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Chapter 1. Terror Attack!
 
Ben al'Vooshi, truth-finder for the Vizier Erri Benjamin al'Ahmas, bowed to Franc Elshid, First Assistant to the Vizier. Elshid gave honor by returning a microscopic bow. A great honor, considering the circumstances.
"The prisoner still has not talked." Elshid made that a statement.
"No, Moha Elshid. His resistance to the questioning is... considerable."
"It is. A suspicious man might think other things, truth-finder. You have been Master of the Question for the Vizier for many years, yes?"
"Yes, Moha. Few have resisted so well but there have been a few!"
"Indeed. The Vizier will not be pleased if this infidel is one of such."
"Yes, Moha. I shall break him by the Feast of the Flight. Dhu'sehdi!"
"Dhu'sedi," repeated Elshid, "And if Dhu does not will it? Did not the Vizier know your work from past years, questioner, your resolve might be suspect."
al'Vooshi clamped down carefully on his anger. "I will break him, Moha. If not, his carcass shall feed the maggots by Feast's end!"
"See that he does, truth-finder, else his carcass shall have company."
al'Vooshi bowed low to hide the set of his face. When the infidel did break, and break he would, Dhu grant that the dagger of Ben al'Vooshi should wipe the smug smile from Elshid's face! The Vizier's blood might be sacred but not so that of his First Assistant!
As al'Vooshi left the room the Zehbol'ach flanking Elshid's door caught his eye. He grasped his dagger then looked beyond al'Vooshi's shoulder. al'Vooshi nodded and smiled. Elshid's insult had not gone unnoticed!
Nursing thoughts of what information the infidel might reveal kept al'Vooshi entertained all the way down to the subbasement and the small, filthy room where he waited. The man stank of sweat and foulness, grue of his stubborn will not to talk.
al'Vooshi examined the machine next to the man. Amazingly, it was set almost five percent above what would kill most men. Even more amazing, the man was resting. Resting! Not comfortably, Dhu grant that, but resting nonetheless. al'Vooshi backed it down halfway and picked up his nerve lash. He had ample equipment for the question, but later. Later, when he at least had the infidel's attention! He set the lash high and whipped the man a few times. When he finally grunted al'Vooshi spoke.
"Now, infidel, speak of your mission here! Tell me and the pain will stop. You make yourself suffer, fool. Why? Why not ease your agony?"
The man wore an icy glare as he worked to unclench his jaw. "Stone. Micah J. 113th Tactical Assault Squadron, Commonwealth of Caustik. Discharged. CCMS-4421-0882MJS0728-T-0014." 
al'Vooshi stabbed the pain inducer to halfway. The infidel clenched his jaw and grunted again but said nothing more. al'Vooshi turned the unit down again.
"I know all of this Stone, Micah J. Now you will tell me how you came to be here and why. My patience is beginning to wear thin!"
Micah worked to relax his jaw muscles but kept his mouth shut. Not yet. Not quite yet. He took a ragged breath and sent his mind back down more comforting paths. He heard his tormentor repeat the questions again, and again, and again and he felt the pain increase. Not yet. Not yet! The drugs would come again soon so Micah moved his mind to the answer the man wanted. Then forward along that path: with it clear now he could, he hoped, confuse it yet again.
***
"Good morning citizens of the League and visitors. This is Cole Berdishon with LNN reporting from Shalim City on the lovely world of Iarru, capitol of the Semid Federation of Worlds. We are here today to celebrate the completion and grand opening of the Peace Spire. The Semid Federation has long been a staunch ally of the League and the Peace Spire stands as a tribute to the Semid Bureau of Commerce and our own Merchant's Guild and the centuries of friendship and trade our worlds have shared. There is quite the party going on down in the plaza, too, let me tell you. Let's go to LNN's premiere expert in that area, Mary Bayer. Mary?" 
"Thanks, Cole. Mary Bayer here in the Spire Plaza where the official opening ceremony and dedication will take place shortly. With me is League Ambassador Sean Parre, who has been at the embassy here for... How many years, Sean?"
Parre laughed. "More than either of us wants to admit, Mary. In all those years, though, I cannot recall a more joyful time than this!"
"Truth pure and simple. Now, in your official capacity Seigneur Ambassador, how are you feeling right now?"
"I'm feeling better than simple words can describe, Mary. If you would, please have your casterman pan across the crowds here in the Plaza. As good as these wonderful Semid citizens feel, that is how I feel. As good as the League visitors and delegates here feel, that is how I feel. As good as the Guild reps feel, I share those feelings. For as long as the people here on Iarru have been with us, that is how I feel." Parre's comm beeped and he listened a moment. "Mary, I'll have to leave now. That's the official signal to gather."
