium we, the citizens of the Worlds of the Crown of Stars, have been governed by the wisdom of three men. Hermann Rene du'Varl, Alfraed Ulfric von Halm and Appius Livius Quadratus established from the chaos of the Imperial collapse a way to bring order, safety, security, peace and prosperity to these our worlds. They established on this world the Imperium named Stercoreum a great hall wherein matters of import would be discussed and decided.
"Now, on this world we call Barinhall, we, the descendants of those three great men, are called upon to make a choice of deliberation, honor and hope for the future."
Several of the Lairds and Ladies shifted, not quite daring to fidget. To a person they knew Crown history and Precedence yet today of all days they would not dare to shorten the ceremony!
"In their wisdom, our founders established the Noble Houses and the Precedence by which we govern our lives and those of our citizens. The Precedence by which we protect the peoples who have given us their fealty and trust. The citizen subjects whose blood Ulfric von Halm swore an oath to treasure and guard above his very own! My Lairds and Ladies we owe our subjects an eternal debt, a debt that can never be paid back yet a debt we must pay with our strength, our will and our very lives."
"Hear hear!"
Gladius gazed sharply at Laird Brightcrown but couldn't hold it long. Several others echoed those words, though not as vigorously. He caught himself short of a smile. Such would simply not do for now!
"Lairds and Ladies, our beloved King Rhett, Briallen Tegwin Martin Lord Watt, died without heir. It is our honor and obligation this day to name his successor and elevate our new King!"
This time more than just Brightcrown cheered! Though struck down untimely King Rhett had, in his short reign, made friends of some enemies and other enemies to flee Crown space. When the cheers showed little sign of abating Gladius nodded to the herald. That worthy, Thomas McCraid, blood of House Gladius, nodded and stepped forward. The noise diminished slowly but fell to silence when McCraid reached the center of the floor. He raised his staff and pounded the floor three times slowly.
"My Lairds and Ladies," said Gladius into the new silence, "I call the question at hand."
Now all extraneous noise stopped. Knights, squires, assistants and attendants all left their Lairds and Ladies. The Noble men and women straightened collars and brushed sleeves, waiting for the herald to strike the floor again. He did so and turned to the Seat of Brightcrown.
Edgar Robert Christopher Fyrelm Laird Brightcrown, young but forced to assume his place by the unfortunate death of his father, stood without hesitation. Gladius knew the lad didn't like having the Lairdship of his House but, with the blood of Brightcrown, hence du'Varl, running through him he would serve to the best of his ability until his last, dying breath.
"My Laird Gladius," said Fyrelm, "The Great and Noble House of Brightcrown speaks AYE!!"
The herald pounded his staff and it spawned many echoes. Fyrelm flashed Gladius a rakish and too-youthful grin before resuming his seat.
The herald turned next to Josef Varnon John du'Varl, who rose with a cold look toward Fyrelm.
"My Laird Gladius. The thoughts of the Great and Noble House of Varl have been made most painfully clear."
More than a few of the members of the impressive crowd gasped as du'Varl turned his back on the Moot. With a total disregard for propriety a Varl squire scooted forward, turned his Laird's chair and scuttled back. du'Varl sat casually, unconcerned with the insult he'd just delivered.
McCraid bore a pained look as he turned to the Seat of Hallings. Gladius felt a pain more severe than his herald showed. In earlier times such action would certainly have called for blood duels. It troubled him that it still might.
"My Laird Gladius. The Great House of Hallings speaks 'Aye!'"
One by one the Great and Noble Houses cast their votes. The 'ayes' carried, of course. Precedence was clear but, by the rules established by the Stercoreum Senate before it disbanded for the last time, all the Houses must needs have a chance to speak and, possibly, to nominate another candidate. None save Varl did in a discordant Moot not too long past. After the last House spoke the herald pounded the floor three times.
"The voices of the Great and Noble Houses of the Hausmoot of the Worlds of the Crown of Stars have spoken," said Gladius, "Bring forth the vestments. Elias Troy Bertrand Lord Edders, the Hausmoot calls you to serve."
Two months younger than Fyrelm but no less resolute, Edders approached Gladius with a most serious expression. At just the right spot he stopped, took a knee and looked up at the man he spent his young life calling 'Uncle Marius.' A page barely tall enough to hold it brought out the ancient yet well cared-for scabbard. From it Gladius drew the sword that once belonged to Hermann Rene du'Varl. Still razor-sharp, the sword sparkled the reflection of the stars visible through the small, transparent cap in the domed roof. The sword weighed more with history than metal and Gladius spent a selfish moment holding it. Then he raised it in a firm, two-handed grip to point straight up at the pinnacle of the ceiling.
Total silence fell as Gladius brought the blade down to gently touch Edders' shoulders: right, left and right again.
"Elias Bertrand Troy Lord Edders. The Hausmoot of the Great and Noble Houses of the Worlds of the Crown of Stars now calls you to serve as our Great Laird and King. You are called to swear fealty to the peoples both Noble and common of all our worlds and to lead us all, forswearing the call of one House and subsuming those of all Houses. By the Great Oaths you have spoken for yourself and your House, now stand and serve!"
Gladius sheathed the blade quickly and knelt when Edders stood, offering it to him. The young lad fastened the sword to his own belt.
"Stand up, Uncle Marius. Let that be my first command!"
The Moot exploded in noise and Gladius gladly obeyed his new King. It took more effort than he knew he had not to reach out and tousle the lad's hair. Later, perhaps, when he had the King alone.
***
Laird du'Varl set a hasty pace down the corridor with his entourage behind him. Not a hurried  pace but certainly as fast as Noble propriety would allow. He himself was in no particular hurry but he had no desire to stop for casual chat. Those few who thought to stop him for a word or ten thought again at the expression on his face.
du'Varl made careful note of the question and the responses, despite having his back turned. For the little he missed he knew he could count on the multiples of videocasters to supply the details. As he walked he tallied his enemies, both the ones he knew and the ones that surprised him. He also amended his list of allies. Some of the votes surprised him to his favor, perhaps in indication of desired friendship, perhaps not. Either way he would make overtures. They would all know his pleasure or his wrath soon enough!
The Laird of House Varl kept his immense satisfaction hidden behind a mask of contempt and disgust. None of those pompous fools knew it but he, Josef du'Varl, put young Edders on the throne. Even though his father planted the seeds it was his son Josef Varnon John who would see them blossom and yield fruit! Besides, his father had another goal in mind when he began his plans.
Josef Varnon Barrick du'Varl had little or no thought beyond fusing the shattered blood between Brightcrown and the true House of Hermann du'Varl. Until his death he held to his foolish ideals about family and blood ties, no matter the insult upon them. His plans might even have worked save that it would require waiting for his children or even grandchildren before they ripened! When Josef Varnon Barrick finally died of old age and disappointment, Josef Varnon John began implementing the plans he had in place for so long.
Josef Varnon the father would never have approved of killing Edgar Robert's father. The elder Fyrelm was too unpredictable for Josef Varnon's likes. He also had an absolute knack for acting in the worst way possible for the goals of House Varl. How many suspected agents had Josef Varnon questioned, some to the point of death, before realizing the fool Fyrelm had no spies?
The younger Fyrelm cared little for the Lairdship of his House. Foolish, thought du'Varl, but ever so typical of Brightcrowns. Every single one of them, Noble or Notable, would sooner spend their lives away from their palaces working side-by-side with commoners, theirs or others', than in tending matters of planning and Precedence.
Still, young Edgar Robert had little experience moving in the circles du'Varl walked, and would welcome any ally who could ease his journey into them and protect him from others desirous of his dishonor or demise. Josef Varnon would cultivate that trust, subtly of course, and woo the House of Brightcrown back into its proper fold.
After the funeral and Edgar Robert's ascension, du'Varl worked hard to stay around the grieving lad. Though Edgar shared his father's foolish idealism Josef Varnon still managed to plant himself firmly in the lad's life. Other Houses looked askance at this but none dared deny the blood they yet shared. When the time came, soon, he would choose blood and family above his fealty to strangers, many of them enemies. Of that du'Varl had no doubt.
***
Finally, the door du'Varl sought stood before him. He took a moment to compose himself and nodded to the page. That man, Lewis Larner, knocked on the door, waited until he heard the invitation to enter, opened the door and stood behind it. He bowed Laird Varl with an oily smile, waited for the entourage to pass, closed the doors and stood waiting.
Larner, too, had a part in this. His thorough knowledge not only of Precedence and history but Crown law and common helped find the bizarre chain of events du'Varl planned to use. He also had his reward in the form of two personal Writs from du'Varl: one annulling his expulsion from the Order of the Bar and the other enabling him to establish his own House. With some amusement, du'Varl suspected he'd probably already asked King Elias to execute both.
Within the Royal Chambers sat King Elias with his wife beside him, her belly swollen with the soon-to-be Prince. Several cousins and other distant relations puttered about the room, dutifully arranging it to the new King's desires. du'Varl worked hard not to spit at this. How many servants did even Barinhall employ, much less the Great and Noble House of Edders? Instead he worked his face into a proper smile and bowed.
"My Laird du'Varl!" Elias rose and gave a bow.
"You... need not bow to me, Highness," said du'Varl.
"I bow in respect, my Laird, and in no small surprise. It is our pleasure to see you here so soon. Would you care for wine?"
"No thank you, your Highness." Idly du'Varl wondered if the King would have served the wine himself. Preposterous! "Surprise, Highness?"
"Indeed. After your... After the Moot..." Elias seemed uncertain what to say.
This time du'Varl's smile was genuine.
"I understand, your Highness. Please realize that neither I nor House Varl has aught against you. We have naught against you or the Great and Noble House of Edders, my Oaths on that. I did, however, and do believe that your youth is not the virtue the other Houses believe it is. Pray forgive me, Highness, but that is the truth of it."
This time Elias bowed where he sat.
"I do understand, my Laird. I appreciate your candor. I trust," he said with some humor, "that you will not lose that soon."
du'Varl chuckled. "Never, your Highness. The Great and Noble House of Varl will always speak the truth as we see it, no matter what offense it may cause."
"And I shall count you a better ally for it, my Laird. This path was not of my choosing. Yet... Yet by the Oaths I swore I shall do my duty and take it as my honor. It is only with the help of all the Great and Noble houses that I or any of us will succeed. If such help involves no contention then it is no help at all."
Now du'Varl bowed. "That is wisdom beyond your years, Highness, and such wisdom I respect! It is truth also, your Highness. We all do live to serve the Worlds of the Crown of Stars and none of us has aught but its future and success in our hearts. The Great Oath of House Varl is upon that!"
***
"... but there you are wrong, Uncle Marius! Their vision is admirable and their dedication is absolute."
Young Edgar Robert and not Laird Brightcrown walked beside Gladius on their way to visit the King. The Moot celebration lasted longer than it should have but Gladius really couldn't criticize that. The people of the Crown had been without a King more than long enough. Afterward Gladius made a token appearance in the side hall where most of the Lairds and their hangers-on gathered for a glass of wine and heavy political discussion.
After a round of hand-shaking, some discussion and pleasant words from others of his 'nephews' Gladius excused himself for a visit to the King. Edgar Robert used that as his own excuse to leave. Thankfully the young Brightcrown had little stomach for Hausmoot politics.
"Perhaps, lad," said Gladius, "but even if they are as resolute as you think, this League of yours is a long way from here through a lot of uncertain space. Even the ship they sent here spoke of that. Their captain and diplomat themselves said they have more enemies than systems. I hope you made them no promises!"
"Friendship only, Uncle Marius. I'm not the fool many think of me! Should they manage to expand themselves to within convenient trading range, House Brightcrown will trade with them gladly. If."
"Would that it happen soon, Edgar. I fear it will not, though. Such ideals as they hold are less durable than they are appealing."
"But good trade makes good friends, Uncle! I personally dislike House Watt, no secret there, but Lord Terrence Gerald leapt at Brightcrown's offer to open additional routes. He likes me less than I him but even he saw the advantage there!"
"True, lad, and wise besides. The Crown is best served by strengthening itself, regardless of personal likes or dislikes. More Houses could learn that lesson! There is ample chaos, battle and the threat of both much closer than that League. Have you not heard the rumors of vestige Imperial legions gathering? To my mind that is a much greater threat."
Fyrelm dismissed that with a wave of his hand.
"I have heard them, Uncle. They are rumors. Rumors of rumors! The Great Rift is far from here and a hazard to hyperspace travel besides. Even farther by civilization! This supposed consortium of surviving legions is likely little more than a band or three of pirate fleets gathered around a rich asteroid field. No doubt they banded together under the most brutal of them and will not last past his death."
"But even small bands of pirates can be dangerous," countered Gladius, "Only an absolute fool would dismiss them as..."
Both of them stopped dead at the sound they heard ahead. The door to King Elias' chambers stood at the end of the hallway with a young page beside it. Fyrelm drew his sword and charged forward. Gladius paused only long enough to summon the Guard before running after the feckless Fyrelm with a well-intentioned curse.
***
Gladius charged in on a scene of carnage! King Elias lay dead in a pool of blood with the fingers on his outstretched hand barely touching those of his wife. She twitched feebly but no life shone from her eyes. Several guards lay among the other bodies, their blood mixing with that of three men Gladius didn't recognize.
Fyrelm stood paralyzed, staring at du'Varl as he calmly wiped his blade clean on the shirt of one of the King's cousins. Quincy Connor Harold Edders, who joined both Fyrelm and Elias for many summers at Gladius' estate. The man du'Varl had just killed!
"Halm's balls, du'Varl," spat Gladius, "What madness is this?! What have you done?"
Feet pounded from the hallway as Elder Guards arrived. They looked about in confusion and finally drew needlers and concussion pistols to cover everyone save Gladius. The senior serjeant looked at Gladius but kept silent.
"Lay down your weapons." du'Varl gazed arrogantly at the guardsmen. "That is a command! Put away your weapons or you will be executed for high treason against the Crown!"
Again the men looked at Gladius but none moved his weapon.
"L-laird Josef..." Fyrelm barely managed those words.
"Rest easy, cousin. I do not wish you dead or harmed, nor you Lucius. Calm yourselves. You are in no danger. Guards! Lower your weapons, I said! None here is guilty of any crime!"
"No crime," said Gladius incredulously, "Not guilty? You say that with Noble blood dripping from your blade, du'Varl?! The treason is..."
"The treason," interrupted du'Varl, "is not by my hand, Lucius! Halm's beard, man, are you still too blind to see?"
Gladius tried to speak but no words came forth.
"You are. Cracks in the Crown, you are!" du'Varl sheathed his blade. "Listen, then, for a moment. Calm yourself, Cousin Edgar. What I have done this day is to the best of the Crown, its worlds and its peoples. I have this day set us on the path toward our rightful destiny ruling our worlds in peace and prosperity!
"King Elias? Pah! A young fool of an Edders with his thoughts too small and his shoulders too soft to bear the Crown of Stars! He was young but youth vanishes with age. He lacked experience but that can be gained. Do you yet not see? House Edders is weak! Among the lot of them they have not the spew to spit on a pirate ship, much less best one in battle! They haven't the will to rule nor the strength to command!
"All who swear fealty to the Crown deserve a King who will lead! A King who will command. A King with the mettle to stretch forth his arm and take what is his by right! A King with the will and the willingness to rule; not a King who will snivel over the color of his cloak, or offer wine with his own hand!
"Cousin. The only way our Houses and worlds will survive and thrive is with great and durable will and resolve. The will and resolve of Hermann Rene du'Varl! Great and Noble Houses? Peh! The blood of our forefathers has weakened to the point of water, Edgar. Lucius' House still holds some of its former strength but even the Great and Noble House of Gladius is nothing to what it once was!"
du'Varl turned his attention to Gladius.
"Our worlds must have strength, man! Think, Lucius. Think back to the Moot that just named this man King. How many Lairds and Ladies nattered and moaned about the rabble outside our borders? How many of them snivel and whine for more Elder Guardsmen when they themselves are too weak and timid to defend their own worlds? Eh?"
More people rushed into the room. The Guards took the surviving members of du'Varl's group into custody but very carefully did not touch any Nobles or Notables. The lead serjeant did gently pull Elias' cloak over his face, then the rest of the Edders there.
"You are mad, Josef," said Gladius.
du'Varl turned his attention again to Fyrelm.
"Mad, am I? What say you, cousin? Is it madness to betray the blood we share? Is it madness to moan and deplore what we should conquer and defeat? Is it madness to turn away the power to lead the Crown into greater glory when it is thrust into your hands? I think not!"
"du'Varl..." Gladius half-drew his own blade.
"Stay your hand, Lucius! Do not shame and stain your House by spilling Royal blood."
du'Varl smiled with obscene smugness at Gladius' expression.
"Oh yes, Laird Gladius. With the most unfortunate death of King Elias and with no Edders heir to petition the Moot, the Crown passes to the blood of du'Varl. Indeed, old friend, of this I am quite certain. With the Crown in abeyance and contention within the Moot, the Crown passes to the blood of du'Varl. Why else should I work so diligently to place that Edders on the throne?"
"You... what?!" Fyrelm finally managed enough voice for that.
"Oh yes, cousin. My father started the matter after the Strik Palfrae war. Had the Crown forces been stronger and our Houses less divided we would have won handily and with less than a quarter of the casualties we took. He was as patient as he was capable yet he saw nothing past uniting our Houses once again.
"Why should the blood of du'Varl oppose the blood of du'Varl, cousin? Why should the Great and Noble Houses of du'Varl and Brightcrown stand apart? We share his blood, why should not we share his purpose as well? This we will accomplish and more besides! Think on it, boy. We share his vision and his strength. The Crown is ours by right!"
More than a few Nobles voiced outrage at that. Lady Hallings buried her head in Laird Toms-Watt's shoulder and he looked pasty and sick. Laird Sjoerd had a white-knuckled grip on his dagger. By the look of the Elder Guardsmen closest they shared his feelings.
"Well, Lucius?" du'Varl dismissed Sjoerd with a glance.
"I cannot contradict that," said Gladius finally, wishing to say anything else, "But I cannot confirm it now. I must review specific details of Precedence before I can do either."
du'Varl waved his hand in dismissal. "Do so, Lucius. I have done so quite thoroughly and you will find I am right. By right and by Oath, the Crown passes to the blood of du'Varl and I am the eldest in that line. I suggest you contact my fellows and have them prepared to convene the Moot."
With that, du'Varl walked arrogantly out of the room.
***
When Herald McCraid pounded his staff on the floor he had tears streaming down his face. Nor was he alone: Lord Elias was well-beloved before his coronation, always more willing to work with his peers than against and always minded of all his subjects and not just those of noble blood.
Acting as the Crown's steward until they raised another King, Gladius decreed two days of mourning followed by another three of celebration. He hoped the new King would extend the latter, but if du'Varl took the throne most of the other Nobles would see it as an insult. Gladius himself took time out of his studies to give King Elias, Queen Rhianda and their slain kin their final honors.
Seeing the young boy and his wife, now lifeless, hurt Gladius more than he could bear yet still he managed the words. More than just he turned their heads away when du'Varl walked past and placed his hand on the casket. More than a few Noble hands gripped their blades at that moment. For once in his lifetime Gladius doubted his ability to stop one Noble from slaying another, especially when such action ran so counter to his desires.
"Lairds and ladies, order please."
The Moot convened on Elias' second day of mourning. That wasn't proper but du'Varl hinted, via messages delivered by his pages, that his patience was thinning and that he had matters of import to attend. That rankled Gladius. du'Varl knew that and Gladius knew he knew it. That rankled too.
Edgar Robert caused Gladius no small distress as well. He hadn't seen the lad since that horrible night. When he passed Elias' body his expression hardened and he wouldn't meet Gladius' eyes. At first Gladius thought the young Fyrelm might try something both reckless and foolish. He didn't, nor did any of his court hint that such might happen and that gave Gladius more cause to worry.
"If it please the Great and Noble Houses of the Hausmoot, we have a question at hand."
Gladius had a strategy. He'd read the same Precedence as du'Varl, but the Lairds of the Great and Noble House of Gladius had far more experience with the intricacies of it. Even more, he had the Laird of the Great and Noble House of Lore assisting him. Ennobled by decree, Lore would never have a King elevated from its ranks. Not that its members cared for such things; knowledge and knowledge alone motivated them. Lore's current Laird, Albert Sage James, began his life as the fifth child of two of the poorest folk on Astraboria and earned his titles through sheer talent and an unquenchable thirst for learning.
"I have searched and researched the Rules of Precedence thoroughly," said Gladius, tearing himself away from his dithering, "Albert Sage James Laird Lore assisted me in this."
More than assisted! How James managed to circumvent House Lore's vaunted neutrality in Royal matters enough to lead Gladius to what he needed Gladius neither knew nor cared.
"In such an instance as this, this most grievous event, the Rules are clear. Until such time as the Moot can agree unanimously upon a suitable candidate, the Crown goes to the blood of Herman Rene du'Varl."
Gladius had one play in his cards. It might work, it might fail or it might plunge the Crown into the bloody civil conflict the Precedence existed to prevent. Only one fact forced Gladius to consider it now. He knew unanimous acclaim among the Houses would never be reached as long as du'Varl sat as King. Several of the Great Houses and numerous of the Lesser allied themselves with Varl; they would speak 'nay' to any candidate lacking du'Varl's approval. Similarly, Brightcrown and no small few of the Greater and Lesser houses would stand in opposition of any candidate du'Varl or one of his minions suggested.
Gladius steeled himself. An under-the-cloak message to the Elder Guards' commander and the man doubled his contingent here, subtly, without question.
"Edgar Robert Christopher Fyrelm Laird Brightcrown. The Hausmoot of the Great and Noble Houses of the Worlds of the Crown of Stars now calls you to serve as our Great Laird and King. By the Great Oaths you have spoken for your House and for yourself, now stand and serve."
There! He spoke the critical words without incident.
"What?!" Fyrelm looked at Gladius as though hit with a brick.
"What?!" du'Varl's expression turned livid with fury. "I am eldest, Lucius! My blood is..."
Sudden scandalized whispers erupted across the Moot.
"Irrelevant," interrupted Gladius, loud enough to quiet the others. The next words were critical! "Both I and Laird Lore have checked the Rules of Precedence thoroughly, Josef, and they are clear. They say only '... the blood of Herman Rene du'Varl shall ascend to the throne.' They are not further qualified nor are they excepted for the existence of more than one Great or Noble house of his blood. They specifically do not mention the age of that blood or its strength."
After a pair of quick, angry breaths du'Varl's expression turned sly.
"Very well, Lucius. You may play your games. I congratulate you on finding a way to deny me my due, but no matter." He turned to face Fyrelm. "Cousin Edgar, it appears you are to be our new King. Huzzah and the Great and Noble House of Varl speaks 'aye!' Perhaps the Crown of Stars will seal the schism between our Houses, yes?"
"Perhaps."
As Edgar Robert approached, Gladius felt an icicle through his heart. Something hid behind the lad's eyes. Something knowing. Something Gladius now feared to see. Fyrelm glanced at du'Varl and took a knee before Gladius. The Moot chattered with quiet gladness now, they'd not seen the awful thing in Fyrelm's eyes.
Could the lad have been a willing partner in du'Varl's plan? Before yesterday Gladius would have dismissed that thought out of hand but now it gnawed at him. Fyrelm's strange behavior at King Elias' funeral, his inaccessibility and now his expression... He took the sword and accepted Gladius' homage and that of du'Varl as well.
Gladius knew he wasn't as young as he once was but surely age had not blinded him this much!
"Thank you, my Laird Gladius."
The intrigue in and behind the boy's words froze Gladius' soul. du'Varl's smile all but confirmed it! Had they concocted this mad plan between them? Could even young Fyrelm read his old mentor and friend so easily? Had even the Tragic Schism that split House Brightcrown away from House Varl been nothing more than a sham?
"My Lairds and Ladies," said Fyrelm to the Moot, "Do you accept me one and all?"
The Moot voiced a mostly-unanimous 'Aye.'
"I'm sorry, Uncle Marius," said Fyrelm, now in a voice only the other two could hear, "He is my family. I cannot betray my family, my very blood."
du'Varl's smile broke Gladius' spirit into shards.
"My Lairds and Ladies," said the stranger Gladius once thought he knew, "I swore the Crown's Oath when I took the name of Brightcrown. Before that, I swore Halm's Oath to my House, to its people and to all the people of the Crown Worlds. We of House Brightcrown, with the blood of Rene du'Varl strong among us and with the honor of Fuer Halm, the Helm of Fire upon us, live that Oath every second of every moment of every day of our lives."
Hot tears formed in Gladius' eyes. Of all the Great Houses only Brightcrown and Gladius routinely swore both Oaths. It pained Gladius to hear Fyrelm profane it so.
"My Lairds and Ladies, I cannot betray my blood. I cannot betray my very family. For that reason, and given the egregious and tragic circumstances that put me here, I cannot serve the Crown as you have called me to do.
"Lairds and Ladies of the Hausmoot of the Worlds of the Crown of Stars," said Fyrelm quickly, before du'Varl could find his voice, "In the name of Halm's Oath and by the blood and upon the blood of Hermann Rene du'Varl I do hereby renounce and abdicate my right and the right of the blood of du'Varl to bear his sword or to wear his Crown!"
The Moot gasped as one! du'Varl first paled, then flushed red with anger. He made some low, inarticulate growl, deep in his chest, as he reached for his blade.
Faster than Gladius could see, Fyrelm had the Crown's Blade bared and ready to strike.
"I truly cannot betray you, cousin," said Fyrelm, "So I cannot strip you of your name or your House of its standing. But I will not betray my father's blood nor that of my ancestors by allowing your atrocity to go unpunished!" A pair of tears slid down Fyrelm's face but he held his blade firm and steady. "Draw your steel if you wish, du'Varl, but by Fuer Halm and by the Crown and by the blood we both yet share I shall strike you dead where you stand!"
Time and silence both stretched as the two men stood staring at each other. Gladius saw the calculations crossing du'Varl's face. While he had age and experience, Fyrelm had youth, passion and a total disregard for the consequence of his act.
du'Varl lowered and sheathed his blade and backed away. When Fyrelm felt safe he sheathed the Crown's blade.
"I spoke truly, Uncle Marius." Fyrelm sounded apologetic. "I really couldn't betray him. I also studied my Precedence. There are a few conditions under which... exceptions can be made. This is one of them. By right and by Rule the Crown now passes to the Great and Noble House of Gladius."
Now Fyrelm smiled.
"Take a knee, my Laird."



Chapter 1. Battle Stations!
 
Commander Oscar Templeton, captain of the LNCN-22104 Jackson Lee, looked hard at the readouts around the bridge. The LR scan showed a lot of clutter, which meant a lot of places for... things... to hide. They had some possible pings that might be odd bits of space junk or they might be something else.
"Scan. Go over the last five minutes again. High-speed, high-res. See if you can spot me a pattern."
"Aye, sir." Hedric 'Hed' Jones rushed to comply.
"Helm, vector center low. Bring us toward the stat center but not too steep. Make your angle four degrees."
"Aye sir."
"Comm, contact the Fischer and the Sultan. Rear flank but hold distance and take our heading."
"Aye sir."
Even with stochastic enhancement the scan showed nothing. Still, the latest SecCom reports had activity in this area and Templeton felt something out there.
"Fischer and Sultan acknowledge, skipper." Anna Belaada, the chief communications officer, spoke those words in the same even tone she used for everything.
"Viv. Assessment."
Vivian LaRue, Templeton's executive officer, collected her thoughts before speaking. As always.
"I've got squelch, skipper, but this is the most likely place for bandits to hide. It's close enough to the routes they hit and there's plenty of clutter there to hide behind."
"I concur. Time to raise the ante. Helm, plot a microjump fifty-close to the stat center. Comm, notify Fischer and Sultan and have them close-echo our jump."
"Aye, sir." "Aye, sir."
Sector Command reported incursions and local ComCen dispatched ships. In this case the force commander dispatched the Jackson Lee, a heavy destroyer, and a pair of long-range frigates to investigate.
"Jump plotted, sir."
"Thank you, Mister Sylov. Make our jump in thirty seconds."
Templeton sat down and strapped in. Around him the bridge crew hustled in organized chaos as they executed the microjump protocol. It pleased Templeton that he didn't have to micro-manage his crew. He knew them and they him. Other captains either enjoyed or felt compelled to go through every step of every protocol but Templeton credited his crew with both smart and sensible, and so far they'd not let him down!
The Jackson Lee jumped, followed less than ten seconds later by the Fischer and the Sultan after another seven.
"I got signal! Definite contact, skipper!"
"Phase down, Hed," said Templeton, "Initiate hostile contact protocol."
"Escort contact established," reported Belaada.
"Hostile is vectoring toward us," said Jones, "Uncertain on number or composition. If there's more than one they're mighty tight in."
"Scan 'em hard, Hed. We need to know!"
"Aye, skipper. Initial read is a single hostile... Wait. Launch detected! Launch detected! Missile swarm, sir. Looks like fifty nails, sir. Unknown payload."
"That doesn't make sense," said LaRue, "They're... at least five minutes from impact. That's forever long enough to spike missy."
"Position on escorts."
"Fischer is tight, sir. Sultan is plus-jitter."
"Open a secure channel to Sultan," barked Templeton. Then, "Doug, are you scanning missy."
"Sure am, Ozz. Itchy trigger fingers?"
"Low sigma on that. Prepare a high micro. Ten light seconds absolute, positive jitter."
"Aye, sir. Contact?"
"Negative. Let me know when you have the jump plotted but do not execute." Templeton turned to his weapons officers. "Guns. I want a swarm of fifty nail-tens ready to launch."
LaRue looked at him. "Sir?"
Templeton smiled. "I have an idea, Viv. This stape is plenty awake and not wearing a stupid hat. Let's call his bluff!"
"Missile swarm minus four minutes," reported Jones.
"Polar. Comm, notify Sultan to execute jump."
"Aye, sir."
Several scanners flashed and complained when the Sultan executed her microjump. Almost immediately afterward even more scanners hashed up.
"Interference, sir," reported one of Jones' junior officers, "Gravitic inter..."
"They're grinding us!" Jones sounded offended at that fact. "They're grinding us, skipper! That's a hades of a powerful rig to get that much hash this far."
"Just within missile lock, Hed. SOP says scatter the escorts then close and hose. They think we just sent all our escorts away."
"Missile swarm minus three minutes."
"Guns," said Templeton, "Set the swarm for moderate cloud dispersion. Set your triggers for gravitic detection and make the safety distance one minute."
The junior missile officer looked at Templeton but acted quickly.
"Skipper," said LaRue, "did you say gravitic trigger?"
"Indeed I did, Viv, with a one-minute delay."
"But..."
Templeton held up his hand. "Start jamming, Hed. Let's raise the stakes."
"Aye, sir. Bothlow, you heard the skipper!"
Several readouts and repeaters changed when the jamming started. The image of the hostile ship fuzzed and flickered.
"Scan, give me cones based on last positions."
The main readout lit up with projections of all the ships' courses and possible vectors given rational acceleration. The Jackson Lee's cone intersected the hostile's at just over six minutes.
"Launch missile swarm! Guns, get me some big missy online. Helm! Vector hard back and starboard. Comm, inform Fischer to vector-evade."
Templeton watched as his missile swarm approached the one fired against them.
"Missile-active minus ten," he said, "Hed, close our eyes before those nails arm!"
Jones powered down the scanners and deployed their armor shells. After a tense minute and a half several readouts beeped.
"Missile swarm detonated, sir," reported Jones, "No misfires."
"Activate scanners. Guns, point-defense is weapons-free. Make sure none of their missy kisses us!"
"Aye, sir." Rick Richards, the senior gunner, dispatched the order with a feral grin.
"Clever," said LaRue, "You knew those missiles would blow as soon as they armed!"
"Six-sigma," grinned Templeton, "Bet me ten our gunners don't have any targets."
"Do you think we blinded the hostile," she asked.
"I'd love it but I doubt it. Scan. Report."
"Contact reestablished, sir. Launch detected from hostile. Big swarm, sir!"
"Deploy interceptors. Guns, give me two swarms of nail-fifties. First swarm set to proximity trigger and standard scatter. Second swarm set to track and crack. Light her up and shut her down. One minute delay between launches."
"Aye, sir!"
"Comm. Command to Fischer. Two swarms, same parameters."
"Aye, sir."
"Point defense active," said Richards, "You lost your bet times two, sir."
"Pity, that," said Templeton, "Launch first swarm."
"Aye, sir! Three minutes to impact."
Templeton sat back and waited. Their interceptors took out most of the second swarm but they had a good track on the rest. Richards launched the second swarm and the hostile began firing point-defense.
"He's down or he's shamming," said LaRue, "Missiles?"
"Negative," said Templeton, "Power up Big Boy. Let's see if we can take some prisoners."
"Aye, sir," said Richards, "Initiating spinal cannon charge."
The readouts dimmed as Richards began feeding power to the massive particle cannon built into the Jackson Lee's hull.
"Charge is at thirty percent. Forty. Fifty. Six..."
The room rocked and bucked as a massive explosion wracked the Jackson Lee. Half the readouts went dark and klaxons began sounding. Three smaller explosions rocked the ship and took out even more readouts.
***
"Engineering! Power down! Power down now. Report, Paddy!"
Templeton floated up against his straps as the gravity died. Several readouts flashed and cleared to report the ship's status. He liked nothing he saw there.
"We're being hailed, sir," said Belaada.
"On screen."
The main readout cleared to show Senior Commander Alice Wilson. The other working readouts cleared and reset themselves as the battle simulation terminated.
"What happened, Ozz," asked Wilson, "Our scanners showed major damage."
"Something blew, Alice," said Templeton, "That's all I know. Stay clear, sir, until..."
"Belay that, Ozz. We're vectoring in now."
"Bridge from engineering," came Chief Engineer Don Paddington's voice, "Critical faults in power systems, skipper. Cascade failure took out the linkdrive and the main thruster array. Fusion plant is weak but stable. Hull breaches in pressure segments 12, 15, 21, 22, 23 and 32 through 38. I don' know what caused it but we're working like hades to contain it."
"Damage control," said Templeton.
"Already on it, skipper," said Paddington.
"Switch to bat-back, Paddy. Initiate emergency containment protocols."
"Aye, skipper."
Belaada's voice, droning in the background, snapped into focus.
"... Fischer and Sultan are vectoring in, Commander," she said.
Templeton turned his attention to Wilson. "Yes, Commander?"
"Your call, Ozz. How can we help?"
He thought hard a moment.
"Initiate evacuation protocol, Anna," he said to Belaada, "Commander, I'm ordering an evac down to minimal crew. We can transfer to the Fischer, Sultan and Randal Isaac if you're willing."
"Of course, Ozz. I'll have DC and medics waiting."
***
Templeton sat at a table with Paddington and Wilson, all of them aboard her light cruiser. She poured them all a quick shot then activated her datacaster.
"So what happened, Paddy," she asked.
Paddington and Templeton were the last to leave the Jackson Lee, now effectively a floating husk until they could return with investigation and recovery teams.
"Torque me if I know," said Paddington, "We were clickin' along, smooth as polysilk. Nothing got over tolerance three during the maneuverin' and combat. Not 'till we started chargin' Big Boy. The caps were just over sixty percent when half the main power systems blew. Poosh! Just like that we lost twenty-seven an' have another fourteen in stasis." He thought a moment more. "For truth, skipper, if I didn't know better I'd say it was the transfer arrays. That's where the mess started. But it can't be that. We just replaced 'em last month. Brand new ones, too, an' just out of the crates! We spent near two weeks testin' 'em. Hard!"
Wilson nodded and deactivated the 'caster. "We'll leave that for now. Ozz, I'm ordering the Fischer to stay here and guard the Lee until we can make it back with enough personnel to find out exactly what happened. And we will, I promise you that!"
***
Roger Parl paced between the bridge and passenger section of his fast courier, wishing it both faster and past its current obstacle. When he stopped in the bridge to stare at the main screen his pilot looked up and shrugged. Nothing to be done now but wait. Of the few Star Crown worlds in range he deemed this one, Faircoast, the wisest choice, if not the closest. Now this! He had a cube full of information of critical interest to House Brightcrown and its Laird and here he sat, stuck in high orbit and waiting for GC to clear him to land.
"Send the request again," said Parl.
"Aye, sir," said the pilot, "Sending. I doubt it'll go through any faster, though."
"Burnit, man..." Parl calmed himself. "Sorry, Rick. Laird Brightcrown needs my information rather desperately and we're stuck here in orbit!"
"I know, sir. If you'd trust me to deliver it..." Richard Ambith, Parl's pilot and friend, let the words trail off expectantly.
"It's not a matter of trust, Rick. Believe me. What I have is thermal and very dangerous. I have no doubt of your loyalty to Crown or cause, my friend, but trust that it's best for you that you don't know what I have."
"If it's that hot the Moot should know it," said Ambith.
Parl smiled wryly. "They will, in due time. But just a hint of knowing this would have half a dozen Lairds and High Lords ready to split your liver open and damn the consequences. I hope you purged the logs as I asked."
"I did, sir. Just a hint of that would have us both barbecued for the League and the Elder Guards. But... According to the official logs you were the only one aboard when we left Crown space. You left me at Fallstar to arrange maintenance."
"Good. I'd have done it myself but you have the primary log key. You could have just logged me in and let me work."
"Aye, sir, and I could have stayed on Fallstar to arrange maintenance, no blather, but when Laird Fyrelm messaged me personally I volunteered for the long links!"
Parl did smile at that.
"Sir," continued Ambith, "if you're not opposed we can probably make a good link to Fulco or Wotan."
"But I am opposed," said Parl, "We've pressed too many links already, Rick. You know that. We need our drive recalibrated else we might mislink and end up in Brytan."
Ambith shrugged. "At least there we'd have trustworthy LINC comm."
Parl made no reply. Any such mislink would leave their remains scattered across parsecs or stranded with a fused drive array. As Ambith well knew!
"Woodworld, then," suggested Ambith, "That's a short link with plenty of traffic between!"
Parl shook his head. "I know the drive coils are above tolerance, Rick. We only linked here because of your skill. As much as I trust that, though, we can't afford to take the risk."
Ambith re-sent the clearance. Nothing.
"We could just..."
The scanners beeped urgently.
"Feces!" Ambith tapped in an evasion sequence but didn't execute it. "Strap in, sir! Bloody! It looks like that ship that chased us through the Nivan belt. Evasive?"
"No! Not aggressive. This is Faircoast, for Crown's sake! They have full sensors and scanners. They can't possibly..."
The small ship bucked and alarms sounded.
"Double bloody!" Ambith began working as though he had six hands. "They fired on us!"
Under Ambith's expert touch the ship swirled through a complex evasive but to little effect given the damage it received. No sooner had Ambith stabilized the vessel than the comm beeped.
"They're hailing us," he said, "On main."
The main screen cleared to a visage that made both men hiss.
"You," spat Parl.
"Yes, my ill-guided friend. Did you truly think to obfuscate your path beyond our ability to track you? Pilot, your ship is damaged. Power down your systems and prepare to dock. I have ample room on my vessel to accommodate you."
Ambith glanced at Parl.
"Do not be foolish! There is a dismal delay before you will be cleared to land and I can offer you safe passage. Make no mistake, my next shot will not miss."
"This is a populated world with full scanners," said Parl.
"Indeed it is. Each of those is crewed by a person most... amenable to certain... pressures."
Ambith cut the audio and turned to Parl. "If I evade quick we can get off a shot. We're not supposed to be armed and this boat still has some fight in her."
"Anything from the port?"
"Squelch. Sir. Roger, please! I know... Heaven's flames!"
The man on the screen stepped aside and another took his place. Ambith restored the sound.
"Serjeant Ambith. You know who I am. I am transmitting my credentials and authority now." He did so. "You may check at your convenience. Now, if you desire."
"Do it," said Parl.
Ambith checked and they verified. It also recorded in the ship's log.
"Good. As a matter of security I order you to dock to this vessel. Failure to do so will be considered treason against the Crown and the League. The decision is now yours." The connection terminated.
Ambith looked at Parl.
"Do as he says, Rick. You need not die too."
"But..."
"Power down to minimal and maneuver to dock. Don't think about charging the guns, either. This close they won't need a lot of signal for missile-lock."
Ambith maneuvered carefully but slowly.
"Is there anything I can do, Roger?"
Parl took out and melted the datacube they'd spent so much time and effort acquiring. Then he pulled the clip from his laser, placed them both in the console by his seat and biolocked it.
"You know, Rick, you remind me of my roomie back at the Academy. Way back when I first enlisted and didn't have idea one about what to do with my life." Parl buttoned his collar and straightened it. "When things got tough he'd always say 'Hey! Let's load up a good sim and splatter some bad guys.' He wasn't a good player but he sure did enjoy it. We can't splatter these bad guys and if we try we'll just get stomped."
"Roger..."
"Don't, Rick." Parl spiffed his tunic. "Just make sure you live through this. That'll be hard enough but you can do it. In fact, you are to remain strapped in with the cabin door closed but not locked until they breach it themselves. That's an order."
That hurt Ambith! Parl knew about the blaster he'd tried to keep hidden and now it lay in the compartment with the laser, both of them biometrically locked to Parl. He also knew Ambith would fight with a boot lace, had he not issued that order. He also knew his friend would obey it as a last act of honor.
"Just slam down a slosh for me someday," said Parl.
The ships clanged as the boarding tube locked into place. Ambith wanted desperately to unstrap and help but Parl simply lifted an eyebrow. He rose, straightened his tunic, walked into the passenger section and closed the door.
"Don't move! Drop it. DROP IT!!" A harsh voice shouted those words.
Ambith worked quickly. Without releasing his straps he dumped the ship's log onto a chip. He heard the sound of heavy pulse pistols firing behind him. Voices clattered and chattered and the chip finally popped out. Someone pounded on the door. Ambith slid the small chip into his boot.



Chapter 2. Beginnings.
 