"Thank you Signor Ambassador. Sean. Will we see you at the official celebrations tonight?"
"Absolutely, Mary! I'll look forward to it." He turned directly into the holocaster. "I can also state authoritatively that Signora Bayer is an outstanding dancer!"
Bayer laughed as Parre left the platform.
"I suppose that confirms it! Cole, back to you. This is Mary Bayer, LNN, reporting in the very joyful crowd here in the Plaza." Bayer smiled into the 'caster a moment. "We transferred? Polar." She lit a drugstick. "Ricky, pan around the crowds here and get some stock image. Make it look like we're in the middle of it. Well, more in the middle, I'm not ready to mingle yet. This is too ruddy good an angle on the Spire. Frank, help me frame it so it's just over my shoulder." She looked back. "Frost but that's a beautiful piece of work! Yeah. Me too." She listened to her comm. "Flames! Birdman's going to transfer to us again. He must have a drooly vix spotted. Slib." She took a last draw off her 'stick, dropped it and stepped on it.
"Got you, Cole," she said, smiling professionally again, "Yes it is. The ceremony is just starting now and I think that's Senator Rubig preparing to..."
A brief moment of brilliant, actinic light and the signal stopped.
***
"That's what we have, folks." Ted Ionoski pressed a button, the hologram faded and the room lights brightened. "Apart from this what do you know?"
Vera Kidwell took a deep breath and shook her head. "Just that, Ted. Someone bombed the Peace Spire just when the ceremony was starting."
"Not just bombed," added Gunter Rene du'Charle 'Charlie, burnit!' Ferrel, "From the zone they evacuated it was a bad one."
"It was," confirmed Ionoski.
"Nuclear." Micah stone reviewed the final milliseconds of image. "Just how bad was it, Ted?"
"Bad. Not just a nuke, either. It was a toxic nuke. Just over a million and a half killed instantly with at least that many more within the first three minutes. No count and no reliable estimate on the number of casualties after that. That's not even counting short-, medium- and long-term injuries, fallout, contamination... Most of the city will be uninhabitable for the next few centuries. We have cleanup crews there but there just isn't a lot they can do yet. A lot more Semids will die before we can even land ships there. Iarru is in major chaos right now and it will get worse before it gets better. We're sending all the help we can but even that will take a long time to show any effects."
"Do we know who," asked Micah.
"The Bare Blades of the Brothers of Esav have taken credit," said Ionoski, "Metropole received a message just thirty-seven minutes LINC-absolute too late to do anything about it."
"Esavians!" Micah spat the word.
"Was that verified," asked Kidwell.
"It was," said Ionoski, "The message originated from the Saddireb Libre beacon. I know that could have been from anywhere within the system but I overheard in the fresher that there weren't any ships powered or grounded there at the time."
"Barbarians," said Micah.
"No blather there," said Ionoski, "I don't have to tell you a lot of people are very upset at this, including no small number of Semid citizens."
Micah examined the galactography of the Federation. He scowled at the results.
"Exactly," said Ionoski, "The Semid worlds are about three-quarters surrounded by Esavian space. They claim no central government or allegiance but attack one and the others will swarm to its defense."
"We could take them out," said Micah, "It wouldn't be easy but it is feasible. We'd need to transfer some assets and set up a solid logistical chain but the infrastructure is there. Especially with the Semid worlds on our side. We could establish enough bases and repple-deps to sustain a military operation of whatever duration is necessary."
"Or not!" Kidwell's voice held equal measures of disgust and disbelief. "Micah... No!" She shuddered. "They may be slimy, evil and barbaric but we're not! I can't... No!"
"They're terrorists," said Micah simply, "They have loyalty to each other but no one else, no central government to control them and, obviously, no qualms against attacking innocent civilian populations. The only language they really understand is violence and we can ruddy well speak it louder than they can!"
"I agree," said Ionoski, "With Vera. Sorry, Micah, but she's right. The Bare Blades are one faction out of several hundred. They're scattered all over the Esavian worlds and mixed in with the populations there. If we could isolate them we might think hammer but for now that's simply not possible or desirable."
"So what do we need to do," asked Ferrel, "And why?"
"Why is easy," said Ionoski, "The Semids have been friends and allies for almost as long as the Federation existed. They're excellent trade partners and they have provided us a lot of intel on places we can't seem to infiltrate. That plus they asked us.