Reginald Michael Bradley Fyrelm, Laird Brightcrown listened with half an ear to the reports and requests the members of the lesser Houses associated with his brought him. True, they were staunch allies of House Brightcrown and these were concerns of great import to them, but he bore a burden far greater of which he couldn't speak. He gave the assurances he could and they all left comforted but he had none for himself. They knew the Laird of the House they chose to support would do everything he possibly could to help them. He would do so, of course. Anything else would violate more than just the Oaths he took. Now, though, he doubted his ability to deliver.
By now he should have had Parl's report in his hand. By now he should have had the report plus ample time to digest it. By now he should be more worried about besting Parl at Royal Chess, a challenge at the best of times.
When Fyrelm sent Parl, his best intelligence-gathering operative and a true treasure for House Brightcrown, out on an assignment he knew he would complete it both quickly and thoroughly. Parl vanished, of course. He always did. Then, a few weeks or months later he returned with everything Fyrelm asked of him and more besides.
Not this time. Three months ago one of Brightcrown's House Knights received word, several times relayed, that Parl had indeed found information of great magnitude. Parl dared not disclose its nature, he wrote, but he would deliver it and more to his Laird soon. Then nothing. Many rumors reached House Brightcrown, the latest of an incident in orbit above Faircoast, but they had little of substance, nothing of detail and much of speculation. Still, he had nothing more. Now he feared the worst. He feared the worst for his friend Roger Sir Parl and for the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown.
Fyrelm suspected the machinations of House Varl and he cursed the blood they still shared. Many lesser Houses flocked to the banner of Snughblak, a Noble House with little wealth. Save for its alliance with House Binkor-Sud, the Noble House of Snughblak would have its blood and its title and nothing else. Fyrelm cared little for Binkor-Sud, notwithstanding the fact that it represented the holders of the majority of the Crown's wealth since the chaotic days of the Interim and the youth of the Crown worlds. They didn't deal unfairly, at least not when they might get caught, but Fyrelm had little respect for those who worshiped, revered, lived and held nothing sacred save wealth.
Neither House made any effort to conceal its alliance with the other, nor the reasons behind it. Snughblak needed money and Binkor-Sud coveted and desired Noble status. At least once per decade for as long as Crown history stretched, the resolution came before Hausmoot to ennoble Binkor-Sud. And, at least once per decade the resolution failed. Fyrelm suspected the Moot would see it again soon.
Varl had no overt or obvious connection to Snughblak and nothing out of the ordinary with Binkor-Sud but Fyrelm suspected. He suspected Varl support to ennoble Binkor-Sud and, no doubt, to gain wealth for Snughblak. What they might do in return concerned Fyrelm the most. The resolution, of course, but that was the least of his concerns. He set Parl the task of unearthing their secrets and he still had nothing. And no Parl.
"Good day to you, Laird Fyrelm."
He looked up to see the craggy face of Gaius Octavius Atellus Dulucius, Laird of the Great and Noble House of Gladius.
"Forgive me, Gaius," said Fyrelm, rising to offer his hand, "I was lost in my thoughts!"
"As I have often said, my friend, they are many and deep." Dulucius smiled and, yet again, his face did not crack and shatter, "The hour is approaching midday and I thought you might have time for tea with an old friend."
"Always, Gaius," smiled Fyrelm, "Perhaps we'll find a servant who has not heard the tale of a red-haired lady and her sister."
This time Dulucius laughed hard. "Alas cruel destiny! I fear that story will outlive the both of us, Reginald. The curse of youth and the blessings of age oft seem to battle each other, yes?"
"Indeed. Sit, sit, my friend. I've a new delicacy for you to sample."
***
Dulucius blew on his tea then sipped it appreciatively, as well he should! It came from the far side of the League, courtesy of House McReely. Almost completely composed of merchants and traders, McReely owed its beginning and survival of the Interim, and some McReelys said their continued existence, to House Brightcrown. Over the centuries the Brightcrown Lairds helped to start many and more lesser Houses and Halls. Some prospered, some dwindled and others left the fold of the House that helped them. Not so McReely! Every Laird of that House since Savn the First swore fealty and alliance to Brightcrown and ever worked to support repay the debt no Brightcrown said they owed. That loyalty cost them more than once but every McReely dismissed such concerns with a wave of the hand and a change of subject, and always to Brightcrown advantage.
"These are troubling times, old friend," said Dulucius.
"How so?" Fyrelm knew several answers, just not the one Dulucius would pick. Few of them would trouble any House outside his own, especially Gladius.
"There are rumors. Rumors of rumors of whisperings, actually. They speak of royal censure against House Brightcrown. They come from House Imix and they hint at some Moot-worthy impropriety, though there is not the slightest indication of what it might be."
"What?!" That certainly wasn't on Fyrelm's list! Neither than nor any other impropriety, great or small.
"They are only rumors, Reginald, as I've said. Neither I nor any others doubt that House Varl is behind them but Imix is most closely associated with House Binkor-Sud."
"My Laird Gladius! Upon my Oaths my House has committed no transgression worthy even of lesser censure! Halm's Oath on it!"
"I know that, my old friend," replied Dulucius, unruffled, "I of all people know, more so than any other, that you would sooner cut off your own arms than betray the Crown. Honor and obligation are the heart and soul of House Brightcrown and have been since Rene du'Varl's day. I simply thought you should hear this from a trusted friend."
"Thank you, Gaius, for candor and friendship. I know that and I honor you and the Great and Noble House of Gladius for both. It's just... That is quite the shock to hear over good tea, and as you say these are troubling times."
Dulucius snorted a chuckle. "Ever and always, Reginald, House Brightcrown rises to its greatest glory when times about them are worst." He raised his tea in salute. "We've seen our share of troubles, old friend, and none have broken us yet."
"Truth indeed, Gaius. Nor will whilst there is breath within me!"
Fyrelm chatted with his friend for a while longer before Dulucius excused himself. Fyrelm appreciated Dulucius' warning, his courtesy and his concern. Gladius and Brightcrown shared a history that predated the Crown itself, and though closely allied at times they had also stood at opposites. The strength of Gladius' loyalty to the Crown equaled to the micron that of Brightcrown, but at times they disagreed on the course that loyalty should take.
Brightcrown embraced the League and all its ideals and supported it absolutely. Gladius stood for more self-reliance and less dependency outside the Crown worlds. Over the years many members of each House argued over tea, or something stronger, and espoused their view as the superior one. To date no Brightcrown succeeded in convincing a Gladius, or vise versa, and their friendship grew ever stronger because of it. That gave House Brightcrown at lest one strong and powerful ally on whom it could depend. Fyrelm could depend on Dulucius should matters turn as dire as he feared they might.
Censure! Fyrelm wondered idly what peccadillo Varl would concoct if indeed rumor spoke true. Just over twenty years had passed since the last such and it should never have appeared before the Moot. One small indiscretion, more a matter of youthful exuberance and recklessness than seditious intent, and the pristine reputation of House Brightcrown took on a stain. Though frivolous, that incident cost Fyrelm personally much more than it cost his House. Varl and its cronies were quick to take advantage, though, and to turn Brightcrown dishonor into their own personal profit. Fyrelm seethed at the memory a moment before calmness returned. He had ample troubles in the present without resurrecting phantoms from the past.
With a deep sigh Fyrelm finished the last of his tea. It really was good and it should sell quite well. He made a mental note to suggest that Laird McReely increase his imports of it. Then he chuckled at the thought. Likely enough the shrewd Savn already had warehouses full of it and only awaited the word of Laird Brightcrown before increasing sales. At the least, he thought, not all was dismal and gloom.
***
Josef Marcel Carter Fadding, Laird and master of the Great house of Varl, sat at his massive desk of real wood imported from Woodworld, and brooded. The room, expensively attired with impeccable taste, was dark. The desk was made of rare dark hardwood further stained to almost black. Similarly paneled walls rose to the dark-beamed ceiling supporting the ebony-shaded lights that illuminated the dark wood bookshelves and the slightly-less-dark spaces that served only to accentuate the overall darkness of the chamber. The ventilation rustled the dark cloth drapes, wafting them back to give occasional peeks of the dark-framed windows they hid.
At first glance Fadding clashed with his chambers. Short, blond hair framed a delicate and almost feminine face. His eyes gave lie to that, though: two dark points that drank in every detail of everything he saw or heard yet gave nothing back. They bespoke intimate familiarity and comfort with the power he wielded with little tolerance for fault and no mercy whatsoever. At the moment those two tenebrous orbs focused on the first Laird of the Great House of Varl.
Great House. Not Great and Noble House. Above the dark marbled fireplace hung a portrait crafted with oil pigments on genuine canvas. Within its dark frame Josef Varnon John du'Varl stared at his many-times grandson.
"You were foolish, old man," said Fadding in a voice that matched his eyes.
The portrait stared back and said nothing. Though most of the blood of the Great House of Varl would love nothing more than to forget Josef Varnon John, Fadding took the opposite view. Upon his confirmation as Laird he'd had the portrait dug out of the archives and hung in his office. He put it where it would always be watching, watching silently as his descendants tried, most of them vainly, to clean up his mess.
Traitor du'Varl deserved contempt! He even more deserved the title Idiot du'Varl. His attempt to repair the Tragic Schism between Brightcrown and the true House of Rene du'Varl failed in a massive cascade of mistakes. The scheme itself was a mistake! Fadding considered the Schism well-justified and not something in need of repair!
Idiot du'Varl's mistakes were clear and unequivocal. He planned to take the Crown by way of Precedence after assassinating the King by his own hand. Foolish! The next step in his plan: forgive himself once he wore the Crown. After that, to woo Brightcrown back into the fold and add its questionable blood to their own. How he planned to accomplish that Fadding knew not, nor cared.
Avoiding dissolution of House Varl or its banishment took all the favors, debts, obligations, power and most of the wealth the Great and then-Noble House of Varl had amassed. Inexcusable! Had the man but continued the scheme with the patience he showed starting it, his sons or grandsons would have reaped rewards in excess of anything he himself dreamed. And they would have done away with the House that called itself Brightcrown!
Patience. Fadding found that an exercise in patience. Patience required patience; he smiled at that. He would soon reap the rewards of his own patience and, with moderate skill, finally deal the death-blow to the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown!
A rancid afterthought: Idiot du'Varl also penned the decrees establishing House Larner. The blood of that not-Great and certainly not-Noble House consisted solely of solicitors - barristers, they called them then - whose souls knew only money and power. Even House Varl had felt their bite in no few petty or not-so-petty legal disputes over the years.
"Enter!"
The dark wooden door to the chamber swung open and Sir Beau Outremin, Knight of the Order of Shining Steel, walked in with a bemused look on his face. Another idiot, thought Fadding, but a useful one. Even the chief of his House Knights had yet to puzzle out Fadding's seemingly prescient knowledge of pending visitors.
The simple expedient of a concealed proximity sensor within the outer room gave Fadding ample warning when someone approached his door. It also disturbed him that he was the first one of House blood to devise that inanely simple idea. Still, he liked the unsettling effect it had on those seeking an audience.
"Well?"
"We handled the agent, m'Laird," said Outremin, "There will be no incident or smirch upon our House."
Handled, thought Fadding, at least the man had that much sense.
"What of his information."
"We found nothing, m'Laird. He must have destroyed it. After a careful search of the vessel we found the remains of a melted datacube. Neither he nor the pilot removed aught else. The information is secure."
"Inference and speculation, Outremin! What of the pilot?"
"He... escaped, m'Laird. He did manage a distress signal before we could jam it. A rescue shuttle arrived before we could... handle him. We put men aboard the shuttle to ensure he did not talk but he disappeared as soon as it grounded."
"But he still lives."
"For the moment, m'Laird. That moment will not be long."
"See to that. Make certain of it. Then perhaps you will have something more than total failure to report."
Outremin bowed and left quickly. Fadding smiled inwardly, in truth quite satisfied with his minion. He knew most of what Outremin reported through other agents, but that the man didn't try to hide his failure pleased him. The news, while not all Fadding desired, affected his plan not at all.
***
Leslie Coldwahl Simmons, Laird and CEO of the Great House of Binkor-Sud, paid close attention as the lesser lords and notables reported this quarter's earnings. Most reported profit while a few told of expected losses. Overall the report and projected outlook was quite good. Simmons himself managed the special project, Silver, that now out-produced any other single source by a considerable margin. The stockholders, the blood of the House and certain privileged Notables, would be quite happy with their earnings. After the last report and a few critical discussions Simmons adjourned the meeting, issued his orders and sent his workers on their way. After the last ones left, the door opened to admit Lord Victor McConney, blood of the Noble House of Sunghblak.
"Good morning, m'Laird Simmons," he said, bowing to the exactly proper degree.
"Good day, Lord McConney," said Simmons, returning the bow, "Would you care for refreshment?"
"Not particularly." McConney fetched a glass and filled it. "But you look as though you need it." He handed Simmons the glass and sat with him.
"Is something troubling you, Victor?"
"Yes, Lord Cole. Very perceptive." McConney relaxed somewhat. "It concerns Project Silver."
"How so?"
"I dislike working with House Varl. They are dangerous, even as friends. Even as friends whose friendship guarantees a good profit. I mentioned my concerns to Dean and he dismissed them out of hand."
He meant Simmons' nephew and liaison to Project Silver, and his friend from a young age.
"Lord Dean can be reckless at times." Simmons smiled at this. "but never when profit as great as this is involved. Working with Varl is much easier than with Gladius or Brightcrown. They interfere incessantly and make a call to Moot over the smallest impropriety. House Varl's desires are transparent. They seek ever and always the destruction of Brightcrown and the acquisition of more power and wealth. Thusly they wish to expunge the stain to their honor."
"Exactly, my friend! That is what troubles me. What is to stop them from sacrificing us in that desire to accomplish their goals?"
"That is a concern," said Simmons, "but not one for worry. You know, as do few others, the magnitude of the debt Varl still owes us. They work to reduce it quickly but I will not allow them undue haste in doing it. That gives us quite a lever to use, and will for some time yet. If that fails to stay their hand we have other... persuasions that most certainly will. Do you remember the former Great House of Atien?"
McConney winced at that. House Atien tried to default on all of its debts to Binkor-Sud. When the smoke cleared, Binkor-Sud owned all of Atien's assets: estates, companies, wealth, stocks and every other holding. Not even Lewis XIV, Laird and Chief Solicitor of House Larner, would attempt a defense for House Atien, and that spoke volumes! A few Nobles whispered that Binkor-Sud owned outright some of Atien's blood, but few truly believed that.
"They could petition the Crown to pay their debts in full," said McConney, "I doubt King Hartwig would deny them that. He would suspect machination, of course, but he would be within his right to allow it."
"Perhaps so, but that will disrupt any plans they have for the next twenty to thirty years. Unless their need is truly dire they will hold their debt and sheathe their swords."
"I still don't trust them."
"Nor do I, my friend, but that will not stop me from using them," said Simmons.
"To greater glory and profit, then." McConney raised an imaginary glass. "Will you join me for lunch?"
"Of course, m'Lord Victor! My pleasure to do so."
***
Richard Ambith checked the crowds and terrain with an extra-careful eye. He had no illusions about his fate if his caution faltered. Besides Varl he didn't know exactly which Houses worked to engineer Parl's death but Brightcrown had more than a few enemies, all of them willing to execute extreme measures upon any poor soul with the temerity to oppose them. Even the least of them was far too much for Pops Ambith's oldest son to handle unaided.
He still marveled that his desperate distress call worked. Having participated in more than one urgent rescue, both practice and reality, Ambith knew well the few moments of chaos that would ensue once the rescue ship grounded. Not so his erstwhile captors! He gave them the vanish once the shuttle settled good and lost himself in the starport crowds. Nor did he dare leave the port complex. A quick check of the logs showed nothing unusual: no incident report, no rescue report, nothing on heavy weapon fire detected and not even a logged delay.
The implications of that chilled Ambith. Normally his fellows in the Elder Guard kept close and careful watch over such things and only incredibly high authority or illegal data access could squelch them. Fortunately for him that type of privilege rarely spent a lot of time in a starport. His continuing freedom showed that he knew more about the starport than did his enemies. He considered trying to locate someone high enough in charge to receive the data he had on his chip but decided to hold it close instead. That left escape as his only option. After a day and sleepless night he found what he wanted. Now came the spiky part.
Four Elder Guardsmen marched smartly across the tarmac with their serjeant. Ambith knew their destination and worked himself close enough to it well before they arrived. When they passed close, he waited for the last to walk by him and he stepped in behind the man unnoticed. Several workers looked their way but he let his uniform speak for him.
The five Guardsmen in front of Ambith marched up the ship's ramp, past her steward and into her hold. Before that worthy could comment, Ambith stepped to one side and began closely inspecting the hydraulics. He smiled inwardly. How many times had he drawn the undesirable duty of checking a ship for contraband? Very well did he know the procedures and protocols for those inspections. He also knew this particular ship had no illicit substances aboard, she and her crew arrived, traded and profited with the blessings of House Darwin, a current ally of House Brightcrown. No doubt some knight of Varl or Binkor-Sud ordered this extra inspection simply because he could.
After allowing time for passenger and crew cabin inspection, Ambith headed that way. He knew the others would inspect the ship as quickly and efficiently as possible, and given the layout of the vessel, her holds and her cabins he knew exactly how they would do it. He felt a sense of relief now, even though the danger hadn't abated. The crew scurried about, unfortunate targets of their captain's desire to leave and his irritation at this last gratuitous delay. Ambith himself simply looked with great suspicion at any crewman who met his eyes. They instantly dropped theirs and hurried back to their tasks.
Ambith found an empty cabin quickly enough. The inspection would finish soon and when the serjeant recalled his men back to the hold he took his comm and crushed it beneath his boot. The ship launched quickly after that and Ambith took it strapped into the bunk. Not his roughest takeoff by an L-shot! Now came the stressful wait. He had no delusions about making the trip undiscovered, but he'd at least wait past the first... Yes! The vessel microjumped away from Faircoast in order to line up its L-shot.
***
"Hello, gentlemen."
The ship's first mate and steward both jumped and scrabbled for the blasters they didn't have. Ambith sat, visibly at his ease, in the ship's main lounge. She made another microjump while he walked from the cabin and now the astrogator would take some time to calculate the L-shot. Ambith still wore his uniform but absent a few critical insigne and patches now.
"Who the hades are you, cully," demanded the first mate.
"Who doesn't matter," said Ambith casually, "Where does. You are bound for League space and I wish to purchase passage on your vessel."
Both men eyed Ambith suspiciously. He very carefully kept both hands flat on the table and his arms relaxed. He knew he could take out the two men but that would make a terrible start for the negotiation to come.
"Torque me sideways," said the mate, "Sure an' we oughta toss you out the main lock! You an' the rest of yer prettyboys all makin' trouble for us comin' an' goin'. Laker. Get the cap'n down here. Don't let Bruch link, neither. You stay put, prettyboy, else we will have you breathin' vacuum!"
Ambith held his expression calm, sat quietly and waited for the captain. Inwardly he heaved a sigh of relief. The captain might not be any happier but three witnesses was certainly better than two!
The captain stormed furiously into the lounge and demanded Ambith stand. When he did, the captain took the chair, sat and glared at him.
"All right, bally boy. Start with yer name."
Ambith shook his head. "Believe me, captain, you're best off not knowing. Suffice it to say I am a former member of the Elder Guardsmen, multiple specialties, and that I wish to purchase passage aboard your vessel to a League world."
"You just left a League world, yer ruddy flopper! After, I might add, yer buddy-boys gave me a hold full o' grief before we lofted! By hades I oughter just dump yer ruddy carcass out the aft lock. That or turn around an' take yer back."
Ambith shrugged with a nonchalance he certainly didn't feel! "I cannot prevent you from doing either, captain, but if you will convey me to a League port outside the Star Crown worlds I will pay for the trip." Moving very carefully he took out five chits. "These are worth two hundred gold. You can hold and verify them if you wish. I will validate them as soon as we reach Lithceau or some other port beyond it. Your choice."
The captain pulled out his exchequer and verified each chit.
"That is two hundred gold, captain," said Ambith, "L-au. Twenty thousand credits." And all of the money he possessed, less a more reasonable fare and lodging further into the League.
Ambith saw a gleam of greed in the captain's eye and he relaxed. He'd just offered the man ten times the price of a first-class or luxury berth to a destination well beyond what he asked. But all of it amounted to nothing until Ambith validated it.
"I'll even sweeten the deal," said Ambith, "If you do decide to take me back to Faircoast I can guarantee you the Elder Guards who inspected your vessel will not be pleased. I'll be executed for desertion, no question there, but they will be very upset with you, too. I don't expect you to understand our ways, but they were assigned from a House opposed to the one with which you did business. Your penalty will be... severe."
"But you stowed away, yer balmy scupperswill! I had nothing..."
"That won't matter to them, captain," interrupted Ambith, "The Guardsmen will simply impose massive fines and possibly confiscation of your fine ship. The other Houses, though... You represent an embarrassment to them, captain. They do not... appreciate humiliation of that sort.
"If, however, you elect to accept me as a passenger you will receive your payment. You don't know my name, you can forget my appearance easily and you three are the only ones who need know I am aboard. I'll gladly stay in my cabin and you or one of these two fine sailors can bring me my meals. No one will be the wiser and you can continue trading profitably on any Crown world."
The captain stared at Ambith a long time. Then, finally he nodded and offered his hand.
"Safe passage, then, an' you stay in yer cabin. Laker'll bring you yer rats an' no one else knows yer aboard." This last he also directed at the other two. "That an' you validate these," he shook the chits in his other hand, "as soon as you know yer outside the Crown!"
"Thank you, captain." Ambith shook the proffered hand then well and truly relaxed.
Now back in the same cabin in which he stowed away, Ambith began mulling over Parl's last few words. He regretted what little he left behind but not enough to face certain death for it. After the long hours he and Parl spent chatting in the small ship's bridge, Ambith felt honored to have known the man. He'd like to have met his roommate, but no. Impossible.
Ambith finally concluded that Parl told him to escape. He hoped he'd accomplished that. He would certainly feel more certain when he did have Crown space half a dozen links behind him, but that would come later. Then he would see to avenging his friend's death. Ambith knew he could do nothing by himself but, by the stars, he'd find someone who could!
***
Fyrelm rubbed his eyes and examined the numbers again. And again he felt the seeds of frustration take root and sprout. The data simply did not make sense! House Brightcrown and all of its allies cleared good profit on most of their ventures and the few losses barely made a dent in the gains. They all operated properly within the laws, gave fair trade and enforced it where necessary. All who swore fealty to them prospered within their jobs and lives and the House Ombudsmen had little enough to occupy their time. Yet still Varl outpaced them!
Varl's legally recorded and taxed profits and ventures summed properly and no auditors Fyrelm found could find aught of concern. Even the less-than-legal revenues flowing into House Varl checked, albeit with a margin of error apropos the reliability of the intelligence about them. Yet even with a higher error than a House Larner solicitor could justify, the sigma lines still did not match!
Despite everything Fyrelm could find House Varl still showed more wealth than they should have, and subtle indications hinted that they had access to even more. Nor did Fyrelm ignore House Binkor-Sud, House Snughblak and the numerous lesser Houses associated with them. They too seemed to have some unknown and untraceable source pouring wealth into them. None of his other agents found anything even half a milli off the beam and he had no Parl to find him more.
Hints of rumors flowed to Fyrelm, now that he knew to search for them. Though tantalizing in inference, even the least-vague of them lacked anything he could latch onto and track. The thing strongest about all of them was Moot censure of House Brightcrown. Did he not know better Fyrelm would suspect his foes of creating the rumors simply for their own sake.
Not that they hadn't tried that tactic before: conflict between Houses took many forms, from blatant and straightforward to subtle and devious. Over the centuries House Varl tried its hand at all of them. Though damnably hard to fight directly, simple revelation of the truth made false rumors, implications and suggestions vanish like morning fog. House Varl learned that lesson as well, and more than once! No, thought Fyrelm, this time his foes would have something of substance.
Fyrelm's comm beeped.
"Your guests have arrived, sir," reported Jackson Osbury, Fyrelm's butler for as long as he could remember, "I've served them wine and cheese and they both seem in good cheer."
"Thank you, Osbury."
Fyrelm couldn't help the smile that crossed his face. In Osbury's world serving the wrong cheese with the wine constituted a greater catastrophe than the impending collapse of the House he had served for most of his life. He knew his Laird would handle such trivial matters so long as he and his guests received proper attention.
Fyrelm took a moment to collect his thoughts and review what he planned to ask before rising. No House, Great or Lesser, especially one allied, would refuse an invitation to dine with the Laird of House Brightcrown. It pained Fyrelm to think of his dearest friends thusly, but better that than any of the alternatives. He took a moment outside the library to compose himself and summon a smile.
"My Laird Brightcrown," announced his herald, "is most pleased to welcome you, my Laird Edders. My Laird Brightcrown is most pleased to welcome you, my Laird McReely. Please to find comfort and welcome at our hearth and home."
Fyrelm, Edders and McReely all shared a warm smile at the announcement. Though not as old as Osbury, Brightcrown's Chief Herald certainly lived in the same world. As long as he announced their guests properly and saw them receive due courtesy all disasters would fall to nothing.
"M'Lord Reginald," said McReely, "Always a pleasure. You as well, m'Lord Luther."
"Always and ever," affirmed Edders.
The three Lairds bowed and acknowledged each other properly and the herald bowed and left. Then they relaxed, dropped all formality and sat. They discussed mundane and amusing matters pertaining to their Houses until Osbury appeared and announced dinner. That luxury, at least, they still had.
The three of them kept the conversation light during dinner. Once again Fyrelm's chefs did their Laird and House proud. Even McReely praised it and he'd spent his youth traveling and trading throughout the League. Then, as they relaxed in a meeting room with an excellent aperitif, Edders spoke seriously.
"I take it you've heard the rumors, Reginald."
"Indeed so, Luke. They are of some concern but I have other matters troubling me more."
"How so?" To Edders nothing outranked possible Moot action against one's House.
Fyrelm garbled the room, called up the summaries of his data and presented them.
"Interesting," said McReely, himself a very astute businessman, "Have you checked their cargo manifests, shipping records and trade schedules?"
"Thoroughly, Savn. I've asked the Elder Guards, my own agents and even the League officer here. None of them reported aught off the beam."
"That means they're being sneakier than we are," said McReely. Then, sarcastically, "That's a coronation week surprise."
"What do you wish us to do," asked Edders, "Without regretting the necessity and despising the fact that you must ask it. We are friends as well as allies and you know we'll gladly help."
Fyrelm winced at that but McReely merely smiled and nodded.
"Thank you, Luke. It does pain me to ask but ask I must." He handed each of them a datacube. "This is the extent of what I've found so far. Please help me investigate this as best you're able. Luke, House Edders is as capable and tenacious as its roots to the Founding. Savn, nothing escapes House McReely's notice. Whatever Josef Fadding is planning will not bode well for any of us and blind surprise will only sauce it worse."
"With pleasure and with honor!" "Absolutely!"
"Thank you both," said Fyrelm sincerely, "Make no mistake. House Varl is cunning and devious past all sanity. Our ignorance of its plans makes it even more dangerous. I shall do all that I am able to distract, but do not assume I'm successful at it. Step cautiously and tread lightly."
Edders and McReely both nodded and Fyrelm killed the garble. The three of them spent a few more minutes in pleasant conversation but only a precious few.
***
Josef Laird Fadding stared coldly at the man across the desk from him. Ken Tobart stared right back, unintimidated. Outremin stood to the side of the door, facing the men and glad not to be a part of the conversation. Or lack thereof.
"Your numbers are quite impressive, my Laird," said Tobart, finally breaking the silence.
"Less so than they should be. They will improve ere long."
"As you say, Laird Fadding. That is what concerns us."
"How so?" Alliance, convenience or otherwise, be burned! Fadding was ready to draw steel over Tobart's words and demeanor.
"Please, my Laird," said Tobart, "I mean no insult. The simple fact is that my friends and I have taken severe... consequences when our profits reach the point of excess. That tends to foster patience and caution, most especially given the nature of our business."
"Then perhaps you should have allied yourselves with House Binkor-Sud."
Tobart shook his head. "Doubtful, my Laird. They're bankers. They would desert the course at the first sign of trouble."
"Then you should make fabulous partners."
Tobart's mouth tightened but he kept his control.
"I think not, my Laird. We chose our partner well and with due and considerable deliberation."
"Indeed." Fadding nodded. "Then do not doubt, Master Tobart, the strength and resolve of the Great House of Varl. The other Houses are weak and willful, filled with sniveling fools who lack the stomach for true power and greatness.
"In the veins of House Varl runs the blood of the man who forged the Crown of Stars and defended to his death the worlds it enfolds. We will not fail! We will not fail to reward our friends beyond their dreams nor will we fail to reward our enemies with suffering beyond death."
"Your words speak well, my Laird, but what of the other matter? After we dispatched the first message we did find evidence that our secure net was compromised and data stolen. We do not yet know the full extent of it but any disclosure would be... most troublesome."
"That matter has been handled, Master Tobart. With finality. My agents discovered the traitors most quickly and pursued them throughout Crown space. They had no time to rest or communicate and they died in a most convenient fashion." Fadding shifted his gaze to Outremin. "Is that not true, Sir Beau?"
"It is true, m'Laird. Convenient, tragic and absolutely final."
"Excellent," said Tobart, "In that case I can inform my partners that we are clear for continued production and profit."
"Indeed." Fadding smiled with apparent sudden inspiration. "Message them by LINC, Master Tobart. Inform them of your positive news, certainly, but remain here. I would be most honored to have you and your party as my guests. That will give you a closer and more personal view of our... endeavors."
Tobart considered this. "I would love to accept your offer, my Laird, but certain elements within the League would not find our presence... tolerable."
"The League?" Fadding's smile turned markedly superior. "Do not concern yourself with such trivialities, Master Tobart. The League is of no consequence to you whatsoever, I can assure you of that personally! Even when our plans ripen and yield fruit you and your associates will be safe here. Heh. What better place to watch them unfold? Besides, I dare say House Varl can offer you accommodation far in excess of that to which you are accustomed."
"A most gracious offer, my Laird. Such a civilized break would be most welcome. Thank you."
Then Tobart stood and bowed.



Chapter 3. Sewer-Swishing
 
Piotr Wayne Karr, scion of the Noble House of Edders, watched with almost-indifference as a hard-muscled man with a scarred and disfigured face examined the documents on his cube.
"Dimarr, is it. Looking for work. According to this you're plenty qualified for not much at all. What makes you think I have a job for you?"
"House Varl's showing plenty of profit lately. That means they need people to help 'em make it. I'm people and I'll work plenty hard."
The scarred man half-snarled. "You want to work here, you say it right, nubb! It's the Great House of Varl. I got your name. If the Great House of Varl wants you we'll call."
Karr rose and left, not bothering to hide his indifference. He did hide his elation! All the data he had pointed here as the place to start. His own Luther Laird Edders, who personally welcomed him when he swore fealty to Edders so many years ago, had summoned him. There, along with Savn Laird McReely he explained the nature of their request. Request! He told them they honored him and that he would happily serve his Laird and House. Then, when he learned he'd work against House Varl and on behalf of House Brightcrown, he doubly reiterated himself. By the stars and seas he'd not fail them!
What Roger Parl did report before he vanished led to Tourmalin Shipping Interstellar, a company owned by and operated solely for House Varl. After Parl started his investigation he vanished. Karr, therefore, would trace Parl's steps and do his best not to vanish.
Outside the building, Karr walked to an old and dented hover and dropped into the passenger seat.
"Well?"
"Negative problem," he said, "Apparently they don't think I'm qualified either."
Lacy Blue smiled and lofted the hover. Both she and the vehicle came courtesy of House McReely. And she, like the hover, held many surprises beneath the surface. By her look she had more than a few drops of Edders blood in her family but she didn't claim it. When he thought to burn some of Varl's commercial nets she suggested a frag virus.
"Their loss, darling. Are you thirsty yet?"
"Plus-plus, dear lady. Finding a job with House Varl is drying work."
She also flirted as naturally as she breathed, didn't mind when he returned it and didn't take it seriously. Important since they'd likely be together for quite a while.
"Polar!"
'Choggi_g Ac_o_s the Le_gue' flashed the hologo in front of Chugbarn's Chog and Data Shoppe, which was not Karr's first choice for food or data, but at least it was convenient. She hit the fresher while he ordered food, drinks and a moderate pipe. Besides their Delightful Dozen, a menu consistent across the League, this one also boasted some common Crown selections. Blue sat down just before their food arrived. He separated their orders while she jacked in and meshed her terminal with his.
"Movie or music," she asked, sipping her Grape Equalizer.
"Music," he replied.
As they dined they each watched two small indicators at the bottom of their displays. They hit four different Varl companies and, with the exception of Tourmalin, their virus fragments had plenty of time to work. Though easy to prevent, a fragmentation virus was insidious when deployed and almost impossible to remove once it got a foothold in a system and connected to its other parts. The frag virus contained in Karr's resume came courtesy of House Edders' Aggressive Technology division. The burner who developed it also included a warning to keep it well away from any Edders net. By Karr's reasoning, inserting it within a net's outermost security would double or triple its chance of success; it had no worries about any security on external ports and pipes.
"Bonusjack, my dear," he said, "The bait site just reported four pings. No obvious traces or backburns so I shall consider it a success."
"Cryonic. Pious question: stay here or move? I'd personally prefer to wait until the fragments are fully synchronized and the nets recovered from it."
"Excellent thought. Let's visit the port; I want to check some schedules."
The Faircoast Down main commercial starport bustled with activity. Not surprising given its population, trade, industry and location as the Crown world closest to the rest of the League. That also made it one of the prime points of interest for questionable Varl activity.
Avoiding the port proper, Karr and Blue headed for the adjacent administration complex. They found ample crowds there as well, which meant plenty of cover for investigating. They located the small office suite belonging to Tourmalin and even found an empty data kiosk not far away. Karr jacked in and paid hard coin for an adequate pipe.
"We could have done this from Chugbarn's," said Blue.
"Truth, m'lady, but we'd also be fighting three extra layers of security." He fiddled with the terminal. "Heh. Even better! Since this kiosk is close to Tourmalin it has several brochures and shipping forms for it. Keep your eyes sharp, dear. This might cause a... Nak plus-plus! I have an unsecure but unmonitored connection to their office net!"
Blue kept a careful guard as Karr promoted himself and began slirping data.
"We're now inside one of their offices," he said without shifting his attention, "NOT in a kiosk outside. How tragic."
"Indeed," she said, meshing her terminal to his, "Speak forth, noble sir. What do you need me to do?"
"Grab cargo links between Tourmalin and BinSu, Imix Lines and Fallstar. Go back two months or to the first serious wall."
"Slib," she said, visibly puzzled, "but can't we use the virus for that?"
"Can and will, my dear. I want to check what they claim they shipped and traded against what they actually did. Once we have the manifests we can see what they did, or at least what the manifest says they did!"
Blue whistled through her teeth. "Clev-er. That's a lot of data to sift but once we do we'll have full details on everything they've shipped and to whom!"
Before long the day workers left and the evening ones arrived. The crowd didn't diminish but it slowed some. No building associated with a starport ever closed but the evening and night workers did relax and that attitude infused everyone. At Karr's suggestion Blue found another kiosk and began gathering data relevant to their principal queries.
By the time Karr finished darkness had fallen hard. He cut himself a cheap door in case they needed it, unlikely, but the security didn't twitch. He collected Blue and the two of them headed back to their hotel, got some tea and meshed their terminals.
"I have a curiosity," she said, lighting a drugstick, "You collected a lot more data and detail on Tourmalin transactions involving Fallstar and Tourmalin-Fallstar involving other companies. Why?"
"They have a suspicious record, carefully concealed. Over the past few years they've had a lot of incidents, all handled and covered, working debt-runs for Binkor-Sud. They don't advertise the fact but they owe a lot of credits directly or indirectly to Binkor-Sud banks."
"I'm surprised Binkor-Sud doesn't just buy 'em out. If their debt is that bad the shareholders should jump at the chance."
"Binkor-Sud doesn't offer good chances that way," said Karr bitterly, "Believe me on that one. Besides, with the company on its own the bank doesn't have to pay costs. Just collect their payments and use the company when it's convenient. If I'm not mistaken, the bank receives a tax credit for the credits they write off for a debt-run. That's a double-win on their part."
"I see. I also see that you may be on to something, my friend. Just over the past three months BinSu and Tourmalin mysteriously acquired lots of cargo Fallstar lost. That's just the public records. There are also forms filed for 'loss prevention and recovery' with fees, debits and credits listed but no specific cargo. It looks legal but smells sour."
"Floppers. They're sewer-swishing. It's a tax and tariff scam small companies use to hide small profits."
"Ahem. Make that 'small dishonest companies,' dear. McReely employs loss-recovery auditors to prevent that very thing!"
"Ouch! Sorry, m'lady." Karr half-stood enough to bow. "My apologies to House McReely as well. Of course you know about sewer-swishing."
Blue grinned.
"But why would huge companies like BinSu and Tourmalin be interested," he continued, serious now, "Unless there's something there besides the profit."
He swapped a predatory grin with Blue. Now they had a target!
***
James Wilkison, captain and part-owner of the light trader Warmwind, checked his manifest and cursed. He received it earlier from one of his company's managing partners along with all the necessary authorizations and clearances. Another debt-run with little potential for extra profit on the side and he had other problems, too. He considered returning the lot along with his resignation, but no. He owed Artie, the partner and quarter-owner of the company itself, honor beyond a few inconvenient assignments. At least Artie also sent authorization for some maintenance. Besides, he couldn't sell his equity in the ship for anything close to its worth and certainly not enough for a down payment on another.
It didn't help matters that three of his crew contracted some awful intestinal virus. The medics restricted them to their billets but they could hardly move from their bunks. Those same medics assured Wilkison that his crew would recover, in time. The company would take care of them until they returned, certainly, but that still left him short three crew. He didn't particularly want to hire from the local pool, past experiences taught him that lesson hard, and the high priority of the assignment left him precious little time to interview many independents.
Fortunately enough, the responses he received on the few local independents he did manage to contact gave him one good, solid crewman and a potential treasure. He took out a gold coin, one hundred credits League-au, and spun it on his desk. His comm beeped just as it settled on heads.
"Visitors, cap'n," said Gil Barker, his first mate, "Looks like our first interview's here early."
"Send them in, Gil." Wilkison smiled as he pocketed his lucky coin. They didn't just arrive early, they arrived very early!
Wilkison eyed the pair critically as they walked the short distance from the door to the table. He had an eye for people accustomed to life aboard a starship and he saw it in both the man and the woman. Then he amended his thought: perhaps less so in him than her, but still there.
"Good morning, Captain Wilkison," said the man, "I'm Elmer Dimarr and this is my wife Patsy."
"Honor and pleasure, sirra," said the lady.
Both Dimmars had a sincere handshake and they met Wilkison's eyes easily and without hesitation. Their records listed a short tour in the Navy, terminated when they married. Since then their employment had been sparse, at least space-wise.
"It's because we don't want to serve separately, sir," explained Patsy, "We won't try to hide it, sir. I do love my El and he loves me." Here she shrugged. "That's why our record's spotty, sir."
Wilkison smiled at that. On the few occasions when they did ship out they earned outstanding evals and recommendations.
"Standard pay, then," he said, "Guild bonuses, even though we aren't. Don't expect much on that, though. This isn't a qualified run. The company will guarantee transport back here or anywhere cheaper, provided you don't rut the puppy and cost them a lot. Contract's basic Guild plus Crown specs with the 'temporary employment' proviso. We're scheduled to leave tomorrow at 1030 so be here by 0700."
"Yes sir!" "Thank you, sir!"
The next morning Wilkison collected five credits from Barker when the Dimarrs walked up the ramp at 0624. They had their gear stowed by 0637 and reported in before Wilkison had his second chog. He locked his coin in his personal safe. Once again it brought him a treasure!
***
"I do believe I could do this for a living." Karr shed his duty cloak and tossed it onto the rack.
He and Blue settled easily into the ship's routine, befriended the rest of the crew readily and neither won nor lost too much at cards. Overall, thought Karr, they made quite the good impression.
"We do, silly man," said Blue, now preparing to go on shift, "Anything?"
"Squelch. Gil said Cap'n Wilkison and the astrogator are the only ones who know the destination for, and I quote, 'Bunko-Sludge runs.' Didn't seem bothered by it, either. He said it's SOP and not to worry."
"Basically what Deb told me," said Blue, "Yesterday." She let the rub-in sink in.
"No blather, m'lady. I know. Ship engineers know everything and willingly share with brother or sister engineers. Did she say anything about frequency?"
"Only that they've had more of them recently. I didn't want to press too hard. None of the crew particularly like them, nor does Wilkison, but it's part of the job."
"Are they under contract?"
"Nak. All of 'em but us have passed their option-to-drop dates but they love their captain and he always pulls good side profit, except when they're doing debt-runs. Mostly legally, too, from what Deb said. You think our virus is still hot?"
"I hope so," he said, "We'll need it for certain sure when we get back. We may even have a better point of attack."
"Truth and pure," she replied, "I need to go on shift now. Can't let our reputations falter! Kiss kiss."
"Kiss kiss," As soon as Blue left, Karr deactivated their garble and went to bed.
***
After an unsettling eight days in link the Warmwind finally dropped back to reality. Karr voiced his concern to Barker after five days, then six and then seven but the first mate assured him the ship would make it. She had before, he said, and no doubt would again. Blue, much more familiar with shipboard life, speculated at the jitter the vessel had built up. The transition came during lunch, at which both Karr and Blue heaved a sigh of relief.
"'Bout ruddy time," said Wes Martin, one of the cargo wranglers, "Bet me we won't be longer goin' back."
"Or not," said Deb Stevens, the engineer, "Jitter was a vix, no blather, and the skipper didn't like it worth feces. He'll take it easier on the flip."
"And we know he'll be grinding rock on all of us, too," said Barker, "So phase down." Then to Karr and Blue, "Don't be surprised at what does or doesn't happen and don't take the captain personal-like."
With that cryptic remark Barker washed down the last of his not-bad rations with synthetic tea and made a much less cryptic one about not being late to their duty stations.
***
"Raise," said Blue, smug and riding an impressive winning streak.
"Call," said Barker, betting light.
After the ship grounded Wilkison sealed her tight and debarked with the astrogator. None of the others took this as strange so Karr and Blue played along, though curiosity devoured them both. Karr did venture a small surprise and disappointment.
"Nar," said Barker at the time, "It's SOP for a sludge run. Don't worry, you'll be paid for your time even though we're not working it."
"But I always check out the local slosh," said Karr.
"Not this time, lad. It's all of us, too, not just the two of you. None of us'll be sloshing down tonight. The cap'n usually takes about three hours plus time to load cargo so if either of you hid something in the bays now's the time to get it."
Barker then left to do something else.
"It's always the same on the bloody sludge runs," whispered Stevens, "Skipper figures the less we know we won't get in trouble for, I suppose. Heaven bless him, I wish he'd drop them and go for the steady gold."
Then the card game started. Barker produced a flask of rough liquor, poured each of them a shot and put the stuff away. None of the crew minded Blue winning. Karr had already lost more and, as Barker winked, she was a lot prettier! Her winning streak had just ended when Wilkison returned to the ship.
"Duty stations, Gil." He said nothing more than that.
***
True to Barker's word, Wilkison didn't relax until after their first microjump and even then he didn't by much. After they linked, the astrogator spent most of the time in his cabin. The rest of the crew stepped lightly and put extra spiff into their tasks.
Their sixth day in link, Karr and Barker walked up to the lounge for an afternoon chog when they heard heated voices from the lounge. Wilkison was in the process of bawling out Stevens of what summed to nothing. When he finished he stormed out of the lounge without a word, or even a look, to his first mate or Karr. When they walked into the lounge, Stevens still shook with anger and other suppressed emotions. She bolted for engineering, again without words, and left them to their chog. Barker caught Karr's eye and shrugged.
"Hades yes she talked," said Blue once they had their garble active, "According to her the captain is descended from an impressive group of unsavory animals, scavengers and bottomfeeders. Poor Deb is ready to rut this puppy and leave for richer orbits. Yes, he's been this way before but the number of sludge runs they've had lately is wearing on all of them."
Karr nodded. "I have something, too. It seems our esteemed captain is docked tight with one of Fallstar Lines' managing partners. Since there are only four of them and none of the others has a name even remotely close, 'Artie' must mean Artemis Dinge."
"So what do we know about him?"
"Nothing. Yet! I may have an assignment for our virus."
***
When they reached Faircoast two days later, Wilkison took an agonizing twelve hours to land the ship. Once she grounded he restricted them for another three. When he finally did release the crew he gave Karr and Blue their chits along with a promise for a good reference.
"I've enjoyed sailing with you, too," confessed Barker, "Flames! Any time we're in and you want to slap down some cards, give us a blip."
While Karr cashed their chits Blue composed her report. House McReely had offices at all the starports on all the Crown worlds and they all had secure ways to communicate. Of course Edders had presence too, but not always at the ports. Even though they didn't have a lot to report, yet, Karr wanted his Laird to have what they did, should catastrophe strike.
"Six sigmas on the beam," said Blue, "Do you feel like a celebratory dinner?"
"As long as it isn't Chugbarn's."
"Gasp! But I missed my Grape-E-Q. No worries, dear one, there's a nice cafe across from the Port Authority."
Karr ate slowly, enjoying his food and matching his pace to Blue, who didn't seem in any great hurry to finish. The Port Authority was packed. Given the number of arrivals and departures, that didn't surprise either of them. Just before dessert Blue made a happy sound and smiled.
"I probably should have told you," she said, "My favorite cousin works at the PA here. I messaged him as soon as we left the Warmwind and he's meeting us now."
Karr had no trouble recognizing the man, his House McReely crest notwithstanding. He had Blue's look and manner and the same hint of Edders blood. Upon spotting Blue, he beamed a huge smile and strode to their table.
"Lacyyyyyyyy! It's six-sigmas polarity to see you!" The man gave her a quick hug and kiss before turning to Karr and offering his hand. "Jack Ron Rooke."
"Piotr Karr. It's an honor and pleasure to meet you, seigneur."
"You can belay that 'seigneur,' Piotr. Jackie's closer to me than some of my brothers!"
"Lucky for it, too," said Rooke.
After a few bites of his own food and some discussion on family matters, Rooke slipped a garble on the table and activated it.
"There. That should've bored them," he said, now sounding like Blue, "I checked, Lacy. There aren't any systems eight days from Faircoast. Not in Crown space, not in the League and not outside the League."
That puzzled Karr but before he could speak, Rooke continued.
"That made me curious so I ran a query with Scheduling. According to Wlikison's flight plan the Warmwind flew to Woodworld, spent five days there and came back. It should have been two or three but he miscalculated pommegrape season and had to wait for his shipment."
"That doesn't make sense, Signor Rooke. Would you mind checking eight-day no-stops, Signor Rooks?"
"Already doing it, and you can cold seven that 'Signor Rooke,' too! That's my dad. Eight days outside of time-space is more than slightly risky. The only reason for a no-stop is to avoid the ports in between. No captain worth his weight in crusty floppers would risk it, short of a dire emergency, and I haven't heard about any of those lately."
"Stranger by the second," said Blue, "Did they file a loss report, Jackie?"
Rooke shook his head. "Nak, Lace, but I'll keep my eyes sharp for it."
Blue excused herself for the fresher. Karr tried to thank Rooke but the other man stopped him.
"Lacy's the sister I never had. I don't know what the two of you are doing, but knowing her it's ruddy dangerous and for the honor of House McReely or its friends. You just make sure you stay alive and bring the bastards down!"
To that Karr agreed wholeheartedly!
***
Karr started the next day at the closest library with LINC access. He first researched everything he could about Fallstar Lines Inc. with specific attention to its management, the four partners who owned it and its House allegiances. Some of the information would take time to arrive but he found enough, especially with his own House access and the Brightcrown keys Laird Luther gave him. He did find more than a little information concerning Dinge cached locally, which suggested that Parl had made similar queries. In the meanwhile, Blue cited her desire to visit Rooke again and see what he might have discovered.
The Fallstar system was as far from the rest of the League as Faircoast was close. The largest company there and its primary source of revenue was Fallstar Lines RC, LCC. That piqued Karr's interest immediately: the company didn't ally itself with any house yet its partners paid the price both in credits and accreditation to hold the League certification as well. Its official paperwork listed it as an inexpensive cargo and passenger transport company, of which many existed, that specialized in trade outside the Crown and even outside the League.
What set Fallstar apart was its strict adherence to all of the requirements for shipping outside of Crown space. Though not uncommon, most merchants either purchased temporary permits or used a company that held the one they needed. Fallstar meticulously maintained every single certification required for any type of import and export. Those costs reduced their profit margin but enabled them to provide any type of transport quickly, and they marketed their service heavily on that fact.
For the most part Fallstar Lines had an impeccably clean record, even above certification requirements. Save for two incidents early in its history the company had no major incidents and Karr found those two indeed minor and the result of mishandled paperwork.
Until recently! Over the past three years the incidents started a slow increase both in frequency and in severity. On a hunch, Karr formulated a query against the specific dates, ships, declared cargoes, origins, destinations, and incident codes. He suspected each incident would occur on a Binkor-Sud debt-run.
Karr had no illusions that Binkor-Sud would avoid illegal activity. That House was quite capable of any illegal activity that would generate a profit. Though officially they avoided any such that would dirty their hands, they had ample tools for forcing complicity and performing them indirectly. Tools like debt-runs that were damnably hard to prove before a magistrate or Guild Arbiter.
About the four partners Karr found two of them with distant House connections: one to Edders and the other Toms-Watt. Neither was Dinge, and neither of them took advantage of the fact. Falsely noble, thought Karr, but not at all smart. Either House would have eagerly helped the company, both to avoid such crushing debt to Binkor-Sud and by lending House credentials for the certification.
Concerning Dinge, Karr found what might be the puzzle-piece they needed. Though closed to public record Karr found an interesting report via his House access. The report's author, an Edders accountant, cited Artemis Dinge as a very capable and visionary manager but also as a confirmed gambler. Dinge liked high-stake wagers and, when engaged fully, he had trouble distinguishing between his personal money and that of his company.
Dinge himself had a truly impressive amount of personal debt, some held by Binkor-Sud banks and the rest held as personal markers to their officers. The author also discovered no less than four times within the past twenty years that Dinge had entered rehabilitation programs, each time after incurring a massive personal debt to Binkor-Sud or one of its managers.
Blue chose that moment to message him so he dumped all the data to a crypcert keyed for himself and Blue and headed outside to meet her.
***
"I have a platinum ship of information," said Blue before Karr even snapped his straps into place.
She gunned the hover toward the starport.
"If you disregard the two usual stops," she said, "Fallstar is seven days plus jitter from here. All the astrogators Jackie asked said sixteen to eighteen hours of that wouldn't be unusual, given the trip. They also commented on the utter stupidity of risking a straight link with so many beacons along the way. I said two 'usual' stops but they could be made a dozen different ways, and you could make plenty more stops too."
"Dead on the beam, m'lady," said Karr, with appreciation, "The one place a Fallstar Lines ship could count on not being recorded, should that be desirable..."
"Their company planet, the Fallstar system," finished Blue when he let the words trail off, "Exactly! I asked Jackie to ask a friend of his if the Warmwind visited recently."
"How..." Karr closed his mouth when she only smiled and shook her head. "Slib. I also found... Flames! What's your hurry?!"
With a total disregard for traffic laws - and safety! - Blue shot the hover through a crowded intersection, dodged a group of pedestrians, skidded across the path of one large cargo hover and in behind another.
"We have to get to the port fast," she said, bending another few statutes, "Jackie commed just before you got in. There is a major incident at the port. Official duff, cargo damaged, loss and recovery fees etc. Companies involved: BinSu, Fallstar and an Imix hire."
"But..."
"But they miscalculated," she said wickedly, "It would have been a minor incident and easily handled save for the fact that said cargo was warehoused in a building in which the House of McReely, and the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown also have considerable merchandise and none of them are happy about it. Jackie's supervisor's colleague is raising a splash and there is at least one very high-ranking Brightcrown involved, too. I think he's there just to torque off BinSu."
Karr chuckled at that. Though very few citizens of the Crown associated 'sneaky' and 'Brightcrown' in the same sentence, that Great and Noble house could at need play insanely cunning and devious without violating the letter or the spirit of the law! Given what Laird Luther said, Laird Fyrelm would likely consider this such a need.
"So what nuggets of data did you unearth, my dear," she asked.
Blue slowed the hover as she listened; the port approached quickly and she wanted to hear all of it. Karr summarized as best he could and then they had the port surrounding them.
"Cryonic! I'm impressed, Piotr."
***
At the port, Blue made her way quickly to the McReely office there. Wordlessly a man handed them both hazard suits blazoned with the McReely crest and motioned them into a hovertruck marked similarly. Far too many people milled about the incident area and grounded hovers stopped Karr and Blue well away from it. They worked their way through the periphery and into the center of the crowd. Karr spotted more hazard-suited McReelys testing for toxic spills, Imix and BinSu personnel informing them of the futility of it, several Varl officials holocasting or exhorting the numerous other McReelys and Brightcrowns there and even a contingent of Elder Guardsmen dutifully engaged in their own investigation.
"Quite the pizzle-pile of duffage, brother, yes," asked another McReely hazard suit, "I'm not sure what the suborbital splash is all about but I do like rutting over those BinSu and Varl stapes."
Karr uttered something noncommittal and emulated Blue, who wandered the crowd purposefully. Before long they spotted a Brightcrown House Knight amid a crowd of port workers and Elder Guards. He wore a hazard suit, unsealed, and barked orders with confidence and certainty. The Port Authority tabs Karr saw made his decision. He walked up to the man.
"Yes," said the Knight shortly, "What is it?"
Karr checked for extraneous eyes and ears, gave his name and whispered a code phrase.
"Heh," said the man, "Edders blood under McReely colors seeking a Brightcrown. I am Allan Sir Worthington, Scion of Brightcrown, Order of Halm's Hall. I've heard rumors of dire tidings and the investigation of them. How may I help?"
"What exactly happened, Sir Allan?"
Worthington checked about. "Not long ago an Edders friend and associate of mine brought word to be watchful of strange goings-on involving Binkor-Sud or Varl, which we do as a matter of course. Especially when matters of import, export and shipping are involved. As I am in charge of such for this port, I deemed this incident worthy of attention.
"Earlier this morning a handler mauled a freight canister. Not uncommon enough for my liking, unfortunately, but in this case there were irregularities with the manifests. No one can seem to verify the quarantine or hazard status and that's ruddy dangerous! Fallstar claims it's from within the League and certified, but they can't prove it. That's more than strange considering the sticklers they are. BinSu pulled some chains for cleanup and recovery rights and that brought Binkor-Sud, Varl and Imix into the fray.
"All three of them are claiming we're making a mountain of a molecule and that the paperwork is present, just misfiled. Missing is more to the truth and every bloody one of them is pointing at McReely and Brightcrown for raising a splash. For pristine truth, if that's their pattern of procedure then they bloody well need to change it."
Briefly Karr explained his data.
"Double peculiar that, six-sigmas. Again, is there any way I might help?"
"Yes sir," said Karr after a moment of thought, "Might I have access to your House Archive? I want to query some Fallstar incidents against the less-than-public records and any that you might have. Upon my Oaths I'll not misuse it."
"Of course you won't." Worthing took that for given. "Will you do me the honor of dining with me this evening? Informally, to be sure. We can discuss matters then."
"An honor and a pleasure, Sir Allan," said Karr, "May we continue our investigation here?"
"By all means, my boy! Please let me know if you find anything officially amiss."
***
Laird Fadding kept his expression carefully neutral as Tobart chided him across his wine.
"I tell you truth, my Laird, our partners are worried! That one of our special shipments was compromised is bad enough. That you did not see fit to tell us is a worse matter indeed!"
"Because it is nothing worthy of concern," explained Fadding again, "You must calm yourself, Master Tobart. This has happened before and will yet again. It is a part of doing business."
"So you've said, my Laird, but reports from the site do not paint it a minor matter! They speak of dozens of Elder Guardsmen and Houses opposed to ours with all of them deeply involved. That does not sound like nothing!"
Fadding sighed. "The Elder Guards need not concern you. This matter is far beyond their grasp and vision and they were interested in nothing other than protecting the others at the port. Their report is already filed and there is nothing of gravity there. They deemed it a minor quarantine violation, of which there are dozens there daily. There will be a small fine, a notation in the records and business will continue.
"As to the rest, it is misfortune that Worthington chanced to be on duty that day. Brightcrowns are always nosy, meddlesome troublemakers and he is no different. To a man they brook no deviation from the least rule in the least meaningful book of them. Once he saw Binkor-Sud involvement he thought he'd sussed out a scandal and worked up a slaver to find it."
"Still..."
"The matter will be handled! I sent Outremin as soon as I received word and he will be there shortly. He will meet with our Binkor-Sud and Snughblak allies and they will lay the matter to rest permanently and with finality."
Tobart looked mollified but not totally at ease.
"Rest assured, my friend," continued Fadding, "We have more to lose than do you. Should something truly catastrophic happen, as will not, we will have ample warning."
Fadding then stopped Tobart's whining by the simple expedient of motioning past him to the other petitioners awaiting his attention.
***
Victor Lord McConney and Dean Sir Simmons each carefully considered their cards. At stake in the middle of the table: an impressive pile of expensive, imported hard candies. The two of them sat in the otherwise-empty lounge of Simmons' fast yacht.
"Ruddy waste of time if you ask me," said Simmons, raising the wager by two firemints, "The locals just got nervous."
"Possibly, Dean," said McConney, raising one mint and eating another, "but Laird Varl received a hasty message and, from what I heard, it rather embarrassed him."
"I heard as much. We'd all be better around if House Varl wasn't involved. Greater profits and less chance of someone ruddy rutting the feline."
McConney shrugged. "I've said as much, my friend, and I heartily agree. But... Varl has the contacts as we do not. Laird Cole said he met one of the fellows in passing. He couldn't finger the reason but the man nerved him out. Candies in a can, for my metal. Without Varl we'd have no project and no profit at all."
"Aye and that's the truth. Laird Uncle Cole is worried, though, despite the face he wears. What happened might be a minor issue but Brightcrown is involved now. They won't let go once they find something, you know that."
"Indeed. We must simply make certain there is nothing there for them to find!"



Chapter 4. An Ordinary Day
 
The red sun of the String-of-Pearls system sat high in the sky of Azure, its fourth planet. Its light splattered and refracted through the long ribbons of cloud that wove across the blue expanse. One particularly frisky wisp of mist cast a momentary shadow across the ground below it. The shadow raced across a large terrace attached to a larger building from which emanated smells deemed quite delicious by the planet's inhabitants. One of the three people on the terrace glanced up, smiled and looked back down.
"Hey! Pay attention!" Gunter Rene du'Charle 'Charlie, burnit!' Ferrel never failed to take exception when his friends' attention wandered. "I know weddings are a Major Event, my brother, but try to focus your fuddled mind for just a moment."
Micah Stone, long accustomed to Ferrel's rants, did nothing more than roll his eyes. Across from him Vera Kidwell tossed her now-blond-but-red-tinged hair aside and lit a drugstick.
"I'm listening, Charles. That takes ears, not eyes."
"Well use both, burnit!" Ferrel meshed his terminal with theirs and called up a netsite. "I told you to put plenty of credits in Granwald Arms. If you sell half now you'll recover the initial cost of investment and whatever happens afterward is pure profit!"
"Or I can keep it invested and watch it grow even more," said Micah, "I know, Charlie. I've been watching my investments and they're all doing well. Thank you! Now Jenn and I can afford a really nice wedding."
Now Ferrel rolled his eyes. "Heaven have mercy, Micah! Can't you think of something else? ANYthing else?!"
"Can," said Micah, "Don't want to."
"Pardon me. Am I interrupting?" Ted Ionoski, long-term veteran of League Intelligence and their team leader, sat and signaled the waiter.
"Only Charlie complaining about me thinking about my wedding," said Micah.
"You should try it, Charles," said Ionoski, "That would take your mind off of investing, burning and trying to find out how much profit my shade shop is clearing."
Ionoski referred to the company he started to gather information for their last assignment. He called it Ion Skies Limited and so far Ferrel hadn't found out a micron more about it.
"Thank you Ted," said Kidwell, "Now you can tell us why we're meeting today."
"Meeting," asked Ionoski, "I thought we were having lunch."
Kidwell arched an eyebrow at that. Ionoski did indeed order a meal and the four of them wasted no time tearing into it. After a dessert even Ferrel deemed excellent Ionoski put a garble on the table and switched it on.
"I knew it," said Kidwell, "I knew it!" She smiled smugly at Ionoski. "You do have us a mission! Micah?"
Micah had the five-credit note out and halfway handed when Ionoski stopped him.
"Hold your money, Micah. I don't know the exact phrasing you used but I actually don't have an assignment for you."
Micah withdrew the bill quickly before Kidwell could grab it.
"I have an assignment for Charlie," said Ionoski, "If you're interested."
Ionoski handed him a datacube.
"Project Quicksilver," read Ferrel. Then, "Flames! Rumor said it was an advanced mercury suit, not a terminal that..."
"Discretion, Charles," interrupted Ionoski, "Garbles don't stop lip-reading. There is an opening left if you want it. If not, it isn't mandatory." Then to Micah and Kidwell. "Rumor says Fabrication is alpha-testing a newer, faster terminal. Its specs and construction are obscenely classified but allegedly incredibly pyro. It's limited enrollment in the testing phase and a six- to eight-week exhaustive trial. It may last longer, depending on just how much chaos the testers unleash."
"Polarity!" Ferrel checked out what specs Ionoski had.
Micah and Kidwell swapped grins. Ferrel liked burning nets even more than expensive desserts and he slaveringly loved besting other burners.
"As to you two," said Ionoski to Micah and Kidwell, "I have specific non-assignments. Micah, in light of your part in our last mission you're to receive enforced leave. Your psych evals showed some peaks the medics don't like and you'll need to work on those. Vera, since two of your teammates are out of sorts for a while you'll receive extra leave time."
"What about you," asked Kidwell.
"I intend to catch up on paperwork. That and tend my company. It's clearing a decent profit now but it could do better and Strategy and Planning wants plenty of strong presence in Mekhajan space."
"Just what is a decent profit," wondered Ferrel, eyes still on the Quicksilver data.
"There's a ship leaving later today," said Ionoski, "Or you can catch the one two days from now, Charles. If you plan to attend, that is."
"What?! Of course I plan to attend! Don't be doof, Ted." Ferrel checked his chrono. "Flames! I'll have to start packing and prepping now!"
He rose, bade the others good times and left in more hurry than Micah had ever seen him use when not on a mission. After five minutes Ionoski still showed no sign of leaving.
"Slib, Ted," said Micah, checking that the garble was still active, "We both know my evals were dead on the beam. Given my background the medics made plus-plus certain of that, plus tariff. What's the op?"
"I overheard another conversation in the fresher." Dead serious now, Ionoski handed Micah a datacube. "I happen to have a friend who has a friend."
Micah and Kidwell both scanned the data on the cube. Then he carefully read several bits of it.
  "Is this significant," asked Kidwell, "The failure rate isn't that high, overall. In fact, when you consider all the ships we have operating it's really small."
"But it is increasing," said Ionoski, "Alarmingly so, at least to some high-pressure folks in DOSTRAP. Notice that the rate doubled in ten years, which is understandable given existing conditions, but then it doubled in five years. Now it's reached two."
"Look at the conditions," said Micah, "Before recently the parts failed under a dispersion of different conditions. In the last two years the rate actually almost tripled and the parts only fail during high-stress conditions."
Kidwell worked the numbers. "Heaven's flames! You're right, I wasn't looking at that."
"Do we suspect something," asked Micah.
"That's just it," said Ionoski, "We don't know. We don't know and we need to find out."
"Unofficially, of course," said Micah dryly.
"No blather there," added Kidwell, "Whether there is or is not something bad there, this is going to take a lot of touch."
Ionoski nodded. "You will be going in way under the garble on this one. You'll also have to operate without backup, but you know this. If you elect to do something."
"Close and hose, Ted," said Micah, "Why do you even ask?"
Ionoski smiled wanly. "Goes with the job, I suppose." He handed them each a handful of chits. "Profit from our company. I hadn't gotten around to handing it out but it might come in handy. If you need... things. You can't take any... official resources or... gear."
"But why should we need it," asked Kidwell innocently, "We're on vacation."
"Truth," said Ionoski, "I also have a ship reserved." He handed Micah a datacard. "If you want to travel. On your vacation. I hear Woodworld is a nice place to visit. They say some of the trees predate the League."
"Sounds polar," said Micah, "Is there some reason you don't want Charlie on this one?"
"Yes." Ionoski spoke with a finality that left no room for questions.
Ionoski rose and left. Without his garble. Kidwell lit a 'stick and finished most of it before either of them spoke.
"This is bad," she said.
"It's bad twelve orbits from polar," affirmed Micah, "Just how much research can we do here? I mean that Ted hasn't done already."
"Enough," she said, "I'm not sure who is in this with us but I'll take the chance. I'm better at it and if someone upstream decides I don't need a vacation, you can still go." She squirted him several names and passwords. "I'll post whatever I find to these accounts. That way you'll have what I find."
"I'll help!"
"You will not! There's no sense in both of us getting caught."
After Kidwell started at him a while he nodded. She was right but he didn't have to like it!
***
Fortunately for Micah's nerves Kidwell arrived at the port before he did. They met at a Kandy's stall, bought some chocolate chog and strolled casually as they searched for their ship. Unbeknownst to her he did make some preparations. He carefully did not use any Intelligence resources or even access. At least not much, but since what he did access related to him specifically and did not include any falsehood or omission, he thought he could slip out of any trouble.
Interestingly enough, he and Kidwell made their trip through the port and the paperwork required to travel quickly and easily, despite the fact that they used the civilian side. Ionoski, suspected Micah, or someone above him. They also found everything requiring payment pre-paid. Ionoski again, Micah knew that, but given the amount of money on their chits. it did raise again the question of how much money his company really made!
"I got everything I wanted," said Kidwell, "It was an interesting read."
"I know. I looked into the public information."
"Micah!"
"I used an anonymous account, I didn't break any access laws and I only requested information available to the general public, albeit with one or two fees. They can't mast me for that."
Kidwell rolled her eyes and grumbled, but only that.
Micah realized even more that Ionoski or his superiors had a strong interest in their mission when he saw their ship. Though not a League Navy FasTAC, it was the closest civilian equivalent. He suspected he'd find ample civilian-grade gear inside, gear they might find useful. He received an even greater surprise when their pilot walked around the hull.
"Welcome aboard, folks. I don't know..."
The man stopped speaking to stare at Micah. Micah experienced his own moment of stunned silence as well.
"John Thompson?!" Micah finally found his voice. "Excuse me. Commander John Thompson, SIR!"
"Sergeant Stone? Flames, Sarge! How long has it been?!"
Thompson offered his hand which Micah took and turned into a back-pounding embrace.
"Too long, spiker! Long enough for you to find some bars to hold down your shoulders."
Thompson grinned. "Plus-plus. I take it you didn't?"
"Bars are for drinking in, sir! I had my fill of being an officer."
Thompson laughed at that and Kidwell cleared her throat.
"Am I to take it I should know you too, seigneur," she asked.
Micah made a quick introduction.
"Vera, you've heard me talk about Ceto and how I met Charlie?"
"Only too many times, lover."
"Thompson... Pardon! Commander Thompson is the pilot who flew us away from that station, just before it blew, with only half a ship and a hold full of Marines."
"You can belay that 'Commander,' Sergeant Stone," grinned Thompson, "I might've flown us around half an orbit but you're the one who kept our floppers out of the fusion chamber 'till the League came back. For truth, unless I recall incorrectly that particular protection of private assets also involved taking out an entire starport and giving a lot of Corpses indigestion for the duration."
"Pyronic," said Kidwell, "Given the plenitude of tales I've heard and the proportion of them I actually believe, it's good to meet you, John."
"Speaking of meetings," said Thompson, "where's Charlie? I heard you two drew Protocol together. I hate it for you, friend, but if you're here I'm surprised he isn't."
"He has a different assignment," said Kidwell, "Otherwise he would have been and I don't think my sanity could take that!"
Thompson chuckled at that.
"Are you our pilot," asked Micah.
"That I am, sir. At least until I start my leave on Woodworld. Why?"
"Lets get a jump out," said Micah, "Then we'll talk."
***
"... so I have one more rotation through Deep Space Tactics and Carrier Procedure and Protocols and then I can try for my Pilot Instructor Cert."
"Which you will receive," said Micah, "Assuming the Navy has any active brain cells."
The three of them sat in the ship's cramped lounge. Thompson, as expert a pilot as ever Micah had seen, made short work of the three microjumps he needed to clear the gravity clutter. He then linked in equally short order.
"Slib," said Thompson, "That's it for me. What about you two? Somehow I don't think Protocol is exactly what rumor says it is. I was set to deploy when up walks this civ in a suit spiffed shinier than my uniform. He took me to my CO, who happens to be one of the toughest sailors I've ever met. Worked his way up from enlistment through CPO twice before he made OTS.
"With this shiny civilian looking on, Commodore Heulog suggested I '... take advantage of some of my accumulated leave for a pleasant vacation and study time before starting my next deployment.' He also thought I might '... have an enjoyable time on Woodworld...' and he told me about a ship I could '... rent for the duration of my stay for a very reasonable price...' provided I pick it up on Azure.
"I hopped military transport here, and got a straight line through four ships which doesn't happen often, found my ship and the rent was already paid indefinitely. I was ready for an orbit-bending night on the town when I got a message telling me about two passengers who might be interested in traveling with me. That had a civilian authentication but it came through Navy routing. Then the two of you show up looking as surprised to see me as I was you.
"Charlie was always too smart for his own good. The only thing he did better than get us in trouble was get us out of it. You, Sergeant Stone, are the damnedest go-through-hades-and-come-out-cool jarhat I've ever met. Even though I just met you, lovely lady, something deep in my gut tells me you're not someone I want to rut around, even a little."
Kidwell looked at Micah and held her silence.
"Rumor says," said Micah, "that you might just be in the same sector as right about Protocol. That's all I can say about that but I do have some material for you to look over."
Micah handed him the datacube containing the local LNN casts along with the other public information he and Kidwell found. Nothing classified. Thompson read them carefully, then re-read them.
"Hell's frost! That's ruddy... That's not good," he said, "That's not in the same galaxy with good."
"All truth and no blather there," said Micah, "Taken overall against the number of units in the number of ships in the League, it's insignificant. Taken in the specific circumstances that happened, it's bloody alarming."
"Am I to infer that there is some way I might be able to help in this endeavor," asked Thompson carefully, "Considering I'm only a pilot, no matter how good."
"It is quite possible," said Micah, "Since, however, the suspected source is a part of a sector that is a long-term part of the League, our military cannot act directly. That includes Protocol. The Patrol can, as can the Guilds, but not without solid evidence."
Thompson thought hard a moment.
"Sergeant... Pardon. Civilian Stone. If there is any way I can help alleviate or rectify this potentially tragic situation, I will. Gladly. Even if it earns me a transfer to Protocol."
Micah shrugged. "That is a possibility, Civilian Thompson, but Protocol might not be the awful fate you think it is."
"It might be worse," said Kidwell impishly.
Micah, Kidwell and the now-quiet Thompson began working up the skeleton of a plan.



Chapter 5. Fighting for a Job
 
Karr and Blue arrived early and had a wonderful dinner with Worthington and his family, which they spent not discussing business. When the two children, aged fifteen and twelve, began showing signs of boredom the Lady Worthington collected them and excused them all. Karr regretted that; Lady Danella spoke with knowledge and interest on a wide and diverse number of topics. Still, matters of importance pressed. After Worthington kissed his wife and kids he escorted his guests to a cozy study where they had cordials waiting.
"This room is secure and garbled," said Worthington, "The wine is of excellent character and age." Here he winked at Blue. "It is imported exclusively by House McReely."
"Thank you, Sir Allan," said Karr. The wine was indeed good!
"Thank you, my boy. I truly do appreciate the niceties of life but we have graver matters to discuss. Would that we did have no concern more critical than good wine!
"I must admit to some consternation over the manifests for the items damaged. Had they not been damaged, and had they crossed my desk under ordinary circumstances I'd have passed them without a second glance. None of the items are disproportionately valuable, nor are they contraband. They are legal for export outside the League, though a few do require permits. That makes Fallstar ideal, of course, since they have all the proper forms routinely."
"What did rouse your suspicion," asked Blue.
"A number of small things. I can't put a finger to any particular one, though. I suppose it started because none of the parties involved could produce manufacturer's credentials on any of the items."
Karr puzzled over this. Though absolutely required for importing from outside the League and for some exports, few merchants bothered when shipping within the League.
"I know, lad, the law doesn't mandate it but certificates are routinely included in packages shipped directly from the manufacturer. Why bother removing them if there is nothing to conceal, especially when such action might rouse suspicion where it would not ordinarily." Worthington indicated one of the items. "Take, for example, these matrix crystals. They are still in their original crates and the manifest claims they were not imported, nor passed outside Crown space. There is no origin certification. None! I asked my staff to verify the manufacturer and lot number and both checked completely. They even offered to send us a copy of the original certs."
"Again, sir," said Karr, "why the suspicion?"
"Because they were new as of eight months ago. Matrix crystals of this particular type do not take long to grow, nor do they require anything rare or volatile in price. The need for them is fairly strong and quite consistent as well. The company that made these, Claridyne on Astraboria, told us they rarely warehouse any of their stock for more than three weeks and that only when business is slow."
Karr called up a trade map and ran some calculations. Allowing for L-shots, microjumps and jitter and factoring in a couple of days for shipping transfer gave him... He stared at the result. Then he repeated the calculations.
"Exactly, my boy," said Worthington, "Any way you run the numbers it's a much shorter and more economical route directly from Astraboria to Faircoast. The only reason to involve Fallstar would be as a hub with more goods originating or moving outside Crown and League, which none of this was."
"That doesn't make sense," said Blue, "There is absolutely no reason for them to divert any of this through Fallstar. Economically it's a loss. Logistically it's a monumental waste and the risk of linking this stuff, the jitter... It's brain-spiked! Especially for something so mundane!"
"Exactly so, dear lady. I have several of my staff investigating the matter. Quite under the garble, of course."
"Of course," said Karr, "What about the other items?"
Karr looked down the list.
"Power couplings, photon transfer arrays, hull compound, catalyst ring nano - that explains the matrix crystals - bioreactor seed media... None of this is particularly common, Sir Allan, except for the hull compound," he said.
"It is for asteroid mining," said Worthington, "My examination of the individual manifests suggested that might be the ultimate destination."
"But these are military grade."
"Many asteroid grinders and megafacs purchase milspec equipment. It is more expensive, truth, but it also lasts longer and can withstand higher tolerances."
"Wait a milli," interjected Blue, "Piotr. Catalyst ring nano and matrix crystal. That can be used to produce fusion plant catalyst rings but they're cheaper to buy. Claridyne can turn them out by the cargo ton and the unit price would be a tenth the cost of making them."
"Unless they need customization," said Karr.
"In which case they would also need induction points calibrated to the nano. They could have shipped them separately, but again it makes a lot more sense to ship them together."
"Perhaps they did ship separately," suggested Worthington, "I know those BinSu blokes were not happy about losing their cargo. They six-sigmas won't be earning a credit for it!"
Karr looked on down the list. "Soyabase. Nanocrystal filament and generation lattices. Soyabase. Plasticaster rods, zrock gel and universal biodyne seal rings. None of those certified for vacuum so that excludes ships, grinders or 'facs. The filaments might be used to make datacubes. That's pure platinum outside the League."
"But there's price again," said Blue, "and the fact that it was coming into the League."
The door beeped, cutting off further speculation. At Worthington's signal his butler walked into the room with a chip.
"Your pardon, Master Worthington." Then, to Blue, "Your cousin messaged you most urgently. When I asked he informed me that you might find news of interest."
"Thank you, Ezra," said Worthington.
Ezra bowed to them and left. Blue wasted no time examining the message.
"This is confirmation, Piotr. The Warmwind did ground on Fallstar. She stayed long enough to load some cargo then left in what a careless person might call a hurry." She turned to Worthington, "Are you certain this is the Warmwind's manifest, Sir Allan?"
"Without question, m'lady. Filed and signed by J. Wilkison, owner and captain with verified lading and departure credentials."
"Could they have deliberately mislabeled or swapped labels," wondered Karr.
"Possibly," said Worthington, "I am not responsible for Fallstar, but to use Lady Blue's words, it would make no sense to do and entail great risk when done. For truth, I hoped you might shed some light."
To that neither of them had a response.
***
Reginald Laird Fyrelm perused his latest reports with irritation and some anger. More Lesser Houses and Halls moved away from Brightcrown, and even a few from Edders. Each distancing gave greater weight to the nascent rumors of Brightcrown censure but the rumors themselves remained absent almost to the point of nonexistence. Almost. Even more frustrating: Fyrelm still could find no reliable or even questionably reliable information on their source or nature. Both Luther Laird Edders and Savn Laird McReely sent frequent assurances that they would not abandon their alliance. Fyrelm never doubted them but their actions fostered both reassurance and anxiety. That they felt the need told him they also felt the pressure.
The door opened and Osbury walked in.
"I've brought your tea, m'Laird, and cakes as well. You've not been eating properly lately."
Fyrelm smiled and accepted the tea. Osbury put the plate of cakes down beside him as well.
"What am I to do, Osbury," asked Fyrelm, half to himself.
"Trust in yourself, Laird Fyrelm." Osbury answered with complete confidence. "Trust in yourself and in the blood of the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown! It has weathered many storms before, and many worse than this!"
That elicited a wry chuckle.
"Truth indeed, my friend," said Fyrelm, "Have I grown too old for such new challenges?"
"Nay, m'Laird! Old men are merely those who have wandered past their purpose and outlived their wits. If you've done either then call me to your side and we shall drink wine until the world makes sense."
Fyrelm's chuckled turned into a true laugh.
"Thank you, Osbury. You always speak wisdom when I need it most."
Though Fyrelm meant that as a dismissal, Osbury didn't leave.
"If I may be so bold, m'Laird, I can recall the last time you were troubled so. You bowed to what your heart and your blood told you was wrong."
That hurt! Fyrelm wanted to lash out harsh words at that but respect both for Osbury and for the truth in what he spoke stayed his tongue.
"Listen to your heart, m'Laird. It will guide you true."
Fyrelm closed his eyes and fought down the memory once more. After what happened then, Osbury spoke similar words. They hurt then, too.
"Perhaps, Osbury, I should name you Laird Brightcrown."
"Then I'd have you bring me wine and we'd both suffer the mirth of fools, m'Laird."
This time Osbury did walk away, and Fyrelm kept a small smile well after the door closed. In all his years he'd never bested Osbury's wit and he suspected they would both die before that happened. Fyrelm looked along the wall containing the portraits of his ancestors. Some were holos and others flat pictures or paintings, but they all showed ordinary men or women doing ordinary things. Yet... Each face had a pair of eyes full of wisdom and sense and with a gaze that penetrated the years. Fyrelm wondered if his grandchildren's grandchildren would think the same of him.
"Enough, old man!" Fyrelm chided himself. "If you've no sense of your own then listen when it is spoken to you!"
With that Fyrelm took out his stylus and seals. He knew exactly what he wanted to say but had no ideas on how to say it.
'My Dearest Son:
'I know the years have grown long between us, as have the regrets within my heart. I hope someday you will come to understand and, perhaps, even to forgive what I did.'
With those words penned the rest loosened and began to flow.
***
Outremin scowled mightily and cursed the Faircoast traffic that impeded his journey. His driver wisely kept silent and let him stew in his mood.
Fools! Fools and worse, he thought. Bad enough the incident happened and worse luck that Brightcrown involved itself. They would receive their meed soon enough, he knew that, but Laird Fadding's stew still needed some cooking and spice before reaching its full, poisonous potential. House Varl's alleged allies chafed him the most. Though Binkor-Sud and its lapcat Snughblak both realized profit far in excess of what either deserved, and though they shared absolutely none of the risk, still they sniveled like spoiled children at every pebble in the path.
Left to his own devices Outremin would have things settled quickly and easily. He would have everything smoothed with very little mess, but no! The idiot Binkor-Sud Simmons and his witless toady McConney raced about, stirring up a stench and making asteroids out of every minuscule grain of sand! He gave them their due, for now, and spoke the words needed to pacify them. For now. Soon enough, though... He took a pleasant moment contemplating their personal disposition.
"We've arrived, Sir Beau," said the driver.
Outremin exited the hover and entered Lord Garver's estate. He admired this minor Varl Lord. Hubert Lord Garver had a keen eye toward his best interest at all times, and he knew unequivocally that it lay with the desires of House Varl and those closest to Laird Fadding. The man wanted to ingratiate himself to Outremin and so far he'd done a respectable, if transparent, job of it.
A few paces down the main hall Outremin saw two of Garver's house guards hurrying through the corridors. For no reason other than petty spite he stopped them and forced them to attention.
"What is your hurry, Guardsmen," he asked.
The oldest of the pair saluted and answered.
"Serjeant Dunhall summoned us, sir. He said something about testing a potential recruit for the house guard, sir. Says he needs a pair of swords to test him."
"Stellar, then," said Outremin, seizing the chance for some amusement, "Carry on. Escort me there, if you will."
If Outremin's appearance startled Dunhall or Pelso, Garver's master-at-arms, neither showed it. He found his eyes instantly drawn to the other man in the room, obviously the recruit of whom they spoke. The man stood solid and sure, both rested and relaxed despite the others around him.
The stranger met Outremin's gaze without a flinch, or even a flick of interest. When Outremin tried to probe those eyes he met a wall of stone! This man cared nothing for propriety, manners or even the threat of four well-armed men. Fascinating. Then, to put the top on matters, he dismissed Outremin completely from his thoughts and turned them to the two guards.
More puzzled than insulted now, Outremin examined the man. He saw hard muscles and an abundance of scars, badges of combat, but also something else beneath them. Something in the man's eyes, his posture and the very attitude that oozed out of him. This man was a killer, pure and simple. He had killed many times, would kill many more and thought no more of it than swatting a biteme. Everything about him shouted that and Outremin recognized it easily now.
"Welcome, Sir Beau," said Dunhall, daring to break Outremin's examination, "We were going to evaluate a potential member of our house guard. I'm honored you chose to join us."
Another toady, thought Outremin, but one who knew well his place. He smiled at the fool. Then, while everyone but Dunhall donned dampers, he examined the man's credentials. He knew by the tone of Dunhall's voice that the man had irritated him. Interesting.
"So, boy," said Outremin, "Serjeant Dunhall seems to think you can fight. Can you?"
The man shrugged. "I guess we'll find out."
Dunhall reddened at this and Outremin felt a small spark of anger at the man's tone.
"Arrogant," said Outremin, "and insolent too. Boy, you do know these men are experts at unarmed combat."
"Do now," said the man with no apparent interest in the fact, "Do you want me to kill them or just hurt 'em?"
Dunhall trembled at this and Outremin felt a stronger flash of anger. Something nagged at the back of his mind, though. No doubt this fool felt the confidence he showed but Outremin sensed some deeper game.
"You fool," said Outremin contemptuously, "Do you actually think you can kill a man while wearing a damper?"
"Can and have."
Outremin spared Dunhall an amused glance. This would be good!
"Very well, boy. Impress us."
Now Dunhall smiled too. Both of them knew what would come next and this arrogant stranger deserved every bruise of it!
***
Pelso sent the two guards in first. They advanced warily but the arrogant fool simply stood and waited. When the older guard launched his attack the three of them erupted into a whirlwind of action too fast for Outremin to follow. It ended with a loud crack as the older guard fell back with his leg cleanly broken. The younger guard tried to attack in distraction as the master-at-arms waded into the fray but the stranger stood and easily defended against the two men. After a snap to the throat - deadly had the man's damper not slowed him - Pelso fell back, stunned but not out. Not liking the odds now, the younger guard grabbed a shortstaff from the weapon rack and spun in to attack.
This time Outremin saw the arrogant man smile. The fool actually smiled! Then he evaded the staff as though it stood still, grabbed it, spun and broke it. In a continuation of the same move and slowly enough not to activate his damper, the man stabbed the splintered end of the staff into the guard's shoulder. Blood dripped out when he twisted it but the guard held his stance. Unfazed, the man stamped and broke his knee. The guard tried to twist and defend but the man grabbed his arm and, again moving slowly, broke it.
On his way back to Pelso the man kicked the older guard's other leg out from under him, sending him to the floor again. The master-at-arms, recovered now, tried his best to fight the stranger. This time he ended up in a damper-proof neckbreaker, gasping for breath as the stranger slowly increased the pressure.
"Hold. Hold! I said HOLD, burn you!" Dunhall's voice actually quavered.
The man looked at Dunhall, then Outremin, then released his hold. The master-at-arms collapsed to the floor, still gasping for air.
"Slib. Did I pass?"
***
The man gazed at Dunhall a moment before dismissing him and switching his gaze to Outremin. Heh! That was his game! Outremin matched his icy stare with a smile while Dunhall recovered his composure. Outremin gave the man another three points in his mental tally.
"Your record says you were dishonorably discharged from service," said Outremin.
"My CO was a coward! His stupidity got most of our unit killed!"
There was Outremin's desired reaction. He didn't show the smile he felt."
"Still, desertion is a serious charge."
The man opened his mouth, then clenched his jaw tight. Outremin saw those muscles twitch as he approached him.
"Careful, sir," said Dunhall.
"Not to worry, serjeant. Seigneur," Outremin paused and checked the data, "Stone will not strike a superior. Isn't that right, Stone?"
The man, Stone, glowered but didn't speak.
"Answer me, mister!" Outremin snapped it as a command.
"No sir!"
This time Outremin didn't hide his smile.
"What we have here, Dunhall," he said, walking slowly around Stone, "is a soldier. A true soldier and not one of the pathetic substitutes we so often see." From behind he brushed imaginary dust off of Stone's shoulder. "We have here a man who can and will kill for his cause, and he will do so without batting an eye. Isn't that right, Stone?"
"Yes sir."
"What we have here," said Outremin, now walking in front of Stone and facing Dunhall, "is a soldier who needs a leader. One who needs, wants and requires a leader. Not just an officer and not just a commander, but a leader. A leader worthy of respect. You, Stone. How many men have you killed?"
"I don't know, sir. I don't keep count."
"Of course. Do you like it? Do you like the sight and smell of death piled at your feet?"
"Not particularly, sir."
"So do you dislike it? Do you hate killing those poor souls whose only offense... is being in your way when they shouldn't? Do you deeply despise that, Stone?"
"Not particularly, sir."
Dunhall's eyes widened at that.
"You see, serjeant," said Outremin, "We have here a man dedicated to his craft and who excels at it, even though his craft is dealing out death. He also takes pride in his work. Don't you, Stone?"
"Yes sir."
"But when the mission is finished he lets it go, slams down a slosh to the buddies he lost and prepares for the next day's work. Right, Stone?"
"Yes sir!"
Outremin nodded. "Get him in uniform, Serjeant Dunhall. I'll have him in my personal service." He caught the slight relaxation in Stone's shoulders. "Also, serjeant, inform the other guards not to try some foolish revenge, else you'll be short more than one man. Prepare yourself, Stone. We may be leaving soon."
"Yes sir!"
Stone didn't smile but Outremin felt it. Now the man had a job he wanted and the leader he needed! Dunhall looked from Outremin to Stone and back, calculating the sums as he did.
"Yes sir, Sir Beau," said Dunhall, "I'll start him on Precedence, Peerage and Conduct as well."
Outremin walked out of the room and toward the comm center in a much lighter humor. Project Silver would continue, no doubt on that, but Outremin personally blessed the fortunate misfortune that led him right here right now. He'd spoken truth to Dunhall, but only the simplest of it. Dunhall failed to see the genuine treasure that Stone would become to the Great House of Varl.
After he informed his Laird of the important matters here he sent off a few queries to a better archive. He did so more to satisfy his curiosity than anything else; Stone's credentials spoke volumes for themselves!
***
John Thompson carefully placed their purchases in the back of the hover Kidwell rented and took a moment to admire the way she moved.
"So," he said as he maneuvered out of the Erin's parking lot, "How long have you known Charlie and Sergeant Stone?"
"Just since they transferred to Liaison," she said, lighting a drugstick.
"Heh. Lucky them."
She smiled and gave him a wink. "They might disagree, Cap'n John."
That puzzled him.
"Because of how much they've lost at cards," she grinned, "Friendship ceases, I play for blood and I win a lot."
Thompson couldn't help laughing at this. Though no closer to solving the puzzle of Charlie, Stone, Kidwell and their situation, he certainly enjoyed puzzling it out on her. She didn't change at all when Stone left so that ruled out anything besides friendship. She also didn't speak of Charlie any other way so that made the three of them friends. By the easy manner and banter between them, she and Stone had seen and survived high-stress situations, possibly even combat. But Kidwell didn't look, act, feel or move military. Then Stone presented Thompson a truly compelling mystery before he left yesterday.
As soon as Thompson grounded, cleared and rented a berth at the port, Stone and Kidwell dragged him to a bank of storage lockers and made him rent a retina-coded one. Afterward they went to CommTronix. C-Tron prided itself on supplying the best and highest-quality electronics and photonics throughout the League. They also had the highest prices but they didn't brag about that. After they finished there, they rented an economy suite at an inexpensive motel. Next he and Stone went job-hunting. Rather, thought Thompson, they went job-looking. By him they found a dozen openings either of them could fill but Stone expressed no interest in those. He did take copious notes but Thompson never caught a glimpse of them.
Back at their suite, Kidwell made Thompson surrender his chrono, datapad, comm and even his service ID. She replaced the gear with what they purchased at C-Tron and told him not to worry about the ID. She sealed all of his stuff in a bag and gave it to Stone, who left. Thirty minutes later he returned and informed Thompson that his things were in the storage locker and to leave them there for now.
The chrono and comm both showed subtle signs of tampering. It might have escaped notice by most people but Thompson found it. More, Kidwell knew he found it and knew he knew she knew. Puzzling.
"I suppose I can understand that," he said, "Cards are... serious business."
"They also don't like looking at my duff nearly as much as you do."
That caught him by surprise! He reddened and forced his full concentration into navigating the near-absent traffic. He thought he was being subtle.
"Don't worry about it, John," she said, patting his arm, "I don't mind, and it's really a compliment if you think about it the right way." He felt a wink. "Just don't complain when I... return the favor."
Thompson had to chuckle at that.
"So," he said, trying to recover, "What makes an average day in Protocol?"
"Oh that's subtle, Cap'n John. We train, we learn, we train some more and we take the afternoon off to spiff our uniforms. How long have you known Charlie?"
"Our first assignment was on the proud frigate Jacob Crewley. She was operating out of Slyco at the time and we'd just graduated. I enlisted before he did but he blew through Advanced Comm and Astrogation like it was sugarfluff candy. Heh. Rumor said he'd have graduated even sooner except for a few incidents involving data system penetration and compromise."
Kidwell nodded knowingly at that.
"He wasn't any better graduated," continued Thompson, "We were stationed in Sector Prime at... er, Sector Prime. Can't tell you where. We were on ground rotation and Charlie got bored. He got a bunch of us together in the rec room for a massive HyperDeath tournament. That was before Thunder Smite and its dot-twos, you understand. That was the best splatfest I ever did, no blather.
"We didn't find out 'till later that Charlie owned one of the base's petathread core servers to host it. The local brass were torqued off their pizzles... Ah, 'scuse that! They were really upset when one of their main warsim servers went down, stayed down and kept them out for the duration. That got us transferred to Topaz in the Regis sector, plus-plus fast. We probably should've gotten the big boot, I know Charlie should have, but rumor said he told a light admiral to his teeth that he absolutely would not tell them how he owned their box if any of us got punished.
"We were assigned to the Isaac Ray once we hit Regis and apparently someone rumored in her captain. He told Charlie to leave the cores the way he found 'em and not to threaten the ship's mission. Charlie jacked one the first time he got a chance. He and a bunch of scrubs had a splatfest, he put the cores back and the captain didn't say a word so we stayed aboard 'till Ceto. I guess you know the story from there."
"Truth," said Kidwell with a laugh, "That sounds just like him, too. At play he's all play and even at work he's still half play. Of course what he considers play usually involves owning someone else's stuff. You should hear him complain when he has to burn through security."
"Heard it, lovely lady. More than once."
"Did he ever tell you what he did before he enlisted?"
Thompson eyed her critically.
"No, Vera. He hinted once or twice at a choice between enlistment and something awful but he never went into detail. I didn't ask, either, because you don't. The Navy doesn't care what you were, only what you will. For truth, that's the only time I really saw him torqued. Some backwater-soggy scrubbie kept asking him and asking, and wouldn't take 'no' for an answer. Next leave he and Charlie settled it behind a port club. Charlie got two days in the brig and that scrubbie got a transfer somewhere awful. Didn't he tell you and Stone?"
"Nak. You just told me more than he ever did. I could tell he didn't want to talk about it, ever, so I didn't press. We all have histories and sometimes they're not pretty."
"What about Sergeant Stone?" Thompson tried not to sound too eager. He filed under 'interesting' the fact that she, Stone and Charlie fought hard together and Charlie still didn't let loose anything about himself.
"Strong, solid, straight-on and ruddy dangerous to anything in his path," she said, "That's Micah in a nutshell and anything else would make a novel."
Go on! Thompson tried to project that thought.
"Do you remember the ENW and LNN stories about Caustik?"
Thompson worked to recall. "Yes. Some kind of scandal. Long time ago."
"It wasn't that long ago and the stories were horrible. They have a rigidly stratified society with the haves lording it over the have-nots worse than the Imperium. They also had a military unit called the 113th TAS. Caustik called them 'elite' but they were the diametric opposite."
"Wait," said Thompson, "I remember that now. They were tough and dirty. They did stuff no military, or even civilized people, wouldn't think of doing. They sound like a bunch of Esavians, for truth."
"What made the news didn't even touch the surface. The rest of it was even worse." She lit another 'stick. "Those men were subliminally-conditioned and controlled juice troopers. In combat they were nothing more than flesh-and-blood killing machines. Amped-up robots juiced past any pain or injury or mercy."
"Yeah. I read something about that. Scary stapes." He shuddered. "I'm glad I never met one. Hades. That's scary just thinking about it."
"But you did meet one, Cap'n John. Micah was one of their best before they gave him the big kick. He survived the missions and the deprogramming."
The hover bucked and skidded as Thompson pulled off the road and grounded, both of them too rapidly.
"Blather," he said, "Double-blather! You can't be serious."
"Pure truth," said Kidwell, "It still haunts him sometimes."
"Heaven's flames." After a long moment of silence, Thompson started the hover and guided it back into traffic. "That man will never again pay for a slosh if I'm around! Frost! That's awful."
Kidwell nodded and they rode in silence a while.
"Tell me," he said finally, "No blather. What is Protocol?"
"No blather," she answered, just as seriously, "You really don't want to know. Just assume it's another specialized unit, which it is. It's just that the specialization is... not what you might think."
"Fair coin," he said, equal parts happy with what he'd learned and fearful about what he hadn't. Mostly. "So tell me. Charlie's scary smart and sneaky as hades when it comes to computers and such. Sergeant Stone is just six-sigmas scary. Scarier now. What are you?"
"I'm a people person," she said, smiling now, "From a single individual to massive crowds of them. I'm also really good at cards."
"Slib," he nodded, "No more questions then. I'll salute you as soon as we stop."
"I will cause you excruciating pain twenty different ways if you salute me," she said evenly, "Do not do that."
Thompson gave her a small chuckle but made a mental note never to salute her. She sounded quite capable of fulfilling that threat!



Chapter 6. House Connections
 
Blue frowned at her datapad and said an incredibly vile word. Karr had heard it many times before but never with such devotion.
"Trouble, m'lady?"
"Nothing makes sense." She powered down the 'pad and rubbed her eyes. "I've gone over all the data involving all the Fallstar Lines and BinSu sewer swishes over the past three years. None of them make any sense! None!"
Karr took her shoulders and began massaging them.
"You have ten years to stop that," she said, not opening her eyes, "I trow I've tried every type of correlation I know. I tried fixed and variable time intervals, ship intervals, same-ship, different-ship, cargo-type, owner, pilot... I even tried debt-amount correlation with what we have on it. Squelch!"
"I received just over a year's worth of debt run information today," said Karr, "Did you try it?"
"I did. A high proportion of them correlate with the loss-recoveries but that didn't really help with what I was trying."
"Perhaps Sir Allan will have something from the surrounding planets soon."
"Slib. What do we do until then?"
"I have a thought," said Karr obliquely, "Dinner at Sir Allan's gave me an appetite. I think it's time to make some House connections here."
Blue scowled. How, she thought, would that help?
***
Blue scowled. Franklin Lord Alwen, Scion of the Noble House of Edders, Knight of the Broken Flame, Order of Diligence and former major in the Elder Guard had a mansion as ostentatious as Worthington's was modest. His doorman, after announcing them, commended them to another servant who escorted Karr and Blue to a reading room where yet another servant brought tea and nibblers. By Blue's reckoning they arrived far too early for dinner but Karr worried that they might arrive late. After allowing his guests sufficient time to partake of his offerings, Lord Alwen appeared in all his magnificence.
"Good day, Sir Karr, and a most surprising one indeed. Your company is an unexpected but doubly welcome pleasure. You as well, my Lady Blue. House McReely is ever and always welcome under my roof but so seldom do any attend." Here Alwen bowed to her. "Yet just as rarity enhances pleasure so does your presence here honor me even more. This is indeed a momentous day!"
With that said he tucked Blue's arm under his own and invited them deeper into his estate. As they walked they encountered numerous other guests, all of whom Alwen called by name before stopping to exchange happy words and introduce his latest arrivals. Blue played the gracious lady quite well but Karr knew her well enough to see beneath her facade. He tried not to smile too hard at that; he also knew she saw through his!
After a modest while Alwen released Blue. He stopped in the largest crowd they'd seen yet and he regretted the necessity of leaving them, even if but for a moment! Karr and several others chuckled at that; even so simple an act as leaving took Alwen fifteen minutes.
After their host bantered himself away, Karr and Blue conversed lightly with those around them. When 16:45 arrived all of the guests began gravitating deeper into the house. Alwen appeared then and repossessed Blue's arm. He escorted her and Karr to his personal table while his guests dispersed to their own.
Dinner took place over a long time and in a room plus-plus impressive enough for it. The tables and chairs hovered gravitically and moved at odd intervals, thus giving each of Alwen's guests ample opportunity to visit with all the others. Alwen himself sat at the center of it like a sparkling sun orbited by a chaos of elegant planets and flashy moons. And, thought Karr, two rogue asteroids.
"Pray tell me, Sir Piotr," said Alwen, "what wonderful occasion brings you here."
"We're here on business, m'lord," said Karr, "auditing and verifying accounts."
"Oh my stars and seas," said Alwen with a smile and a dramatic gesture, "Perhaps we should have used the smaller dining room!"
The others at the table laughed at this, some genuinely.
"No, no, my lord," grinned Karr, "We're working with one of House Brightcrown's businesses here. They needed external auditors in order to maintain their shipping credentials. For truth, checking the numbers is the easier task because we know they won't be wrong. The difficult part is living up to the Brightcrown standards whilst we work!"
This time Karr heard more genuine laughs. Those from people who had done business with Brightcrown, he suspected.
"We've been at things for almost a week now," continued Karr, "and we needed a break and a chance to relax. And, if I might be so bold, your hospitality and the willingness with which you share it are... quite famous."
Alwen swelled up and positively beamed at this. Several of the others shot Karr spite-filled looks, careful not to let their host catch them at it. Karr knew he'd scored some serious points with that.
"Why thank you, Sir Karr! Such kind words are their own treasure, more precious than gold!"
Karr smiled and bowed his head toward Alwen.
"Indeed, Sir Karr," continued Alwen, "Pray, good knight, do not hesitate to call upon me again at such future need. For one whose work is so arduous, is there aught more I can offer?"
"Only this, my lord. Of all the things under stars and suns, I do not wish to talk about work!"
Alwen laughed heartily at this and the tables chose that moment to move. That gave the toadies around Alwen a chance to begin scoring points of their own and Karr found himself across from a lady close to his age and dressed ten times more expensively.
"So tell me, Sir Piotr," simpered the Lady Priscilla Butte, "If we are forbidden to discuss your work then upon what shall we converse?" She batted her eyelashes coyly.
"I truly have no preferences," said Karr, "Births, deaths, peccadilloes, scandals or even pairings! Just, if you please, nothing of numbers, spice and profit!"
The Lady Butte gave a squeaky giggle and proceeded to do her best at what Karr asked.
***
Back in their hover and heading away from Lord Alwen and his estate, Blue's scowl deepened. Karr lit a 'stick and handed her the pack.
"Thank you," she said heavily, "And thank you so much for such a loverly evening. I truly cannot recall the last time I had such a one as this."
Karr laughed hard at the sarcasm in her voice.
"So tell me, Sir Karr, what exactly did we accomplish tonight? If you wanted distraction that badly I can think of a dozen other places to get it. I can think of a dozen places that between them all don't have as many titles as I heard tonight!"
He laughed even harder. "I know, my dear. Am I to take it you did not delve that vast data mine of information?"
"What?!"
Karr actually felt her eyebrows rise.
"For truth, my lady? Did you discuss aught but trade?"
"That's really all I know. At least all I can talk about without revealing... things. My family and I aren't high enough in Peerage to know much about it. Although I did hear several references to you! Just how many honors and titles to you have, Sir Karr?"
"Piotr Wayne Sir Karr, Knight of the Broken Flame, Order of Duty, Order of the Blade, Order of Diligence, Commendation to the Red Sash, Order of Velvet, Honorary Knight of the Crown, Lesser Knight of the Elder Guard, dubbed Fellow in the Order of Loosk and Honorary Squire in the Order of Lore."
"Wow." Blue remained silent a long time. "I... I didn't know all of those."
"Of course not, my lady, because I didn't tell you. It's not something about which I boast. The lot of them aren't particularly relevant save for the contacts I can make with them. For truth, I'm proudest of the Order of the Scroll. That's the Great and Noble House of Lore and they're less impressed by my titles than am I."
"What of the order of Loosk? That is impressive!"
"Others deserve it more, m'lady. When I was in the Guard I led a detail through heavy fire to rescue a group of wounded comrades. They are the true heroes, and they deserve the Order more than do I."
"I think not," said Blue, "The truest heroes don't believe it either. But I shall respect your desires. Now respect my curiosity! What did you learn of such planet-shaking import?"
Now Karr grew serious.
"We received the same briefings. You know I held nothing back."
"Except your titles," she said.
"Seriously, Lady Blue. My Laird Edders, at the behest of Laird Brightcrown, asked me to look into certain irregularities involving House Binkor-Sud, House Snughblak and House Imix. By inference House Varl might be involved as well. As did Laird Savn of you. That alone was sufficient for me; I do not question when my Laird deems such necessary, much less Laird Brightcrown. When I learned Varl might be involved, so much the better! As you well know, we of House Edders... dislike Varl."
"Aye, Sir Knight! We McReelys might not be high in Peerage and Precedence but we are loyal unto death to House Brightcrown, by whose hand we came to exist. Likewise the Noble House of Edders and they to Brightcrown as well. We do not question such orders. Or, ahem, requests."
"Truth, my lady, but in this case it would have been more prudent to question and question sharply!"
"What?!"
"Not in doubt, my lady, but rather in curiosity. Laird Brightcrown gave to Laird Luther and Laird Savn, and they us, all the information he had on the irregularities. All the reports he had up to the point where Sir Parl vanished."
"Not much of that."
"Truth, lady. But all that we have are smaller pieces of a much larger picture. Did any of your briefings mention the possibility of Moot censure against House Brightcrown?"
"What?! No! That... Nothing! From whence came that?"
"Aye," he said, "It seems to be common knowledge amongst those of the upper Peerage with too little to fill too much time. It stunned me when I first heard it. That's why I insisted we stay through the evening concerto. I wanted to find out as much as I could."
"And did you?"
"Nay, m'lady. The rumor of it is ubiquitous but the meat is absent. Laird Luther mentioned nothing of it to me, which meant Laird Reginald likely didn't tell him." Karr felt a bit of acid creep into his voice. "It pains me to speak ill of my Peers but the lack of substance seemed to trouble them more than the possibility of the censure itself. I find that disturbing."
"I find it more than disturbing, Piotr! Do you think that's what we're trying to find?"
"No," said Karr after some thought, "At least not directly. I have no doubts that what we seek is related, but not our main objective."
"That sounds like a Brightcrown," said Blue, almost spitting the words, "To a man or woman they would wade a sea of flame to fight a sandslasher rather than expose their allies to risk!"
"Indeed," smiled Karr, "and Laird Reginald would do so himself to prevent harm to those who would fight for him. That includes Laird Luther and Laird Savn."
"For truth!" Blue bit off those words. "Make no mistake, Piotr, I love Laird Brightcrown as I do Laird Savn but he would do well to bend his stiff neck and let his friends help him!"
"Indeed, dear lady. After we have solved this problem of his we shall give him those very words!"
***
Thompson followed Kidwell around the town, dutifully admiring every little place she stopped and snapping holos like a giddy tourist. His transformation amazed him more than hers. At first he questioned the amount of makeup she thought she needed. Then, after she applied it to the both of them he wondered if she had enough! To him it seemed she put forth little effort or work but when she finished, a total stranger stared out the mirror at him. Then she disguised herself, said 'We are tourists today' and proceeded to change completely into one!
For truth, though, Thompson rather enjoyed it. Although he'd visited many worlds, he saw little of most of them outside the Navy base. Occasionally he and his shipmates did venture out to see the wonders a planet offered, but all to often the pressures of a tight schedule limited their time there.
"Tell me again what we're doing," he said when they stopped for chog.
"I'm getting to know some people," she replied mysteriously. Then, when she finished chuckling over his expression, "Slib. People 101. Look at ten-low. You see the girl in the sparkly dress?"
"Umm... Yeah. The one with... eight... nine others around her?"
"They're using her," said Kidwell, "She has money, power, status, a noble title or something similar, I'm still working on what, and the rest of them don't. They're hanging with her because of what she can do for them."
"That's duff roughage!"
"Nak. Not at all. She's using them too. She is well aware of what she has and she knows it's the only reason they're with her. She's trailing them along because being seen with such a large crowd elevates her in the eyes of her chosen peers. For truth..." Here Kidwell squinted a little. "She's worried because she just spotted a rival. Probably a friend of hers who might attract some of her followers away and into her own crowd. They'll meet, of course, and exchange pleasantries. Then each will try to steal from the other's crowd."
"What? Blather! Double blather," said Thompson with easy doubt, "No way in space! You're making that up. That or you're guessing!"
She shrugged. "Five credits says I'm right."
"Done!"
Thompson watched the sparkly girl out of the corner of his eye. After a few steps she smiled widely and greeted a dark-haired girl in an equally dark dress. The other girl had five people with her and over the course of their brief conversation one of those joined the larger crowd. Though the two girls parted amicably, even Thompson had no trouble spotting Sparkly's smug satisfaction and Dark Girl's irritation. Kidwell simply shrugged when he handed her the money.
"Now I know why Charlie and Sergeant Stone lose to you at cards! That's ruddy... That's impressive."
She chuckled as she sipped her chog.
"Just wait, Cap'n John. Things aren't in the same sector with complicated, yet. I'm still in my observation phase."
***
"Do Charlie and Sergeant Stone go through this too?"
After a full day of nothing more than watching people walking about and chatting, Thompson still saw nothing other than people walking and chatting. Not so Kidwell! She took copious notes, spoke observations frequently and constantly worked on a strange diagram he could not fathom.
"Yes, with ill grace and only when necessary. Charlie doesn't like working anything that doesn't connect to a datajack and Micah is more about straight-in direct action. They don't like this any more than you do."
Thompson shifted guiltily. He thought he hid his boredom well.
"Oh, floppers! Don't phase out over it, John. It is what it is. This is my specialty and for once my plan is totally my own. Unless you have any suggestions."
"I don't," he admitted, "But I want to help! Some way. Any way."
"Polar! Since you're so insistent I'll have something for you tomorrow. We could start tonight but I want to do some drinking and dancing."
What?!! Thompson almost asked her to repeat that last part. Some of his wildest and fondest memories off-base came from ladies with similar...
"Phase down, fireball," she said, cutting off his thoughts mid-fantasy, "This is work and not play. The only lucky you're getting tonight is that I don't know exactly which nocturnal crowds I want to study."
Thompson almost choked on his chog and he didn't even have any!
***
Micah scowled at the board and moved his High Archon to threaten most of Outremin's major pieces. Not easy considering how he had them scattered but Micah managed.
"Bloody!" Outremin studied Micah's pieces, calculated their moves, realized he could save one or at most two of his major pieces and selected the Bold Warrior.
Micah moved in and wreaked what damage he could then moved into a more defensive posture.
"Good play," said Outremin, "You bally didn't leave me much."
The two of them plus an astrogator and engineer rode in Outremin's fast boat to some unknown destination. Not that Micah didn't want to know, Outremin simply didn't allow it.
"I like that about you, Stone," said Outremin, "So far you haven't tried to curry favor by playing soft. This is as good a game as I've had in a long while."
Micah shrugged. "Why play if you don't play to win?"
"Heh. Exactly! That simple fact seems lost on so many. Even worse that some Noble players seem to expect otherwise. Sadly, Laird Fadding has little time to play. I've always battled him blood and claw. Even though he usually wins he earns it in gold!"
Within another four moves Outremin moved to deal Micah some major damage. After that carnage neither of them had any truly powerful pieces left but Micah had a couple more lesser ones.
"You'd like to know where we're going, wouldn't you, Stone?"
"Not particularly, sir. As long as there's air and the food and pay keep coming."
"Well, patience then. You'll know soon enough. I see you've been studying your Peerage and Precedence along with Crown history. What do you think so far?"
Micah shrugged. "There are worst ways to survive the Collapse and Interim, I suppose. I can think of one outstanding case in point."
Outremin nodded. "Understandable, Stone. I've read your... background. Most impressive that you survived it. That was not my question, though. What do you think of our Great Houses and their Nobility?"
Again Micah shrugged. "It works, sir. It seems a bit outdated but it survived the Interim basically intact. It gives consistency of governance and policy, unification, efficient concentration and use of resources and fairness to the population. That's a lot."
"That is very true, Stone. As to outdated... I disagree! It is a form of government whose time has come and should come again." Outremin's tone changed slightly. "What do you want from life, Stone?"
"Good food, good pay and a safe rack with a nice fresher at the end of the day."
"No, no, Stone. I mean afterward. What do you want when it's time for the old soldier to lay down his sword and take off his boots?"
Micah moved a piece absently.
"Same thing, plus or minus. A good home that's all mine. A decent place for my wife and kids."
"You're married, Stone?"
"Erm... Well, add that to the list, sir."
"I see." Outremin chuckled heartily. "Simple pleasures and a comfortable life without the constant need for vigilance and combat. Most admirable! Before here you traveled to many systems and many sectors. What do you think of the Star Crown worlds? I mean as a place to settle.
"Many tourists find us antiquated and droll. They come and cast holos and imagine themselves back in time to knights and their lords; a time when honor and courage meant more than today's complacent masses can possibly comprehend. But, at the end of the day, they want to return to their ordinary lives on their dull planets. Do you?"
Micah shrugged. "Not particularly, sir. This antiquated and droll society outlasted a lot of others. That says a lot."
"Indeed, Stone, and there lies the secret of its success. Do you know what that is?"
"No sir," said Micah after due thought.
"It's not complicated. Power, Stone, pure and simple. Our Houses have endured because they encourage vision and drive and reward those few who have them with power to match! Hermann Rene du'Varl understood that. He was a man of vision and wisdom and he conceived of a way to use them to transform a handful of planets abandoned by the Imperium into the Worlds of the Crown of Stars!
"Most of humanity is witless and weak. Its members may possess talent or skill but they lack the intelligence and drive to use them properly. Many can barely manage their own paltry lives, much less an enterprise of any depth or breadth. They must have leaders, Stone. They require leaders to tell them where to apply their skills. Leaders to care for them and protect them. They need men of vision and courage who will do what is needed to keep them snug and safe in their hovels. In turn they reward such men with power.
"Think on those toadies from Binkor-Sud and Snughblak. What did you think of them and their high titles and Noble blood?"
"Just fancier officers, sir," said Micah, "More concerned about spiffing their uniform than looking after their troops."
"Indeed! Learn this lesson, then. For all their titles and Houses, who between us do you think has the most power? It is I, Stone. True, I bowed and spoke courteous words and gave them due honor, but of the three of us I am the one holding the High Archon! My blood and my title might not match theirs but they know an I know that I and the Great House of Varl control their fate!
"Know this, Stone. Of all the possible paths for your feet, you have chosen the best possible one to follow! Ere long the Great House of Varl will take the Crown and rule all of its worlds. We shall be well and truly rid of those meddlesome Brightcrowns and all the lackeys that cling to their boots! My Laird Fadding will step into his rightful place and he will dispense his rewards and punishments when he does.
"When that happens, all the allies and loyal subjects of the true House of Rene du'Varl and any others who have cast their lot with us will receive wealth and power beyond that of simple dreams! Does that appeal to you, Stone?"
"Yes sir!"
Outremin smiled at the eagerness he thought Micah tried to hide.
"This path does have its dangers, Stone. Are you prepared for them?"
This time Stone's gaze chilled Outremin's spine. In it he saw not the slightest trace of pity, mercy, compassion, sympathy, empathy or indeed any other emotion!
"Just tell me who you want dead, sir."