"Their military is good," continued Ionoski, "but optimized for quick deployment and planetary defense. They're not equipped, large-scale, to handle counter-terrorism. The best they have for that is SIF7 and they're small and spread thin."
"They are good at finding and taking down cells, though," said Micah, "Did we train them?"
"We helped start the program," said Ionoski, "SIF7 operatives train mostly like we do but with more emphasis on stopping terror attacks. And, as you noticed, they are quite good at that. What they need now is more wide-focus help."
"Again," said Ferrel, "What do we need to do?"
Ionoski made an expansive gesture. "The Semids asked us to '... help ensure and protect the safety of the Semid Federation of Worlds and its citizens.' Those are my orders."
"Mighty broad orders," commented Micah, "Are we the only team assigned?"
"I don't know," said Ionoski, "and I asked specifically. Assume we are and make some plans. Then assume not and see what changes."
"What about military options," asked Micah.
"If I can give Strategy and Planning a six-sigma-solid target those might be open. Otherwise, no." Ionoski gave Micah a level stare. "And I do mean a solid target. No speculation and no unverified strikes."
Micah nodded.
"So we have a lot of work to do," said Kidwell, "Yes? Micah, no extermination. These people may not be the best of neighbors but we can't arbitrarily wipe them out."
"Without a six-sigma-solid target." Micah spoke those words clearly within his brain but they never touched his lips!
***
Micah dug into all the information he could find concerning the Semid Federation and its neighbors. The League predated the Federation but it still had a long history of its own, and one of mutually beneficial trade with the League and more than a few smaller governments close to them. They had no internal strife and, minus a few post-Collapse conflicts with outsiders, no formal wars.
Most of the core worlds survived the Interim relatively intact but the Imperium never blessed them with its vast resources. The Founding Families, the earliest Semid leaders, painstakingly worked out the optimal size and efficiency for their small empire and wrote the Semid Articles around it. Then, once those were established, the Families and all the rest of the pre-Semid peoples worked diligently to attain them.
Once the Federation grew to its optimum size they stopped expanding, established their borders and began developing their worlds. Micah admired that: rather than expanding blindly the Semids chose their boundaries and lived within them. That led to a very peaceful demeanor and vision among the Semid citizenry. Early League merchants attributed that to high moral character but the Semids corrected them quickly. Interstellar war and conflict were bad for trade!
The Federation's relationship with the League was also amazingly clear of incidents. After the mutually beneficial resolution of the few significant disputes that rose both Semid and League merchants settled into a very profitable routine. Semid merchants bargained hard and League merchants warned each other not to send in rookies and all of them laughed about it. From what Micah could discern the Semids had no inexperienced merchants.
The Semid difficulty with the Esavians began with the Semid world Goshairin, which the Esavians called Gazrin. Just over a hundred years after the Articles the Esavian world of Barrhian Dhu claimed Goshairin, demanded that the Semids cede all rights, evacuate it and allow Barrhian Dhu to colonize it. The Federation refused: its settlements predated any others by at least a century and its few native inhabitants gladly joined the Semids as full citizens. Before long three other Esavian worlds had representatives there, all reinforcing Barrhian Dhu's position and claiming ownership by divine right. The Federation refused again and Barrhian Dhu finalized the negotiations with a massive military strike against Goshairin and its closest neighbor Covenant. By the time the Semids marshaled their military forces the Esavians had established colonies on both worlds and refused to leave. When the Federation reluctantly wiped them out no less than eight Esavian worlds declared holy war and launched attacks against multiple Semid worlds.
After two weeks of short negotiations the League agreed to provide the Federation with limited military assistance and matériel. The Semids used the League forces to defend their own worlds and sent their forces to attack the logistical structure of the worlds attacking them. That triggered a massive Esavian attack that stopped only because of the arrival of massively overwhelming League reinforcements. Ten years of brittle negotiations, mediated by the League, ended the outright war.
Still unsatisfied, the Esavians changed from military tactics to terrorism. They developed diplomatic denial to an art and eventually the Semids gave up on them. They formed SIF7 and began finding and eliminating Esavian terror cells. The Federation then settled into an uneasy peace punctuated by incredibly brutal and vicious incidents when SIF7 failed to prevent them. As their ties to the League grew stronger the Esavian terrorist acts grew fewer and fewer and after fifty years of relative peace the Semids began construction of the Peace Spire.
Micah turned his attention to the Esavians and their worlds. All the information they had came from Semid operatives working, overtly or covertly, on missions there or from the rare League traders who did business there. Even allowing for opinion bias he found very little of redeeming value about them.