Chapter 7. The Tragic Schism
 
Thompson closed his eyes, rubbed his temples and tried not to think of the stack of datacubes in front of him. When he opened his eyes, though, they were still there. He gathered them into his case, tidied his carrel and headed out to the plaza where Kidwell messaged him to meet her. She sat on a shaded bench and sketched on her datapad. When Thompson looked he saw a picture of the plaza and the library building behind it with idealized people scattered about it.
"That's good," he said.
"Thanks." She added a few touches and powered down. "Well?"
"I got all of what you wanted. Most of it, at least. I think. Maybe."
"Polar. I'm tired of sketching, anyway."
Back at their rooms Kidwell tore into the data eagerly. When she said nothing immediately, Thompson fetched food and chog. She hadn't moved when he returned.
"Oh! Thanks, John. Good job with the data and correlations, too."
He smiled, portioned out the food and began eating.
"I have some for you, too," she said, chewing, "Did you know Brightcrown and Varl don't like each other at all?"
Thompson scowled. He could have told her that and more besides. The trees in front of the library knew that!
"I don't mean simple dislike, dear," she said, "It's so much more and so much deeper than that. I'm talking about total enmity at any level. Even the poorest subjects of either House won't have anything to do with the other. There's plenty of dislike between plenty of Houses but all of it together pales to nothing against theirs."
"That's because estranged brothers tend to make the fiercest enemies. Brightcrown and Varl used to be one and the same: the House descended from Hermann Rene du'Varl, the principal founder of the Star Crown worlds. Not long after the Crown established itself, two du'Varl brothers came in line for it. Neither was absolutely direct but one of them, Terrance the Younger, thought he should be higher in the precedence.
"Both brothers had the same father and his was the line back to du'Varl, but Terrance's mother was, he thought, closer to it than his brother Thieberin's. Thieberin was polar with it and he really didn't care because he knew, barring some monumental catastrophe, neither of them would be called to wear the crown. He was a lot more interested in consolidating the worlds and establishing a good, strong defense against pirates and tech raiders."
"Let me guess," said Kidwell, "Terrance wouldn't let things lie and the two fought over it."
"Not quite so simple, dear," said Thompson, "They were both Navy officers in the Elder Guard and both assigned to protect and defend against the aforementioned pirates. A massive pirate fleet attacked the far spinward systems and both of the brothers' ships were called to defend. Thieberin's ship was in the front wave and it took a shellacking, as did a lot of the others. Terrance's was on the edge of things and her captain withdrew to call reinforcements. By the time they arrived, led by Terrance's captain, it was too late for more ships than just Thieberin's.
"The Crown fleet managed to destroy and disperse the pirates but when the initial reports reached the Hausmoot, some hotheaded cousin accused Terrance of deserting his brother and leaving him to die, just to clench his path to the Crown. Terrance truly loved his brother and he really didn't care for this particular cousin so a duel soon ensued."
"Not good."
"Very not good. The high-tempered cousin knew a lot more about Moot politics and petty maneuvering than he did actual fighting and Terrance dispatched him rather messily. That stirred up a lot of trouble and dissent within House Varl, just when they needed strength and unity the most. The pirates weren't all dead and everybody knew they'd be back as soon as they could consolidate and recruit more ships.
"None of the political crowd wanted to let things lie so the current Laird Varl ordered them back to their homeworld in order to allow the rest to protect the Crown. They complied, Terrance was vindicated and the Moot turned its attention to defending its citizenry. Sadly, they turned their attention away from the political maneuverers and those blokes began plotting and planning against Terrance and his fellows. Even in absentia they caused a lot of trouble and finally, after a few years of it, House Brightcrown split away from House Varl.
"It wasn't until a few years later, when Terrance's captain died and his private journals were published that the truth came out. Terrance tried to mutiny against him in order to stay and help his brother and the rest of the fleet. The man put Terrance and a couple of others in the brig until they were away from the fray. Ordinarily that would lead to summary execution and the captain would have been justified in it. He knew, though, that the Crown would need all of its best in order to survive so he elected not to end Terrance's life or ruin his future. Terrance even tried to adopt the man into his blood but the captain refused.
"When the dust from that revelation settled, both Lairds and a lot of the high blood from both Houses tried to reconcile, but even then the enmity was too strong. After a time the King, who was of Edders blood, decreed the split irrevocable and declared that both Houses shared the blood of Rene du'Varl equally."
"Hence the term 'Tragic Schism.' I heard it more than once and now it makes sense," said Kidwell.
"Dead on the beam. The one good thing that came out of the mess was that it focused Moot attention on dueling. Until then it could happen whenever one party got torqued at another. Not all duels went to the death but enough did. Terrance's actions formalized things. The Moot and King decided that, from that day forward, duels must only be fought over matters critical to the Crown. Any person spilling Noble blood outside those bounds is deemed a traitor and must be executed as such."
"Heaven's flames! It looks like the Esavians aren't the only barbarians."
"They lived in different times, Vera. The Collapse and the Interim cost a lot of worlds a lot of things. Civilization was a luxury they couldn't always afford." Thompson let the silence stretch before speaking again. "So what did you find out today?"
"I found out the society here is split a lot more ways than just into Houses. Think of that as vertical division. They're also divided horizontally into Halls. They're organized a lot like the Guilds, by profession, training, skill or talent. It's possible for someone to belong to both, in which case the House takes precedence if the two come into conflict. It's also possible to belong to neither House nor Hall but that is exceptionally rare. Almost every single Crown citizen belongs to a House, Hall or Order, and there are a few of those not associated with either.
"Every citizen belongs somewhere and there is great vertical mobility, up to a point. Then Peerage kicks in for the Houses and mastery for the Halls. Still, between them all, every demographic is represented and everybody has a chance at something better."
"So," opined Thompson, "Not that much different from the rest of the League."
"I guess not. Except for House membership. Once you join it can be difficult to leave. Brightcrown doesn't make much fuss about it, so long as it's voluntary and the receiving House won't punish them for changing. Leaving Varl is a lot harder and the only way most folks get away from it is through the Elder Guard. Binkor-Sud is only about wealth and Larner has a cargo ton of paperwork either way.
"House, Hall and Order of Lore is one of the hardest to join but easiest to leave; they're only interested in the gathering and dissemination of knowledge and learning. They actually have a lot of noble blood from all the other Houses there but they don't care feces about that, only how smart you are. The Hall of Minstrels isn't just about music, either." Kidwell consulted her notes. "Flames, John. I could go on for hours about them. I could teach an entire curriculum on just this and still have material for graduate work!"
"So how does all that help us?"
"Immensely!! Plus-plus! Lanniver Industries traced the components to a single contractor here on Faircoast. It encompasses multisystem subcontractors, all domiciled here. All we have to do is trace them and drill down until we find what we need."
"Pyronic," said Thompson, totally without conviction, "Nothing hard about that."
"It's easier now," she countered, "Bet me ten standing we don't find a relationship between the faulty components and one or more Houses here! We just need to find out which House is where and who stands to benefit from it. These Houses may not like each other but with this kind of profit at stake they will all join hands in a nanosecond. They may squabble over who does what and who gets how much, but none of them will jeopardize the contract itself."
"Except that someone did exactly that," said Thompson, "Why don't we just bring in a corps of Guild Arbiters and auditors?"
"Later," she said, "Once we have a solid target for them."
***
Micah ground his teeth and applied careful vector correction. He and Outremin sat on the bridge with Micah behind the controls. Wygnan Amal, the astrogator and main pilot, locked the nav unit and went to his cabin for some overdue rest.
The instruments gave Micah all the information he needed except the name of the system in which the small boat now drifted. All he knew for certain was that the system had a dim red star, no planets within midrange scanner distance and a massive asteroid belt through which they now traveled.
After they dropped out of linkspace Outremin sent a coded message over the comm, and now Micah had an intermittent wire to follow. Every two minutes brought ten seconds of signal, which made for a nerve-twitching journey. At first Micah thought to check the nav unit but Amal locked and isolated it. With Outremin present Micah dared not try to unlock it or activate it. Amal locked and powered down the long-range sensors, the boat had no sophisticated survey gear and the star had no LINC beacon Micah could detect. Still, neither Outremin nor Amal appeared troubled over any of this so Micah assumed they'd made the trip many times. It still frustrated him that he had no way of pinpointing its astrographic location!
"You're wondering where we are, Stone." Outremin made that a question. Micah suspected telepathy.
"No sir. Not particularly."
"Ahh, don't lie to me, Stone. You're very concerned about it now."
"That I am, sir. There's no LINC beacon and I don't want to be here for the rest of my life."
Outremin laughed heartily at this.
"Not to worry, Stone. This location is very well surveyed and documented. Master Amal will be well able to bring us back to Fallstar. He is, after all, just as much the master of his craft as you are yours. Will you admit the least curiosity as to where exactly we're headed?"
"Not as long as I have a wire, sir. I would like a solid one, though!"
At this Outremin merely smiled. Their course led closer and closer to a giant asteroid, so Micah assumed it their eventual destination. His final, short wire confirmed it. When he vectored close enough he saw a giant cave, well-illuminated and beckoning them toward it.
Micah guided his ship into the asteroid, carefully not scraping the hull during the process. He did have clearance to spare, though not a lot, so he ran a quick mental calculation as to the maximum ship size it could accommodate comfortably. Before long the rocky, irregular cave smoothed out into a large landing bay. Two other ships sat docked but they had no markings and no transponder signals. Most interesting! GC wired him toward a smaller dock and soon he had the small vessel locked into place. A boarding tube snaked out and attached itself to their airlock and Outremin stood and stretched.
"Come, Stone. The facilities here are limited but much more comfortable than the ship's cabins."
As Micah and the others traversed the tube and into the station proper, Micah observed critically but not obviously. The installation felt like a megafac, an asteroid-based or free-floating self-contained factory designed to process asteroids for common metals and minerals, but something told Micah this particular station did more than that. As they walked he noticed several guards noticing them. Deep-pitched machine noise, more felt than heard, permeated the place. Whenever he touched a guide-rail or wall he felt a faint vibration. The air also had a slight scent of sealant, lubricant and machinery. Whenever Micah walked through a pressure-door he felt a slight change in ambient temperature and moisture. Their path finally ended in a small suite of rooms. Small, but almost luxurious by starship standards.
Amal and Zaba headed for their billet gratefully and with a minimal bow to Outremin. Micah thought to take the other but Outremin shook his head and motioned him to follow. They walked past a gaudily-painted door bearing the sign 'Recreation Room' and through another leading to a conference room. The opposite wall held another door. When Outremin sat at the head of the table, Micah dropped into a relaxed attention beside the door.
"Sit, Stone," said Outremin with some amusement, "We shall be here a while." He waved his arm casually. "What do you think of our small station?"
"It's vulnerable, sir," said Micah instantly, "There are plenty of P-doors and segments but I didn't see any structural reinforcement or armoring. It wouldn't take too many shots from a cruiser spinal to pierce the rock buffering and I don't even want to think about a fifty-nail swarm hitting."
"So. You think us defenseless?"
Micah noted the other three men when they entered but, per Outremin's example, paid them no heed.
"Who is this, Outremin?" The man Micah named Speaker strode into the room to face him.
"A treasure," replied Outremin, "A treasure for House Varl and a bane for our enemies, Signor Kenjai, and one you'd do well not to upset."
"He is strange," said Kenjai, "I do not like strange."
The man spoke with a vaguely familiar clipped accent that Micah didn't recognize. Yet.
"Duly noted," said Outremin with apparent boredom, "You may go, Stone. If you go to the rec room do not kill anyone. In fact, do not kill anyone here."
"Yes sir."
Micah walked past Kenjai as though he didn't exist, which visibly infuriated him. Micah wanted desperately to stay but Outremin made the dismissal clear.
***
Though Micah ached to explore the installation he headed to the rec room instead. Kenjai's accent still nagged him but he simply couldn't recall it. The location of the system also troubled him. If he could identify Kenjai that might give a hint to the location and if he identified the location it might give information on Kenjai. Micah mentally grumbled some profanity and concentrated on what he could observe.
The rec room was smaller than it seemed. Careful lighting and strategically-placed mirrors made it feel larger, as did the furniture and its placement. Micah tried to identify some of the plants around the room but they gave no clues either.
A bar stretched the length of one wall. Several men sat there, drinking and exchanging friendly words with the barkeep. The room itself was about a quarter filled so Micah ordered chog and nibblers and turned his attention to the other patrons.
Though the men and women sat in cliques of two to four, Micah separated them into two overall groups immediately. The first sat relaxed as they ate, drank and chatted. From what Micah overheard they all came from the Crown worlds. He classified them as ordinary workers, the ones who ran the machinery that ran the installation.
The second group might as well have worn uniforms, so loudly did their behavior shout 'military' to Micah! They sat at ease but far from relaxed. They kept careful observation of everything around them and sat with a posture of readiness. Soldiers, thought Micah, and soldiers not completely certain of their environment. He turned his attention to his food and observed more carefully.
After a few minutes Micah ordered another chog and a meal to accompany it. When it arrived he took it to an isolated table near one with four of the soldiers. After they observed and dismissed him he concentrated on hearing what he could. He didn't know what they discussed but they all spoke with Kenjai's accent.
***
Karr and Blue sat in silence and stared at the chart they'd just completed.
"Rather different, for truth," said Blue finally.
"Indeed. If we assume the rumors of censure are true, then who stands to profit the most?"
"Varl, of course." Blue lit a 'stick and sipped cold chog. "Binkor-Sud and its allies aren't in direct line but they will certainly take advantage of the situation. Likewise Snughblak and its friends."
"Binkor-Sud will only be there for the gain," said Karr, "That makes them allies of convenience at best."
"Truth," replied Blue, "but allies still. Question: from whence come the profits? Varl's reward is, as always, destruction of Brightcrown but the others will want tangible returns."
Karr jacked into the net, applied serious encryption and authenticated with his House credentials. At his request Blue did likewise. Between them they had access to data well beyond ordinary levels.
"These figures are conjectural," said Karr absently, "and based on what House Edders knows for certain happened. We also have the Brightcrown data and I'll rate that as actual, too."
"That plus what we can actually track," said Blue, "Given McReely agents, it's going to be frosted close to perfect."
Karr grinned at this. No one slipped much data concerning trade past House McReely!
"Bloody," said Karr, "This won't be quick."
"But well worth the time," replied Blue, "Let's concentrate only on shipments to, from or through Faircoast and see what accumulates and where."
While that ran, Blue examined the data from Varl, with specific attention to suspected or verified sewer-swishes. Karr, on a low-probability tangent, concentrated on Fallstar Lines and several other companies owing large debts to Binkor-Sud. Before long, Blue detected the beginnings of a pattern.
"I have disparities," she said, "Look at these incidents. Calculated value for the items versus actual value. Depreciating the standard rates for loss-recovery plus value added for salvage sales still doesn't sum up."
Karr took a moment to refocus his brain and checked her work.
"That is ruddy strange," he said, "They should be turning more than a token profit and they're not. Flames. That's barely enough to justify the paperwork!"
"I concur. Profit is the point of sewer-swishing," she said, "But apparently it isn't."
Karr checked the tax and tariff reports.
"You're right, m'lady. I'm not finding any tax advantage here. But didn't we already assume they're not after the tax cheat?"
"We did, but we also assumed some profit advantage. This is solid confirmation that they're not evading tax or tariff, which emphasizes the second assumption."
"Slib," said Karr, "Let's reset to zero. The loss-recovery process loses value for the 'loss' party, which they should use as a tax write-off. That is the point of legal loss-recovery but these stapes aren't doing that. Even when they do, they don't make much profit by it. Can we track the parties purchasing the merchandise?"
"Done that, dear one. In most cases the goods written off are purchased at a deep discount by one of the loser's allied Houses. That's the 'recovery' part of the equation. Again, they're not taking advantage of the tax credits for losing or recovering it. Not enough to show any significant profit." Blue wrinkled her face. "Anything on Fallstar etc?"
"Exactly what we suspected, m'lady. Almost sixty-four percent of the swishes involve at least one party with heavy debt to Binkor-Sud or one of its allies."
Blue smiled suddenly, then she smiled wider.
"I have a thought, Sir Knight! Let us isolate exactly those incidents. Postulate, just for the moment, that the rest are simple accidents. Check those correlations."
While Blue did so, Karr ran the same criteria against companies not perilously in debt, to Binkor-Sud or otherwise.
"Heh!" Karr finished first. "There it is. That's the pattern! These numbers fit the loss-recovery model at nine-nine-nine out to four sigmas!"
"And these absolutely do not." Blue put her numbers up against Karr's. "That's solid proof of it! Now that we have it, what exactly do we have?"
Karr's face fell as he thought. "For truth? Not much more than when we started. Burnit!"
"Phase down, Sir Many-Titles. Help me check the merchandise they wrote off."
Just over thirty minutes later Blue admitted defeat.
"Hell's frost! Nothing there. Nothing over a milli off the beam. Feces!"
"It's there, m'lady, we simply haven't found it yet. I know it. I can smell it!"
Karr's terminal beeped. The long-running correlates finally finished. After a cursory examination he archived the data and shook his head. Squelch.



Chapter 8. Crime Behind Crime
 
Thompson sat and smiled and tried mightily not to fidget or to look guilty. He and Kidwell sat in the office of one W. Irving Podwell, CEO and co-founder of Lithigrove Contractors, Ltd., RRC. Of the three Crown companies holding a contract with Lanniver, Lithigrove was the largest. It was also the source of all the defective parts from the Star Crown worlds. 
"Thank you again for agreeing to meet us," said Kidwell.
"A pleasure, Signora Kittley," said Podwell, "We here at Lithigrove are always interested in increasing our business. Who did you say you represented again?"
Kidwell smiled. "My investors do wish to remain anonymous, sirra. As of now their alliance is very sensitive. Surely you understand that."
Podwell nodded. "Surely I do, my lady. Did you say someone recommended us?"
"Yes, Master Podwell." Kidwell let her eyes flick briefly to a Lanniver Industries placard. "One of our partners has close professional contacts with a very prominent League corporation."
"I understand," said Podwell, "So how may I help you?"
Thompson didn't know how Kidwell managed to swing an appointment. Nor did he know of any investor or alliance of them. She spoke exactly as though she represented a very large company, even Thompson believed that, and had he not known better he'd have sworn her genuine. She made the transformation somewhere between exiting their hover and entering the building. She gave him instructions to keep his mini-holocaster focused on Podwell, not an easy task with the thing concealed in his case. He suspected she assigned him that to keep him busy after his steadfast refusal to allow her to meet Podwell alone. He regretted that now!
"... so you see," continued Podwell, "even though Lanniver is by far our largest customer we are most willing to accept other contracts. We cannot have a conflict of interest, of course, but certainly any such can be handled... appropriately. In fact more than one of our own Great Houses purchase equipment from us and that includes the Great House of Varl. That is quite the accomplishment!"
"I... see," said Kidwell.
"Ahh. Please allow me to explain, then." Podwell's smile turned just a milli smug. "You must understand, Signora Kittley, we of the Star Crown worlds are governed by our Houses Great and Noble. The House most closely associated with Lithigrove is the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown and they and the Great House of Varl are, shall we say, not on the friendliest of terms. But since we are also associated with many other Greater and Lesser Houses, Lithigrove can operate with absolute neutrality toward them all and with equal protection by each.
"Think of things this way. Are you familiar with the Unity of Triumph? Yes? Excellent! Although the Unity does not, as a rule, like to trade beyond themselves, once a Unity trader gives his word he will stand by it and sacrifice anything he must in order to keep it. Even if he gives it to a sworn blood-enemy unknowingly he will keep it.
"Although we here at Lithigrove are not so xenophobic or antisocial," grinned Podwell, "We still pride ourselves on the standards we set."
Kidwell smiled at this. "I notice you are Guild certified." She pointed to a certificate on the wall. "Is that true of your subcontractors as well?"
"No, m'lady. Some of our subsidiaries are Guild certified but not all. But, as you noted, Lithigrove itself is and we insist on meeting or exceeding those standards with all of our merchandise."
"Of course," said Kidwell, "I was merely curious. Our partners have had dealings with the Guild and without it. They are impressed with the standards but not the... occasional cost. Since we are dealing with a large sum of money certain... considerations... must be met. The Guild does, after all, deal with corruption quite severely. We want to ensure that matters are handled... properly. To my thinking, and that of my superior, it is best to... work out such details... from the very beginning."
"I understand." Podwell's smile turned oily. "All of our subsidiaries have offices here. I mean in this building. Perhaps you would like to meet them? That way you can reassure your partners of their... ethics and integrity."
"That would be wonderful," she smiled, "Most... satisfactory."
As they left Podwell's office, Thompson had no problem reading her satisfaction with that.
***
"What now, most pleasant of personalities," asked Thompson.
The two of them sat on a shaded patio outside an expensive motel at which they now had a room. A room, a garble on the table and, apparently, not a care in the universe. Almost every Lithigrove subcontractor took ten to twenty minutes to talk to Kidwell. She stayed with her story but changed her manner slightly each time. All of them showed interest in expanding their business to include her fictitious company but by Thompson they hadn't discovered anything more than good business sense.
"We wait for the seeds I planted to take root and grow," she said simply.
"Seeds?"
"Seeds, my dear. By now at least seven subcontractors plus Podwell himself are burning up LINC time to check out our company."
"Flames! We'll be arrested!"
"Blather."
"Truth! Vera, you said we were advance scouts or negotiators for some fictitious company with considerable financial resources and willingness to spend them! A company interested in doing business with them. If that isn't fraud, criminal misconduct and several other illegal things, I don't know what is!"
Kidwell took a moment to enjoy his agitation.
"For truth, Cap'n John, I would have to agree with you if in fact I did say we were any such. Technically speaking, though, it's not against any law to imply that we're scouting out business partners and that's all I did. Plus I didn't really give them much to trace, now did I?"
Thompson stared at her, stunned at this.
"No, but they're well-connected here! At least one of those stapes will have the resources to find out anything they want. If nothing else they'll arrest us for wasting their time!"
"But why waste their time on it," asked Kidwell, "If we're no more than that."
Thompson's face twitched as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. Kidwell watched as he tried to find an argument.
"Slib," she finally said, "What if I said we were representatives of a company? Not one of interstellar magnitude but one with the potential to become so. One whose ground-floor partners would be poised to make several fortunes once the company surged."
Thompson rubbed his eyes, then his temples. He sighed and drained his tea, obviously wanting something stronger.
"Are we?"
"We are," she replied, "Technically speaking I am but I can explain you as a personal assistant."
He sighed hard. "Explain, please."
"Hrm. Not long ago an... associate... of mine opened a small business. His primary interest was a commodity other than profit but he still managed to make plenty of that. Its existence is useful in more than one way so he's continuing it. It's under hired management so he doesn't have to run it personally and, since he is a citizen of the League, it is registered. Since I was... involved... with the situation that caused its existence I'm a partner in it. So are Micah and Charlie. So, you see, we do represent an actual company."
"Rmph. What is it you're not telling me?"
"How about 'You look really dashing when you're concerned.' Will that work?"
"Not even on League Day. Are you saying it's just a trip through a parking orbit for you to start new companies for arbitrary reasons, just because it's convenient?"
She grinned. "John, trust me on this. It was convenient, no blather, but primarily as a source of information. It's set up as a paper-trading company and we have... access... to enough paper to keep it running. It's a perfectly legitimate business operating under perfectly legal conditions. It's domiciled within the League but has three offices outside it."
"Flames! That's potentially worse. Four locations? They'll laugh us all the way to jail!"
"No blather, they won't. Once they discover the locations they'll be slavering for us."
Thompson shook his head and ordered more tea.
***
"Varl!"
Blue jumped when Karr said it, then looked at him in annoyance.
"It has to be Varl, Lacy." Karr powered up his terminal but didn't enter anything. "I know it may seem like tunnel vision but that's the only thing that fits."
"It is tunnel vision, Piotr, no question there. But... That doesn't automatically make it wrong. There are too many things pointing to it being right. No blather there. We just don't know what they are. Yet."
"But what if we are wrong?"
"We're not," said Blue emphatically, "We are not wrong, Sir Knight-of-Many-Titles! We simply haven't found the right places to look. That or we're looking at the right things the wrong way." She called up some data on her terminal. "For truth, what if all this sewer-swishing is nothing more than that? Consider it." Blue fell silent as she did just that. Then inspiration crawled across her face. "We know Varl is always looking to bring Brightcrown down. Every person - every child! - in Crown space knows that. Varl doesn't even bother trying to hide it. But... But! They know that if they try something then we, or someone like us, will be looking for it!"
Karr nodded as her thought took hold of him.
"Now," she continued, "if you don't want something found, how do you hide it? Especially if it's something blatantly illegal that breaks every Crown law imaginable. How would you hide something like that?"
"Behind something else illegal," said Karr with dawning realization. He took her hand and kissed it in a most formal and proper fashion.
"Exactly, m'dear," she said, squeezing his hand before he let go, "Give the lookers something to find! Make it obvious, but not too obvious. Make it illegal, but not too much so. Illegal enough to bring a fine or some minor embarrassment, but so minor that anyone trying to make a Moot indictment of it will be laughed off the planet!"
"Indeed so! You, my lady, are as brilliant as you are beautiful."
"So where does that leave us now?"
Karr winked. "Back at the start yet again, but with a treasure of knowledge on what not to find!"
***
Worthington listened raptly as Karr, with occasional words from Blue, explained their findings.
"That's a bally rough theory, Sir Karr," he said, "You'll have hades' own time proving it. If it can be proved. As yet you've no idea on the massive crimes being hidden."
"Aye, Sir Allan," said Karr, "That is why we brought this to you."
"Halm's beard, my boy," said Worthington, "I've no idea how I can assist you!"
"By watching and collecting data, Sir Allan," supplied Blue, "I've asked some friends of mine to keep an eye out for things amiss, but the more eyes the better. Most especially when those eyes have an official capacity through which such occurrences must pass. Mind you, we're not asking you to break oath or law."
"Banish the thought, my lady," smiled Worthington, "My feelings opinions are totally my own and should I choose to share them, that is no one's concern but mine. Of course I shall inform you of any suspicious activities, but if my eyes see something McReely's miss I'll feast both of you for a week! Not to worry, dear lady. My eyes, such as they are, are at your command."
Blue bowed and smiled.
"Sir Allan," said Karr, "What finally happened to that shipment Fallstar lost?"
"We have it," said Worthington. He printed something from his terminal and handed Karr the hardcopy. "House Brightcrown paid the loss. Standard rates, all forms filed, taxes and fees paid properly. Signed and sealed by all parties involved. They'll not be swishing our sewers with this! I personally voided the manifest and saw it removed from their inventory. Our House office there gave fair median price and had the recovered goods transferred properly."
"Will you be selling it soon," asked Blue, interest piquing her voice.
"I do not know, my lady. Because of my position as a port official I cannot, without conflict of interest, ethically participate in the sale. That is an impropriety certain other Houses would do well to observe!"
"Can you put a hold on it," she asked, "Not officially, but through your House."
"Of course. May I ask why?"
Blue shrugged. "I don't exactly know, Sir Allan. We've mostly decided their sewer-swishing has no deeper purpose, but that shipment is something solid that we have. Moreover, it's something we have that they did not want us to have. If loss of value during the hold is an issue I'll have my House..."
"Nonsense, dear lady," exclaimed Worthington, "I'll see to it personally. House Brightcrown will keep it secure and we'll not sell a jot of it until you deem it appropriate!"
***
"Give me your thoughts," said Blue, "See if they match mine."
"Tourmalin," said Karr instantly, "We should check to see if our virus is still intact."
To his chagrin she guided the hover to the closest Chugbarn's.
"It is. We lost the primary bait site but the others are intact."
Karr sipped his tea as he said this. Then he wiped his hands, prepared his warez and meshed his terminal with Blue's.
"So, m'lady. What shall we query first?"
Karr wove his probe carefully through Tourmalin Shipping Interstellar's cryptobase. He copied everything he found, with Blue providing a solid backup. They'd break the data as they could since it provided a potential key to any company with which Tourmalin did business. Once Karr worked his way past that he queried the company's loss-recoveries. The sheer number of them bogged his terminal but Blue stepped in quickly to pull off some of the load.
"Flames," she swore, "How do they show a profit with all of that?"
Once his terminal cleared, Karr checked for security. He found plenty, but none active, nor did the tunnel from the bait site show anything unusual. Next he queried information concerning Fallstar Lines. He kept the date range recent so the resulting squirt, while massive, came nowhere close to slowing his terminal.
"Try BinSu and Imix," suggested Blue.
Again the connection lagged but not excessively so. Amazingly, Tourmalin had an impressive number of files associated with Brightcrown and McReely; files separated from the regular commercial transactions. Karr slirped that carefully: such data might well represent a trap placed there for burners associated with those Houses. He very carefully did not investigate or alter the data; that would come later.
"I have spurious pings," said Blue softly.
"I'm on it. Launching codefug and snap-trace. Is the big one ready?"
"Loaded and coded. Just give the word."
"Not yet," he said, "Let's see what they try first."
Whoever tried to probe Karr's bait site fired a tendril-touch blindly into the codefog. Clever enough but it would take time to work. Karr placed a mirror-backlash between the fog and his presence. Karr's snap-trace locked tight and the intruder's tunnel started morphing.
"Go," said Karr, "I think the stape's external but I'm not sure."
Blue launched her carefully-prepared thorn snatch: a query massive enough to bog down even the fastest smesh. She actually received a lot of data before Tourmalin's security reacted. Slowly. Karr relaunched his twice-recursed codefog and Tourmalin's automatic dogz and probes hit it hard. That alongside the remnants of the other intruder's tendrils and the still-executing queries slowed Tourmalin's warez considerably.
Knowing he'd soon lose his first bounce site, Karr trapped it with fractal flames. The intruder arrived just before Tourmalin and the space instantly hashed into mathematically-complex gibberish. Even though he had the key the active fractal structures slowed Karr, never mind what his opponents now faced! The snap-trace, forgotten but still active, reached the end of the stranger's tunnel. It deployed and anchored hard, squirting Karr everything it could before the burner jacked out.
"They just spiked my masque," said Blue urgently.
That was enough for Karr. The fractal flames finally degraded enough for solid probes and traces to penetrate. Karr left a crash-trap in his last bounce site, collapsed his tunnels and jacked out.
They detected no suspicious traffic as they left Chugbarns and hovered down the streets but Karr still headed them for the closest Edders safe-house.



Chapter 9. People 101
 
Kenneth Tobart, Junior Leader in the Economic Subversion Division of the North Central Adminstrative District, growled and paced the length of the luxurious room he now occupied. At his terminal sat Adrian Mooke, Tobart's most senior team member, friend and burner without rival.
"That was no silken glove slap, Ken. These stulti don't know the tenth of it! I'm not sure what the intruders managed to compromise before I burned in but they didn't seem in any hurry whatsoever. That does not speak well of our host's security."
"Agreed, Adri. Fadding was not pleased when he discovered I knew of the incident. I pressed him hard about it, without revealing you. He assured me there was nothing to find there."
"Spurcifer!"
At this Tobart chuckled. "True, my friend. Trivappa cuculi one and all. Yet they are the hand we are dealt and we must use them until they play out. Do not lose sight of our goal or the reward that follows success. Has there been aught since they trashed the system?"
"No sir. His Highness was also correct on one reserve. I found no mention of us or our project in any of his data."
"Laudable work, Adri. Stay vigilant and stay the course. I must meet with the fool yet again. It will be interesting to see what paltry excuses he mouths this time."
Mooke smiled and his smile held nothing save malice.
***
Fadding took a deep breath and carefully held his temper in check. He truly was not in the mood to deal with Tobart's questions when he himself knew so little.
"Again, Master Tobart, there is nothing worthy of concern in the cores that were compromised. Nothing of you, nothing of Nivan, nothing of our factory there and nothing of our project. Nothing!"
"My partners are still nervous."
"Then they must learn to tolerate some risk," snapped Fadding before he could contain himself. Then, "Master Tobart. How 'nervous' were they over the incident on Faircoast? Excessively. You yourself said then much the same of what you've said now. What finally happened?"
Tobart said nothing.
"Nothing," supplied Fadding, "The incident was handled properly and with due attention and nothing came of it nor will come of it. That fool of a Brightcrown filled out and filed the proper forms and certified the loss. Exactly as I said he would and with no shattering of the planet's crust. Loss and recovery is a normal part of shipping on a large scale and it is to be expected. Where would we be without it? Answer me that!"
"They confiscated the merchandise."
"Aye. That he did and he subsequently sold it to another Brightcrown, all according to proper and ordinary procedure. I have copies of it if you wish to see them. He clung to propriety as do all Brightcrowns and did not shave a single credit off either end. At most House Varl lost a few thousand credits off what we might have earned with the sale. If that is your only concern..." Fadding left that hanging.
"It is not, m'Laird, as you well know!"
"Then what is your worry? We, the Great House of Varl, are bearing the entirety of the risk in this venture! Think you that we know nothing of prudence? Of patience?" Fadding nodded toward the portrait hanging above his fireplace. "One lesson the Idiot du'Varl passed along to all his descendants was that. I will not repeat his mistakes or allow such in my House or any allied to it!"
"Peace and profit, m'Laird," said Tobart, voice mild and conciliatory now, "We have indeed studied your history and your ways, and we made our choice wisely. Do not mistake that we fail to know that. It is not your resolve or your ability that concerns us, but rather that of your enemies. They number more than just a few and even the Brightcrowns you despise so do possess resources and men of talent and skill."
"Aye, and they will all receive their due! Ever and always do they try to bring low the Great House of Varl, and ever and always do they fail. And will! If you wish to know the detail of every time even the fool Brightcrowns tried to fell us we should be here until we are both old and gibbering. Be at peace, my friend. All is well."
Tobart still looked uncertain.
"Master Tobart," said Fadding with only a little exasperation, "The closest thing we have to a weak point is on Fallstar. Sir Outremin should be back from his trip ere long. If you wish it I shall message him and instruct him to stay there and observe matters until you are happy. Will that suffice?"
"Yes, m'Laird. If, as you say, this is not an incident worthy of note then his stay there should be most short."
"I do say, Master Tobart, and his stay will be so much the shorter."
After Tobart left Fadding took another moment to compose himself, then summoned his head of data security.
"Enter!"
Lester Brown entered quickly but walked slowly to stand before Fadding.
"My report?"
Brown handed over a datacube. "Th-they compromised most of Tourmalin's data, my Laird. From what w-we observed they came in low-slow. Their initial attack m-mimicked an adpush that..."
"Enough!" Fadding stared hard at Brown, who dropped his gaze instantly. "Did you eliminate the threat?"
"Y-yes, m'Laird."
"Did you protect the data we have left?"
"Yes, m'Laird."
"Did you project the damage they might do with the data they stole?"
"Y-yes, m'Laird." Brown indicated the 'cube. "Th-they didn't get m-much of consequence, m'Laird. W-we redundantly recursion-encrypted..."
"Silence, fool! You have no idea what our enemies might make of this or the damage they could do to the Great House of Varl!"
Brown began trembling where he stood.
"Do you have a family, Brown?"
"Y-yes, m'Laird."
"Go home to them. Bid them farewell and wish them a good life. Then return. Do not be long in the doing else they will join you."
Brown actually sniffled on his way out. Weakling! A pity, thought Fadding, that Outremin took his latest treasure with him on his trip. Judging by what Outremin said, the man, Stone, would make very amusing sport of his former head of data security.
***
"Narrow the query," said Blue, "Tourmalin loss-recoveries, recovered merchandise. Cross-correlate with Brightcrown."
Karr entered the parameters and waited for the module to run.
"Squelch," he said, "Nothing statistically significant compared to the rest."
"Same query but this time lost merchandise."
"Almost squelch. This time the profit is lower but the volume is higher. Significantly so."
"Do they list the actual merchandise?"
"Not directly," said Karr, "but they do list it by manifest and we can access those. I recognize a few of them as Fallstar, though."
"Heh. Something worth checking, I trow?"
"Indeed, m'lady. I've a thought. While I'm building the criteria will you message Sir Allan? We need as thorough a list as he can get us of loss-recovery manifests voided then purchased by Brightcrown. I'd also like one for merchandise purchased by allies, and the same but eventually purchased by Brightcrown. Given their attention to detail and dedication to propriety that shouldn't take too long."
"I'm on it." Blue jacked in, composed the message and sent it. "What are you checking now?"
"Same criteria but for BinSu, Imix and other close allies to House Varl. If I'm correct we may have a voyage or three in our future."
"Polar."
***
Rolf Sir Quinby, Order of Halm's Hall and managing partner of Catonatta RRC, took a courtesy sip of his tea and set the cup down.
"I am truly sorry, Signora Kittley," he said, "but Catonatta will not be doing business with you. After some research into your company, which you were foolish to conceal from us, we found several considerations that preclude our direct participation. I thought it courteous to inform you in person."
Quinby made to rise and leave but Kidwell put a hand on his arm.
"Please stay a moment, Sir Rolf. I understand that you don't want to do business with us but I would greatly appreciate some explanation. Perhaps there is something we can do to change that."
"As you wish, m'lady." Quinby sat back, albeit with reluctance. "It is a matter of propriety. Currently Catonatta is producing high-grade, heavy-duty photonic transfer arrays for the League Navy."
Exactly what failed, thought Thompson, sipping his own tea.
"While these items are not specifically restricted or classified, there is a concern about exporting them outside the League."
"If it's a matter of Guild sanction," said Kidwell, "that's under review. We anticipate no difficulty in acquiring it."
"It is not, m'lady" said Quinby, "The Merchant's Guild is of no concern whatsoever. We pride ourselves in meeting and exceeding Guild standard. It is completely a matter of ethics. Your company, Ion Skies Limited, is domiciled and based out of the League. That presents no problem, ethical or otherwise. The fact that you have offices within the Mekhajan Collective and potentially do business with the Esavians is our primary concern.
"The Esavians are declared enemies of the League and many other sovereignties. Even the remotest possibility of arming League enemies is both abhorrent and unethical. The Mekhajan, while not specifically enemies, are not specifically friends either. Again, should we come into armed conflict with them we would be responsible for arming a League enemy.
"Finally there is your office in the Unity of Triumph. I find it quite amazing that they agreed to an increase in trade with the League, and they are certainly not direct or potential enemies, but the treaties they signed have not been in place long enough to warrant sending them our military technology. Perhaps ten years from now these impediments will diminish, but now they are present and we must act accordingly.
"I do thank you for your interest and your hospitality, m'lady, and I hope someday we will be able to trade with you. For now, though, we cannot."
Kidwell smiled. "Thank you, Sir Rolf. I appreciate your explanation and I'll talk to our partners soon. Perhaps we will be able to reach a mutually agreeable path. If not, I still appreciate your courtesy in meeting with me."
This time Quinby did rise and leave.
"So are we concerned," asked Thompson.
"We are, dear. Very much so."
"People 101," said Thompson, "He felt very straightforward and convincing. He was also quite concerned about ethics and not just legality. He took his time explaining things, even if he was stiff and superior about it. He wanted to avoid any possible harm to the League, the Crown and his company; he  said exactly what he felt and frost the consequences. Totally opposite from that stape earlier."
"Dermot," supplied Kidwell, "Before I give my read, what's yours and why?"
"Signor Dermot put my nerves on edge," said Thompson, "It's not something I can describe exactly. It's more of a feeling but it's one I've learned to trust. It's like ambush and surprise combat sims. We spend a long time investigating, say, an asteroid belt or a large field of placed obstacles. Sometimes days or even weeks.
"You carefully long-scan anything that might be big enough to conceal a narsty surprise, then you close-scan it and sometimes you send out fighters or probes. Sometimes command sent me out in a fighter! Sometimes there are very well-concealed ships behind those rocks. You don't know until the scanners go suborbital and you're painted for a hundred-nail swarm.
"The drills are meant to teach reaction speed and sudden threat protocol. They do so quite well." Thompson spoke that last very dryly. "That's how Dermot felt to me. He was all smiles and friendly but I wouldn't slosh down with him unless I had a shipmate covering my six.
"Quinby didn't rub me that way. He might be a bottomfeeder for a CO - surprise inspection at the worst time, strict on full-formal spiff even on a deep space drill, that sort of thing - but he'd be a ruddy good one if the feces hit the flinger. Something tells me he wouldn't even work up a twitch during ASC sims, too. Finally, he was from Brightcrown. You could feel that in his bones, never mind him telling us or showing his crest."
"And Dermott was from Hallings," said Kidwell, "A House better known for its business acumen than its attention to the spirit of the law. You're learning, Cap'n John."
"More than that," continued Thompson, "Podwell is affiliated with House Toms-Watt. Not the best of friends with Hallings."
"Nor the worst of enemies," said Kidwell, "The middle- to upper nobility in both of those Houses, and in the individual Houses of Toms and Watt, don't consider themselves of age until they've had a lover from the other house."
Thompson wrinkled his face at that. "That wasn't what I meant, but similar. Dermot or Podwell might be covering for the other in order to have some House one-up. They all operate that way but Hallings and Toms-Watt made an art of it."
"Truth," said Kidwell, "Now let me tell you why we're happy with Dermot and with Podwell.
"I'll start with Dermot. He was interested in what we could do for him."
"That will be a lot, if we give Lithigrove a contract," said Thompson, "Especially with Hallings placed both in management and in..."
"That isn't it, dear," interrupted Kidwell, "I meant Dermot was interested in what we could do for him personally. He was fishing for some kickback. That means it's likely he's scraping off the sides now. Maybe not a lot, but consistently. That also makes him worried on several different levels. We might be Guild Auditors in disguise and looking for corruption. In that case he, his company and House Hallings might come under investigation.
"Second, he's also worried about the possibility of losing a nice, juicy contract. That might happen if he steps too cautiously. Losing that scale of potential profit doesn't look good on a resume, nor would it earn him any points with his House. Finally, given the second case, he's worried about how much he can scrape off for himself above and beyond our kickback. That's three mutually exclusive and troublesome worries."
"Flames," said Thompson, "The stape just nerved me out."
"I've trained, sweet apprentice," she winked, lighting a 'stick, "Now Podwell. He has all of Dermot's worries plus a couple more. He's supervising a contentious group of businesses from an equally fractious group of Houses, so he has to keep them in line. We could be agents from any one of them, making sure he's operating properly.
"More specifically, we could be Hallings agents. There are three House Hallings subcontractors. Officially they're competing but they don't really overlap that much. Hallings is also placed, as you noted, in overall management. House Hallings itself would love to see him deposed as CEO and any of its Lithigrove agencies would receive major points for making that happen.
"We might also be agents from a Hallings ally, looking to bring him down and strengthen our alliance. In that orbit we might be agents from Toms-Watt or one of its allies, working on an internal investigation. Finally, we might even be Brightcrown agents just making sure everyone working with them stays on the beam."
"Ouch," said Thompson, holding his head and reaching for chog.
"But that's not a bad thing, lover. In addition to all of that, Dermot lifted himself above our suspicions."
Thompson moved his fingers just long enough to lift an eyebrow. "Howso?"
"Primarily because no House Hallings company had anything to do, directly, with any of the parts that failed."
Thompson growled, deep in his throat.
"Phase down, now," she continued, "Secondly, because Dermot is cutting curves and corners he will be plus-plus careful to cover his assets. Anything that leads to him, directly or indirectly, will not fail under ordinary or predictably extraordinary circumstances. Certainly not dangerously so. He's making a nice chunk of credits and he doesn't want to jeopardize that."
"Slib," said Thompson, "Given that, isn't it possible that the defective parts are simply a matter of someone over-skimming? Maybe cutting that one curve that shouldn't be touched?"
"Possible, but very low-sigma. All the parts from Lithigrove, including the ones that failed, are certified above spec. Some companies do that, along with acceptance of liability, in order to relax the subsequent quality control inspections and associated paperwork. That means more revenue for the manufacturer, provided they really are producing at elevated spec.
"In the case of over-skimming, the company would certify its product at spec, officially regret any units that failed to meet standard and produce higher-quality units until the scrutiny cooled. There would be no over-spec production, that's loss of revenue, and certainly no extra liability. They would also want the units to fail QC rather than under deployment. It's really bad for business if your product fails and injures or kills someone, especially soldiers or sailors.
"Finally, there's the failure rate itself. Lanniver sets its tolerance interval as wide as possible given League Contract requirements to allow itself more latitude in choosing subcontractors. They compensate for that with internal QC and the units that failed didn't fail that."
"But some units are expected to fail," said Thompson.
"Truth. Guild Techs calculate the expected failure rate and Lanniver bases its requirement on that. When more fail than should, they contact the contractor. When lots more fail, that's when they call us. Don't forget, we're not concentrating on ordinary failures."
He nodded. "Slib. Now tell me how Quinby fits into all of this."
"Quinby absolutely did not want Guild scrutiny. All that blather about ethics is platinum and polar orbits, but doing business with us would necessarily increase Catonatta's visibility and he six-sigmas wanted to avoid that.
"Suppose, being charitable, that Quinby himself believed everything he said. That doesn't mean someone else isn't using him or his House reputation to cover their corruption. For truth, I'm starting to suspect the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown just might not be what it seems. In any case, Catonatta is now the primary focus of my suspicion."
"So we call in the auditors now?"
"Not yet, love. Let's see what else we can find first."



Chapter 10. Night of Deception
 
Karr stared at the terminal with equal parts amazement, disbelief, appreciation and disgust.
"That simple," said Blue, "That bloody simple! But to what end? It seems pointless."
"But it isn't, m'lady. It can't be. It happened far too often to be mere coincidence, therefore we must conclude that it is not. With the others I might consider it but even that is stretching the laws of statistics. They do not stretch well."
It took Worthington surprisingly little time to acquire the voided manifests they wanted. It took even less time to form the correlates. The result: House Brightcrown had purchased an incredible amount of merchandise from loss-recoveries associated with House Varl, House Binkor-Sud, House Imix and a host of their allies. A significant number of those came from Fallstar Lines or another company with large outstanding debt with Binkor-Sud or Varl. The suspicious recoveries were intermingled with enough others to cover any local suspicion and they were also more-or-less evenly dispersed across a large number of Crown worlds.
"It almost looks like Varl is trying to drain Brightcrown of cash, to lock up their ready credits and force them to liquefy other assets." Blue puzzled over this. "If Brightcrown wanted to purchase at this quantity they could do so in bulk and receive a commensurate discount for it, but this is not an efficient drain technique. The actual credit amounts aren't that much and Varl would have to keep this up for several centuries to make a noticeable difference. Even they aren't that patient."
"I concur, m'lady. There is no pattern here save that over half the recovered merchandise is heavy industrial equipment or supplies. Might there be something there?"
"Nothing but a higher credit-density," she replied, absently lighting a 'stick, "It's also less volatile in price, so the amount lost can be considered constant. Do you think they are trying to slowly drain Brightcrown's wealth?"
"What I think, m'lady, is that we should plan a trip to Fallstar," said Karr, helping himself to a 'stick, "We know Parl had some interest in the place. For myself, I should like to know, unequivocally, exactly how much of this merchandise touched the ground there or passed through the place. Most especially those items that should have made a shorter trip."
Blue nodded. "I'll arrange it. We'll be there quickly and without notice."
***
"The Fallstar agents have reported," said Adrian Mooke.
"Anything of interest?" Tobart didn't expect anything but as a rule he overlooked nothing, whether potential threat or source of information.
"Fadding's lapcat Outremin made an appearance at the base." Mooke carefully did not reveal anything more of that than absolutely necessary! "He told Kenjai most of what Fadding told you. That was mostly that we should mind our stitching and not worry, that he and his Laird had matters well to hand. He also mentioned Outremin's newest acquisition. Kenjai said that man put him on edge."
"A chirping beetle puts Kenjai on edge," said Tobart, "Anything on Outremin himself?"
"Just that he takes lack of concern to an art form. According to Kenjai the current level of production is close to putting a strain on the facility and the personnel. He mentioned that to Outremin and he dismissed it out of hand. Dismissed it! He acts as though production is of no consequence whatsoever."
"To him it is not," said Tobart, "He and Fadding have that in common. Profit, to them, is of little moment. We must stand firm, which is to say I must. When production does begin to strain we shall decrease it to a sane level and hold fast there. Fadding will not like it but I will not risk our mission foolishly. He will accept it after his banal grumbling. I shall speak to our contacts in the other Houses to make certain of it."
Mooke nodded. He didn't mind risk but foolishness grated his patience raw.
***
"I don't like this," said Thompson.
"I know this, my dear," said Kidwell, "That doesn't change a thing. What are your instructions?"
"Wait here until you return," he said with exasperation, "Monitor the comm for the emergency signal and watch for suspicious arrivals."
"If I don't return, if I send the emergency signal or if the authorities arrive in force?"
"I can get you out and..."
"I said 'If not,' John!"
"I am to take the datacube you gave me to the address I'm not to check until I'm safely in link to Azure. I am to hold myself ready for instructions or debriefing there. Unless I am ordered specifically otherwise I am to return to my commanding officer." He said that through clenched teeth.
"And?"
"And I am to complete my career. I am not to mention you, Stone or Protocol. Burnit!!"
"That's better, lover." She offered a tight smile. "I'm not planning on being caught, John, but if I am then it is critical that the information on that cube reaches... friends. I promise you I'll be totally polar and there's no need for you to go to prison over this, nor take a reprimand on your record for it."
Thompson muttered something but Kidwell didn't catch most of it.
"Just stick with the plan," she said, "We'll be chugging chocolate chog before the night's done."
***
Kidwell approached the Lithigrove building with the mien of someone with no extraordinary cares in the world. A small crowd milled around the service entrance with some exiting for a quick snack or drugstick and others entering after having such, or for the first time. The people there formed small cliques with several such pointedly ignoring selected others. Kidwell observed these carefully since they formed an important key in her plan. Since Lithigrove involved multiple Houses, all with some antipathy toward one or more others, each subcontractor employed its own staff for cleaning, maintenance and similar services.
As she approached the door Kidwell scowled at several cliques, none of whom recognized her, and swapped friendly words with three or four others. A Brightcrown guard sat alertly at the security station and watched the folks entering and leaving. Kidwell offered him a neutral non-frown and slid her card into the doorway. It flashed red and the guard's gaze turned suspicious. Scowling, she tried again and failed. Her comm beeped before the guard could rise so she stepped back, let the crowd flow pass her by and answered the comm.
"I don't care, Johnny," she said sharply, "I told you I have to work tonight. We both like a roof over our heads and food on the table and obviously you can't provide either. No!" She scowled very sharply, not directly at the guard but not far from him. "Slib. I'm sorry... Listen, baby, I'm sorry. I'm sorry! I didn't mean to upset you but with your condition you know you can't work, not right now. I know, sweetheart, me too. No. Absolutely not. Johnny..."
Several others had trouble with the portal. Their cards finally flashed green and the guard keyed something into his terminal. He frowned at the display, typed on it a moment then powered it down. People still had problems with their cards but at least the number who did shrank.
"Listen, Johnny. We'll talk about it when I go off shift," continued Kidwell, "I will. I will, baby. You know I love you, too, but it has to be this way. No! Don't..." Kidwell looked at the comm, switched it off and swore almost under her breath.
The guard offered her a sympathetic smile which she returned briefly. She opened her mouth to speak but visibly decided against it. This time when she tried her card the door flashed green and opened.
Upon passing through the portal Kidwell wanted to heave a sigh of relief but didn't. She did cast a silent thanks spaceward with Ferrel's name on it. The card she used to enter the building had a small but efficient thermal worm on it along with her fictitious information. This evening's logs would report numerous anomalies, one of which fit her forged credentials. She'd delete it later if she had sufficient time, but only if. The holocasters also had facials but she had inserts in her cheeks to handle those, so no worries there either. She wore a pair of standard coveralls similar to at least a dozen others and she carried a case identical to even more.
After a brief search disguised as a purposeful walk she found an open data closet with a cleaning crew busy inside. She attached a diagnostic datapad to the comm rack without a word to the others and began working it. Two of the others wondered about her but she pointedly ignored them. A hissed word about their House's chief rival and a stiffening of her shoulders sealed the matter. She now effectively had the closet to herself. She made note of their House but ignored the rest of the conversation. When the cleaners finished they left with a rude joke which she again visibly ignored.
Compromising the building's main net took her longer than it would Ferrel but she managed. After the first few minutes her card would open any lock in the building. Minus any isolated internal alarms which she would handle as required. Not a bad accomplishment, she thought, but not a long-lived one either. She locked the now-clean closet and headed to one the next floor up.
This time Kidwell exchanged pleasantries with a team cleaning a nearby office when she jacked in. The datapad beeped before the conversation deepened past her knowledge, and one girl who looked barely in her teens snapped a quip.
"Only if they paid me enough," said Kidwell, "and never with a Watt!"
That elicited several chuckles and the others left her to her work. Once again she made note of the House references. She had a list of specific item invoice transactions, both from Ionoski's data and her own research. She squirted in a set of queries she'd prepared earlier, each keyed with a random delay so they all wouldn't hit at once.
With nothing to do now but wait, Kidwell left the building for a 'stick. Her comm beeped again and, under the cover of a hissed not-quite-argument, she picked up a few interesting tidbits of House gossip from the cliques around her. After she finished half of a second 'stick she snapped shut her comm angrily and stalked back into the building. This time her card worked perfectly but the three after her wouldn't.
The Catonatta suite, now looking clean and smelling fresh, should remain unvisited for the rest of the night. Kidwell found a chair in a nook not visible from the hallway, jacked in and prepared for her serious burning. Before she started she messaged Thompson and he acknowledged.
This time she found enough security to rouse even Ferrel's discomfort. She had prepared well, though, and her virus-laden queries slowed the system enough for her to work. She felt a hollow of fear form in her gut but she didn't have the time to quell it. Alone now, she let her facade melt and wished earnestly for Micah's unwavering calmness or Ferrel's easy confidence and skill. Or Ionoski's certainty! None of them manifested beside her but the thoughts of their presence brought some reassurance. Soon she had the system open to her deft touches.
Treasure ship! She knew she didn't have a lot of time but she prepared her warez appropriately. She had an ad hoc datasink made up of rented datamart machines and compromised cores waiting, now she began squirting them data. For safety's sake she planted a few veggs and databombs with almost-findable links to Binkor-Sud or Varl nets.
Once she had the main transfers well and verifiably working, Kidwell turned her attention to the logs and image files. She deleted all security references to herself and left a trap in those cores too.
***
Thomson didn't quite jump when the door opened and Kidwell dropped into the seat beside him.
"Well?"
"Well is exactly how things went, my darling dear," she said, reclining the seat and relaxing into it, "Now take me to a datamart and yourself to another. We have hungry cores to feed! Be sure to pick sites well away from here. I have no doubt this place will soon see many angry people looking for friendly strangers."
By the time Kidwell sat down in a datamart, paid for pipe and settled in she had plenty of data waiting. She and Thompson both had portacores, legally purchased and pre-configured for their information. A few minutes later Thompson fused his pipe with hers and the data-drain doubled. She didn't try to analyze the information, that would come later, but she did keep a wary eye open for any disturbance to the flow of data. She kept her other one fixed on the bait site to which some of her hidden surprises would report when they detonated.
"That's a lot of data," said Thompson as he meshed their terminals.
"Charlie taught me well," she replied, "We'll be through it in no time. I sharpened the queries I used on their nets so the data should be pre-digested for us."
Kidwell claimed first shower after she started the correlates and by the time Thompson finished his, so had the program.
"Polar," she said, examining the results, "Plus-plus polar. This is even better than I expected."
"How so," asked Thompson, "I see a lot of correlation but also a lot of dispersion."
"All truth and no blather, Cap'n John. There's not only correlation there is tight correlation. Near unity in some cases. All of the defective units fall within this single category. Every single one! Not only that, but there are no instances outside of it!"
"So what category is that," he asked, "I don't see any classifications."
"Blind-keyed elsewhere," she said, "Charlie and I have seen this before. They might not even have the categories recorded on any documents here. It's a simple but sometimes-effective way to add to data obfuscation. That doesn't matter, though, since we have the actual data tied together!"
Thompson eyed the results critically. "No blather, for a company spiking the League on bad parts Catonatta sure keeps good records of it. It's not like there is zero possibility of a random audit."
"You are correct," she said, "but blind-keyed hashes like this can be scattered quickly should the need arise. Too, don't forget these are their top-secret company records and not available to any jacked-in nubb on the net. I don't know if I mentioned the fact but it took a lot of work to get them! Charlie probably would've demanded two desserts for it."
"Slib," chuckled Thompson, "We shall take it as platinum that these records will not appear on their annual statement and that the Guild auditors would have to dig hard to find them."
"At least four sigmas there. Besides, everything I've observed and read says Brightcrowns are uniformly meticulous, very detail-conscious when keeping track of things and obsessed with following propriety. I'd even venture to say it's ingrained in them, even when it comes to records they shouldn't be keeping. Very convenient for us."
"Truth, but consider a possible alternative rationale. What if they subcontract and the key code is their subcontractor?"
Kidwell indicated a small annotation. "I thought of that too, John. This says each defective part came from a registered and verified Brightcrown source. Not just registered with Brightcrown but registered specifically with an Elder Guard port authority. I did a simple query-veri with Sjoerd credentials on several transactions at random and they checked."
"The individual sources are very scattered. That's strange."
"I concur, but that's where the dispersion comes into play. That's a good way to hide things but doing it right requires a lot more work than these stapes did. These transactions are dispersed uniformly across a set of  Crown systems and obfuscated with a lot of paperwork, all properly documented, but they overlooked one critical detail."
"How so?"
"Official paperwork leaves official trails. I suppose they're so accustomed to it they don't think of it as something that can be used against them. If someone is patient or paranoid enough to drill and search through four layers of indirection, a common origin can be found."
"I take it you are adequately patient or paranoid?"
"Or both." She winked and keyed the terminal. "Observe. Here we have our common origin of every suspicious failure and the veracity of that source is absolute."
Thompson whistled through his teeth at what he saw on the readout. "Hell's frost! I didn't even notice that."
"Because we take it for granted, dear heart. The which is why they managed to slip it under our orbits for so many years. This also adds a lot of weight to the theory that something other than curve-cutting and petty embezzlement is happening here."
"For truth, I'm coming around to your point of view," said Thompson, "It would take titanium nerves and floppers the size of asteroids to even try this."
"Exactly. But, if you play close and tight and make the effort to go out of your way complying to rules and standards that aren't mandatory, legally, even a Guild Arbiter might miss the dirty details."
"Especially from a company with a pristine record. That makes me wonder if we shouldn't check into all of Catonatta's other customers."
"Definitely," said Kidwell, "but not now. Let's crack this one open and get plenty of good, solid evidence. Once that happens and the light hits the dark parts it will be L-shots easier to find anything else."
Thompson nodded and Kidwell began doodling on her 'pad. The display changed to a link-time map of the Crown worlds.
"We are here," she said, highlighting Faircoast, "This is the main transit point between the League and the rest of the Crown worlds. There is some trade between League systems and other Crown worlds but this is primary. The planets where Catonatta allegedly purchased the bad parts are these." Quite a few systems lit up. She added lines from Faircoast to each of them. "The time correlations are mostly uniform and not particularly relevant so we won't bother with them.
"Now. Let's look at the origin points of the components before Brightcrown purchased them. I'm setting the criteria for number of units per planet." She tapped it in and all but two of the systems changed color. Then, when she added the lines...
"Fallstar," said Thompson with a confidant nod.
"Dead on the beam, Cap'n John. Almost all of the bad units came from Fallstar. Officially certified by League clerks as you so duly noted."
"Is it coincidence that Fallstar just happens to be the Crown world farthest from the rest of League space and the most common entry point for traders from outside the League," he wondered.
"That, my dear love, is something we might do well to investigate!"
Thompson ran some numbers of his own.
"The links between Fallstar and the other worlds are feasible both in travel time and cost. They're not always the most efficient but they're not the least, either. Does that sum up to a journey to Fallstar in our near future?"
"For truth! It seems you are developing telepathy."



Chapter 11. Departures
 
Tobart clamped his emotions hard as he entered Fadding's lair. The man wore a smile so arrogant and condescending that Tobart wanted to remove it with a dull knife. The fool also had a smug and superior look in his eye that Tobart liked not at all.
"Good afternoon, Master Tobart," smirked Fadding, "Might I hazard a guess as to why you are here?"
"Your net was compromised, my Laird. Again! More severely than the last time!"
"Indeed it was."
Fadding's utter lack of concern only increased Tobart's desire to carve the smile off his face.
"I must say, my Laird, your lack of concern disturbs me. This is the second severe incident of which I am aware. Regardless of whether you had awkward information there or not, there are still connections to it and to us!"
Fadding actually laughed at this!
"Calm yourself, my friend," said Fadding, "I realize that you have your sources of information. Grant that I also have mine. Did you manage to discover the source of the intrusion?"
"It was from the project. The project!"
"It was from Lithigrove and the subsidiary involved with the project," corrected Fadding, "Our systems were not the primary target of the incident, nor even secondary. Did your sources tell you that?"
Tobart started to object but the absolute serenity with which Fadding spoke stopped him.
"It is quite true, my friend," added Fadding, "My sources informed me that the penetration of our system was an afterthought. A consequence, if you will, of the compromise of the system that was targeted. The intrusion into our cores, and those of several other Houses in case you didn't know, was linked directly to a more... profitable attack."
"Profitable?!"
"Profitable. To us. The true intrusion compromised its target to a much worse degree than our systems were, even the first time. The targeted cores were owned down to the last scrap of data they held; nothing was spared. Would you care to guess which House's cores they were?"
Tobart held his silence.
"Brightcrown," spat Fadding, "Catonatta. Every shred of their data was compromised! The penetrations were sophisticated well beyond those into our nets and those fools might as well not have had any security at all! I am also told that the information was filtered for transactions involving our project."
"Do your vaunted sources reveal the source of that intrusion?" Tobart tried to keep the acid out of his voice, and succeeded. Mostly.
"They do," said Fadding coldly, "Not precisely, of course, but enough so for our our needs. You knew this would happen, Master Tobart. Our plan hinges on it. I knew it as well, the day I agreed to the plan. The day I agreed to bear the risks and share the benefits! Do not stray from the course now that it is beginning to bloom and yield fruit!"
"Do you think the League itself is involved?!"
Fadding shrugged airily. "The League, the Crown, the Guilds... Even a private agency from some other source. What does it matter to us? Our plan is nearing its climax and must be allowed to reach it!"
"I would prefer the League not be involved."
"And I would prefer that the foul house of Brightcrown be ground into dust and the soil on which it settled be salted and burned," said Fadding viciously, "But we must settle for what we ourselves can accomplish. You will have your benefits, Master Tobart. The Great House of Varl will ascend to its rightful place, the House of Brightcrown will be no more and I, I shall be in place to bestow rewards beyond what you even dream, sirra. All you must needs do is stay the course!"
Tobart bit back on his reply and forced himself to calmness yet again. He little liked the spark of madness he saw in Fadding's eye but he stood in the middle of the fool's own castle. High time, he thought, for a strategic reassessment.
"As you say, m'Laird. We shall do our part even as you have done yours. I shall leave you to your business."
***
"That stultus is insane!" Mooke shook his head as he spoke these words. "He is insane and unpredictable, Ken. That equals danger!"
Tobart transferred his conversation from his small and very stylish holocaster to Mooke's more secure terminal.
"I agree wholly, old friend. Message Kenjai. I think it is past time for a strategic withdrawal and redisposition of forces. Inform him that we shall leave soon and that he should not fret while we are out of touch. Have him ready our personnel at the factory for rapid withdrawal. Perhaps he should bring our ship down to the asteroid's surface; I shall leave that to his judgment."
"Yes sir! I'll message him immediately."
Tobart nodded and Mooke left. Overall he and his team hadn't done a bad job. They made a tidy profit, did at least token damage to the League and made several paths inward for future operations. Better to consolidate a partial success than suffer a total failure.
Besides, if the fool Fadding did manage to execute his plan and it succeeded, Tobart and his team would be in position to ask for many things.
***
Karr and Blue sat quietly in Worthington's study. Worthington himself, after providing a rushed meal just sufficient to satisfy hospitality, sat back and spoke little. Rolf Sir Quinby, expression grave and deeply troubled, spoke the most. At first reticent, he finally opened up with Worthington's assurances and upon hearing Karr's suspicions.
"I heard the rumors, of course," said Quinby, "but as m'Laird Brightcrown did not seem disturbed, neither should I be. So I thought."
"But he is concerned, Sir Rolf," said Blue gently, "He is very much concerned but, as are all of House Brightcrown, ever hesitant to ask his friends for assistance."
Quinby and Worthington both looked chagrined at that.
"But we are always eager to give it at need," said Karr, "whether asked or not. Is there any way to determine where the intruder actually went?"
"Unfortunately not, Sir Piotr," said Quinby, "For truth, were it not for the redundant slow archive links we'd not have what little we do. She was skilled far in excess of any of Varl's agents, or those of his coterie, I trow. She was almost as skilled as Prince... ahem. She was very skilled. She had a deft and subtle touch, as well. The false traces she planted were most sophisticated."
"Is it possible Binkor-Sud or Imix could have fielded her?"
"Doubtful, Sir Allan," said Blue, "House McReely has considerable intelligence on their assets in that regard. The only House even close to her level of sophistication is Lore and they've shown very little inclination or interest in matters outside themselves. It might be one of their young students, but that it should happen exactly when it did... No. Not likely at all."
"Thankfully," said Karr.
"Aye," said Worthington, "But the implications are most disturbing."
"Truth," said Quinby.
"It raises the wager," said Karr, "but it also helps our mission. Sir Rolf, are you certain she took only the data you've given us?"
"As much so as I can be, Sir Piotr. None of the others reported aught close to the degree to which our cores were compromised. They might well downplay the damage but... other sources... have validated this. There is also the woman herself.
"I interviewed as many of the workers as I could and they all told the same story. None of them recognized her specifically, though some of them felt as though they should have. To some she felt like an old friend. Yet for all of that none could describe her appearance fully. We are fortunate to have the caster images that survived. We also found no trace of her comm casts."
"That was a ruse," said Blue, "and a bloody good one. She planted her first module with her entry card. It took time to work so she distracted the guard with her 'conversation.' She allayed his suspicion and even earned his sympathy. After her card had time to work she finished her 'call' and entered without ado. Then she reinforced her deception whilst she compromised any net she desired. No, Sir Rolf, she is from no House of the Crown."
Quinby's expression fell despite his effort to hide it.
"Not to worry, my friend," said Karr quickly, "The data you've given us fits nicely with what we gathered until now. It gives us a solid direction and goal and it reinforces some of our more tentative conclusions. We were planning a trip anyway, this just confirms the urgency of it!"
Quinby nodded, reassured if not comforted. "Is there aught we might do to help?"
"There is." Blue handed him a datacard. "House McReely will be alert for this woman. If she visits you or returns to Lithigrove try to delay her. I've given you contact information for tomorrow, before long McReelys will always be close. You as well, Sir Allan. We'll have you contacted; if you chance to observe her please let us know. If you can pass the word to others of your House that will help as well."
"Be at peace, Sir Rolf," said Karr, "House Brightcrown shall not fall as long as there is one drop of Edders blood unshed!"
"Or McReely!"
"Halm's words to his comrades," said Quinby, "Very well, my friends, and blessings upon the mighty and faithful Houses of Edders and McReely! We shall shore our resolve and stand ready for battle: for freedom, Crown and King!"
***
"This is going to splash messy orbit-wide, isn't it." Blue didn't ask, she stated.
"For truth," replied Karr.
"It's odd," she said with a bit of irony, "House McReely prides itself as much for the information it can gather as for its trade, but we tend to miss consistently the mischief and malice that happens in the upper Peerage."
"That is a blessing on House McReely," said Karr, "or a balance against pompous fools like Snughblak or Toms-Watt. Or even some of Edders blood. Besides, m'lady, that's why I'm here."
Blue curled her lip and shook her head.
"The new data does help, though," she said, "We were already aimed at Fallstar and this bally well confirms it. It also gives us a lot more information to go on. It seems Lady Sneak is interested in the same thing we are."
"Aye. We still have no idea on who she is but at least now we know where to look."
"If not for what."
"That we can try to discover, my lady. Perhaps Signora Sneak will lead us to it. We'll have ample time for it soon."
***
True to Karr's word he and Blue spent most of their trip to Fallstar studying and re-studying their data. The ship, an Edders fast courier, held what equipment the two of them could think to request. None of the crew knew anything of their mission but they had no trouble sensing the urgency there. They warmed quickly to Blue but learned just as quickly not to challenge her at cards!
"I've narrowed the queries again," he said, "What do these all have in common?"
"Minus the two or three outliers? They all involve Fallstar, company or planet. The which we knew already, Sir Knight."
"Patience, dear lady," he said, "Exclude the outliers. They never did show any statistical significance. Now assume the connection."
She did so, though by now she should have had them memorized!
"Done," she said.
"Now try a stochastic comparison against the Brightcrown voids."
That was new! And somewhat obvious but of potentially little or no value, depending on the query genetics he tried.
"What are you thinking, dear?"
"Nothing productive," he said, dismissing most of a query he just built, "I'm trying for non-linearity. So far we haven't found anything Varl or its allies would want. We know tacitly that Lady Sneak isn't from the Crown or its Houses."
"One of the Houses might have hired her," said Blue.
"Doubtful. If we take the most likely suspects, Varl et. al., they would already know whatever she might have found. If we assume a non-allied House then where is their gain? True, there is much of value in the Brightcrown data but why should they go to such lengths to acquire it? The value she stole is nothing they could not have discovered through other less excessive means. No, dear lady, Signora Sneak is from outside the Crown and working at the behest of an interest there."
"I asked Jackie to dig into her company and find out all he can about it," said Blue, "That might tell us something."
"If it does exist," said Karr, "If it exists past the local level, that is. It would be exceedingly difficult to forge a company that checked as valid, but not impossible. She certainly has the skill to do it and likely the resources as well."
Blue reached over and shut down Karr's display.
"What..."
"You wanted non-linear, let's think non-linear! Forget the data for a moment. Forget what Lady Sneak took and concentrate on what we know of her. What is that?"
"She is an incredibly skilled burner," said Karr, "Brightcrown's nets are tricky at the best of times and we're allies. She did have internal access, true, but all the Lithigrove subcontractors gird their internal nets as much against each other as they do attack from the outside. She had warez specifically sharpened to take them down and she did so precisely. You can't buy that at a datamart."
"We have more than that," said Blue, "She claimed to represent some anonymous company that Lithigrove tentatively identified as Ion Skies Limited. The commercial registry at the Merchant's Guild verified that the company existed. She might or might not be associated with them but that really isn't relevant. It might even be a distraction.
"Think, Piotr. She is more than a skilled burner! When she entered Lithigrove she fit herself in so well that even the most dedicated House workers accepted her as their own. As our own! Not only was she friendly toward certain Houses, she was hostile toward their rivals. Then, when she changed locations, she changed her apparent House allegiance as well.
"No one within Crown worlds or its people can feign alliances that well. For truth, McReelys don't care for House Sjoerd. I've met some Sjoerds and they're nice enough, but I could never feel as comfortable with one of them as I do you, much less make them believe I did! Lady Sneak made herself feel ordinary and mundane to any she met!"
Karr didn't like that implication but he followed it.
"Why Lithigrove," he asked.
"They're a major contractor," she replied, "They do most of their business outside the Crown."
"Aye," he said, "The majority of that is with Lanniver. Heaven's flames! Could they have hired her? Why would they do that? Surely if something went amiss they'd notify us."
"I don't know, Piotr, but think on it. The possibility exists but Lithigrove does do business elsewhere. But if Lanniver did not hire her, perhaps one of the other League contractors did. If not them then their competition. Perhaps Granwald. I know they don't manufacture starships but they have partners and subsidiaries who do. It could be another interest completely; one looking to disrupt profit and productivity."
Blue started to continue but Karr held up his hand. Ideas clicked into place and the facts began lining up in support of them. It made sense! It made a horrible, twisted sadistic sense, and that pointed to one conclusion.
"I know what she wants," said Karr. The words came hard but the cold implication behind them drove them forward. "Heaven help us, we were wrong, Lacy! Utterly and absolutely wrong."
"How..."
"Perhaps she does work for Lanniver, perhaps a competitor or even on her own. That does not matter. I know who hired her and I know why. House Varl hired her and with a specific goal in mind!
"Of all the things we suspect we know for certain sure she attacked Brightcrown! She caused a critical disturbance that will take time to repair... Hell's frost!" An idea occurred to him. "Lacy, who is to say Lady Sneak stole data?! We assumed that because of her activity, but what if the opposite is true? What if she planted data within Brightcrown's nets?"
"Feces! That would be... That could be catastrophic! No. They have archives, Piotr. Above and beyond what is required by law! It wouldn't be that easy."
"Aye, but she is that skilled! Even if not, even if all those queries were for naught, she did cause the disruption! What if that was her true goal? How many other nets and cores within Lithigrove might she have poisoned without their knowledge?"
"But to what end? She could easily have done so, but why? What is her benefit? The very thought of that is frightening but it does not seem likely."
"Likely enough if her goal is the disruption of Lithigrove! Consider it, lady. If she caused sufficient friction between the Houses making up Lithigrove, what would happen? What would happen if she drove a wedge between Lithigrove and even a few of its customers?"
"Their would be difficulties."
"Aye! Now consider Brightcrown, Lithigrove's bulwark of honesty and ethics. Suppose the honor of Brightcrown was impugned. Suppose its competency was called into question. What would happen then?"
"Their productivity would drop!"
"The company would fail! Whether the other Houses like it or not, Lithigrove rests on Brightcrown honor and Brightcrown ethics! With the question of Moot censure and the numbers of incidents on record against Brightcrown..."
"Wait, Piotr! What incidents?"
"The loss-recoveries! They may not be the fault of Brightcrown, but Brightcrown has recovered a disproportionate amount of merchandise from them! How much of it went to Lithigrove? Remember the manifest Sir Allan voided. The one we have!
"Ordinary things but almost all of them of interest to one company or another at Lithigrove! What concerned Sir Allan was the lack of documentation, even though such was not required! A trivial matter, true, but still of concern to him. If rumors of Brightcrown suspicion, whether founded or not, were to reach the ears of Lithigrove..."
"The company..."
"Lithigrove would fail, dear lady! The Houses making it up would break into squabbling factions and lade their workers with such precaution as to double their costs, or more, and reduce the production to a quarter of what it should be! What would happen when the tension mounted afterward?"
"They could not honor their contracts!"
"Exactly. And when Lanniver terminated theirs?"
"Lithigrove would shatter!"
Karr powered up his terminal and ran a fast calculation.
"The economic impact would be significant but recoverable," he said, "Near-catastrophic in the short-term but still recoverable in the medium to long."
"Truth. Less so for the Great Houses but still bad."
"Aye. That is economic, though. What would happen when Brightcrown received the blame for making it fail?"
Blue paled at this.
"Moot censure would be the least of their concerns," she said, "That could... Could..."
"That could spell the end of the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown," he finished, "and that of its allies as well."
The two of them sat in silence a long time.
"So what do we do now?" Blue broke the silence at last.
"We stop her. We stop her and compel her to reveal all that she knows!"
"Do you actually think she will be on Fallstar?"
"Doubtful," he said, "I fear we've jumped at the conclusion she set us far too eagerly. There is no knowing where she will be now."
"Truth," said Blue, "but all of House McReely will have their eyes open for her! The more urgently once I contact them."
"But she is a fadescale," said Karr, "Dangerously so. We know how well she can blend into those about her."
"She is clever and cunning," said Blue, "but so far she has no knowledge that we know aught of her. To her mind, the best we have is what Lithigrove remembers of her 'official' visit."
"Truth," said Karr. Then, with rising cheer, he took Blue's hand and kissed it. "Truth pure and simple! She also knows nothing of the two of us. For certain she will know that someone will take up her trail but she cannot know how close we are, or that we were already following it before she acted! No one with whom we've talked would reveal us or reveal our concerns. We may know little of her or her masters but they know nothing of us!"
"Truth and pure, Sir Knight," said Blue, "Nor, might my pride be excused, does she know aught of McReely eyes and ears or of the dedication and resolve of the Noble House of Edders!"
Karr heaved a relived sigh. "You speak truly, dear lady! The fall of House Brightcrown is a dreadful thought to have but as yet we've lost nothing, for truth! Our trail is still before us, we've only to find its end the more quickly!"
***
Chad Sir Moumar, Order of Shining Steel and Outremin's junior, entered Fadding's chamber and bowed properly. As always, his face held no expression.
"Good day, m'Laird," he said, "They've left."
Fadding nodded, unsurprised. "Thank you, Sir Chad. Did they leave anything behind?"
"No, my Laird. Naught but a bad smell and a mess."
Fadding offered a brief smile at that, uncertain of whether his knight was joking or serious.
"Very good, sir knight. Did they leave for Fallstar?"
"Yes m'Laird. According to their flight plan and restocking manifest. They're not traveling leisurely, either."
"Good riddance, then." Fadding didn't speak the thought but he knew they'd go nowhere else. "Message Sir Beau with the usual precautions. Inform him of the guests he'll soon be seeing and tell him to observe them but to take no action against them, direct or by proxy."
"Yes, m'Laird." Moumar turned to leave.
"One moment, Sir Chad," said Fadding with sudden inspiration, "Tell Ryan to let slip through devious channels that Binkor-Sud and Snughblak might find something of interest on Fallstar. No specifics but he is to inform them of our guests' hasty departure. Tell him to be creative."
"Aye, m'Laird." This time Moumar's face almost smiled. None of House Varl's knights cared for their guests or the way they treated their Laird!
This time Fadding did smile as Moumar left. What story his chief of communications and Moumar would concoct he knew not, but he knew it would cause concern and consternation both for Tobart and for the Houses he named.
As Moumar left, another man scuttled through the door before it closed. When Fadding saw him he pasted on his most polite smile.
"Good afternoon, Laird Fadding." Darrel n'Guirro, League Adjunct to the Crown, bowed sloppily and smiled.
"Good day to you, Signor n'Guirro," replied Fadding, "To what do I owe this pleasure?"
Fadding left the man standing. An insult, but one subtle past n'Guirro's ability to comprehend.
"I have news of possible interest to you."
Fadding carefully didn't let the smile slip at that. He didn't know if n'Guirro meant the insult or gave it through ignorance. From the man's expression it could be either.
"I've heard rumors of a possible League investigation here. I do not know if they are of concern, or even if they are true but I thought you might want to know. Nothing official has passed through my office but the unofficial indications are significant."
"Indeed so, my friend," said Fadding, "Such matters are always of interest."
"You're welcome, Laird Fadding."
n'Guirro turned and left without dismissal or ceremony. That irked Fadding. He wanted to teach the man proper respect the proper way, but not now. Later. Later, when his patient labor yielded its sweet fruit.



Chapter 12. Meetings
 
Ted Ionoski reviewed the report on his terminal. Again. He had less than he needed but well more than he wanted. He looked across the table at the man sitting there. That worthy, one Richard Ambith, sat, outwardly at his ease. It took far less skill than Ionoski had, though, to see past that surface and into the desperate apprehension that permeated him. Let him soak, thought Ionoski. He kept his stare level until Ambith looked down.
"You are certain of this, Ambith" said Ionoski.
"Yes sir. Absolutely. That's why I came so far before I asked for sanctuary."
"By our charter and articles of agreement with the Crown worlds, I should just send you home."
Ambith didn't quite squirm at that. "That... That's not my home any longer, sir."
"I see. Tell me again why you didn't just fade into the League somewhere else."
"What he did... What they did was wrong, sir! I don't know what Roger... I mean Sir Parl, knew and he did his best to keep me from it, Heaven bless him. We were looking at things a long time, sir, and he wanted to keep me clear of it. But they don't work that way. They six-sigmas murdered him for it and they would have me, too."
Ionoski tried to find a positive sigma-line from the situation. Not his fault, but Ambith merely added to the problems piling up on Ionoski's plate. The chip Ambith thought so damning could be interpreted so, or exactly opposite. Fortunately, one of Ionoski's friends intercepted the man and sent him to Ionoski. He had little room for choice but Ambith didn't need to know that.
"I shall take your request and your report under advisement," said Ionoski, "Be assured I shall investigate it thoroughly and if you are speaking falsely you'll face more than extradition to Crown authority! Until then I offer sanctuary."
Ambith wilted with relief. "Thank you, sir. Thank you!"
"You will also do everything within your power to help me with my investigation."
"Yes sir! Gladly, sir!!"
***
Micah sat near a window in the very large and well-stocked library attached to Fallstar's Hall of Lore. He had trouble distinguishing the librarians from Lore students and even House blood! The members of Hose Lore cared little for that, though, and Micah suspected them of taking amusement at his ignorance. He found them all eagerly helpful, though, so he didn't mind their jests.
He spent most of his time away from Outremin here, studying Precedence and Peerage along with more Crown history. In addition to that he worked to extract every fact he could about House Brightcrown and its allies. He knew what Kidwell had and some of what she planned to do. Not all of it, but he knew her well enough to fill in the details.
Of all the Houses associated with Lithigrove, Brightcrown came first followed on close order by Hallings, Binkor-Sud and Toms-Watt. Hallings held the largest share but they also assumed overall management as well as of small and diverse items and systems. Large numbers of small things, thought Micah. Binkor-Sud managed the finances for the company and charged a hefty fee for it and Toms-Watt mostly supplied support and personnel for the numerous other subsidiaries.
Indirectly, House Varl exerted a large influence over the Houses within Lithigrove, mostly through its connections to Binkor-Sud and its allies. Though Micah found much of what Varl did quite distasteful, he simply could not picture it sabotaging its ties to companies outside the Crown. If anything, he thought, House Varl would want them stronger.
He found Brightcrown's history fascinating. Most Crown citizens, even from opposed Houses, looked up to Brightcrown as a paragon of virtue and unequivocal dedication to the Crown and all its peoples. That didn't mesh with what Kidwell found so Micah dug deeper. He did find that Brightcrown always worked to uphold and obey the law but that didn't necessarily sum up to merit. Examined unto themselves, many Brightcrown actions indicated a harsh and unyielding House. A House willing to sacrifice its own blood, it seemed, in order to preserve its reputation.
Micah's trip to the asteroid factory still gnawed him with curiosity. He concealed his probes into the possible location of that system but he came up squelch each time. More precisely, he found entirely too many candidates for that system. Even when he narrowed it to those close enough to use an existing LINC beacon it helped little. Without exact stellar and spectral measurements the system was nothing more than a star with a lot of asteroid belts!
At least now he had help! Kidwell also occupied a carrel here, not close but enough so for him to spot her. They didn't speak but they did converse through an external site. He'd sent her and Thompson a message when he left for Fallstar, they sent him one when they arrived. He found it far too strange for coincidence when the three of them ended up on the same planet. He considered arranging a meeting but, with nothing more than he had, it would serve no real purpose. Instead they arranged the usual network of drops, message points and other communication resources.
Kidwell had more data in terms of amount, but Micah had an undocumented star system with an asteroid factory in full operation. He also had a plan of unspecified detail to bring forth the demise of House Brightcrown. Micah had no doubt it would take Ionoski or Ferrel to decide whose data trumped and, knowing Kidwell, the necessity of that decision was axiomatic!
"House B is looking bad," read Kidwell's report, "Traced all but a few defective units to them. Trail led to Fallstar. Data included, read then eat! Sent copies to T via sneaky paths. No other news. If House V asks, I used T's company for credentials. Since House V and B are not best of friends, suggest you dig for rich dirt."
For truth, thought Micah. Outremin might be close to Varl's Laird but he was even closer with any substantive information. Most of what Micah gathered concerning House Brightcrown consisted of spleen and slights, supposed or real. He did manage to find a few tidbits and rumors by mingling with some of House Varl's other guards, but as yet they didn't fully accept him. Though officially his brethren now, some of them even avoided him. None liked his outsider status, and Outremin's hand-picking him didn't help matters at all. Still, this was far from his worst assignment and now Kidwell and Thompson were close at hand.
"That well is deep and small," he messaged back, "Will take time."
After a while Kidwell half-smiled, rose and left.
***
Blue rose, dropped her datacubes in the return bin and started for the door. At times it seemed fate conspired with them instead of against! After half a day to ground and make House contacts, she and Karr received stunning news. Against any odds in the same universe as sanity, Lady Sneak, aka Vera Kittley, was here on Fallstar!
Nor did Blue deceive herself into calling it coincidence. The sly vix came here for a solid reason. If she was here then something important, critical, was here as well! They now had a lot more information concerning her, too. She and her accomplice arrived just before their ship unlinked and she brought her accomplice with her. Until now Karr suspected the man as nothing more than his appearance as a hired assistant. Her urgent plea to the others in her house had McReelys throughout Crown space watching the starports for new arrivals and snapping holos at need.
When one young man, barely out of his teens and busy earning his title, spotted Kittley he wasted no time alerting others. After Blue confirmed the woman's identity, the local Trademaster put all of his resources at her disposal. That even impressed Karr. More important, though, Lady Kittley now went nowhere without at least one pair of McReely eyes observing her!
Outside the library Blue nodded to a lady watching her kids play skiffle nearby. She nodded back, gathered her kids and the four of them began noisily following Kittley.
"I have news, Lady Blue," said Karr, lofting the hover as soon as Blue strapped in, "Laird Fadding's dirty right hand is here."
"Outremin?!"
"Aye. Of late he has been a frequent visitor, sometimes for long stays and other times short. This time he seems in no hurry to leave. That's the sum of what I have but I do believe coincidence has just shattered into shards."
"Truth and plenty, Sir Knight," replied Blue, "All our data plus Kittley and now Outremin? Truth indeed! Have you word from our Houses or Brightcrown?"
"Just that Laird Brightcrown is facing a pond full of minnowsharks. Rumors of censure have reached the streets. Ordinary folk are now taking them as fact yet still they have no substance to them. House Brightcrown now has few allies save Gladius, Edders and McReely. Some few still speak words of fealty but their actions belie them.
"There were also rumors of a League investigation into Lithigrove. House Edders is looking into that, but not to the point of risking their charters. Rumors surrounding that indicate that certain Houses will receive light treatment if any, while others will bear the brunt of it. It is known that a high League official visited Varl, Binkor-Sud and Snughblak along with some of their allies."
Blue's mouth tightened. "Did Brightcrown receive this courtesy?"
"Nay, m'lady, nor Edders or McReely. Rumors said even Gladius received none."
Six-sigmas trouble, thought Blue. She didn't want to consider League action against her House or any of its allies. That Gladius received no visit boded ill for the Crown itself! Of all the many Houses, only Lore and Loosk maintained greater neutrality and uniformly friendly relations with all!
Blue and Karr found Kelsey McReely waiting for them back at McReely Hall. The young Junior Apprentice Trader, and the one who spotted Kittley, had a great amount of news and a great deal more enthusiasm about conveying it.
"We have data on Outremin's crew," said McReely, "He arrived on a standard small courier or priority cargo ship. The kind usually used for transporting emergency medical supplies or..."
"Go on," prompted Blue gently.
"Oh. Sorry. He had three crewmen with him. Outremin, that is. One was his pilot-astrogator. That's Wygnan Amal. He's been with House Varl for fifteen years now. He started there after he was discharged from the Elder Guard. He was a pilot, and a good one, but he used his position for some sort of personal gain. We think it was smuggling but don't have any hard data for it.
"The second one is his engineer Brodie Zaba. He enlisted in the Hall of Merchants as a junior ship technician when he was seventeen. He learned a lot but never got more than an average rating from any of the merchants. He qualified well on all his tests, though, and as soon as he completed his training obligation he swore fealty to House Varl."
McReely handed her a datacube which she placed into her terminal. It gave information on Outremin and his whereabouts as well as the information the young man just recounted.
"What about the third," asked Karr.
"Recently hired Sir... I mean Piotr. Arrived on Faircoast while Outremin was there. He applied as a House Guard and Outremin hand-picked him for himself. This is unverified but two sources said he ruddy... They said he beat and humiliated half a dozen guards during his interview. Almost killed two of them and put two more under the medics. Even now the other guards don't like him and we have verified that. The other intel on the cube hasn't been verified at all."
"It says here that 'Vera Kittley' is a managing partner in Ion Skies Limited and that they're engaged in active trade with the Mekhajan Collective."
"Aye, Lady Lacy. That we did verify. It's registered as a certified consignment merchant, verified and Guild-certified."
Karr looked up, puzzled.
"We call them paper traders," explained Blue, "They obtain certificates of ownership on various merchandise and sell those. It's cheaper than shipping the merchandise so the paper trader can sell for more than he paid but less than that plus shipping. We don't consider it... honest."
"Splendid," said Karr, "That makes it just legitimate enough. I had hoped for more."
"It's the perfect cover, too," said Blue, "Especially with such solid credentials. Anything on the volume of trade, Kelsey?"
"Nak. Nothing past what they posted and they didn't post very much."
"Heaven's flames!" Blue glanced at her terminal, then projected an image from it.
"That's Micah Stone," said McReely, "He's Outremin's third crewman. The one who fought..."
"He was in the library," interrupted Blue, "He and Kittley didn't speak but he was there! I would say coincidence but it's already shattered. Kelsey, can you have surveillance on Outremin and all his crew?"
"Of course. I mean, we have it on him but we can add it to the crew, too. How thick?"
"Goings and comings," said Blue, "For now. Make certain you brief everyone involved on this Stone. I'm not concerned about the other two; they're loyal Crown subjects, even if Varl. This one is an entirely different color of fish."
***
Micah stood behind Outremin's chair and close to the wall, relaxed and not at all interested in the others in the room: Outremin, Victor Lord McConney, Dean Sir Simmons or the three guards they'd brought. Outremin was not at all pleased when heard of the pair's arrival but, he assured Micah, he'd not shame his House or Laird.
"It concerns me that the schedule is, well, rushed," said McConney.
"I concur," said Simmons, "My Laird received a League visitor ere we departed. He disclosed nothing to me but that is hardly necessary. It was no ordinary visit and that can mean only one thing. We are clearing a tidy profit now and I believe caution is appropriate."
"We are, Sir Dean," said Outremin, "but the profits now pale to nothing against what they will soon be. This is to say naught of the... other considerations."
McConney and Simmons exchanged significant looks at that.
"Concerning those," said McConney cautiously, "Perhaps we should... reconsider matters. We did not think our initial profits would be so great. Patience, Sir Beau, to my mind would yield the much greater reward. Over both long and short time, as it were."
"Patience?" Outremin tensed. "Patience?! The Great House of du'Varl has had patience aplenty! We have borne the slights and spurns of foe and friend alike. We have graciously accepted the full risk for our project and just as generously shared the rewards it reaped! Patience, my lord?"
"Peace, Sir Beau," said McConney placatingly, "We do not counsel against the completion of the project, merely the timing of it. We are well and fully aware of what the Great House of Varl has done and what it has bourne. Do not mistake caution and prudence for reticence! We simply see no need in hasty action that might well spell the downfall for us all."
Outremin relaxed and his tone grew a touch supercilious.
"Very well, my lord. Such weighty matters are beyond my hand to decide. I shall message Laird Fyrelm immediately upon our adjournment and convey your concerns to him. Perhaps he will... embrace your beliefs."
That disturbed both men, obviously. By what Micah saw they wanted Outremin to do anything but what he spoke. He could almost smell the smugness now radiating from Outremin.
"Splendid," said Simmons with a plastic smile and no conviction at all, "Perhaps he will."
***
"What is troubling you, Stone," asked Outremin, "I know something is, so do not bother denying it."
Micah guided their hover through the almost-sparse traffic absently.
"It was your meeting, Sir Beau. Those two lords didn't like what you said, sir. They didn't like it one milli."
"You are correct, Stone, but that need not concern you."
"I disagree, sir. I'm in your service, sir, and sworn to your protection. I'll do everything within my power to protect you, or Laird Fadding, and keep you both alive but I am only one man."
After a moment trying to contain it Outremin burst out laughing.
"Oh, Stone," he gasped, finally catching his breath, "You are indeed a treasure! A treasure wasted before fortune brought you here." He paused for one last chuckle. "Do not trouble yourself on that account, my friend. Neither of those pompous lordlings has the pith or pizzle to challenge me. Besides, there are rules governing such. Indeed, they may and will try to cause us trouble but nothing my words or my Laird cannot handle, I assure you. We are, both of us, safe as the books on Laird Fadding's shelves."
"So why not just kill them?"
Outremin's smile faded. "No, Stone. That is not an option open to us. Even if you spoke in jest you must not allow your mind to dwell upon that path. The spilling of noble blood is a serious matter, even with proper ceremony. Were things so simple we'd have been rid of Brightcrown long ago. For that matter, other Houses might well have united against House Varl."
"Slib," said Micah, "But why not just kill them too? Not openly, I mean. Just give me a few spec op troopies, some supplies and a little time. Blip! No more problem."
"Speak hypothetically, Stone," said Outremin sharply, "I shall enlighten you. If we did, ahh, blip-no-problem Brightcrown down to its root and kin, the other Houses would unite under the King and raze House Varl in a similar fashion. At the very least it would be stripped of all privilege and power.
"I mentioned rules, Stone, and I cannot fully explain them quickly. I am a knight dubbed into the Order of House Varl: the Order of Shining Steel. Should I issue challenge to one of my peers, and it be granted, there would be no problem. Should I issue challenge to one of stronger blood, by title or by actual blood, even if compelled by honor there would be grave repercussions. Did I win, or even only spill his blood, my life would be forfeit. Only one of stronger blood than the both of us could excuse such a matter."
"So. Speaking hypothetically, it would take stronger blood or a higher title to allow you, or me, to chop McConney to pieces."
Outremin's face wrinkled at that. "Essentially correct, Stone. The higher the title, or stronger the blood, the less likely challenge is to be granted. Should, Heaven forbid, some witless fool spill Royal blood, meaning the King or any in line to the Crown, only the King could forgive him and then only with full Moot approval."
"I see."
"No, Stone, I doubt that you do. I mean no insult but I know our ways are yet strange to you. Sadly, Brightcrown and House Varl do still share blood. In their line it has weakened to the point of water yet still it remains.
"Did House Varl issue blood challenge it could only be resolved before the full Moot. Even were it granted, and there is no certainty of that, the best outcomes would still leave Brightcrown and its toadies intact. No, Stone, only through Moot censure will Brightcrown fall.
"Think on it thusly, Stone. Are you not familiar with the injustice of incompetent command?"
"Yes sir, I am!" Micah didn't bother keeping the savage anger from his voice.
"Yet even the most witless of commanders goes unpunished without the proper procedure. Even then justice is fickle."
Micah took a calming breath. "Yes sir. I think I understand it now."
"Excellent, Stone! Remain diligent in your studies and vigilant in your duties and you will receive both understanding and rewards past your deepest dreams."
When Micah parked the hover and made to power it down, Outremin stopped him.
"I have an urgent matter to attend, Stone." Outremin handed Micah a datacube and card. "Deliver this to the address here. Hand it personally to Seigneur Ken Tobart, his holo is on the card, and none other. If he has aught for you in return then bring it to me quickly, otherwise you may take the night."
"Yes sir."



Chapter 13. An Accent Remembered
 
Blue and Karr lackadaisically guided a pallet full of crates toward a warehouse no different from the dozens of others around it. A Fallstar Lines ship arrived barely an hour earlier. Nothing unusual save that it departed Faircoast eight days earlier with a stated destination outside Crown space on the League side. A McReely working traffic control noted its departure and, per her instructions, reported the fact.
Karr didn't like the rapid nature with which they formulated their current plan, but Blue assured him it would work flawlessly. Now garbed as port authority stevedores and wearing Hallings tabs, he and Blue trundled cargo from the suspicious ship to its destination.
"Watch that, you duffage nubb," barked the floor supervisor, "Break it and you'll pay for it and for the cleaning!"
"Sorry, sir," said Blue.
The woman, mollified at the apology but irked at Blue's inattention, nonetheless turned her attention to the manifest. She directed them on where to place the boxes and promptly dismissed them from her universe. Once there, Karr parked the trundle, he and Blue pulled out datapads and they began wandering.
To Karr everything appeared perfectly ordinary. Workers moved boxes, bales, crates, bundles and pallets on to or off of shelves. Others checked and directed as to what should go, where it should go, what should stay and where it should stay. Although Karr didn't have access to specific inventory data, yet, nothing looked exotic, strange or noteworthy. Still, he did in fact not possess inventory data and that was his mission.
Moving with no undue haste, Karr sat at a terminal when its current occupant rose and left for other duties. He inserted a datacube and waited. The 'cube contained a variant of the virus they used on Tourmalin and it should compromise the entire net by the time they left. After a couple of minutes the terminal beeped and disgorged the cube. No security arrived so Karr assumed success. He checked his chrono, made sure his concealed datacaster was still in place and wandered through another part of the warehouse.
As he passed the office Karr saw something that chilled his spine. Outside the door stood the supervisor, three men Karr didn't know and Outremin's crewman, Stone. He walked closer, casually, hoping to overhear something of interest.
"... and as I said, Stone," spoke one of the strangers, "Do not close or limit your options. Such talent as yours should not be wasted. I can offer you horizons you cannot find here."
"I'll keep that in mind, sir. Do you have anything for Sir Beau?"
"Not at the moment. I shall contact him through other means if... Hai! You there!"
Karr jumped and looked surprised. The man had shouted at him.
"What do you want?"
"Fresher, sirra," said Karr, thinking quickly.
"Back of the building," said the supervisor, "Be quick, man! You're not being paid to pizzle!"
***
"Solid success, dead on the beam," said Karr, now back with Blue and out of his disguise, "Pray forgive my doubts, my lady. Ere long we shall own the warehouse net."
"Truth," said Blue, very subdued now.
Puzzled by Blue's unusual reserve, Karr parked the hover. She called up a holo from her datacaster. As he watched, a group of workers uncrated items, some of them very large, and repackaged them into different containers.
"This is significant," he asked.
"Keep watching."
Karr did. As soon as the workers finished repackaging the items a lone man affixed a seal to each one.
"I still do not see it, my lady. What am I missing?"
"The same thing I almost did. Look at that last man." Blue ran the recording back, zoomed it in and replayed it slowly. The man on the display once again affixed the seal, this time comically slowly. "There is nothing amiss, Piotr, save that those are original factory seals. Original seals! League certified directly from the manufacturer."
"Heaven's flames! Heaven's flames and hell's frost! That means there is no knowing from whence those items truly originated!"
"Truth," said Blue, "There is no way of knowing where they came but I'll bet my father's ships they end up loss-recovered to Brightcrown!"
***
Karr drove back to McReely Hall in silence and he and Blue remained so for a long time. Alone in a small, secure room she lit a drugstick and he helped himself to one.
"We should notify the League," said Karr finally.
"We can't, Piotr. We mustn't! They are part of this! Did you not see those seals? Ordinarily they are affixed by a Guild-certified auditor before they leave the factory. That man had a box of them! We know they are genuine because any forgeries would have raised alarms more places than at the starport! Sir Allan would have the Patrol present in force if he found a forged seal and any other portmaster would as well. That may well be where Laird Fyrelm's other agents misstepped. Do you think Sir Parl would not have reported such a thing?"
Karr nodded. "But why, Lacy? Why would the League want to discredit House Brightcrown? That makes no sense whatsoever! House Brightcrown is the staunchest supporter of the League within Crown space. Perhaps they might wish to besmirch Gladius but even that is low-sigma. It does not make sense!"
"Not a lot about this mess does," said Blue, "but the data fits and it is the best fit."
Karr thought long and hard. Then again, and again, desperate to discredit his idea. He tried to find a flaw, any flaw, in his conclusion.
"I have a thought," he said, "Perhaps... You must prove me wrong, Lady Brilliant! What if the League is tired of dealing with the Crown worlds through our Houses? Suppose they want greater control over our individual worlds. What better way to accomplish that than to shatter the Crown Worlds and re-forge them more to their liking?!"
"No!! No, Piotr! I cannot believe that. Such an act would totally shatter our economies and devastate our worlds! No! There must be another explanation. That cannot be! I cannot believe it!"
"Then prove me wrong," he said, "Please, dear Lady Blue, prove me wrong! But think first: how many worlds has the League absorbed by rescuing them from chaos?"
***
Micah thought hard as he drove. The man, Tobart, received the datacube neutrally. For truth, he showed more interest in Micah than he did in reading the 'cube. He, as did Kenjai and the soldiers on the asteroid factory, spoke with a tantalizingly familiar yet strange accent and manner. Micah knew he should know it but still it eluded him.
As to the meat of Tobart's conversation, he offered Micah a job without explicitly making the offer. He spoke of the many horizons beyond a single world, not that that should surprise Micah of course, and the myriads of opportunities to be had there. He also appreciated Micah's training, which he assured him he had reviewed thoroughly, and regretted and despised the fact that the League did not value it as well. By his words, Micah should own the stars and travel them to his purpose and not those of Outremin and his ilk.
Micah kept his conversation toward Tobart neutral but with a small spark of interest. He didn't want to cold-seven the man out of hand but the curiosity grew stronger and stronger with each clipped word. Just before Micah left, Tobart handed him a card and admonished him not to let Outremin see it.
Strangely, Micah's thoughts wandered to the Nebula Worlds Federation as he drove. He thought hard on the time he and Ferrel spent there. They were tracking a group of very clever people led by a man both sly and devious, and responsible for an amazing list of crimes from more places than just the League. No matter how close he and Ferrel came, they always missed the man. Only with the help of Robin Macy, a shy and brilliant data technician, did he and Ferrel manage to locate their quarry. Even then it was a dicey operation. Toward the end of it he and Ferrel discovered the man worked for...
Success!!
Micah realized where he'd heard that accent before and that revelation sent ice down his spine. Even as this happened, the analytic part of Micah's brain powered up and jumped into linkdrive with calculating options. If what he suspected was true, and he'd bet a rib-rack and ten desserts from Beyonder's Bistro on it, their mission just turned ten times more serious! He began composing messages.
***
Kidwell observed the Fallstar Lines building critically. As the largest shipping company and the primary source of income for the entire planet, the defective parts would most likely come through it. So she theorized. Thompson argued in favor of one of the smaller companies. His theory: easier for a small fish to escape notice by swimming underneath a large one. As a result he now had the task of surveiling his prime candidate. She was almost ready to move in and mingle with the crowd entering and leaving the building when her comm started vibrating.
'Situation 17,' sent Micah, 'Urgent to meet now! House V is playing nice with the Consortium.'
***
Micah sat, not patiently, and waited. Not patiently. Now he wore a different face and he had a lot more equipment than he did before he visited the warehouse. The League office at Fallstar's port had precious little in the way of League gear but Micah raided it eagerly. The officer in charge, quite rattled by Micah's information, promised to acquire what he could as quickly as he could.
Kidwell entered the chog shoppe arm-in-arm with an apprehensive Thompson. They sauntered over to Micah's table, ordered chog and sat with pleasantries. Micah wasted no time activating his garble.
"What is it," asked Thompson sharply, "Vera wasn't very talkative. That disturbs me."
"Really bad news, no blather," said Micah. He gave a brief summary of his visit to the warehouse. "So I don't have certified genetic scans and documentation but I've never heard that particular accent anywhere but from a Consortium mouth. I sent Ted a top-priority message but that will take time. More time if he's away from his comm." She would know what he meant by that. "Commander Thompson, do you agree that I'm in charge of this mission?"
"Micah..." Kidwell started a classic scowl.
"Yes sir," said Thompson, "This might not be the time, but Vera told me about what happened to you. Before, I mean."
"Slib," said Micah, "We'll swap sloshes when this is done. Vera?"
"I won't salute! But yes, you are in command."
"Polar." Micah handed her a keycard. "This is my hover. It's the blue-striped one parked around back. You'll find weapons and equipment in the boot. This is official now."
"So what's the op," asked Thompson.
"As of now everything we know and everything we've assumed or modeled is suspect," said Micah, "House B is looking pretty slimy but House V just left them powered down on the tarmac. Speaking charitably, V doesn't know exactly who their partners are. It's a stretch, no blather, but indulge me.
"From everything Outremin has shown and what I can gather about Fadding and the rest of House V, they wouldn't particularly care, whether they knew or not. They all have a frothing slaver against House B and all they want to do is bring it down. I realize I've only seen a small group, and that includes two from Binkor-Sud and Snughblak, but even they don't act worried about possible Corpse agents in their midst."
"For my metal," said Kidwell, "House B looks more and more like a jolly-bag of first-stoners. They and V truly despise each other on every level. Well, the lower levels at least. I haven't attended any of their high-formal events lately."
Micah thought hard a moment. "Think about this. B can't think we wouldn't eventually notice such an upsurge in defective parts. Especially when they fail under battle conditions. If the League, Navy or Guilds investigate they'll shut down the whole operation and break contract.
"At this point House B takes the hit and bears the brunt of the splash. They are turning out bad parts, causing ships to fail under stress and killing League soldiers through negligence. House V, who happens to be their worst enemy despite the fact they're related, steps in to fill the vacuum. And, they just happen to have a ready-made supply of exactly what the League needs and at a verifiable higher quality."
"Manufactured by the Consortium," supplied Kidwell, "Burnit! Feces!! I need to work up some models for it, Micah. It does make sense, though, and a lot of it."
"Then mark that one as provable and start proving. Officially."
Kidwell nodded and Micah left. He left them the garble.
***
Thompson watched Micah disappear through the door.
"Is something bothering you, Cap'n John," asked Kidwell.
"Lots of somethings," he replied, "The Consortium, of course. That's worth a hades of a lot of bother. What bothers me more is the casual way the two of you talked about it."
"It's not casual, lover, I promise you that."
"Vera, every time my ship grounds and I have leave, my friends Jake, Al, Mart and I always decide what to do first: eat, drink or dance. Nothing unusual about that." Thompson paused. "That's exactly the way you and Stone talked about the Consortium. Like dealing with them is just a part of everyday life. Yes, Vera, that is very disturbing! What is Protocol?"
Kidwell smiled. "It's just like I told you, John. It's a service no different from the Navy. Same mission, different training. Now that we suspect Corpse involvement we can use a lot more of it. If you must worry then worry about Micah. In case you missed it he officially took command of the mission."
"I got that part, Vera."
"No, dear. By taking command, officially, he's set himself up to take all of the splash if we're wrong, or even if we're right but the puppy gets rutted," she said. Then, more softly, "As usual."
"Slib," said Thompson, "Since you won't talk... What's the op? Officially."
"Officially," said Kidwell, "We begin investigating a suspected Consortium presence within League space. We attempt to discover the depth and breadth of the penetration, along with any compromised assets, report it and end it. For solid truth it doesn't really change our assignment, it just raises the wager. It also gives us a lot more latitude in tactics, the which I intend to use heavily until it runs out! Let's go."
They found the hover easily and, as Kidwell suspected, they found a treasure ship of equipment inside. The amount, types and range of it surprised Thompson but didn't stop him from helping himself to plenty of it!
"First on the list," said Kidwell, "we own Fallstar's nets. Company, port and planet in that order. We know six-sigmas Varl is working through them. We also know there is a megafac operating in a LINC-less system within three days link from here and that Fallstar might be the ones operating it. If we find that, five credits says we find everything else."
"It could be a colony," said Thompson.
"Indeed it could. Unregistered and unclaimed, which puts it in violation of the Member Worlds Articles and at least half a thousand Guild regulations."
"Truth. What happens if we find it?"
"Investigate and eliminate," said Kidwell, "Same as before."
"With just the three of us?!"
"Of course, darling," grinned Kidwell with a wink, "We have one more operative than we have goals. Sucker bet!"
***
Laird Fadding, roused too early from a restful sleep by a stone-faced Moumar, reread the messages that precipitated his untimely morning. The first, a troubling missive from n'Guirro, disturbed him the most.
According to n'Guirro, League Intelligence was in the middle of an investigation of unknown scope and scale. Its target: a suspected Consortium presence within the Crown worlds. Fadding hadn't planned on that particular fact coming into the open but he had contingencies, even for the low sigmas. It troubled him more that n'Guirro didn't know the full details of it. The agent sending the report had it classified - and worse, encrypted - past n'Guirro's authority to access or ability to break.
The second message, while irksome, provided a possible solution to his potential problem. By what Outremin reported, Binkor-Sud and Snughblak wavered in their dedication. For truth, Fadding expected such before now yet still cursed their timing. No matter, though. He had enough damning evidence to bring them forcibly into line and in the process shift the burden of blame from his House to theirs.
Fadding began composing his messages. First to Outremin and then to various other Lairds. His plan could have used a little more time to ripen but, by stars and seas, he would not let it rot!
***
Thompson sat beside Kidwell in Fallstar Lines' main office. Ostensibly, Kidwell wanted to check on the shipping status of some merchandise she expected soon. In reality, Thompson had no idea what she wanted but she laughed delightfully, and a bit smugly, at the finding of it. She used a terminal from Stone's cache and Thompson suspected that had something to do with her happy state, too.
"That's odd," she said.
"Odd?!"
"Odd, lover. Don't go suborbital. It's nothing I did and nothing that can be traced to me," she said, "It's just that there's another compromising factor in the net. It looks recent but not fresh and neither Micah nor I put it here. This is plus-plus more Charlie than me."
"What exactly do you want?"
"I'm looking for any information concerning the defective parts," she said, "We knew at least two shipments came through here. I've found almost all of the others, too. Now I'm just digging."
"Ruddy dangerous place to dig."
"Less so than you think, dear. The information I want isn't public but it's a long way from being highly private or confidential. Besides, we're inside their outer security and that's the tough one."
"Mpf." Thompson eyed the lobby crowd warily. She might think the security lax, but his many experiences with Ferrel told him otherwise!
"Odder and odder," said Kidwell, "I have manifests tracking all the defective photon arrays here. Not just to this planet and not just to this company. Here. They all originated exactly here. The company has three warehouses where they transferred but no records, and I mean absolutely squelch, as to where they were beforehand."
"Wait," said Thompson, "Those were League certified from the manufacturer. They were Guild sealed and certified. How the flames did that happen?"
Kidwell shrugged. "My best hypothesis is that the certified units were shipped here as something else. That's difficult to do but not impossible. It's easier if you own the shipping company and the planet."
"But..."
"I'm not saying they didn't have help. Possibly lots of it. Fallstar the company does business with every House in the Crown as well as tons of major independent businesses, inside the Crown and even from non-Crown League worlds. How hard would it be to conceal a few irregularities under all that paperwork? That makes even more sense if you're a company that routinely renews, revalidates or acquires lots of quirky import and export certs."
"We'll never find that," said Thompson gloomily.
"Truth, my love, but this is something we can give to the Guild auditors! Once we give them a few good starting points they can take over. They do have the resources to track every single item on every single transaction for the past dozen centuries. Or at least a few years."
"Polar. What now?"
"We get this to Micah. And... other friends. I'll message him now because he'll probably want to meet and add his data to the main report."
Kidwell blipped Micah her message as she and Thompson walked toward the door. He returned it not long after that. He did want to meet, but later that evening. Much later, he explained, since Outremin had received a message from his Laird and the two of them had not slowed down since then.
"Plus-plus polar," said Thompson, "It's about time we..."
Something burst loudly inside the hover. Kidwell smelled a sweet, sour scent just before the world faded to darkness.



Chapter 14. Loyalties
 
Reginald Laird Fyrelm sought and found inner calmness. Rumors of the most serious Moot censure were so ubiquitous now he no longer doubted their veracity. He still had no meat on those bones but that mattered little, he knew the call to Moot would come soon. House Varl and its allies maneuvered to take advantage of whatever happened, as if they didn't know, and the other Houses also showed heightened and unusual activity. They didn't necessarily want to profit from Brightcrown censure but they certainly thought to their own defense.
The action in Varl, Binkor-Sud and Snughblak now precluded any preemptive measures. The Great and Noble House of Brightcrown must needs close ranks and prepare for the onslaught, from whatever direction or source it came. It would persevere, whether or not its Laird did. Brightcrown had indeed weathered many storms and would, no doubt, weather many more. As Fyrelm saw it, his duty now lay toward his allies and his friends.
"Yes, m'Laird Fyrelm?"
Luther Laird Edders and Savn Laird McReely both stood and bowed properly with concern evident on their faces.
"Be welcome, my friends." Fyrelm motioned them to chairs. "I fear the nature of my news is far less than pleasant."
Edders and McReely exchanged looks.
"As you well know, the rumors of censure against House Brightcrown have reached the level of certainty. It is past sanity that we still have no substance to them yet certain they are. I have reviewed all the material your agents could gather. I have no doubt it connects sensibly, perhaps even to the justification of whatever censure is raised, but I can make nothing of it.
"Pray understand, my friends. I do not accuse! You and your blood have done well and beyond duty, and I commend them for that. It appears, sadly, that our foes have stolen more than a few marches on us. You all have served House Brightcrown past any obligation I could or will place upon you, but now is the time to look to your own Houses.
"My dear friends, it is with sadness and regret that I must ask you to sever all ties to House Brightcrown. I will not have you share our fate, and whatever shame befalls us need not stain the Houses of Edders or McReely. Save yourselves and guard yourselves, for I fear I shall soon lack the ability to aid you."
After a moment of stunned silence, Edders and McReely both spoke as one.
"Never, m'Laird Brightcrown," said Edders, "Never! As long as your House has stood loyal to us we shall stand loyal beside you! So long as one drop of Edders blood yet survives we shall shore up and protect the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown!"
"Nay, Laird Reginald," said McReely, "Without Brightcrown there would be no McReely! We stand as your ally in truth, not of convenience! McReelys will fight for Brightcrown until the last of us falls!"
"My friends, please! Do not be foolish. Luther, Savn, there is no need for your Houses to suffer the sling that fells Brightcrown. Sever your ties and save what you can. Brightcrown will survive. If not then we shall rise anew! My Oath is upon that."
"Then shall we all, Reginald," said Edders.
"I agree," said McReely, "I regret to report that my communication with Lady Blue and Sir Karr has been disrupted. It will be quite impossible to contact them."
"Alas," said Edders, "My communications were through Savn."
Fyrelm stared hard at both men, neither of whom wavered a milli.
"If the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown has a fault," said Edders, speaking to McReely but for Fyrelm, "it lies in its total refusal, and that of its Lairds, to allow its friends to take risk on its behalf. Reginald, my old friend, we shall stand beside you as you have us so many times. Did you wish to ask any Edders, blood or oath, they would say the same. They would say the same from the strongest Noble blood to the most distant oathbound. Besides, did the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown fail, how dire would be the plight of her allies?"
"But..."
"Nay, Laird Fyrelm," said McReely, "Our lot and our allegiance is with you. Consider us Brightcrown-stubborn on that!"
Fyrelm opened his mouth to respond before realizing he had no words to say. Thanks, gratitude, appreciation... All such words fell short of the trust his friends had in him.
"Thank you, my dearest friends. That is far short of what you have given me yet it is all I have to offer."
"Then be patient, Laird Brightcrown," said Edders, "Ere long we shall have a heaping plate of justice to serve House Varl and its minions!"
"With dessert," added McReely.
***
Charlie Ferrel stepped off the ship and onto the ground. The sun shone brightly and a few distant clouds drifted across the sky in serene counterpoint to the deep and turbulent emotions roiling within him. He took a moment to calm them, and to sniff the air which smelled of the planet, faintly here at the port but still present.
He regretted not speaking to Ionoski in person, but just as well this way. He left a message which Comm Central assured him would reach Ted at best speed. As to Micah and Vera... He left them messages they'd find when they returned to Azure. For now, let them enjoy their lengthy furloughs. They certainly deserved them.
Ferrel walked slowly along with the crowd, all of them headed to the entry point off the tarmac. The port around him still bustled with people busy about their tasks. Merchants seeking one last trade or finishing a bit of paperwork, vendors selling their wares and tourists buying them. The crowd flowed in all the colors and sounds of normalcy, giving the port a life of its own. Overall, he thought, things here had changed not at all. He joined one of the queues leading through Customs and into the port complex proper.
"Good afternoon, seigneur. Welcome to Faircoast." said a young port officer, House Sjoerd by his crest, "Are you here for business or personal reasons?"
"Both," smiled Ferrel.
He placed his hand on the palm plate and looked into the retscanner. The terminal beeped and flashed red and the young man looked up in surprise.
"Prince Gunter! Welcome back, sire!" Then, as the display cleared the man took on a fearful look. "You should not be here, your highness! Go back quickly, sire! I'll say the scanners malfunctioned and gave a bad reading."
"Thank you, lad, but I cannot do that. I'm here for a reason and even otherwise I'd not besmirch the honor of House Sjoerd."
The man started to say something but the alert had spread. Four Elder Guards now trotted quickly toward them.
"In that case, your highness, I fear I am compelled to place you under arrest."
Ferrel smiled. "Then do your duty, good Sjoerd," he said with full formal inflection, "Ever honor in heart and skill in craft. Don't worry, young sirra, you are a credit to your honor and your House."
One of the Guards, a Varl, shackled Ferrel's hands roughly and smiled wickedly. The others smiled not at all.
***
Micah observed a certain house closely as he drove by. He viewed it from several angles with nothing to show for it. Nothing set it apart from any other house on this block or any others around it. After Kidwell acknowledged his meet point he heard nothing more from her or from Thompson. Very unusual. Then things went from unusual to disturbing when no one appeared for the meeting: no Kidwell, no Thompson and no Elder Guardsmen looking for Micah. The situation escalated to alarming when he sent her a silent blip and received no response.
Micah parked the hover, wriggled into a noseeme and crept toward the house. It lay between two others and separated from them by a modest yard. Try though he might, Micah detected no alarms on the fence or on the exterior of the house itself. It was neither large nor small and not unusual in any way save the locator blip that led Micah here.
The house did show occasional signs of activity. Lights came on and went off at irregular times and occasionally a shadow moved across the curtained windows. Micah assumed the place full of well-armed guards and acted appropriately. The back porch had no security he could detect so Micah crossed it slowly. He had a blaster along with several types of grenades but he hoped not to need them and would not use them unless forced. He held a stunner in his hand and had a needle pistol close to it.
Micah slunk to the back door where he found a trivial alarm. He bypassed it easily and unlocked the door as quietly as he could. It opened into a utility room that in turn led to a kitchen. One man sat sleepily at the table; he dropped into total slumber when Micah stunned him.
Moving quickly now, Micah cleared the rest of the house. He swept the rooms, stunned three more people and still found no sophisticated security gear. He also found no Kidwell or Thompson! He checked the house again, thoroughly, mentally muttering profanity all the while. Still nothing!
Micah risked another locator blip which returned immediately and here. This close, the small readout indicated a location below Micah yet the house had no basement. Now Micah checked the place yet again, this time in search for a path leading down.
Something nagged at him. Both the kitchen and utility room had cryoboxes with the latter considerably larger. When Micah looked closer, he saw it was firmly anchored to the floor. Nor was it a cryobox! Its door opened to a small, tight stairway down.
Micah took the stairs quickly but quietly. He did a cursory check for security but speed mattered more now. At the bottom of the stairs and around a sharp turn Micah caught a brief glimpse of multiple figures raising weapons. He fired, dropped, rolled and fired some more. Four unconscious guards later he stood in front of a heavily-armored door. He settled it with a small thermex capsule, kicked it off its still-glowing hinges and fired through it.
Chaos! The six mobile people didn't have space to maneuver properly in the small room and Micah had no worries on friendly fire. Two of the six fired stunners but succeeded only in felling one of their own. Five shots later Micah had the room entirely to himself with only a bound Kidwell and Thompson for company.
"Micahhhh. Loverrrrr..." Kidwell slurred the words badly. "We knew... you'd be here sooooon."
Thompson looked more alert but had several bruises and a cut. Micah wasted no time freeing him.
"I'm sorry, Sergeant Stone. They... bombed our hover. I didn't get a chance to..."
"Don't worry," said Micah, "You did enough. What did they give her?"
"Babbabble. Bulll," bubbled Kidwell, smiling sloppily.
"I don't know, sir. It was something in a hypo. Ahh... Shouldn't we be leaving?"
"As of ten minutes ago," said Micah.
He examined the others strewn about the room and collected comms and weapons. Two of the unconscious figures wore nicer and different garb than the rest.
"Those two questioned us," said Thompson, "The other guards snapped to when they spoke. I think they had us under observation for a long time."
"They were gooood, toooo," said Kidwell. Then she giggled.
"Fight it, hon! You know the drill," said Micah.
Thompson looked at Micah with disbelief. Kidwell swallowed hard, twice, then giggled again.
"Leeeeeeaving," she said, "Goooood. No fun here."
Micah fetched his hover quickly, certain he was under scrutiny. It made a tight fit with the other two hovers there but fit it did! Working as quickly as he could Micah disconnected the locators and other nonessential circuitry in all the hovers. He levered the still-sleeping interrogators into the boot of one and motioned Thompson and Kidwell into its back seat. He programmed the other two hovers to random destinations, killed the lights and took the front seat of the remaining vehicle. As soon as he opened the garage door all three hovers whooshed out and away. To any outside eyes all three would appear empty.
"Thompson! Open the aid kit and administer the bright orange and green hypo. It's a Marine-strength purgee and it should take care of what they gave her."
Micah, crouched down away from sight, monitored their progress on the autonav display.
"Where are we going," asked Kidwell, alert and sweating now, "League mission station?"
"Nak," said Micah, "The house guards have a few sport houses around town. They keep them under the garble for certain activities they don't want known. I'm headed for one of those, eventually. Tell me what happened."
Kidwell recounted their story swiftly. Thompson looked distressed toward the end of it but Micah dismissed his concern out of hand.
"Everyone gets firsted now and again, John. You should know that better than anyone. We need to focus on what happens next."
***
Three off-duty Varl house guards swore as the strange hover sped to a short stop in their garage. One strode angrily toward Micah as he left the vehicle.
"Hoy, nubb! I don't know what you bloody..."
"Quiet!" Micah put a command snap into his voice. Then, spotting a guard he recognized, "You there. Usaag! You know me, yes?"
"Aye..."
"Then help me!"
The two others, much more irate now, made no move to help Micah as he shut the garage door and opened the boot. One stepped back as Micah pulled out the first body.
"You listen cully," started the man.
"You listen, cully," interrupted Micah, "Everyone knows why you keep this house. It's no secret. I have need of it now and you will help me!"
"The feces we will," said Usaag, "We know who you are, bally boy. I don't know who you think you are but me nor Pruse nor Vassey are taking your ruddy orders! You think otherwise maybeso we just teach you some manners!"
"Slib," said Micah, showing exasperation now, "I'll settle all of you right now and I'll tell Sir Beau you abandoned your duty! These... persons are enemies to the Great House Varl and likely traitors to the crown besides. If you'd rather take a drubbing than serve your Laird, I'll report that too! Then I shall discover these traitors' names and the extent of their crimes. After that... After that, justice will be visited upon them! You can either help me or join them!"
Usaag paled when Thompson and Kidwell dragged the man out and dumped him on the floor.
"Polarize, Stone," said a much-subdued Usaag, "That one, he has the look of nobility to him! Duffs like us, we don't meddle with that!"
"He has no such look to me," said Micah, voice cold and even.
Vassey and Pruse looked closer, then Pruse spoke.
"Spike me, boy, he is noble!"
"Then he should talk quite easily given the right... persuasion."
Micah threw the lady's limp body over his shoulder. Again none of the others moved to help.
"Bloody rut," swore Micah, "If you won't flaming help then you might as well leave!" He jerked his head at the hover. "Take that with you, burn you, and lose it somewhere away from here. Don't be seen leaving it, either. We should be done by tomorrow. When you clean the place, use something that will degrade blood."
***
Micah sat back and sipped tea, comfortable in a room in the house's basement. The guards, only too eager to help now, furnished the tea, food packs and an aid kit for Thompson. The two prisoners now lay across a bed both large and well-equipped with straps, shackles and similar equipment. Micah didn't want to contemplate the guards' use of it but it fit their needs for now.
"Sergeant Stone," said Thompson, "you know I have nothing but the greatest respect for you. There are times, though, when you frighten me. I've seen some ruddy good bluffs in my life but something tells me you were dead serious."
"As serious as necessary," said Micah, "Can you two handle things from here?"
"Six-sigmas," said Kidwell, "I can handle our allies. As for these two... You know I don't like babble when it's used on me. I also do not like being observed; I'm the one who observes!"
Thompson's eyebrow tried to lift at that.
"Polar," said Micah, "I didn't give Sir Beau much of a reason when I left so I'll need a ruddy good one when I get back."
"Do what you must, lover," said Kidwell, "We'll have these whistle-fish singing soon enough."
***
Micah did indeed find a very displeased Outremin awaiting his return.
"I suppose you have an explanation, Stone."
"Yes sir."
Micah looked at the two guards in the room and kept silent. Finally Outremin motioned to them and they left. When Micah still didn't speak he activated a garble.
"One of our senior house guards here brought me troubling news."
Micah nodded. "Yes, sir. I was busy handling two troublesome miscreants. I saw them at the warehouse when I delivered your datacube. That wasn't the first time, either. I've seen them about more often than I should. I decided to settle the matter."
"You decided. Describe them, Stone."
"A man and a woman, sir."
Micah said no more and Outremin's expression grew more and more impatient. Finally Micah spoke again.
"I'm not telling you more than that, sir. Not until I've extracted everything I can from them."
"Suppose I decide otherwise," said Outremin with a brittle tone.
"You know about the house I used, no secrets there. It's a sport house for the guards. I saw them there and one of them said one of our prisoners looked noble. He was worried about it, sir."
Outremin's expression hardened and Micah saw a spark of uncertainty in his eyes.
"Neither one of them looked noble to me, sir," said Micah, "Besides, the two of them had a lot of company with them. Those should all live."
"Stone..."
"Sir? I knew you'd be impatient so I left the questioning to a pair of friends."
Now Outremin's gaze turned suspicious.
"Friends, Stone? Friends of yours who just happened to be here? That does not bode well for your future, no matter what your skills."
"Friends of convenience, sir. I've not hidden my skills or talents or aught of my past from you. I have no doubt you verified them, too."
Outremin nodded.
"My friends are two Brightcrowns of bastard blood. They weren't easy to find, but I looked bloody hard for them. Brightcrown abandoned them and left them with nothing but anger and venom. They hate Brightcrown more than anyone in the Great House of Varl or anywhere else in the Crown. They'll have your answers ere long."
Now Outremin relaxed a little. "Still, Stone, if you have harmed noble blood..."
"Your hands will be unstained, sir. If aught comes of it I will take responsibility. Matters won't come to that, though." Micah shrugged. "My questioners are very useful but... disposable."
***
Outremin nodded but hid his emotions carefully. The casual ease with which Stone spoke, along with his lack of concern for any consequences, chilled him. His treasure just proved even more dangerous than he thought!
"Very well, Stone. I applaud your efforts and your initiative! I hope the prisoners do not prove too bothersome. When next you speak with your friends, urge them to speed. I received important and wonderful news! Fate and fortune and great effort have given the Great House of Varl a chance to mete out justice long overdue! My Laird Fadding's masterwork is ready at long last. We shall be leaving for Barinhall late tomorrow and there is much to be done between now and then."
"Justice, sir," said Micah eagerly.
"Indeed, Stone." Outremin smiled. "Curb your impatience. We must tidy our details here that we may truly savor what is to come. Soon, now. Very soon."
"Yes sir."
As Stone walked away Outremin considered what the coming days would bring. Justice, to be sure, and justice long overdue! Justice and a settling against Brightcrown; an appetizer and main course House Varl would deliver by the hand of the Moot itself! Afterward, though...
Outremin knew his Laird would reward him, yet he'd spent no time considering what to ask. The culmination of Laird Fadding's long-nurtured plan would yield rewards not possible in many lifetimes and Outremin knew he needed to take full advantage.
He also considered how he would reward his own and whether or not Stone would be on that list. He would, Outremin decided. For now. He also made a careful note not to let Stone slip away. The man was deadly dangerous but even more so as an enemy. And, as Stone himself said, even dangerous tools were disposable.



Chapter 15. My Enemy, My Friend
 
Lacy Blue woke to a horrible, piercing splitting headache. Stunner, thought some rational part of her brain. One that didn't hurt so much. Once she sorted that out a score more pains separated from it and scattered, only to settle at other points in her body. When she finally managed to open her eyes a harsh, bright light stabbed through them and into her brain. That hurt too.
"Awake now? Good."
Something cold and blessedly wet touched her lips. She sipped and then drank as the cool water roused her thirst. Then she choked as the room swam into focus.
"I know you're dehydrated, dear. Go ahead and drink. It's quite safe, I assure you. I'm not planning on poisoning you. Not just yet."
Vera Kittley stood over her. She heard a noise to her side and when she looked she saw Karr beside her. His chest moved up and down so he still lived as well. But for how long?
***
Of all the McReelys and Karr, Blue alone thought their not-plan ill-conceived and ill-advised. They had Kittley under surveillance along with her companion Thomas, Outremin, Stone, Amal, Zaba and several others. They noted Stone's strange behavior after delivering Outremin's package to the warehouse and the meeting between him and Kittley that soon followed.
Kittley, Stone and Thomas garbled their table. That was difficult to overcome but one McReely there, a courageous young lady, knew how to read lips and she moved in close enough to do it unobserved. Of course, the three at the table did seem distracted but Blue counted that fortunate. When the young McReely returned to them, terrified, she said they spoke of Brightcrown, Varl and the Consortium.
The last part frightened the girl into leaving. She knew little of the Consortium other than it was huge, powerful and full of League-hating killers. It frightened Karr and Blue no less and they knew more about it. At Karr's behest they transferred most of their resources to keeping track of Outremin, Stone, Kittley and Thomas.
Karr decided to act when Kittley and her companion rushed to the Fallstar building with an urgency apparent even through the holocaster. Were circumstances less dire, he said, he'd have waited. Their targets stayed inside Fallstar long enough for Blue to break into their hover, plant a bug and conceal the gas canister.
Karr knew more about interrogation but their captives refused to talk. He tried splitting them, then questioning them together, threatening first one then the other. After he struck Kittley the first time, Thomas tried foolishly to fight.
Though bound, Thomas did land one solid kick. That infuriated Karr more than hurt him so, while the other guards held Thomas down, he administered some drug to Kittley.
Karr assured Blue that, despite the woman's flaccid state, he'd not overdosed her. After a few minutes she roused to a half-conscious state and Karr began questioning her again. She babbled and burbled yet despite his most blatant or subtle effort to extract information she resisted him.
The comm beeped and the detail assigned to watch Stone reported that he might have given them the vanish. Then they heard a noise outside the door, it crashed inward and Stone himself appeared to wreak havoc on them. Blue remembered some of the fight but not very much.
***
"If you're going to use babble," said Kittley, rudely snapping Blue back to the present, "You really should learn how to use it properly."
She filled a hypo with an all-too-familiar liquid.
"The dosage has to be exact," she continued, "Not just close, dear. Exact."
Kittley eyed the hypo and decreased the dose slightly.
"Too little, you see, and all you get is a warm, hazy feeling that's easy to fight. If you know how. Do you?"
Kittley approached and Blue tried hard to move. Impossible, she discovered, thanks to the straps and manacles anchored around the bed and holding her in place.
"Too much," continued Kittley, baring Blue's arm, "and you still get that warm happy feeling, but plus-plus more intense. From there it only gets stronger, right up to the place where your heart goes suborbital. That's when the pain starts. Or so I'm told. Still, it does allow at least a short window of... opportunity. I've heard you can survive it, though, if you get to a medic quickly enough."
Terror welled up in Blue. She bit down hard to avoid screaming but a muffled mewling still leaked out.
"Oh, don't worry, dear," said Kittley, "I'm very good at asking questions quickly, should the need arise. I'm guessing you really don't know much about babble. It can be very dangerous." She grasped Blue's arm and cleaned the injection site. "One last thing you should know about it. I absolutely hate having it used on me."
Blue felt an icy prick and heard a hiss. Kittley leaned close over her.
"Think about that, dear. I'll have you some questions soon."
Blue's vision blurred momentarily but snapped back into focus.
"Now, Lacy Blue," said Kittley, "We shall discuss why you thought it wise to accost my friend and me."
What, thought Blue. How did she know?! What else did she know? The terror within her multiplied and a ragged scream of it finally tore out of her throat.
"No! Noooo...."
The sound mushed and distorted as a warm, tingly feeling enfolded her.
***
Kidwell sighed and lit a much-needed drugstick. Blue whimpered and twitched as she lived what dreams Kidwell knew not. The drug she administered, a mixture of NiGhTmArE and a mild sedative, would not reach full potency for a few minutes more. She had another cocktail ready for when it did. She glanced at Thompson, who looked back with eyes wide and face pale.
"What's wrong, Cap'n John?"
"Lady, right now you're six-sigmas off the beam scarier than Sergeant Stone, House Varl and the Consortium combined!"
"I know, lover, and don't think it feels good. We need information and answers, though, and we don't have a lot of time to get either. Don't forget, these bastards are working against the League! I promise you she'll survive this and so will Seigneur..." She examined his ID. "Karr. They will survive to face League justice and feel every second of it!"
Thompson shuddered. "I know, Vera, but right now I'm absolutely and totally not interested in finding out any more about Protocol!"
At that moment Blue's eyes snapped open and forestalled Kidwell's reply.
***
After half the morning running about taking care of details Outremin suddenly started rushing Micah even harder. Even stranger, he spoke of active-linking to Astraboria.
"Pardon, sir," said Micah, "I thought we were going to Barinhall."
"We shall, Stone, not to worry. All in due time. I've just received critical information, though. My Laird Fadding will meet us on Astraboria and the Great House of Varl will see its justice sauced with sweet revenge! Now hurry! We must find those fools Simmons and McConney before they go haring off on some fool's journey!"
"Will I meet him? Laird Fadding, I mean."
"Of course, Stone! I am his hand of action just as you are mine. You'd best polish your Peerage and Precedence, as well as your Conduct, else someone's hand may be chopped off."
They found McConney just finishing a long breakfast and totally absorbed in financial reports and similar House business. He showed Outremin courtesy due but only that. He steadfastly refused to hear Outremin's news before lunch or absent Simmons.
When the two of them reached Simmons' manor the servants flatly refused them entrance. After Outremin fussed, fumed, intimidated and finally bullied his way in, those same servants used every trick of courtesy they could to delay him. They offered wine, nibblers, breakfast, early lunch and even a quick trip to the manor's pool or spa. Only when Micah caught Outremin's ear and whispered, just loud enough for a few to overhear, about killing a few of them to expedite matters did they finally behave.
Simmons himself they found asleep in a decadent bedchamber with eight women, two other men, an assortment of empty bottles and cans and several different flavors of drugs. An open cabinet revealed straps, manacles, crops and a plethora of other gear more suited to the Varl sport house basement. The lot of them also lacked enough clothing to dress two of their number completely.
When they roused Simmons he spoke sharply and grumpily. He, also, refused to speak to them of the project without McConney present.
"Idiots! Weaklings and fools, Stone! Mark my words, we shall have a reckoning indeed. Once m'Laird's plan comes to its full fruition we shall all count our recompense! On that day those wastrel brats will rue every second they cost me here!"
"What exactly is our hurry, sir. Until now it's been patience and wait. Now it's hurry and faster."
Outremin eyed Micah with some annoyance that soon faded.
"You might as well know now, Stone. I received word just this morning that a bastard fool of an exiled Brightcrown criminal has returned to the Crown! We have him, of course, but since he is - was - of royal blood we cannot simply kill him without ceremony. The man is a fool with his head likely full of noble and stupid thoughts. He was caught in his crimes nigh twenty years ago and the censure he brought Brightcrown should have brought it down. It did not and he was allowed banishment. That cost the Great House of Varl greatly, and now we shall have our due!"
"With proper ceremony."
"Yes, Stone! You understand that now!"
"Then we kill him."
Outremin opened his mouth, paused and finally spoke.
"Yes, Stone. Then and only then."
***
"Micah just messaged me," said Kidwell, "They're leaving within the hour and traveling under rapid flight protocol."
"Bloody! Did he get your squirt?"
"Yes but he might not have time to read it. He sounded hurried."
Thompson winced. "Belay that 'might,' dear. If Crown RFP is anything close to Navy he'll have to borrow time to even think about being in a hurry. What about these two?"
"They'll be awake soon enough," she said, "We'll decide then. Why don't you go chat with our hosts. See if they might have some breakfast."
"Slib."
Blue registered these words and tried mightily not to show any sign of awareness. She heard a door open and then close, certain now that she truly heard it. After centuries of hideous and soul-numbing nightmares, all with a monster's voice droning in the background, she realized they had stopped and released her.
"I have a monitor on you, Signora Blue," said a female voice. Kittley! "So I know you're awake and aware."
Blue opened her eyes. She lay across the bed the formed the altar for so many of her horrid dreams, now reduced to nothing more than a bed. She twitched involuntarily and discovered her arms and legs free of restraint.
"Better," said Kittley, "I want you to know the two of you gave us a lot to consider. Today you'll have the chance to prove some of it, along with your own veracity."
Blue stretched slowly, gathering and tensing her muscles under its guise.
"Don't," said Kittley, "I've trained in unarmed combat under Micah, dear. He's the one who rescued me. I've taken down hardened soldiers stronger and tougher than the two of you. Right now you and all your Houses are in a lot more trouble than you realize. Attacking me won't help them a milli, it will cause you a galaxy of problems and you still won't be free."
Kittley spoke easily and honestly and with no sign of subtle persuasion or trickery. If she was lying, thought Blue, then no wonder she convinced so many people at Lithigrove.
"What do you want," Blue finally asked.
"Wrong question. The one you should be asking is 'How can I help you?'"
"Slib, then." Convinced of the woman's truth, at least about her fighting skill, Blue wracked her brain for another less-physical alternative. "How can you help us?"
Karr tossed on the bed beside Blue and muttered some incoherent thing. Blue looked at him critically.
"Don't worry, hon," said Kittley, "He's polar. The drug just takes some time to wear off.
"Now. Information." Kittley lit a 'stick and tossed Blue the pack. "First of all, the two of you concluded that the League was working with House Varl to destroy House Brightcrown, disrupt the Star Crown worlds, move in under cover of chaos and take total control planet-wise. Yes?"
Blue said nothing but Kittley nodded smugly at the expression she couldn't help.
"Yes, dear. You told us all of that and more besides. Now let me return the favor. You were totally and completely wrong about the League. That is both for now, for the future and ever, period. That isn't how we operate and the Crown is one of our staunchest and longest-standing members. We don't interfere in our member worlds without specific invitation.
"What you don't know is that over the past two to five years, the Navy has experienced a very significant failure rate in photon arrays, transfer couplings and quite a few other heavy-load components. What's more, these units don't fail under ordinary use. They do fail under combat load, and sometimes not the first time that happens. They only fail when they're needed the most.
"Our investigation here led us to the fact that these units are being manufactured outside the League. They are, in simple fact, being manufactured by the Consortium. That means the League's most powerful and dangerous enemy is secretly supplying it with combat equipment guaranteed to fail just when it is needed the most."
Blue felt her heart constrict at this. She knew what Kittley would say next.
"One last fact," continued Kittley, "We traced every defective part to Catonatta and House Brightcrown. Every. Single. One."
Blue's jaw trembled until she clenched it. It felt like the floor, bed and all, dropped out from under her. The magnitude of Varl's plot stunned her and shocked her brain into senselessness, just when she needed sharp focus the most.
"All the evidence we have collected points inescapably to Brightcrown," said Kittley, "There are a few curious inconsistencies but they are small and well-hidden. None of them, or even all together, is sufficient to convince anyone outside your own small group of allies.
"The only remaining thread of doubt lies with me. As you might have guessed, I am a very astute student of psychology and behavior, from the individual level upward. If the facts are as you say, your only hope of proving them is to convince me."
Blue finally worked her jaw loose. She moved to a more comfortable sitting position and lit a 'stick. Karr snapped awake and made to rise hastily. Blue put her hand across his chest and held him in place.
"That's a good start," said Kittley, "But only that."
"What..." Karr shifted.
Blue had no idea where to start but Kittley did.
"Piotr Sir Karr," she said, "Orders of the Broken Flame, Duty, the Blade and Diligence. Numerous other awards and commendations, your proudest of which is the Order of the Scroll."
Karr's eyes widened.
"As I just told Lady Blue, the pair of you gave me and my friends more than a little information to consider. I am in the process of returning the favor."
Kittley summarized what she'd told Blue.
"... and since you're familiar with proper interrogation technique," she continued, "you will recognize my folly at letting each of you hear what I told the other." She handed Blue and Karr sealed bottles of tea. "That is, of course, if the League was in fact planning what you think it is. It is not."
"What proof do you have," asked Karr, "other than vague words and details you've tortured out of us."
"Nothing you'd believe," said Kittley, honestly enough, "Other than the fact that you'd both be dead now, or at least bound and immobile. If what you suspected was true."
"Is Stone working with you," asked Karr neutrally.
"Obviously. Which you knew or strongly suspected, given the fact that he didn't kill you, could have easily, didn't kill any of your guards and could have, easily. There is more to him, to all of us, than the data you've seen or gathered."
"Release us," said Karr, "I won't promise to believe you, even then, but that will make a good start of it."
"It's not that easy, seigneur. Right now we're in the basement of a house full of Varl guards. These guards believe you are of noble blood and were frightened down to their ankles when Micah showed total indifference to that fact."
"So how, exactly, do we get out?"
"Dead, of course." Kittley held up a pair of hypos. "These are loaded with a strong sedative that will, temporarily, place you into a comatose state." She tossed them onto the bed. "I'll give you ten minutes to discuss your options, or more if you wish. You can probably improvise a dozen or more weapons and I don't doubt your skill with them. You might even make it past me. But, as I said, there are dozens of Varl guards beyond that door and between you and freedom. If you choose to fight you will not help your cause at all."
With that Kittley rose and left.
***
"Well," asked Blue after the door closed fully.
"I don't know, dear lady. She is right in that they could have killed us easily, and also about the interrogation. I think she was being mostly truthful."
"But she does know how to handle people. We know that for certain sure."
"Aye. I also have no doubt there are guards aplenty beyond that door. Varl or otherwise, what matters it? We are at their mercy, m'lady. Did they want us dead, dead we'd be. That lends weight to her words."
"But what else could they want? What could we give them?"
Karr scratched his ear and glanced around the room. "Many things, Lady Blue. Many things."
"Truth," she sighed, "What do you deem our best action?"
Karr shrugged. "Consider for the sake of hypothesis that what she said is true. Where does that lead us?"
Blue thought on it. "Parallel to the track of our investigation, but from a different side. That frightens me, Piotr. It does fit so closely with what we've uncovered."
"We can verify the failures," he said, "If we have proper net access and resources. We cannot do that from here."
"Truth, my friend," said Blue. She picked up one of the hypos. "If we choose wrongly and end up truly dead, it has been an honor and a pleasure serving with you!"
Karr took her hand and made a proper ceremony of kissing it.
"You as well, dear Lady Blue."
After a short time Kittley walked back through the door.
"Well," she asked.
"Any Edders or McReely household will suffice," said Karr.
Kittley nodded and he and Blue pressed the hypos against their arms.



Chapter 16. The Prince's Story
 
Reginald Laird Fyrelm paced his cabin, back and forth. Though the largest on the ship, and certainly the most luxurious, still he wished it bigger. Now in link to Barinhall, his ship continued to receive news broadcasts up to the point it entered linkspace. Perfectly normal. Not until it linked in, though, did he have a chance to read the news just breaking across the Crown worlds. His heart ached dreadfully yet he had no way to assuage it.
The summons to Moot came as a shock, if not a surprise. The contingent of Crown Guards, led by a Crown Knight, was nothing more than a slap to his face by House Varl. Nor did Fyrelm blame the man. He did House Brightcrown as much honor and courtesy as he could, given his duty and the circumstances. Unfortunately that duty was clear: escort Laird Fyrelm to Hausmoot with utmost dispatch.
When the summons arrived, all of Fyrelm's household, blood or otherwise, stepped forward to accompany him. Of course he could not take them all but their absolute support and belief in him both cheered him and distressed him. No other House of the Crown, he knew, earned and held such loyalty from all associated with it. It distressed him because, strong though it might be, Fyrelm felt their faith misplaced.
"Stand strong, m'Laird Fyrelm!"
How Osbury managed to slip aboard the ship Fyrelm knew not. Now, though, he was glad of it. He chided himself for weakness and age, but still he felt comforted with Osbury there.
***
Blue opened her eyes to a headache almost as bad as the one the stunner left her. Considering the alternatives, she elected not to complain.
"Lacy. Lady Blue!"
Blue focused her eyes to the very welcome sight of Kelsey McReely hovering over her.
"Kelsey. Yes. I'm well." She looked about. "Piotr?"
"He's here." McReely handed her a drink and a headache tablet. "He woke with a fearful headache and thirst."
"How..." Blue let the question trail off. The tablet hadn't yet taken effect!
"You were delivered," said McReely, "By Lady Sneak and her toady. We have them safe here and they'll not be leaving soon!"
"No. Wait. Kelsey. They're... They're not enemies." Blue forced the words into order. "I think. Don't harm them."
McReely and several others shifted uncomfortably at that.
"We didn't. Much. Sir Piotr is with them now. He said to bring you there once you woke."
One of the others led Blue through a maze of hallways and down several staircases to a small room with a solid door.
"Welcome back, m'lady." Karr spoke from where he sat at a terminal and worked it hard.
Kittley and Thomas sat on a sofa against the wall, not much worse for wear. Thompson had a few new bruises and cuts and Kittley sported a black eye. They each had a soda, and a holovee on the opposite wall reported news. Five beefy McReely guards stood close by, weapons ready to draw.
"Anything of interest, Piotr?"
"Aye, m'lady. I've checked eleven of the units that failed long enough ago to reach the League archives. The units did perform properly under normal circumstances but fail in combat simulation. They were all sold by House Brightcrown through Catonatta."
"Is there something else?"
"Aye, lady." He gave her a level, emotionless look. "Every single unit was purchased by House Brightcrown through loss-recovery from Varl, Binkor-Sud or Imix."
Karr looked ready to continue but one of the guards spoke a foul word very sharply, his attention focused entirely on the holovee. Two of the others seemed ready to swear so someone turned up the volume.
"... and we repeat," said the reporter, "This is breaking news brought to you by the Elder Stars News Service."
The view switched to a distant view of a group of people surrounding one man, the lot of them marching down a starship ramp. Crowds gathered at the barriers and pressed against the Elder Guards who only barely held them back. The view zoomed in and another voice spoke.
"Greetings and good day to you all, nobles and citizens of the Star Crown Worlds. This is Gilroy Marta reporting for ESNS. We're here on Astraboria with live coverage of the transfer craft. The announcement this morning made by the Great House of Varl represents a major coup on their part. According to their herald, they captured the renegade Fyrelm as he attempted unlawful entry into Crown territory on the world of Faircoast. The criminal was taken into custody after a brief but futile struggle, at which time he was officially charged with his crimes.
"As many of you may recall, his banishment almost twenty years ago, along with the despicable and dishonorable acts that caused it, led to Moot censure of House Brightcrown. It was the first such in the history of the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown. At that time the then and current Laird of House Brightcrown refused comment. Sources close to Laird Reginald hinted that he thought the censure unwarranted and the banishment excessive.
"Some might speculate that now, amid persistent rumors of a much more severe censure against House Brightcrown, the appearance of the fugitive Fyrelm is not coincidence. We here at ESNS do not engage in rumor or speculation, but 'strange' and 'unlikely' do fit the situation well. Then there is... wait! Zoom in, Jake! We should be able to get a close-up of the criminal before he's taken to meet his justice! There..."
Marta droned on unheard as the holocaster zoomed in. Two of the older McReelys plus Karr gasped. It was him! More surprising to Blue, though, was the cry of surprise, disbelief and denial from Thomas!
"Nooo!" Thomas leaned forward, heedless of the blasters suddenly drawn, and stared at the holovee as hard as he could. "Vera. Vera! That's Charlie. Bloody floppers! It is!"
"Hush, John," hissed Kittley imperatively, "Close it now!" She elbowed Thomas hard enough to knock the breath out of him, her expression one of utter doom!
***
Karr stood and muted the holovee despite several protests. He then walked to stand before Thomas, his expression unreadable.
"What did you say?"
After a brief glance at Kittley, Thomas clamped his mouth shut.
"Don't bother denying it, man. Speak now and quickly!"
Thomas remained silent. Much to the horror of Blue and several others, Karr took one of the guards' blasters, checked the clip professionally, charged it and leveled it at Thomas' head.
Though visibly rattled, Thomas kept his mouth shut.
"Very well, then," said Karr, "I suppose we could extract the information from you but that would waste valuable time."
Slowly, deliberately, Karr transferred his aim to Kittley.
"Be quiet, John," she hissed.
"Shh!" Karr jammed the pistol against her head with his finger tense on the trigger.
Thomas looked from Karr to Kittley, his breath rapid and choppy.
***
"His name is Charlie Ferrel." The words seemed to explode past Thomas desire to keep them in. "Actually it's Gunter Rene du'Charle Ferrel but he won't answer to anything but Charlie."
"How do you know him?"
"We served in the Navy together. I enlisted before he did but he blew through every comm, astrogation and computer curriculum they had. He never met a system he couldn't own and he never passed up a chance to do it. He never turned down an expensive meal or a fancy dessert and if you told him to do actual work you'd better be ready to eat raw beans without sauce. He would burn the food delivery net and take a masting to make it happen. We served a good hitch, Charlie and me. He never talked much about his past but in the service you learn not to ask."
"Go on," prompted Karr.
"He took the big boot after the Corpses ambushed us on Ceto. They firsted us cold and Charlie and me barely made it out of orbit alive. That's only because there was this ruddy psychotic jarhat of a Drop Marine who got us down to the surface alive, led us across half a continent and took down a whole starport with only twenty Marines and me."
Thomas fell silent and refused to meet Kittley's eyes. Karr activated the safety but didn't lower the blaster.
"Keep talking."
"That's about it. After the League re-took Ceto I rotated inside and Charlie transferred... somewhere. I don't know. We lost touch after that." Thomas visibly considered his words before continuing. "Just so you know, that brain-spike crazy Marine that kept us alive and took down the starport was Micah Stone. Yes, Lady Blue, that's the same Micah Stone who went Imperium on all your duffs and rescued us."
Karr looked coldly at Kittley. "Anything to add, my lady?"
Eyes emotionless now, Kittley shook her head.
"Very well then," said Karr. He powered down the blaster and tossed it back to its owner. "Release them. Release them fully. You'd best bring us food and drink. This day and our lives have just grown more complex."
***
Kidwell tried to glare at Thompson but he still avoided her gaze. Bad enough he'd blathered out what he did but at least he held a few things back. Even though Micah would be in link and safe for at least a couple of days she wanted to communicate the potential danger and caution him. That could wait. Would have to wait.
"His name," said Karr, as though he hadn't threatened her life a few minutes earlier, "his true name is Fyrelm. Gunter Rene du'Charle Lord Fyrelm, Prince Elmer, Fourteenth to the Crown. He took his lesser name when he was stricken and exiled. That was when he joined your Navy.
"I did not know him personally but my uncle did. Between them they tightened and secured the Edders House nets, after Prince Gunter owned them once too often. My uncle said the prince was a joy to work with but a terror to keep in check. He never acted from malice, though, and he always helped patch the breaches he made.
"I'm told that even as a child Prince Gunter was brilliant, and even more so with a dex on his fingers. He cared little for the trappings of royalty but he always took his duties to heart." Karr grinned. "Even then, Sirra Thomas, his taste for sweets was well-developed. His only great fault was the ease with which he gave his friendship and trust.
"His downfall came from a Varl agent, carefully placed and better hidden, whom Gunter counted as a great and close friend. Gunter graduated the Royal Academy two years early and started it before most of his peers entered college. He was bound for the Elder Guard, of course, and he would have excelled. He had one last furlough before entering the service so he and his pack of friends traveled to Lithceau to celebrate it.
"I do not blame strong drink for what happened but it surely played a part in things," said Karr, "Gunter and the rest were rowdy and high-spirited, and their judgment perhaps lacking for it. Gunter's supposed friend wagered him a full kilogram of Kandy's Chocolate-Mint Decadence that he could not own League Financial's internal net in less than an hour. Gunter accepted the wager and won it handily.
"Binkor-Sud was and is the primary backer for League Financial in the Crown worlds and for a few others close by. Unbeknownst to any, they had agents in place and ready to pounce. Gunter stole nothing, nor did he corrupt or alter any of their data. Both Binkor-Sud and Varl were eager to discredit House Brightcrown so they brought the matter before the Hausmoot. Varl exerted as much effort as it could, as did Binkor-Sud at their prompting, on the other Houses in order to force King Hartwig to declare censure against Brightcrown.
"Reginald Laird Fyrelm, Gunter's father, was ready to issue blood-challenge and damn the consequences, but Barrick Laird du'Varl had long plans and short under his cloak. The resulting chaos would have savaged the Crown Worlds, weakened every House save Varl and torn bitter divides among all the Houses, Orders and Halls. Perhaps past any healing. Laird Reginald saw the truth to that and so he accepted Moot consensus. Prince Gunter was exiled from the blood, stricken from record and banished from the Crown.
"My uncle was part of the group that conducted Gunter into his exile. Though his decision tore at his heart, Laird Reginald stood by it and gave Varl and any other House no cause or weakness to exploit. I do not know how Price Gunter learned of House Brightcrown's peril but I wish with all my heart and that of my kinsmen that he had not. He has nothing here but a proper execution and he should not have returned."
Kidwell kept her expression neutral. Barely. She tried, and failed, to reconcile 'Prince Gunter' with the lazy-acting, dessert-loving techno-genius she considered as close as a brother. Still, she could not deny the facts before her.
"So there it is," said Karr, "The two of you are free to go as you will. I would ask that you not take vengeance on House Edders or House McReely for your treatment here. I cannot imagine that you feel well-disposed toward either, but for myself and House Brightcrown I would beseech you to stay and help us to free your friend."
Bonusjack!! Kidwell felt a sudden hard surge of triumph with equal satisfaction in its wake. She worked hard not to show either.
"Pardon me, seigneur," she said to Karr. Some emotion leaked into her voice but she really didn't care. "What was that last part?"
"We are asking for your aid, Signora Kittley," said Blue simply, "I, for one, do not know how we might succor Prince Gunter. I certainly know nothing on how to influence Hausmoot. My House and my family deal in trade and that is what we know best. Unlike our stubborn Brightcrown brothers and sisters, though, I am not too proud to ask for help."
Kidwell absolutely could not stop the sudden smile that split her face.
"Seigneur Karr, do you agree with what she said?"
"Aye, my lady. I am the one who asked."
"Polar to orbit!!" Kidwell punched Thompson's shoulder for no reason other than high spirits. "Those are very important words for me to hear!"
Thompson scowled at her and rubbed his shoulder.
"Now I do have a few words to say," continued Kdwell, helping herself to nibblers and chog, "Charlie and I have worked together a lot, and we've worked under some ruddy dangerous conditions. And yes, he always complains about it but he also delivers platinum in buckets, on demand or before.
"I can't say much more than that, but I will tell you this. All that blather about Charlie putting up a fight is pure feces. The only reason they caught him was because he wasn't interested in hiding. That means he has at least one plan in place, and you can bet your last that any plan he makes is going to be thermex on turbo!
"I'll give you one more fact, my friends. Micah Stone is every milligram as dangerous as you think and a thousand times more besides and Charlie is his best friend in the universe. That means you'd best prepare for bloody carnage on an Imperial scale because Micah will not be gentle or happy when he hears about this!"



Chapter 17. Rapid Flight Protocol
 
Micah blinked his gritty eyes and tried to focus on Kidwell's report. He and Amal now worked alternating four-hour shifts piloting Outremin's small vessel. Not a strain under normal eight-hour conditions, RFP made it a nightmare now. He spent his first down-shift reading what he could of Kidwell's findings but after a second shift in the chair, maintaining Amal's go-for-hades course plot, he knew not to even think about skipping sleep. He compromised with himself by spending his first thirty minutes reading and no more!
He tried hard to balance what Kidwell reported against what he already knew. If, as she reported, Brightcrown had fallen victim to a Varl plot, that would explain quite a few inconsistencies she and Thompson found. It would also fit nicely with what Micah had observed with Outremin and the few Varl guards who befriended him, but he discounted those due to lack of sample size.
The biggest problems lay in the discovery. Kidwell knew interrogation absolutely and performed it with expertise. That meant the two prisoners, Karr and Blue, completely believed what they divulged. Fact. Also, by what she found and was able to verify, Karr and Blue were indeed exactly who and what they claimed. Fact.
That left the trail of defective parts. The megafac he and Outremin visited might have been making something else but Micah wouldn't bet against it. Factoring in the Consortium made it even more likely the source. Near-certain fact. Only the exact nature and structure of the plan remained. Fact.
The only specific questions: other House involvement, specifically Brightcrown. Micah powered down his reader and lay back. As of now they had ample evidence for a Guild Arbiter to conduct an audit and equally as much for Intelligence to launch a full-scale investigation. That would take time to begin, and give time for the parties and Houses involved to conceal or destroy evidence.
Reading between the lines, especially Kidwell's lines, told Micah she believed Karr and Blue. Not just that they believed what they said, but that she did. She believed Brightcrown the victim of some complex machination against it. Micah's doubt stemmed from the fact that Kidwell's empathy, while invaluable for what she accomplished, tended to cloud her judgment from time to time. Even she admitted that and tried to factor it out of her reports. Still, she, Thompson and himself were the agents in place, here and now. When he did present his conclusions to Ionoski, Micah would, by the stars, have every shadow investigated and every turnable stone turned!
***
Arrival in the Astraboria system allowed Micah a solid six hours of uninterrupted sleep. He took it gladly, since Amal would have no pressing duties after they grounded. He also had more time to consider what he'd read, though little time to read more of it.
Something Big happened. Micah knew that. Outremin rushed about at a frenetic pace, meeting with one House personage and then another. Some he charmed, others he bullied. Yet others he simply informed. Micah learned that Hausmoot had been called to gather. The reason: censure against the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown.
"Be thankful that you are here and alive to see this, Stone," said Outremin, and not for the first time, "This is justice. Justice! After centuries of insult. I cold only wish Hermann du'Varl here to witness it alongside us!"
Micah forbore comment. From what he read of the man, Hermann du'Varl would dispatch House Varl and more than a few others, personally.
Of the current Laird of House Varl, Micah learned he'd arrived just after Outremin. He didn't particularly care to meet the man personally, nor did he care not to. From what Micah learned he would wait to meet the man before passing judgment on him. As for judgment, Laird Fadding would visit it upon the alleged criminal before they all left for Barinhall. Given the rabid slaver Outremin took on when speaking of the returned exile, Micah could only imagine Fadding's disposition toward him.
At long last Outremin finished meeting the various Nobles and Notables. Almost all of them on Astraboria had already left for Barinhall but Outremin still managed to find enough to satisfy propriety and law, albeit lesser scions and lower blood. To Micah's outward disdain but inner amusement, Lord McConney and Sir Simmons ranked among the highest blood remaining on the planet. According to Outremin that would put them beside Laird Fadding in the Seats of Judgment. Not that Outremin doubted their verdict. No, he assured Micah, they simply did not have the right or the appreciation for the execution they would command.
"It is an honor they do not deserve," said Outremin. Also not for the first time. "That such weaklings should have a hand in du'Varl justice is unconscionable. At times I wonder, Stone. Perhaps our civilization has declined past the point of recovery. Are we indeed worth the effort of preserving?"
"Of course, Sir Beau! We..."
Outremin smiled and held up his hand.
"I know, Stone. The human eye sees the single dot and not the vast expanse of blank page surrounding it. Prepare well tonight and comport yourself properly tomorrow. If you serve m'Laird Fadding with honor you may well receive a title on the spot!"
***
Thompson applied a very slight correction to his vector. The ship hummed around him eagerly as she adjusted and that filled him with a satisfaction that only a mater pilot could understand.
After Kidwell's sudden change in attitude, the which he still didn't understand, she, Blue, Karr and all the others swarmed into frantic action. That left him to his own devices and that suited him six-sigmas!
After he absorbed all he could from the news, Thompson powered up a terminal, connected to the House Lore archives and researched what he could of the original incident. He didn't find much. Someone had indeed stricken all mention from every official archive they could find. Thompson focused on that last part: apparently the Crown citizens loved their prince and House Lore, the masters of archival technology, managed to hide a few tidbits.
Thompson still had trouble connecting Prince Gunter - Elmer! He'd give Ferrel grief over that, to be sure - with his slpatfest-loving genius astrogator and burner friend, but slib. He had twenty-five credits from Kidwell. Wagers, she told him, she'd have lost to Micah or Ferrel. And, truth for blather, now that half the Crown wasn't trying to persecute him, they turned out to be really decent folks.
Decent and well-connected, he corrected. Once the swarm accomplished some goal known only to themselves, they began discussing how quickly they could make the trip to Astraboria. He knew not what they planned to do there or what they might find, but unlike any of them save Kidwell he'd seen Stone in action. Moreover, he remembered the look on the man's face when they discovered a farm full of innocent casualties. No, he decided, even Kidwell likely hadn't seen Stone that way. House Varl had best look to what little sense it had and Keep Ferrel alive and unharmed. Otherwise Stone would wreak such havoc on them that the Consortium would feel it!
The ship hummed louder now and Thompson tended her. Time to Astraboria: five hours plus tariff.
"It's still at least a three-day trip," said Blue, almost apologetically, "McReelys have a few surprises but there are physical laws at work."
Then they entered the hangar and Thompson saw one of the most beautiful ships he'd ever seen! She was long, sleek and streamlined to any atmosphere, but more than that. Thompson saw the domed ports and careful crafting of the hull that meant hyperstreamlining and optimization. Ruddy few ships outside the Navy could make active links faster than this one and even fewer pilots could handle them!
"How long did you say," he asked.
"Three days and a few hours," replied Blue.
"Let me drive," he said, "I'll make it in two!"
Thompson missed that particular mark but not by much! The ship came with two McReely pilots, Grover Jackson and Annabeth Callidora, but neither had Thompson's skill! They both cringed at the link he plotted but, gamely, they committed to it.
"My turn, Captain Johnnie."
Thompson smiled but didn't look away from the console. Callidora strapped in beside him and, after a few minutes to acclimate, switched her console to active.
"You go get some rest, now," she said, "and don't you dare leave without telling me goodbye! Hot pilots flying hot ships make me... interested."
"My pleasure, my lady!" He powered down his console, stood and stretched stiff muscles. Absolutely he would not leave and the entire Elder Guard would not stop him from seeing her!
***
Kidwell took a sip of lukewarm chog and instantly regretted it. Her stomach quivered and waves of nausea washed through her.
"Steady, Vera," said Blue, herself not discomforted at all, "L-sickness usually passes quicker than this. Do you want some halcinox?"
"No," said Kidwell, "but thank you. Standard links are bad enough but I'm used to them. This is normal for me."
Kidwell spent most of the miserable trip absorbing information from Blue, Karr and the others on the ship. From them she learned the true character of Brightcrown, its allies and also its enemies. It relived her considerably even though it did cause her to revise her opinion of Quinby and Catonatta. From Karr she learned more of intra-house politics and interactions. It confirmed many of her social observations and gave them further depth and context.
"Outsiders rarely see the best light on us," he'd explained, "Because they look on us with the eyes of outsiders. They see nothing more than quaint and antiquated ceremony and ritual. Or, perhaps, a people mired in ancient tradition best left in the Collapse. Did you perchance study the concentration of affluence and the flow of it through our worlds? Its effect on our citizens' quality of life?"
"No, Piotr. That wasn't really on my scanner at the time."
"Then you must do so. One thing even House Varl takes seriously is fealty to its members. It is the duty of each House to care for any who swear allegiance, no matter their blood or station in life. Even the poorest among us have shelter, sufficient food and enough for life's necessities. Even the occasional indulgence or luxury. Can the rest of the League make that claim?"
"Unfortunately not."
Karr smiled. "Indeed. Besides life's essentials, House affiliation also gives our citizens something to work toward greater than themselves. Belonging. It guarantees us all that we shall never be alone. In that we are no different from the League itself! If that does not suffice, there is always the Elder Guard and its Orders. Unaffiliated artisans can join Halls of craftsmen like them. No Crown citizen need ever fear the lack of a place to go or to be."
"But what happens in situations like this?"
"Power does corrupt, m'lady, and greater power corrupts more. No argument there, but for every greedy Varl noble or Binkor-Sud scion there is a Brightcrown or Gladius to hold them in check. Failing in that, the Hausmoot and the King have final authority. Any citizen of the Crown has the right to appeal to either, though few do. That is what makes... this... so truly distressing. That House Varl would stoop to such depths as to consort with the League's blood-enemy is repugnant. It is obscene! Once King Hartwig hears word of this the sanction against House Varl will be... severe."
"The League and the Guilds won't be pleased, either. I promise you that."
"Aye. As to that, my lady, my hope is that you can help direct their anger where it should truly go. Do not fear objection from the Houses or the Moot, either. Even House Gladius is blood-loyal to the League. Its members may speak words of more self-reliance, but did any catastrophe befall the League worlds outside the Crown, they would be the first present, ready to aid or protect at need."
"Polar. May that not happen soon!"
Karr smiled. Then, in a softer voice, "Tell me of Prince Gunter, m'lady. He was beloved of House Edders and many others besides. We received occasional word of him ere he left the Navy. What can you tell me of his life afterward?"
Now Kidwell smiled. "First of all, Sir Karr, Charlie is well and truly a credit to the League. Life around him is never dull and he works harder at being lazy than most people work at work."
Kidwell then recounted, and edited, some of her more interesting adventures and misadventures with Ferrel. Then she threw in a few more with Micah. He hung attentively on each word.
"But in all that time," said Kidwell, "He never mentioned the name Elmer."
"Likely because it was painful to him, m'lady. By precedence he was fourteenth in line to the Crown. Given the stable nature of the Crown and League today it is most unlikely he would have been called to wear it. Still, it is traditional and not unwise. Before the King or Queen takes the Crown he or she is blood of one of the Noble Houses or noble blood from another House. Afterward, though, he or she must be of all Houses, Greater or lesser, Noble or not. Therefore, members of the Royal line adopt a greater name upon taking their Oaths.
"The tradition itself began not long after the Tragic Schism. Many of House Brightcrown and House Varl still found contention with one of the other House raised to the Royal line. King Gunter I, originally Sven Velten Lord Yorgens of House Sjoerd, was the first to forswear his House name and take one greater. That did little to settle the dissent between House Brightcrown and House Varl but it did give them fewer levers to grasp."
Kidwell nodded. "What about Precedence and Peerage? I've read some of the decrees and John told me some of what he found but there's more I don't understand."
"That is a wide topic, m'lady," chuckled Karr, "Well more than we can cover before we ground. If you have specific questions I shall try to answer them. If not, perhaps I can convey the gist of it.
"The wisdom of Precedence grew out of the Collapse and blossomed during the Interim. Peerage came much later but its roots lie in Precedence. The three men counted as the true founders of the Crown worlds are Hermann Rene du'Varl, Ulfric von Halm and Appius Livius Quadratus. Quadratus was an Imperial high commander with three strong legions more loyal to him than to the Imperium. That was understandable since he was alone in a relatively barren edge of the Imperium. The stars in this region of space made hyperdrive chancy and the Imperium did not try to expand beyond them.
"It is not clear how du'Varl and von Halm befriended Quadratus but befriend him they did. The common belief is that they were dissidents, activists with the abhorrent idea that ordinary people were capable of making their own decisions and tending their own lives. We do not know why Caesar didn't simply execute them, but instead chose to exile them.
"What is well-known and recorded is that Quadratus offered them sanctuary. He had his manor and his legions' base on Stercoreum, which is now Barinhall, and he gave them a home there as well. Since they were at the edge of the Imperium and the journey inward was treacherous - remember, m'lady, we are talking hyperdrive as linkspace had not yet been discovered - the worlds about Stercoreum were used as dumping grounds for people the Imperium did not want. Because of that and their isolation the Collapse did not affect them as greatly.
"With the aid of Quadratus and his legions, du'Varl and von Halm kept the people alive and united on as many worlds as they could. Since the worlds did maintain more of their civilization than most others, pirates and technology raiders were rife. That left the question of keeping their worlds afloat and united.
"All three men were intelligent, educated and well familiar with political dynamics. They organized the groups that would become our Houses and worked to structure a government that would endure and that would not fall prey to what brought down the Imperium. Loyalty and fealty they had aplenty, but only toward themselves. Hence, the Stercoreum Provisional Senate soon fell to squabbling and wasting resources away from the necessities of survival and defense. After a handful of assassinations and near misses, Quadratus summoned his First Legion against the Senate itself!
"Things might have turned to disaster had not von Halm spoken. He stood between Quadratus and the Senate and he swore that any man worth his weight in... Ahem. Any man worth his weight in sewage could swear fealty to one stronger, but that only a true leader worthy of command would swear so to one weaker.
"From thence we have Halm's Oath, or the Fuer Halm Oath. One who swears it pledges fealty not only to the Crown but to all the citizens within it: his life for theirs and their burdens his. In essence he swears against enemies of the Crown but also injustice within it. He then by his own words swore his oath to his comrades and all the citizens the Senate was supposed to serve.
"Quadratus then slit his palm and swore Halm's Oath over the drippings of his own blood. He further swore that any Senator not willing to take the Oath could leave without dishonor, but any who remained would swear it or die. No few of them did leave, but all those who remain did swear Halm's Oath and did spend their lives upholding it. That is when all decreed that any who served would swear the Oath and live by it or die betraying it.
"Quadratus, von Halm and du'Varl knew that titles could come and go and that people could change, so they must needs find a way to keep their leaders worthy. The three of them then began laying the foundations for the King and the Houses.
"von Halm was killed defending against rogue Imperial raiders. Even though he died, he bought the others time to mount a proper defense and, for the first time, the Senate spoke with one voice and moved with one hand. When they elected their first prime minister, which position would eventually become King, du'Varl and Quadratus married their wives and began their families.
"House Brightcrown and House Varl are the descendants of du'Varl and House Gladius is the blood of Quadratus. Of all the original houses, only Brightcrown and Gladius routinely swear Halm's Oath." Karr shook his head. "I am loyal to the Crown, my lady, but I do not know if I could swear that Great Oath."
"Did Charlie?"
"Yes, lady. That is what brought him back. One thing you must understand: House Brightcrown does not merely speak Halm's Oath, they live it. That above anything is what it means to be a part of House Brightcrown."
"I think I understand that now."
"Excellent, Lady Vera. I hope you will speak favorably of us to the League."
"I will. That is where my loyalty lies and I'll do everything I can to inform them."



Chapter 18. No Escape!
 
Micah walked unnoticed behind Outremin as Outremin walked beside Laird Fadding. That worthy expressed great pleasure at meeting Micah, commended what he'd heard and hinted at some possible assignment or reward that very day. Micah bowed properly and spoke the right phrases, earning himself and Outremin a brief smile.
With formality done, Fadding began speaking to Outremin in hissed whispers too faint for Micah to hear. Their volume increased as they began speaking of the Houses with representatives present for the day's procedure. Micah watched their ceremonial cloaks swooshing around their sabres as he concentrated hard on listening.
Micah felt torn about the pending execution. By what he knew of House Varl and what he suspected of House Brightcrown, this 'lost prince' faced a sentence far in excess of whatever crime he allegedly committed. Micah had no desire whatsoever to witness the execution of an innocent man but he also had very limited options and, also from what he gathered, the man knew his fate should he return to Crown space. Despite all Micah's instincts to the contrary, this was a local matter and subject only to local laws, despicable though they might be.
"Excellent, Outremin," said Fadding, "Most excellent! Our two allies, such as they are, are the strongest blood here besides me. Are you certain there are no Brightcrowns in attendance?"
"None of any standing, m'Laird," said Outremin hesitantly, "There is a trio of low scions along with their toadies. They were the only ones with pizzle enough to demand a place here. House Gladius sent a full contingent, though. They are of low blood but of sufficient number and presence."
"They are no concern. What of the others?"
"One Edders and two McReelys, but they only sit in witness for their Houses."
"What of our special guest?"
"He was most recalcitrant, m'Laird," said Outremin, "He didn't deem his presence here necessary. He also thought to bring a detail of his own guards. M'lord Garver convinced him otherwise on both counts."
Fadding smiled. "Most excellent. I must remember to reward Lord Garver. He has done well by his House and his Laird. As to our guest, we shall settle him presently. He might have one small use left in him. The Fyrelm is crafty, after all."
"Truth, m'Laird. Are you certain you desire no more guards?"
"I am certain, Sir Beau." Fadding spoke those words with some affection. "As ever, you shall be my sword and shield. Besides which, my friend, we have half a score of Elder Guards along with House Varl's newest member."
"Aye, m'Laird, and thank you."
The three of them approached a large building already swirling with crowds. Two double lines of Elder Guards held them back but only just. Another six led by a Knight-Captain escorted Fadding, Outremin and Micah inside.
***
As they entered the building Outremin pulled Micah back.
"Propriety, Stone. M'Laird Fadding must enter properly, especially now. We must not usurp his position; he deserves it by his work and by the insults he has bourne. He alone must bask in this glory."
That suited Micah. Ahead of them, across a splendidly decorated chamber, lay a massive and ornate door. Two guards flanked it, each garbed in the fashion of their earliest peers. They each held a gleaming halberd supplemented with a holstered blaster. These guards were definitely not for show, thought Micah. He also thought he saw very modern armor beneath their ancient tunics. As Fadding approached, a herald blocked him with a heavy staff.
"Who approaches this chamber," he asked loudly.
"Josef Marcel Carter Fadding, Blood and Laird of the Great House of Varl."
The herald pounded the floor three times with the staff. "Come and be welcome, Laird Varl."
The door split down the middle and opened slowly inward. The herald stepped aside and Fadding walked regally forward. Only well after he entered did Outremin motion Micah forward. By the time they reached the doorway, Fadding had crossed halfway through the massive chamber. Most of the folk there applauded but precious few did not. Outremin pulled Micah aside and the two of them walked unobtrusively around the edge of the chamber. Micah had no problem discerning high blood from low; or, for that matter, Varl's allies from the rest.
Fadding strode forward, careless of any praise or taunt voiced him. Outremin made careful note of the latter, though, and Micah suspected ample hidden holocasters did as well. He debated wearing his but elected not to. Fadding ended his walk by ascending a low dais at the far side of the room. It held a large, throne-like chair flanked by a pair of smaller.
A squire assisted Fadding to the middle chair and as soon as he sat, McConney and Simmons took seat beside him. Fadding sat king-like and spoke a short greeting to the other two, much as a master throwing a treat to a favored pet. Neither they nor the crowd missed that and Micah worked to keep the amusement off his face. Then again, by the smug set of Outremin's shoulders, he need not have bothered. They eventually settled at a small table away from but closest to the dais.
"Greetings and good day to you all," said Fadding, "Are there matters of the blood to discuss?"
By the expressions of many present in the room, Fadding adhered but minimally to the required formalities. The herald stepped forward with an expression of disapproval on his face. He hardened it into resolve as he pounded the floor three times.
"In light of current concerns, m'Laird, all other business has been tabled. The only remaining matter is that of the former Prince Fyrelm."
Micah didn't miss the small flash of anger across Fadding's face. Apparently he wasn't the only one guilty of shorting the ceremony, now. Micah had no trouble reading the amusement from some of the other nobles in the chamber. They knew it too!
"Very well," said Fadding, "Is the criminal present?"
"Bring forth the accused," said the herald.
Murmurs and soft whispers echoed softly throughout the room. A door off to the side opened and four Elder Guards approached with the prisoner between them.
Micah's heart skipped a beat as a hand of ice and shock closed around it.
Gunter Rene du'Charle Ferrel, his best friend Charlie, stood flanked by the guards.
***
Micah couldn't help the reaction now coursing through him. His vision reddened as anger and adrenaline washed through him, almost past his ability to contain it! His muscles quivered with energy and he struggled to keep himself from launching into attack and laying waste to all around him.
Ferrel, with mischief in his eye but absent his usual grin, stumbled wide-eyed when he spotted Micah. He recovered quickly, clenched his jaw and turned his attention to Fadding and his cronies.
Micah heard a voice droning low as time slowed around him. After a calming breath followed by another he managed to wrest his attention back to his surroundings.
"... what you were thinking, Gunter," said Fadding with obscene satisfaction dripping from each word, "but nothing save death and humiliation await you now!"
"So tell me... Joey." Ferrel spoke conversationally, which infuriated Fadding. "Am I allowed to speak in my defense or have you... discarded all of the ancient laws?"
"Speak," spat Fadding after a moment to control his temper."
"Polar." Ferrel shifted himself and suddenly it seemed he sat on a high throne and spoke to one far inferior. And stupid. "Before your little murder party starts sharpening its knives, they should be told that harming me now will open a jolly-bag of spine vipers even you cannot hope to handle.
"You see, I happen to be a serviceman enlisted in the League Navy. Unless I recall incorrectly, my alleged crimes were never presented to a Guild Arbiter or Naval Adjudicator. This may be a Star Crown world but it is also a Member World of the New Stars Trade League. Unless I have committed a violation of the League Unified Military Code of Conduct in my," Ferrel gestured at the guards around him, "short time here, you have no right to detain me or visit any barbarism you call justice upon me!
"That assumes, of course, that the, ahem, great house of Varl does not wish to face the full force and fury of the League Navy and Patrol, backed by all the resources the League cares to bring to bear. Even if you do, I suspect King Hartwig won't. Once he hears of this I'm sure he'll call Moot, and he would not be unjustified in excluding Varl and its... minions from it."
Again emotion surged through Micah but this time he struggled to keep from laughing loud enough to shatter the stones in the walls and floor! Brilliant! Brilliant plus-plus! Micah resolved that once they reached Azure he'd treat Ferrel for a week of whatever he wanted to eat! Plus dessert!
After a moment of disbelief Fadding's expression turned sly.
"Yes, Gunter. I thought you might try something like this." Fadding turned to another of his lackeys. "Bring in our guest."
The man nodded and disappeared through the side door. A few minutes later he returned carrying an official holocaster and dragging a League official behind him. He set up the caster and the official approached the dais with his shoulders drooping.
"n'Guirro?" Fadding lifted his eyebrow at the man.
n'Guirro turned to face the holocaster with the expression of a condemned man.
"I am Darnell k'Mar n'Guirro, Senior League Adjunct to the Worlds of the Crown of Stars, credentials on record." He handed the lackey a crypcert. "I have reviewed all pertinent details concerning one Gunter Rene du'Charle Ferrel, or Fyrelm, along with his actions both present and twenty years past.
"As to the latter, I hereby officially find that the accusations leveled against Ferrel to be of local scope only and not relevant to any League statutes, articles or laws. Concerning his reentry into the sovereignty of the Star Crown Worlds, I find that he did so knowingly and with full cognizance of his criminal status here.
"On behalf of the New Stars Trade League, I do hereby abrogate and release any and all obligation toward and on behalf of Gunter Ferrel. Furthermore, since Ferrel is, by record, on official furlough from his military duties I do hereby abnegate any immunities or protections such service may convey.
"Finally, I do hereby remand custody of Gunter Ferrel to Josef Laird Fadding, as a qualified representative of the government of the Worlds of the Crown of Stars."
***
Kidwell burst into the Marine barracks on Astraboria with an apprehensive Blue and Karr and an only slightly less apprehensive Thompson following close behind. On the way from the ship she learned that the Senior Adjunct to the Crown was onplanet but unavailable. Ruddy wonderful! Several officials at minor desks tried to distract her but when she finally found one with the authority to identify her, things changed drastically! Then she had to locate Captain Mack McHardy, the Marine commander here.
"I'm sorry, Agent," he said apologetically, "My orders are recent and very specific."
Kidwell sighed with exasperation. "Captain, this is a matter of League-critical importance."
"So are my orders, ma'am."
"This concerns possible treason against the League, crimes against the Crown and a verified Consortium presence here!"
"So do my orders, ma'am."
She scowled hard at Thompson, who wilted at it. Finally, with inspiration, she tapped a code into her datapad and thrust it into McHardy's hand.
"Read this, Captain. Eyes only, don't speak."
McHardy's eyes widened as he read.
"Now, Captain," said Kidwell, "unless your orders also involve carnage and bloody mayhem on an orbit-wide scale against whatever power structure you have here, and I have information most if it is concentrated there, I recommend you gather your men and come with me. He is in there with them right now and this 'Brightcrown criminal' happens to be his best friend in the universe. If we don't stop him he will go Imperium on everyone there, rescue his friend and torque the splash!"
"I understand." McHardy turned to one of his lieutenants. "Williams! Boots and harness. Angstrom, gear up and stand ready!"
"Yes sir!" "Aye, sir!"
"Let's go, ma'am! We'll have hovers waiting," said McHardy. Then he saluted her!
"Thank you, Captain," said Kidwell. Then, quietly "And don't you ever salute me again!"
The Marines assembled in full gear as quickly as McHardy promised. They had a pair of official hovers and two transports.
"Polar," said Kidwell, "Lacy, we need to find Outremin's ship and crew."
"Done, m'lady," said Blue meekly, "McReelys will have them cold!"
"No," said Kidwell, "We just need the location." She turned to McHardy. "Captain, please send a detail to the starport with Lady Blue. She knows who and what we need. Take them into custody, isolate them and make certain they don't access their ship. You'll also need to isolate it, cut power to it and impound it. There is critical data there."
McHardy snapped an order and a group of Marines left with Blue.
"That's done," said Kidwell, "Piotr. Where will Micah and Charlie be?"
"The Adalstan here," said Karr, "but you cannot burst in without proper ceremony! Especially if there is already an official proceeding in progress!"
"Watch me. Captain McHardy, if you or any of your Marines have friends among the Elder Guard here, I suggest you comm them now. We're going to pizzle on their party and they probably won't be happy about that."
Karr glanced at Thompson, who merely lifted an eyebrow and shrugged.
***
Coldness now washed through Micah, driving out amusement and all other emotions. He began calculating greatest threats and estimating fields of fire as n'Guirro scuttled away. He didn't have a blade or blaster now but more than enough of each lay within easy reach. He had absolutely no idea how the adjunct could have made such a monumental error but he'd see it rectified or die in the trying.
Ferrel felt the same coldness. He did a decent job of concealing it, but how well did Micah know his best friend? Micah saw Ferrel's wheels start turning but Fadding chose that moment to start speaking again.
"I applaud your efforts, Fyrelm, but as always your foolish Brightcrown incompetence shines through and fuddles your every effort. Now. Unless you wish to bore us with more of your inane mouthings, and since none here," Fadding eyed the crowd and especially the knots of Brightcrowns, McReelys and Edders present, "are of sufficient blood to stand to speak for you, I pronounce this matter settled. Your penalty for returning is death. The sentence is to be carried out immediately."
Fadding's smile turned truly evil as he looked to Outremin.
"Sir Beau. Does the Great House of Varl's newest and brightest guardsman deserve to find honor this day?"
Outremin jumped as though struck, then smiled wickedly back.
"Indeed so, my Laird Fadding! He has served us well so far and I have no doubt he will do so for many years to come." Then to Micah, "Stone, you have been itching in your boots far too long. You have earned honor in your duty and the Great House of Varl never fails to reward such service." He handed Micah his sabre. "Now you can kill someone!"
***
n'Guirro hurried through the outer offices and lobbies of the League building, wasting no attention on his surroundings. The looks the workers gave him meant half a thousand trivial nothings that needed his immediate attention but he had no thought for them now. He'd swear an oath that he passed one of his own hovers on the way back from Adalstan but other things concerned him. None of his vehicles had any reason to be out without him inside them and the only thought he had was that bottomfeeder, Ferrel or Fyrelm or whoever he was, had made prior arrangements.
Burn that fool of a Fadding to hades! He could have continued his plan and he, and his allies, would have continued reaping profits and cold-seven anything but that! Bad enough he'd all but forced n'Guirro to appear, now the League had verifiable records of his misdoings. No amount of diplomatic maneuvering could keep his floppers off the cutting board now, so he elected to create himself some options.
During the frantic trip, n'Guirro did manage to access some of his accounts. He priority-coded as much as he could for a cash pickup at the port. He'd try to transfer the rest later. Later, after he escaped and found safety.
As to where he'd go immediately... Away! Away from Fadding and away from the Crown worlds and away from the League entirely! Tobart should still be on Fallstar, n'Guirro would contact him He'd know what to do, where to go and how to travel there. Tobart would have an exit plan and n'Guirro had no doubt he could find him.
Finally past all distractions, n'Guirro headed into his office here. He still had documents to destroy that required specific access and he absolutely did not want to leave them behind! He made it halfway to his desk before he registered the stranger sitting there. And the Marines with him! His Marines!!
"Going somewhere, n'Guirro?"
"Who the hades are you," demanded n'Guirro, starting a bluster, "and why are you in my office?"
"Neither of those matter, seigneur. What does matter is crimes against the League."
"What?! Get out of my office! Lieutenant Angstrom, arrest this man and the lot of you leave my office. Now!"
"No sir."
n'Guirro started to seriously berate the Marine when he saw movement near the door. When he turned, he lost the power of speech.
"I don't think he'll be taking your orders, Signor Adjunct." Roger Parl's jack-fool of a pilot stepped out, smug superiority oozing out his pores. "I never should have." He spoke to the stranger at the desk. "That's him, sir. That's the man who ordered me to stand down and surrender. He's the one who ordered me to take on boarders and he's the reason Roger Sir Parl is dead!"
n'Guirro acted! He elbowed the Marine closest to him and bolted for the door! The pilot moved and suddenly his foot slammed hard into n'Guirro's gut, driving the breath out of him and knocking him back a few steps and down. Before he could regain his feet the Marines swarmed him, pinned him and shackled him.
***
Ted Ionoski sat back after starting to rise. Ambith recovered from his kick and assumed an unarmed combat stance directed at n'Guirro.
"Nice kick, sir," said one of the Marines, eliciting a smile from Ambith.
The Marine sergeant, now recovered from n'Guirro's elbow, held the man firmly.
"As I was saying," said Ionoski, "We'll start with dereliction of duty. Sauce it with abuse of power and willful misuse of position and serve it with a main course of treason. Add embezzlement of League funds and accepting bribes for a salad and, since I didn't get any nice presents last League day, serve it with causal accessory to murder for dessert. The question you should have asked is 'What can I do to save my duff?' Unfortunately, the answer to that one is 'Nothing.'
"Sergeant, secure the prisoner, please. Search him thoroughly and make certain he does not have the means to escape or to commit suicide. We want him alive for his trial and subsequent... results. Ahh, yes. Do be careful with those stairs. I wouldn't want him to... hurt himself."
"Yes SIR," The Marine holding n'Guirro, the same one he struck, sprouted a smile fiercer than a sandwolf fighting for a mate. "We'll see to him, sir!"
n'Guirro paled and made a small mewling sound. Several other Marines burst out laughing as a large, wet stain appeared and spread down his legs.
"Now," said Ionoski, "Lieutenant Angstrom, please take Seigneur Ambith somewhere he can relax. Find him something to eat and drink too, if you will. Somewhere nice, mind, since he was instrumental in uncovering the sewer of a mess we have here."
"Yes sir," said Angstrom. Then, to Ambith, "Come along, signor. We'll feed you the fancy rats!"
As soon as everyone left, Ionoski powered up his terminal and began working. He desperately wanted to race reinforcements to the Adalstan, led by himself, but right now he didn't have that luxury. From what Angstrom reported, Kidwell and a group were en route there and would handle things. He hoped. So far he'd heard no reports of large-scale mayhem, so good news there. Heaven send that Kidwell would arrive before Micah went suborbital; Ionoski had no desire in the universe to try and clean up that mess! More than just the Crown would suffer great and tragic loss should that happen.



Chapter 19. Dedication, Duty and Dessert
 
Thoughts and hasty plans raced themselves through Micah's brain as he walked slowly toward Ferrel. He would not kill his friend. Period! Nor would he kill or disable a great many others from that position. Perhaps... No. Just when he needed the stupid ceremony to give him time, he had none. Ferrel looked at Micah, his face blank but his eyes still speaking. Flames! He was the expert here, not Micah. Why couldn't he...
Realization and inspiration struck at the same time! Micah clamped his jaw to keep from smiling but Ferrel read it. He lifted one eyebrow microscopically as Micah raised the sabre high, but Micah hurried to put the last pieces on his almost-plan.
The sabre clanged loudly as Micah dropped it on the floor. He wished desperately for Kidwell's advice on what he planned, but he'd have to improvise.
"No, Fadding," said Micah, "I will not kill this man!"
As one the crowd gasped. Then the whisperings began.
"What? What?! Stone..."
"I said I will not kill this man! You told me this day I might earn great honor. There is no honor in this! Any festering coward can kill a man unable to fight, or unwilling. After all the time I have worked for you, protected your House or at least a small part of it... No! I thought Varl blood held honor and integrity but it seems I was wrong."
"Stone!! You jack-fool of a..."
"Shut your mouth, Fadding!" Micah cut him off and his face suffused red. He drew breath to speak but again Micah cut him off. "Yes, I said be silent! I do not know what cowardice drives you to slay this man without honor or reason but I will not be your coward's dagger!"
He looked at Outremin. "You told me to stay my hand, Outremin, when I thought to protect you. Now I understand! One of them might have had someone who would actually fight back! That is cowardice and worse, it is cowardice covered by your precious Peerage!"
He turned back to Fadding. "I will not be your instrument of disgrace, Fadding. If you be a man of mettle and honor, if you are worthy to lead your House, then face steel this day and prove yourself!"
Now Outremin shot to his feet, his face dark red and his muscles shaking with rage.
"Sir Outremin," Fadding finally found his voice, "Take my blade and slay me this fool! Elder Guards, stand down! This is a matter of Varl honor and none of yours!"
"For truth," said Micah contemptuously, "Are you so craven, so bereft of courage that you must hide behind such pathetic tools as this? Face me yourself or abdicate yourself!"
"Oh, silence yourself, imbecile," said Fadding, "You speak the words properly, fool, but you lack aught of the blood to enforce them! I am the Laird of the Great House of Varl and I have no need nor honor to dirty my hands with the likes of you! Sir Beau!"
Outremin strode to Fadding and took his sabre. "You should have known better, Stone! Whatever idiocy drove you to..."
"Go rut yourself, Outremin." Micah carefully reached down and retrieved the sabre he dropped. "You are not even smart enough to realize the depth of your own stupidity! Strength and power? Pah! You lack even the wit to realize that you're nothing more than a convenient puppet! And loyal? Loyal like a mange-spotted cur whose only power is to lick his master's boots! Weakling! You haven't the..."
With a wild, feral and guttural roar Outremin swung his blade in line and charged! Micah waited until the last instant, parried hard and flicked his blade carefully.
Outremin's body thudded to the floor and skidded to a stop. A few feet beyond it his head landed, its face still contorted with rage and disbelief, and bounced flaccidly to a stop.
Micah locked eyes with Fadding, then spoke to the Elder Guards.
"Guardsmen. I am a Marine serving honorably and in good standing with the League military. I am currently on detached duty here. You can check my record if you wish. Your Laird Fadding is guilty of treason against the League, which includes the Crown worlds, and of dealing with the Consortium. On behalf of the League, I formally request that you arrest him here and now."
"Oh, that is indeed rich, Stone," said Fadding, "Even if you could prove that, you will never have the chance. It is all well and good to cast words but I can say more of you and support it!"
Beside Fadding, though, Simmons and McConney took on fearful, nervous looks.
"Shut your mouth, you sewage-feeding maggot," said Micah with contempt, "You had your chance to prove your courage and you failed! Coward! Coward and weakling! At least the Traitor du'Varl had the wit and the mettle to stand behind his convictions. You lack even that!"
"Do not think to goad me, Stone." Fadding rose slowly and stepped down. "Do you truly think to cross blades with me? Outremin was a fool, but a useful one until you ended that. Do you truly wish to face my wrath now?"
In response Micah hooked Fadding's sabre with his own and tossed it from Outremin's dead hand toward its owner.
"Micah," hissed Ferrel urgently.
"Not now, Charlie! Don't distract me!"
"How delightfully droll," said Fadding, "The two of you are acquainted. Perhaps this night you'll both knock on hell's door together."
With that, Fadding swept his blade into a proper formal salute, which Micah returned.
Fadding was a master of the blade, Micah gave him that, and fast! Still, even with all his skill he fell far short of equal to Micah. After a particularly vicious spate of bladework Fadding took a small slice out of Micah's shoulder, but Micah lowered his guard deliberately! When Fadding committed to the attack and drew blood, Micah swept his blade on the withdrawal, flicked it out of his hand and ended up with the point of his sabre digging into Fadding's throat.
Many people in the crowd cried out and the Elder Guards reached for their blasters.
"Stop!" Micah put a command snap into his voice. "Guardsmen, remove your hands NOW! If one of you clears the draw, this man dies for it!"
Ferrel made a small, choked sound and Fadding actually laughed.
"Ignorance, Stone, is your downfall. You cannot win this day. My blood is noble! Spill it and your life is forfeit! Your only hope now is to drop your blade and beg my forgiveness."
Micah smiled as he twisted his blade slightly. It took a nick out of Fadding's flesh and a small trickle of blood dripped down his chest.
"Oops," said Micah with no conviction whatsoever.
***
As one the Elder Guardsmen drew their weapons.
"You utter idiot!" Shock now suffused Fadding's expression. "Stone, you fool, I would have spared your life. Now I cannot! You have spilled noble blood!"
"Yeah," said Micah, "I guess I have. That means I have nothing... Lower your weapons, guards! Yes, Fadding. That means now I truly have nothing to lose by killing you! Tell me, my laird, are you brave enough to die for what you believe? Guards! Drop your weapons now or he dies! I swear by my oath as a Marine that I can and will kill him if you do not!"
"He can do it," said Ferrel, surprising the guards and the crowd, "I've seen him fight. You may kill him, true, but he will kill Joey first. You'd best listen to him."
Slowly, by ones and twos, the Guards dropped their blasters. Fadding licked at his lips with a tongue gone dry.
"So what now, my brother," asked Ferrel casually.
"I need a Gladius, Charlie," said Micah. Then loud enough to be easily heard, "Is there a Gladius present?"
One lady sitting close to the Brightcrown group rose.
"Yes, sirra. I am Monica Lady Deming, Scion of House Gladius."
"Lady Deming, I call on you to sit in judgment."
Moving slowly yet deliberately Deming made her way to Fadding's chair.
"Now, soldier of Varl, I sit in judgment as blood of a House not involved in your matter."
"Thank you, my lady. As I said, I have solid evidence that Laird Fadding, on behalf of House Varl and several others, has committed treason against the Crown and the League. He has also engaged in numerous other lesser crimes, for which I also have evidence. I do not, however, have it in my pocket. It will require a short trip and a little time to present to you.
"I swear upon my honor as a Marine and the word of my best friend Charlie that it does exist and that I do have it. I will accept confinement and whatever other measures you deem appropriate if you will allow me to gather it. If it does not satisfy you I shall turn myself over to your justice willingly and without contention.
"I don't particularly want to kill this man, nor do I wish to die today. Will you grant me the indulgence I ask?"
Deming sat and pondered for a long time. She motioned to one of her friends who brought her a datapad. The two of them consulted in low whispers for a moment, then she thought a while longer. Small twinges of fatigue nipped at Micah's arm. Finally, visibly, Deming reached a decision.
"League man, I am truly sorry. I can grant neither indulgence nor pardon."
Half the Guards looked ready to dive for their weapons. A handful of people in the crowd fainted. Fadding swallowed hard and tried to look calm.
"You must understand," continued Deming, "that only one of Royal blood can countenance or forgive blood challenge. I am flattered that you think so highly of House Gladius but I cannot help you as you request."
Pure fear now filled Fadding's eyes.
"Hear me out, League man!" Deming spoke with a touch of urgency. "I cannot help you as you ask, yet there is one service I can supply you.
"If the current Laird of House Varl would care to recant the vile actions of his predecessor and those he himself has committed, I shall stand witness on behalf of King Hartwig and the Crown for Prince Gunter Lord Fyrelm's redemption into House Brightcrown."
Now horror battled the fear within Fadding's eyes. Micah had no trouble seeing the revulsion he felt at the idea, yet he had no desire to die, even though Micah would join him in it.
"I suppose the pious question now," said Micah, "is whether or not you are willing to die for what you believe. Do you have the stomach for it, Fadding?" Micah increased the pressure on his blade.
"No! No!! Stay your blade!" Fadding took a breath. "I, Josef Marcel Carter Fadding, Laird of the Great House of Varl, do hereby renounce and condemn the actions of the former Laird Barrick Fadding of House Varl in petitioning the Houses of the Hausmoot for censure against the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown, and in petitioning for the exile of Prince Gunter. Let those actions be stricken and forgotten.
"Let it be further known that the current censure against House Brightcrown was petitioned of King Hartwig and the Hausmoot unjustly." Fadding swallowed hard. "Let it be known that all sanction and recent actions, petitioned and conducted at my behest, against Gunter Lord Fyrelm, Prince Elmer, were unjust. So do I say by witness of my own hand."
Tears now trickled down Fadding's face. "I do now petition Monica Lady Deming of the Great and Noble House of Gladius, in her office as representative of the Crown and King Hartwig, that Prince Gunter Rene du'Charle Fyrelm be restored... be restored to all blood and privilege under the Crown. So... So do I say and witness by my hand."
The crowd sighed and shifted and the whispers and murmurs started again. Micah lowered the sabre and tossed it away. Fadding's knees buckled and he collapsed to the floor.
"So do I witness," said Deming, "On behalf of King and Crown do I ratify and confirm the words and actions of Josef Laird Fadding of the Great House of Varl." She turned to the Brightcrowns. "Does the blood of the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown dispute Laird Fadding's words?"
One of the Brightcrowns stood. "Nay, Lady Deming! House Brightcrown is honored to accept the words of Laird Fadding and to accept Prince Gunter back into his House and blood!"
"So let it be shown," said Deming, "Welcome back, Prince Gunter!"
That brought rousing applause from Brightcrown, Edders, McReely and a few others. After Deming clapped her hands twice she held up her arms.
"Hold, my friends. Hold! There is still the matter of blood challenge. Prince Gunter?"
Now free of his bindings, Ferrel looked up with more mischief than Micah ever hoped to see in one place. Or ten! He glanced at the still-cheering Brightcrowns.
"Brightcrown! Do you have a blade. A proper blade, mind! I'll use no Varl trash for this."
One young man hurried forward and presented Ferrel a dagger, still sheathed, and bowed. Ferrel bared the blade and made a small nick in his finger.
"I need your finger too, Micah. No, not that one!"
Puzzled, Micah extended the requested finger. Ferrel nicked a small cut in it and pressed his own finger against it.
"Micah James Stone. We have seen battle together. We have fought side by side, my life in your hands and your life in mine. We have done battle as brothers and on the side of honor and justice. I swear to you now that my friends are yours and your enemies mine. I shall gladly lay down my life in protection and defense of you and your kin."
"Umm, yeah," said Micah, uncertain of what to say, "Me too you and yours."
"Good enough, my brother," grinned Ferrel, "Lady Deming, Brother Brightcrown, please stand in witness. All is forgiven. From what I just heard, we have quite a load on our plate before we reach dessert!"
Once again cheers exploded and this time everyone save Fadding and his allies joined in.
***
"Now," said Ferrel, handing back the blade, "You said you have proof of treason?"
"Long story," said Micah, "This time you owe me dinner!"
"Of that I have no doubt, my brother. Does it perchance have something to do with the reason I was whisked away whilst you came here?"
"That you have to ask Ted," said Micah, "All I know for certain sure is what we found when we got here. That's no-blather more than enough!"
Ferrel glanced at Fadding, who still knelt like a broken man.
"In that case he should probably be in custody. Guards?"
One of the Elder Guards shackled Fadding with due honor.
"Them too." Micah indicated Simmons and McConney, who had begun slinking toward the door.
After a glance at Ferrel, the guards stopped them as well.
"One last detail." Ferrel wrapped Micah in a back-pounding embrace which Micah gladly returned. "It's good to see you, my brother! Very, very good!"
After a momentary and loud disturbance, the main doors opened wide. In strode another group of Elder Guards, followed on close order by a squad of Garrison Marines, all with weapons drawn. After them came...
"Vera!" Ferrel started toward her, "I should have expec... John? John Thompson! What the hades are you doing here?!"
Ferrel and Thompson slammed into a hearty hug into which Ferrel pulled Kidwell.
"Pulling your duff out of the fusion chamber," said Thomas, "As usual! Rumor says you caused an orbit-wide splash. Again! What's wrong? Too much boredom in your life?"
Ferrel laughed and the Marines, on seeing no imminent disaster, sheathed their blasters. The Elder Guards did likewise but kept careful vigilance. Micah noted the man he'd captured at the back of the group: Karr. He looked apprehensive at Micah's approach but he'd also taken note of Outremin's body and the cut on Fadding's throat.
"Seigneur Karr," said Micah, "I see you convinced my friends of your story. I'm rather glad of that, no blather."
"Aye and for truth, Master Stone." Karr relaxed at Micah's words. "I am also quite pleased to find less destruction than Lady Kittley feared. I, ahh, truly do regret the misunderstandings of our first meeting."
Micah shrugged. "What's important is the result, Sir Karr. Everyone gets firsted, it's what happens next that matters."
Now recovered from the shock of seeing his friends, Ferrel nudged Micah.
"My brother, I hate to be overly precipitous during such a glad occasion, but I no blather want to lay my hands on that misbegotten bottomfeeder of a League Adjunct before he leaves the planet or the League. I realize he has a solid lead on us but he'll have very limited options once I find a terminal with some serious access!"
Deming approached Ferrel with a handful of datacubes.
"You'll want these, Prince Gunter," she said with a bow, "They are the official recordings of what happened here, properly signed, sealed and certified."
"Thank you, Lady Deming," said Ferrel, bowing back, "Peace and fortune favor the Great and Noble House of Gladius. You are a credit and honor to it."
Deming turned to Micah. One of her friends handed her his cloak, which she presented to Micah with a bow.
"Please accept this, sire," she said, "I know it is not House Brightcrown but it is a good sight better than Varl, and my kinsman is the only one among us of a size to fit you."
"Thank you," said Micah, returning the bow, "Umm... Honor to House Gladius for it."
Deming and the others all smiled, as did Ferrel. He himself now wore the young Brightcrown's cloak, which fit a little tight, and the now-cloakless lad positively gushed happy excitement over it.
***
The group made quite a procession as they sped toward the League offices. Elder Guard hovers and hovercycles led them with flashing lights and wailing sirens. Behind those came Micah, Ferrel, Karr, Kidwell and Thompson, plus a McReely driver. That young lady and no few others seemed quite affronted and ready to argue when Micah made to drive. Fadding, McConney and Simmons rode, shackled, with the Marines in their transport.
The procession stalled within the League compound. More Marines stood emplaced and ready to defend and they carefully checked and verified everyone's ID. They ended up in front of the main administration building with a Marine lieutenant. Karr appeared quite nervous, but the Elder Guards, now debarked and showing no urgency, calmed him somewhat.
"We have urgent business with the Adjunct," said Micah, "I'll gladly stay here if you wish and identify myself further, but please detain him."
"Already done, sir," said the Marine, with a nod to Kidwell, "Ma'am, we're to escort you and several others inside immediately."
The lieutenant and the Elder Guard commander escorted them inside, then motioned Micah, Ferrel, Kidwell, Thompson and Karr into the adjunct's office. Micah tensed until the door opened.
"Ted!!"
"Greetings Agent Stone, Agent Ferrel, Agent Kidwell. I'm glad you could join us today."
***
Ionoski conducted them into the office, established full security and gestured toward the seats there. Several pots of chog steamed on the table and he waited long enough for everyone to pour a cup. Neither Micah nor Ferrel nor Kidwell wanted to speak first.
"In case you are concerned about it," started Ionoski, "the former Adjunct n'Guirro is currently in custody and not likely to leave soon. Thanks to a friend of a friend, of a friend, I was able to gather considerable evidence of corruption of the most severe kind. I'm certain you will be able to add to it.
"Agent Ferrel. I shall start with you first because you've caused me the most trouble. To date, at least. Is there anything you would care to report?"
Amazingly, Ferrel looked back sheepishly. "Ahh... Yes. First and foremost, the new terminal works incredibly well with the Mekhajan virus inversion. The AIdaptive routines are almost as fast as the standard ones and the configurable optimization is very efficient.
"When I received Father's letter I had no idea what Varl was about, but it's never anything good. I have several fans of cores rented under an assumed name and I did not use any official resources for that! I sent the release codes to Father and to you. I... convinced... all of the Varl cores along with Binkor-Sud and Imix to crypto-compress and transfer any highly-secured data. Low and slow."
"I see," said Ionoski, "What happened to your new terminal?"
"As soon as I owned their cores and finished my tasks with it I securely destroyed it. I sent all the pieces along with a full report by bonded courier back to... where it needed to go."
"That's polar," said Ionoski, "Exactly how did you manage to remove it from its home?"
Micah gaped at Ferrel. He stole an experimental terminal?!
"For truth, Ted," asked Ferrel, "You can't expect me to tell you all my secrets, now can you? Suffice it to say the methods I used won't be feasible again for at least a few centuries. Maybe longer."
"Fair coin, I suppose. Don't do it again!" Ionoski turned his attention to Micah and Kidwell. "As to you two, do you have the smallest idea of how much trouble you're in? I agree that this was a sewer full of rotgrubs but you still violated an incredible number of rules, including the strongest ones about non-interference!"
Micah had no excuse for that. He knew when he did it that he'd face a massive splash.
"Yes sir. As Agent Kidwell and Commander Thompson will attest, I assumed full command once I discovered the suspected Consortium presence, and I am prepared to take the consequences for my actions and those of my team. If you have an official 'caster I can..."
"Hush, Micah," interrupted Kidwell, "You too, Ted. As it happens I know exactly how much trouble we're in, but this time you don't!"
Ionoski lifted an eyebrow. Kidwell reached over and squeezed Karr's hand.
"We were, in witnessed fact, asked to intervene here by an official member of the local government. Piotr Sir Karr, Knight and Scion of the Noble House of Edders with commendations and honors in piles, asked us for our help in resolving this detestable situation. Is that not accurate, Sir Karr?"
"It is," said Karr, "Although I must admit I am more uncertain now of exactly whom I asked for aid. Yet... ask I did and I shall stand by that."
Now Ionoski smiled and Micah felt a great relief at that.
"Thank you, Sir Karr. After reading Agent Kidwell's initial report, I checked your background. You are now cleared to know this and I am certain you won't go blathering it about.
"Agents Kidwell, Stone, Ferrel and myself are members of League Intelligence. Commander Thompson was sent along in the event that Agent Ferrel discovered the situation here and decided to show up and try something... foolish."
Karr and Thompson both looked at the others with shocked surprise. Thompson's expression also contained more than a little anxiety.
"Not to worry, Commander Thompson," said Ionoski, "If I didn't trust you, you wouldn't be here."
Ionoski turned his gaze to include all of them.
"From the point of my superiors," he said, "you have all done well. But... Considering the jolly-bag of duffage you uncovered, there will be splash assigned. Misconduct in a League official is a very serious matter, especially when said misconduct involves treason, and most certainly when that treason involves the Consortium.
"Agent Kidwell. Not long before you all arrived I received word from the starport. The Marines you sent with Lady Blue did capture all of Outremin's flight crew. They were captured away from their ship and the ship itself has been impounded and secured. It's awaiting whatever you wanted done with it."
"I was hoping for the location of the secret megafac," said Kidwell, "With Charlie here we shouldn't have a problem with that."
"I concur," said Ionoski, "Agent Ferrel. Since we seem to be done here, am I correct in assuming that you wish to travel to Barinhall?"
"As quickly as possible," said Ferrel.
"Will the six of you be able to handle things there while I clean up the mess here?"
"Yes sir!"



Chapter 20. Family Old and New
 
Reginald Laird Fyrelm sat with an anguished heart and pored over the newscasts, hoping for some word of his son. He knew from the official 'casts that Gunter had arrived on Astraboria, and from later ones that Fadding and his lackeys had as well. They all made a monumental narrative of Gunter's exile, the censure that started it and his idiocy at returning, but nothing more. It pained Reginald to see his son slandered so.
Then, just when he hoped, and feared, to learn more: nothing. According to the newscasts, the Elder Guards had interdicted LINC communications from or to Astraboria. That only happened during times of great upheaval or chaos, never recently and only once in Reginald's childhood memories.
He knew in his heart that Fadding was responsible. He also knew that Varl had set up House Brightcrown to bear the brunt of some monumental catastrophe of Crown-spanning proportion. None of the rumors yet had any verifiable fact to them, but the fact that only House Edders and House McReely now stood with Brightcrown spoke enough.
With the alliances formed between the other Great Houses and the lesser Houses formerly associated with Brightcrown, nothing short of a miracle could stave off economic repercussion and consequence. It even occurred to Reginald, though he did not share the thought, that the League itself might have a hand in matters.
That set his resolve! Regardless of what happened now, Reginald Laird Fyrelm determined that he would issue blood challenge against the entirety of House Varl and its Laird in particular. He would execute it personally on the field of honor, and if House Varl lacked that then Brightcrown had ample and to spare. Not a single Brightcrown in all the Crown Worlds would dispute it nor would any hesitate to act!
Years of care and worry about maintaining and defending the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown dropped off his shoulders with that simple thought. By stars and seas, and by the Crown that shone over them, if his House this day fell to nothing then he, Reginald Laird Fyrelm, would rid both Crown and League of a festering, pestilent monster choking on the slaver of its own greed!
"My Laird Brightcrown," said Osbury, "Word has come that Laird Fadding has arrived. It is said he came aboard a League vessel along with toadies from Binkor-Sud and Snughblak."
"Time to prepare, then."
Fyrelm stood patiently as Osbury helped attire him properly. He could have done so himself, easily, but Osbury would fret and Fyrelm didn't have the heart to deny him what might be his last act of loyalty to his Laird.
"Thank you, Osbury. You have been an honor and a blessing to my life."
"Thank you, my Laird Fyrelm! Once this dreadful matter is settled and many more years have passed, perhaps we shall sit together and drink wine and let the youngsters make sense of the world. For Crown and King, and Halm's Oath to them all, Laird Brightcrown! Sing to your House and kin and let all who oppose you tremble in fear!"
***
The Stercoreum Senate Hall had changed greatly over the many years since its construction, but it changed little. The Crown's craftsmen preserved its original architecture with loving accuracy. Armor-hardened and carefully crafted and textured zrock now stood in place of the original stone and the sconces on the walls now held modern, bright lights instead of flickering flames. Datajacks, comm units and holocasters sat in unobtrusive niches and corners. Modern conveniences notwithstanding, Fyrelm never failed to feel the weight and waves of Crown history every time he walked within its halls.
Reporters for thrice a dozen news networks, Crown and otherwise, lined the stairway leading into the building. Elder Guards and Crown Knights, all clad in their formal finest, worked to keep the crowd from swarming the Lairds and their entourages.
With each step he climbed Fyrelm felt lighter and stronger. This was his hall and his history! Let Varl try what it might, Brightcrowns would survive it and triumph! For all that House Varl claimed the blood of Hermann Rene, it ran through his veins as well and after this day neither Varl nor any other on any of the Crown worlds would forget it!
A score or Brightcrown knights waited in the atrium. Fyrelm recognized some from his father's time and others he'd dubbed himself. As one they snapped to attention and saluted, never mind that they stood scattered in twos and threes around the room. Each wore his or her colors proudly and even the most jaded Varl would find no fault with them. No, thought Fyrelm, the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown would not fall or fail this day!
One of the larger groups parted and Gaius Dulucius Laird Gladius approached. Did Fyrelm not know better he'd swear the man appeared rushed.
"Hail and well met to you, Laird Brightcrown," said Dulucius, "It is a pleasure to see you this day. Would that the tidings were less grave."
"You as well, Laird Gladius. Gaius, my old friend, for good tidings or ill, it is always a blessing under the Crown to see you!"
Dulucius looked about the two of them and lowered his voice. Wordlessly, eight Brightcrown knights stepped to them and formed a rough circle. The Laird of House Gladius wanted privacy with Fyrelm and they would ensure he had it!
"Peace, Reginald. I do not know what fey humor is upon you but hold it close! I have heard many strange things from many strange sources. I cannot verify the truth of them so I'll not repeat them, but pray stay your temper and do not give yourself over to haste. Young Ronald... Pardon! King Hartwig cloistered his chambers this morning, even before we had our tea. The Elder Guard is restive and even the League soldiers show their nerves. I do not know what this portends but calm words and cool heads must prevail this day."
Fyrelm smiled. "Thank you, Gaius. I swear to you that I shall not dishonor King nor Crown nor the Oaths I swore for them. Of a certainty, Hose Varl will try to lay low the House of Brightcrown, but neither it nor its allies know the depth and breadth of Brightcrown mettle. This day it will prove stronger than any would hope and its heart will beat forward, regardless of its Laird's fate."
"Ever and always the way of Brightcrown," smiled Dulucius, "Honor and steel and heart inseparable. And ever why House Gladius will stand beside. I just implore you... Take heart, Reginald. The day is not near done and my heart tells me many things will happen over its course."
"Steadfast vigilance, ever faithful, the sword and shield that guard the Crown," replied Fyrelm, "Such is House Gladius. We shall stand together, old friend, and weather this storm and more to come!"
***
Fyrelm stood before the entrance and waited. He heard the thump of the herald's staff as he announced House Brightcrown, the doors opened and he walked calmly through them. House Edders and House McReely cheered his entrance, as did one or two others, but most remained silent. He smiled at Luther Laird Edders and Savn Laird McReely as he walked toward his seat. In the middle of the chamber, stark against the bright floor, was the stain left on the floor by Appius Livius Quadratus when he swore Halm's Oath to the peoples of the Crown. The original blood had long since vanished into time but expert artisans restored it as needed, carefully preserving its shape and color with durable pigments cast deep into the stone. Fyrelm paused before it for a moment of honor, then walked around it and took his seat.
"Hail and welcome, Laird Brightcrown," said King Hartwig, "We are pleased you are here, and now we only await the arrival of Laird Varl."
As Fyrelm bowed and sat, he noticed an extra pair of chairs beside the King. Strange. More, Prince Orson, Royce Sir Hallings sat in the third seat down, two removed from his father. Even stranger. Honor done, Fyrelm sat and settled himself. His terminal sat in its usual place, jacked in but not powered up. Fyrelm hid a smile as he saw what else lay out of sight: a fine wooden box that contained a pair of fine, hand-sewn silken gloves and beneath it the ancient sword of House Brightcrown. Either Osbury or one of Brightcrown's knights had put them there. They knew! Though he rarely wore his House's blade, several others did so routinely. Fyrelm knew Fadding would have his, rumor said the Varl Laird event took his blade to his bedchambers!
After a few minutes the herald stepped forward and pounded the floor three times.
"Lairds and Ladies of the Hausmoot, please to welcome Josef Marcel Carter Fadding Laird Varl."
The entrance opened and half a moment later most of the gathered Lairds and Ladies gasped and began whispering. Laird Fadding, not dressed formally or finely at all, entered between a pair of League Marines, his hands and feet shackled. Behind him came a pair of Elder Guards. They did due honor to those gathered but kept their attention focused on Fadding. Now the noise in the chamber approached babble. Fyrelm glanced at King Hartwig, who only seemed amused at the spectacle. When he caught Fyrelm's stare he merely lifted an eyebrow.
The herald pounded the floor three times. Then he had to pound it more than three times again! Finally the gathered nobles approached something close to silence.
"Since we are all present, Lairds and Ladies," said Hartwig, "I do hereby declare this gathering of the Hausmoot in order. Good herald?"
The herald pounded the floor again, obviously disgruntled. Well might he be, since the King skipped a great deal of ceremony. Only when critical matters threatened did King Hartwig short the ceremony, but now Fyrelm had no idea what to think. Fadding's appearance quelled most of what he considered likely.
"Lairds and Ladies of the Hausmoot," said the herald, "Please to welcome Monica Eileen Lady Deming, Knight and Scion of the Great and Noble House of Gladius."
Deming, young but confident, approached the Moot and did them proper honor.
"Your Highness," said Deming, "Lairds and Ladies of the Hausmoot. Three days ago I stood in witness for the Great and Noble House of Gladius and in impartiality for the Crown. As required by that duty, I am here today to present the matters of witness, and to place myself before you in judgment for the actions I took on behalf of the Crown." She hesitated a moment. "Before I do so, however, there is one other whose presence here is necessary.
"Your Highness, King Hartwig. Lairds and Ladies of the Hausmoot. Please to welcome Gunter Rene du'Charle Lord Fyrelm, Prince Elmer, Fourteenth to the Crown."
Noise erupted through the chamber and Fyrelm felt the floor ripped out from beneath him. He looked toward the door, then closed his eyes and wiped them hard. When he opened them again, Gunter still remained, now hurrying across the floor toward him!
***
Damning protocol and propriety and decorum to the winds, Reginald jumped to his feet and hurried to meet his son. Gunter said nothing, but threw his arms around him.
"Gunter! My son... How..." Reginald had trouble seeing through the wetness in his eyes and speaking past the lump in his throat.
"Long story, Father," said Gunter, wiping his own eyes, his voice husky with emotion, "One you'll know soon enough."
After a much longer time the herald finally restored order again. Gunter was as reluctant as Reginald to let go, yet Hausmoot had been called to order.
"Prince Gunter," said Hartwig, "We have heard your petition. At the time we decreed it we thought your banishment unjustified. Therefore we are happy to annul it and to welcome you home. We are equally pleased to annul our censure against the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown.
"So let it be.
"We have also come to possess certain other information of critical import to the Worlds of the Crown of Stars. Since you were instrumental in its discovery, we have asked our son and heir to relinquish his customary seat so that you might sit here this day."
Gunter took a proper knee, his ever-present grin as mischievous as ever.
"Thank you, your highness. I am most honored to join you. Please let it be known, however, that I would not be here today, and the Crown would be facing a peril too dire for words, were it not for my brother and friends."
Hartwig smiled at this. "We are aware of your circumstances, Prince Gunter, and we have made accommodation for them. Micah James Stone. Come forth."
***
Micah walked forward with a sudden, overpowering sense of caution. Ferrel warned him that he might have a part in the ceremony but gave no particulars or details.
King Hartwig stood, picked up a large sword and walked down to the floor. Micah had no worries about trouble, absolutely, but in Ferrel's universe non-trouble still left ample room for interpretation!
"Take a knee," said a smiling Hartwig. Then, to the rest of the room, "Micah James Lord Stone, blood of the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown, Blood of the Crown, we have witnessed the great and brave lengths to which you have gone to protect the Worlds of the Crown of Stars, and your brother our prince.
"It is our great pleasure this day to name you Micah James Sir Stone, Knight of the Crown, Order of Ulfric's Guard. This title is awarded only to those who have paid von Halm's price in defense of Crown and King, but to our thought you are well worthy of it." Hartwig touched Micah's shoulders with the sword, right, then left, then right. "Now stand, Sir Micah, and join your brother at our side."
Micah stood with a thousand questions buzzing inside him, but answers would obviously have to wait. He thought he heard Ferrel chuckle softly, but when he looked he saw nothing.
"My Lady Deming," said Hartwig after the three of them sat, "Please to present to us the matters to which you stood in witness."
***
Reginald watched incredulously as his son's judgment unfolded. His blood boiled at Fadding's actions and his manner. He felt a spark of anger at what n'Guirro did, but the visible outrage from the Marines told him of its severity to them. No few nobles present looked anxiously at Hartwig when they saw Micah dispatch Outremin, but the King had no concern for his safety whatsoever. The holocaster picked up and repeated Fadding's words with cruel clarity, and Reginald almost felt the seeds of pity for Fadding. Almost.
Next came more, and worse. Assisted by their friends, the Edders and McReely agents presented their findings to the Moot. Then the three League agents gave theirs. Reginald could find no words to describe the depravity of Fadding's plan and the patience with which he executed it. With the combined findings from League and Crown agents, the sum of it all came out worse, even, than the small parts of it.
Finally came the revelation of Fadding's dealings with the Consortium, and its consequences for the League Navy. Reginald's stomach turned and he tasted bile at that. At last it was done.
After a long silence, King Hartwig spoke.
"Lairds and Ladies of the Hausmoot, we have no words to describe the outrage, contempt and disgust we feel at this betrayal of the Crown and of the League. Do any here wish to dispute these findings, or our condemnation of them?"
None did.
"Do any of the Lairds of the Houses involved have aught to say in their defense?"
Laird Simmons appeared ready to say something, but quickly reconsidered it.
"This, then, is our judgment. Let the Great House of Varl be stricken from the roll or Great Houses. Let half their wealth and holdings be confiscated and presented to the Great and Noble House of Brightcrown to compense them for the dishonor and harm done them. Let half of their remaining wealth and holdings be confiscated and divided between the Noble House of Edders and the House of McReely, for damages done them.
"Let the Great House of Binkor-Sud be stricken from the roll of Great Houses and let half their wealth be confiscated to the Crown and distributed as we see fit among the Houses and others that their actions have harmed. Let the Noble House of Snughblak be stricken from the blood and henceforth known as the lesser House of Snughblak. Let the lesser House of Imix forfeit half of its wealth and holdings to the Crown to compensate the damage it has caused.
"Let the Noble House of Edders be added to the roll of Great Houses and henceforth be known as the Great and Noble House of Edders. Let the lesser House of McReely be welcomed to the blood, and henceforth be known as the Noble House of McReely. Do any present dispute this?"
None did.
"Do any present wish to challenge our decrees?"
None.
"Finally, lest our League brothers and sisters from outside the Crown's worlds doubt our loyalty, let it be known that we adjure and welcome their investigation into this abhorrent matter. We will gladly offer forth any assistance they require, at any length and in any detail required to expunge this foulness from our midst!
"As to the criminals here who did perpetrate treason against the League, we request and insist that League justice be visited upon them in all cases where it is more severe than that of the Crown.
"So let it be!"
Pandemonium!
***
After a week on Barinhall, Micah and the rest left for Haembrecht, the homeworld for House Brightcrown. The Hausmoot still stood in session but, assured the elder Fyrelm, only for the minor details. They had handled the important matters and they would stay handled now!
After the chaos following King Hartwig's pronouncement, Micah and all the rest went over what they had discovered in excruciating detail. They went over it individually, in pairs, in groups, to the entire Moot and to several smaller executive groups and finally to the Elder Guard. Ionoski appeared after the third day, presented his report and sat back to watch the others still doing so with some amusement.
Richard Ambith appeared wearing the expression of a condemned man. Per their very stringent regulations, the Elder Guards arrested him immediately. He seemed to expect that and accepted it as a matter of course, but when King Hartwig, himself and in person, pardoned Ambith and reinstated him, he burst into tears. Even better, the very Guardsmen who conducted him into custody welcomed him back with a celebration rowdy enough to banish any possible shadow, on his record or otherwise.
John Thompson disappeared as soon as their ship touched the soil of Haembrecht. When Micah and Ferrel grew concerned, Lacy Blue told them not to worry and that Thompson would appear for his ceremony.
That particular ceremony, for Thompson and Micah alike, would answer most of the questions buzzing around inside Micah's head, or so promised Ferrel. After the initial Moot session, it confused Micah that the Crown citizenry treated him like a Brightcrown. Karr and Blue explained it.
"But you are of House Brightcrown, Lord Micah," said Blue simply.
Another thing that bothered him. Lord Micah?!
"Aye and truth," said Karr, "When Prince Gunter swore the Brightcrown Oath to you and mingled your blood, he adopted you into his family and his House."
"Indeed," said Blue, "Not only that, Lord Micah. Since Piotr won't tell you, I shall. Prince Gunter is noble blood of House Brightcrown but also Royal Blood of the Crown. That puts you in direct line to the Crown, albeit not as closely as Prince Gunter."
"What?!"
"Indeed so, Lady Blue," said another voice.
Reginald Fyrelm joined them then. Up close he was nothing more than an older version of his son. He had the same look, the same manner, the same twinkle to his eye and certainly the same humor.
"Sir Piotr," said Fyrelm, "Lord Micah. Greetings to you all."
They gave the Laird honor due, albeit uncertainly on Micah's part.
"Men of integrity, strength and honor are always welcome into the blood of House Brightcrown," said Fyrelm, "Gunter has spoken much of you, my new son. His words did nothing, however, but confirm my conviction that he indeed did the right thing. He tells me that you have served the League with honor and distinction."
"As has he, my Laird," said Micah. Then, lowering his voice, "For pure truth, sir, he works at it quite often!"
That elicited a laugh. Something, Fyrelm's ancient butler informed Micah, that was far to infrequent until now.
"He also informs me that your parents will soon be leaving their home world. Caustik, is it?"
"Yes sir." Micah's expression fell. "As soon as I can convince them. They're stubborn."
"Heh. In that case, my son, you must welcome them to their new home here! I hope your brother will visit us as well. Gunter says he has a deft touch with computers. I suppose if we can handle Gunter, we can handle him."
"I'll make certain he's ready," said Ferrel, who had joined them then.
***
Micah fidgeted in his unfamiliar formal finery. The day of the ceremony arrived, along with Micah's Brightcrown uniform. It fit him perfectly but Osbury still found the smallest of details that needed one final touch.
Thompson showed up a few hours earlier, tired beyond belief but more relaxed than Micah had seen him since before they left Azure. He brought a group of McReelys with him, or they him, and Kidwell smiled at several of them.
The ceremony itself was short and simple, albeit conducted in a large hall full of people garbed as splendidly as Micah and Thompson. Nor were all of them Brightcrowns! Laird Edders and Laird McReely joined Fyrelm at the head of the hall and each of them had numerous of their House members present.
Laird Fyrelm confirmed his son's actions and welcomed Micah again to his family. He and Thompson both swore fealty on the hilt of a truly ancient sword. Then, reluctantly, Kidwell stepped forward at the behest of Savn Laird McReely. She swore fealty then knelt before him and he dubbed her into McReely's House Knights.
What happened next amazed Micah for weeks to come! Luther Laird Edders called Ionoski forth and bestowed on him an honorary knighthood. Micah knew Ted would refuse anything more, what amazed him was how he managed to make that refusal stick!
Then the celebration began!
***
"It's quite simple, my brother," said Ferrel over lunch the next day.
Micah and most of the others slept through breakfast; an act that scandalized them more so than any of House Brightcrown. The three Houses had had little enough to celebrate and, by Micah, they made up for the fact in grand style! When Micah finally roused himself and showered, most of the others in the House had returned to their ordinary routine. This was the first time Micah had to speak to Ferrel in relative privacy.
"You gave me back my family," continued Ferrel, "That's a debt I can never repay so I've done my best to pay it forward. Besides, it's as Father said. Our House will always welcome men and women of honor and integrity, and that's you down to your bones!"
"Full truth and no blather that," said Thompson, "Sergeant Stone, I promise you I will not ask any of the three of you about Protocol again!"
Ferrel laughed at that. In addition to his own adoption into Brightcrown, Thompson received an honorary commission into the Elder Guards with a guaranteed position teaching at their flight academy, should he ever desire it. Judging from the sizzling looks one of the McReely master pilots, a gorgeous lady with a feisty manner, gave him frequently, Micah suspected Thompson would find his way back to the Crown as often as he could!
Lairds Fyrelm, Edders and McReely joined them then, each much less formal than the day before.
"Did they tell you about your wedding yet, Micah," asked Kidwell impishly.
"Nay, Lady Vera," smiled Fyrelm, "I thought it best not to overwhelm him."
Micah looked at him quizzically.
"It is a duty of nobility," explained Fyrelm, "and a responsibility that can weigh heavily. The ordinary folk look up to us in times of trouble and times of fear. Regardless of our own feelings, we must care for them and theirs. We must give them courage and strength and the assurance that, no matter how dire the circumstance, we shall all fight for them and with them so long as there is breath in our bodies."
"Slib, sir," said Micah, "But what does that have to do with my wedding?"
"Why, everything, my boy! When news of this horrible affair reaches the streets it will shock our folk to their very cores! Even though the worst is past, hard times are yet to come. Many will leave House Varl and seek fealty elsewhere and many more may face uncomfortable times ere things improve.
"Weddings, my new son, are one of the few things that bring unabated joy and happiness to all who witness them, especially when they involve royalty. Since Gunter does not seem inclined to oblige, the duty falls to you. You must give the folk of the Crown Worlds a wedding to lighten the heaviest burden and warm the most worried heart! Never fear, though, we shall handle the matter splendidly when the time comes."
From the twinkle in Fyrelm's eye, and that of his son, Micah didn't know just how much of that to believe! He suspected Kidwell too, but he knew he'd never prove any of them.
***
After another week on Haembrect, Micah, Kidwell, Ionoski and Thompson left for Faircoast, and thence back to Azure. It surprised Micah that Ferrel joined them.
"Of course I'm going," exclaimed Ferrel, "I may have my family back, and thank you again, my brother, but I also have a duty to the League. Besides, as I've said before, Sergeant Stone, since I met you my life has had a great deal more excitement than boredom! I'm not giving that up!"
Once they left Faircoast, Ionoski reasserted his authority by demanding reports from each of them. He included Thompson, which made the pilot very nervous.
"Because you were a part of this mission, Commander Thompson" said Ionoski calmly, "Even though you did not have written orders."
"I understand, sir."
"I also suggest you complete your required rotations as quickly and as well as you can," continued Ionoski, "Because given the talents you displayed, and some mild influence your friends might exert, I cannot rule out a transfer to Protocol in your future."
"Yes sir," said Thompson weakly, "I'll do my best, sir."
"As for myself," said Ferrel, who now would not answer to his true names, no matter how hard Kidwell or Thompson tried, "I am looking forward to a pleasant meal for six at Irving's Evening Delight. I shall treat."
"Six," asked Micah.
"Six," confirmed Ferrel, "Because I, for one, cannot wait to see how you will explain to lovely Jennifer how she is to marry into royalty!"
The others laughed and spoke jovially on that, but not Micah. How would he explain it?



Chapter 21. Epilogue
 
The greenish sun of XXIV-2109-45-c, known to those who lived there as Picto, stood an hour before its peak for the day. Ken Tobart walked deliberately up the stairs leading to the administrative complex secondary offices building. Home to Caesar's 14,257th Legions, Picto's military complex covered a huge area with hundreds of buildings both short and tall, and all laid out with careful geometric precision. Caesar's citizens and soldiers went about their daily jobs and duties with purpose and order and blessedly little extraneous noise or conversation.
Though troubled, Tobart took comfort in the straight lines and sharp angles around him. He'd spent too long away from home and it felt good to breathe its air once more. He nodded to several people he knew, but only that. Neither he nor they had need to speak and he relished that they all knew it.
"Citizen Tobart," said Corvus Suetonius, clerical assistant to Tobart's commander, "He is expecting you. Hail Caesar!"
"Greetings, Corvus. Hail Caesar!"
Tobart walked through the doorway into a large office with a smaller desk than it should have. So many League fools attached importance to the size of the desk they had. Ridiculous! Vibius Rutilius Aquilinius had a desk exactly sized to his needs and it had no importance attached to it whatsoever. Importance came from the man seated there examining a datapad.
"Kenneth Tobart," said Aquilinius, "Hail Caesar!"
"Hail Caesar!"
Aquilinius rose and stepped around his desk to give Tobart a quick handclasp and embrace. Then he took his seat and indicated one for Tobart.
"I've read your report," said Aquilinius.
"My mission failed, Vibius," said Tobart, "I allowed the fool Fadding to rush our schedule. It seems the League noticed the increase in defective parts and sent agents to investigate. I should have kept the production reasonable but I did not. I accept full responsibility for the failure. I ask that you show consideration for the members of my team. The blame is fully mine and they followed my orders, as they should have."
Aquilinius stayed silent a long time as he examined the data on his 'pad.
"Your mission did fail," he said, "but that was not unexpected. I tell you this now as I did not before because it is now permitted that you know it. I and others have watched your advancement most carefully, Kenneth. More than once you had the opportunity to sacrifice another for your own mistakes, yet you did not."
"Because the errors were mine, Vibius. I made no excuse then nor do I now. I am as quick to claim my successes as well."
Now Aquilinius smiled. "You speak truly, and a truth all to rare in others who have attained your position. You also understate your accomplishment, and many suspect a false humility that conceals the poisoned blade meant for their back."
"Do you think that, Vibius?"
"No, my friend. I know you are entirely as you seem. Your overall mission might have failed, but the League will waste vast amounts of money and resources repairing the damage you did. Even the smallest victory is still a victory, Kenneth, and the patient man must learn to accept those as such."
"Am I to be punished?"
Now Aquilinius laughed.
"No, Citizen Tobart, your only punishment will be as it has before. The punishment for accomplishment is greater expectation."
Aquilinius slid a 'pad across his desk. After Tobart gave his retinals the display cleared and he began reading. A smile slowly crept across his face as he did.
"I trust, then," said Aquilinius, "that you have no objection to this assignment?"
***
"Ructus foedus," exclaimed Mooke as he read, "We fail and he assigns you this?!"
"They did not expect us to succeed," said Kenjai, "I suspected as much, Ken."
"And said as much," added Mooke, "More than a few times. You thought they wanted a reason to execute us."
"Peace," said Tobart, unable to help his smile, "Caesar needs no reason, my friends. We were given the assignment in order to do what damage we could. To cost the bastard League its gold and its lives. As Vibius Rutilius said, small success is still success. We must accept that. I am quite happy not to be awaiting... bad things."
"We as well," said Kenjai.
"Can we do this," asked Mooke.
"We can and we will," said Tobart, "Besides Fadding, we made friends within the Crown. They will be more dangerous to touch than engine plasma, for now. Later, though, is a different matter entirely. Caesar has given us much to work with. Most of all, time."
"This is true," said Kenjai, "but he has also given us a planet to eat without sauce!"
"Then we shall make our sauce," said Tobart, "This... This is much more to my liking! Tell me, Adri, do you still have your taste for hologames?"
"I do," said Mooke nervously. He didn't like others to know his fondness.
"Good," said Tobart, "At first we will wrap Caesar's surprise in a game. A splatgame, perhaps, or yet another Stratagem clone. We will develop it well outside the League, pristine, and let it migrate inward. Make it easy to copy, Adri, and simple to learn."
"I can do that," said Mooke, "but how will we deploy the... dirty... version?"
"Make it easy to copy," repeated Tobart, "but leave a deep, subtle hook. One with prongs only for us. A hidden key with an invisible hole that will open to our touch only. Then, when the game takes hold, we shall... upgrade it."
Mooke fell silent as he began thinking. Kenjai shared Tobart's smile.
"It will work," said Mooke, "I'll design its AI genetics to be receptive and... hungry. Hungry with a need only our fractal will fill!"
"It will work," said Tobart, "We will make it so!"
Hail Caesar!
 
* * * The End * * *
 



Chapter X: Afterword
 
Thanks for reading my book! I hope you enjoyed it. If so please consider giving me a review at the retailer where you purchased it.
If you're interested in more information concerning the League please check out my blog and Facebook pages. In addition to notes about writing, life and programming you will find data about the League, its Guilds and general comments on an average citizen's life there. These were kindly provided by Dr. Ferdinand Kincaid, a noted and well-published League archivist and member of the Artisan's Guild. 
In addition to writing books I'm also an open-source Java developer. My magnum opus in this world is Matt's MathTools, a Java application designed to help design and format mathematical things for written (or HTML-based) tests or worksheets. If you find that interesting please visit the site and grab the software. Several tutorials are provided and all of it is FREE! 
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After graduating high school James completed a Bachelor's degree in Computer Science and a Master's degree in Mathematics. He then spent many years as a college math and computer instructor. His writing career began in junior high school and, after many years of practice, he finally decided to do something about it.
 
Blog:  http://themoldyripegrape.wordpress.com/ 
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Chapter Y: Preview
 
This is an excerpt from my next book, working title Election Day. Please enjoy it!
----------
Micah danced with little attention to his partner. He focused most of his concentration on the three men who had been with them since the restaurant. At the first bar he thought it no more than coincidence. Likewise the club across the street. But the same three men appeared at the next club, the bar after that, and now here. The current song ended and Manselli wove toward the back of the room.
"Looey-poo," she slurred, "Don't leave, sweetling."
Micah made his own way to the 'fresher. Then, safely ensconced in a stall, he activated his mini-garble and 'commed Ferrel. Fortunately when Ferrel answered he looked fully awake.
"Scan Reuben," said Micah quickly, "We're at NasTastique. Three targets."
"Acknowledge," said Ferrel instantly, "Twenty-five at most."
***
Seventeen of Ferrel's twenty-five minutes passed when he and Kidwell entered the club. Micah recognized them but no one else would. After one song they managed to dance themselves close enough to Micah. Micah cut his eyes toward the unwelcome threesome and, after quarter-trip around the floor, Kidwell acknowledged. Then she and Ferrel danced away.
"Hey doll," said Micah, after the next song, "I'm drying out. Seriously."
"Shay no more," bubbled Manselli, "I was thinking the thame shing. Same thing. Sobrella is just up the shtreeet."
"Polar, babe. Let's travel."
As Micah guided Manselli up the street he kept a cautious eye backward. Two of the men did a credible job shadowing them but the absence of the third man bothered Micah. Almost within sight of Sobrella Micah found his answer.
"Move, flopper. Now!" The third man stepped out of an alleyway and pointed something at Micah.
Micah took a bare instant to consider his options. He felt sure the man held a blaster but there wasn't quite enough light to be certain.
"Wha... What ish it?"
Micah knew he could take the man, ordinarily, but Manselli now leaned heavily on him.
"I said into the alley. Now!"
"Shh, baby. We'll be fine." Micah complied carefully. He felt Manselli tensing and that made her uncertain. The man also followed far enough behind to react before Micah could act.
The alleyway opened into a small cul-de-sac. Manselli mumbled fearfully but Micah shushed her, albeit not easily.
"M-micah..."
"Don't worry, hon. He's only going to rob us." Micah managed to loosen his grasp on her a little. "We'll give you our money and valuables, sirra. There's no need for anyone to get hurt."
"Wrong, flopper," said the man belligerently, now joined by the first two, "You dripping League trash need to stay the feces there! An' you need to learn how to shut yer ruddy mouth!"
Several things happened at once. Manselli screeched as Micah shoved her sideways and used the force to kick the blaster away. Shadows at the alley entrance told him Ferrel and Kidwell had arrived, so he threw a fast punch at the now-disarmed leader. Even though surprised, the man managed to block it and kick back. Micah blocked it, barely, and felt time slowing as he attacked.
Amazingly the man kept pace with Micah! He blocked when Micah struck and counterattacked just as quickly. Manselli had started screaming now and that lent fury to Micah's opponent. He attacked in a whirlwind Micah barely managed to avoid, and gave Micah an opening only by a small slip on uncertain footing.
Micah kicked hard and deadly now. He felt something break and the man grunted and stepped back, allowing Micah to turn his attention to a second man now attacking him. He heard some scuffle where Kidwell and Ferrel should be fighting, but not nearly enough.
Micah now faced a second whirlwind. The easy coordination between the two men bespoke military training, and elite training at that. Intelligence taught one-on-two and one-on-three combat but now Micah found his skills pressed to their limit. His first opponent, Leader, now stepped back into the fray. The second man shifted stance and they automatically attacked Micah in the most efficient way possible.
Seconds later Micah felt his confidence evaporating. He took several hits, nothing major, and gave better than he received but as yet he'd not managed a telling blow. Then the third man joined the first two. Micah tried to maneuver but they were simply too skilled. In the half-second it took Micah to trap and break one man's arm the other two had him in a power lock and nerve hold.
Five hard punches and a kick later it was over. Micah tried to fight but with no effect whatsoever. He felt his own arm swept into a painful lock, then a pair of hard kicks to his ribs, then a harsh voice whispered near his ear.
"This is a warning, flopper. You League prettyboys best watch your snoot! Next time won't be this easy.
The last thing Micah saw after they broke his arm was one of the men punching Manselli to silence. Then the pavement rose up to slap him.
***
When Micah roused he knew he hadn't been out long, he heard feet scuffling down the alley. As soon as he had the pain blocked he worked his way to his knees, then his feet. He walked unsteadily over to where Manselli lay. She was simply unconscious. He heard Ferrel and Kidwell shifting so he made his way to them.
Ferrel sat gingerly as he checked himself for injury. Kidwell lay nearby, moving as little as possible. She had a bloody nose and lip and moaned softly when Micah checked her ribs.
"That was not fun," coughed Ferrel.
Micah felt his heart sinking below the pavement.
"Charlie, Vera, I'm sorry..."
"Be quiet," said Kidwell, now checking herself, "It was not your... Feces! Not your fault, Micah. Don't you dare start absorbing... Dammit! Absorbing the responsibility for this. Flames!"
"You followed procedure, my brother," said Ferrel, steadier now, "Good thing, too. What happened?"
"We got our duffs drubbed," said Kidwell, "Micah, they hit like you do. But they don't stop. Is Sonya all right?"
"She's fine," said Micah, "Just out. The constables should be here before long."
"SEU," corrected Kidwell, "Hurry up, Charles. We need to vanish before they arrive."
Micah tried to voice a protest but Kidwell forestalled him.
"No, Micah. We need to be elsewhere. I'm basically fine and I'm pretty sure Charlie is, too."
Ferrel nodded. "Six-sigma. As of now we three plus our attackers are the only ones who know you had help, my brother."
Micah tried to think of a counter to that but failed.
"I've been much worse, Micah," said Ferrel, "Six-sigma truth. You ready, dear?"
Kidwell rose to her feet and the two of them only limped a little as they started for the alleyway.
"Best hurry, my brother," said Ferrel, "I can hear sirens."
Micah heard them now too. As the others left he made his way back to Manselli. She had a strong pulse and good, regular breath.
By the time the SEU arrived he had all of his and Manselli's valuables removed and shallowly buried and he sat beside her.
 
 



Table of Contents
Chapter 0. Prologue
Chapter 1. Battle Stations!
Chapter 2. Beginnings.
Chapter 3. Sewer-Swishing
Chapter 4. An Ordinary Day
Chapter 5. Fighting for a Job
Chapter 6. House Connections
Chapter 7. The Tragic Schism
Chapter 8. Crime Behind Crime
Chapter 9. People 101
Chapter 10. Night of Deception
Chapter 11. Departures
Chapter 12. Meetings
Chapter 13. An Accent Remembered
Chapter 14. Loyalties
Chapter 15. My Enemy, My Friend
Chapter 16. The Prince's Story
Chapter 17. Rapid Flight Protocol
Chapter 18. No Escape!
Chapter 19. Dedication, Duty and Dessert
Chapter 20. Family Old and New
Chapter 21. Epilogue
Chapter X: Afterword
Chapter Y: Preview


cover.jpeg
4 ; ¥ e

) socK =our N 24!
THE STONE SLADE SERIES

.JA'VI== MATT CO)'(