Worship of their deity Dhu formed the central pillar and foundation of Esavian life. Micah found solid information on two dozen different sects with the implication of many, many more. Though great in diversity the followers of Dhu held a few tenets in common. First and foremost was that there was Dhu and only Dhu: any person who did not share that belief was not a person and worthy only of death or extermination. Liberal sects might allow for education but not many did. The worship of Dhu was outlined in the Dhu Lan or the 'Path of Dhu.' Any non-Esavian making reference to Dhu in any sense was infidel and worthy only of death and instantly earned hatred and contempt. To a person all Esavians were hyper-sensitive and touchy about their religion, quick to take offense and heavy-handed in dealing with such offenders.
Micah found the history dealing with the Esavian worlds a little clearer. According to records gleaned both from the Semids and some of their neighboring governments they first settled on Barrhi Esav before or during the Collapse. Over the years they spread to the surrounding worlds, though not without difficulty.
Occasionally one or two Esavian worlds might ally themselves in an attack against other Esavians but these incidents rarely lasted more than a few engagements. Micah found no documents detailing the reason for the hostility or its resolution, only that they concerned Dhu and his worship.
Some of the material Micah read listed Esav as an actual person, others less so. He tried to fathom something from the other data but found nothing.
Micah next turned his attention to the Esavians' other neighbors. The League had decent relations with a few, some trade with others and no contact with the rest. The very sparse information he found concerning dealing with the Esavians summed up to one word: don't! They all had incidents of conflict with the Esavians, most for no reason anyone but the Esavians knew.
Micah chuckled at one irony of galactography and politics: the Path of Light system, a minor member of the Unity of Triumph, lay within a long jump of the Esavian world Daguol. The Unitites uniformly despised the Esavians even though their Writ expounded tolerance and education over hatred and ignorance. Also, despite its classification as a relative backwater Path of Light supported and received military assets much in excess of what it should.
Micah felt the vestige of a smile forming behind his lips. Official word had forty-three incidents between Unity of Triumph and the Esavians but with the implication of more. Settling them ranged from diplomatic negotiation to military action. That suggested a course of action.
"... and their customs! Most of them are totally barbaric. I didn't know such behavior could even exist, even outside the League!" Kidwell half-paced beside the conference table. "They are totally barbaric! I don't even see how we can consider them a civilization."
"So, Vera," said Micah, "tell us what you really think. Don't be so diplomatic."
Kidwell stopped and stared a moment then raised Micah a finger.
"I must agree," said Ferrel, "I concentrated on their technology, naturally. 'Barbaric' makes a fair start in describing it but only on the more advanced worlds. The overall technology for all the worlds is far inferior to League standard and on individual worlds it's even less. Most of them don't even have a global net."
"So you'll be at a disadvantage," said Ionoski as he entered the room.
"Blather and plenty of it," said Ferrel, "Bet me I won't use their ignorance against them! Their lack of technology isn't just because they can't produce it, either. From what I can gather the average Esavian sees absolutely zero need for even the most rudimentary tech. About the only thing they will have is an accurate chrono. By what they import they don't even have individual comms! The exception to the rule is weapons. They'll take anything anyone will sell them. That's a bad idea, though, because if they think the price is too high or they don't like the seller or Dhu bats an eye wrong they just take the weapons and graciously allow the person who brought them to leave alive. Or not."
"Micah," asked Ionoski.
"TLI right now, Ted, but I have a good idea how to change that."
As Micah explained Kidwell's expression turned to amazement and Ferrel's grin tickled his ears.
***
Micah looked around with considerable curiosity. The starport hadn't changed much but the changes surprised Micah. He and Ferrel walked across the now-open concourse toward a very familiar building. As he walked he passed eight stores, all with the crest of the Merchant's Guild and some of them hosting one or more independent traders.
"Welcome back Agents Flint and Creel." Karl Perry took and pumped Micah's hand then Ferrel's. "I received your request. I have you an appointment scheduled for early tomorrow, if that is convenient."
"Very much so, Seigneur Ambassador," said Micah, impressed, "Also much more than we had hoped."
"This place seems a lot more open since we left," said Ferrel, "What happened?"
"Walk with me," said Perry, "We'll talk.
"I'll start with politics. Joshua Orris made it through initiation handily. He was elevated to First of the Circle with unanimous approval. During the process he cut quite a swath through the Orders, including his own. That made him unpopular with some folks; you'd be amazed at the corruption he managed to root out. That strengthened him in all the right places, though, and everyone but the ones he splashed love him. Firsts Brellin and Maas managed to hold their positions. Technically speaking they didn't break any laws but their popularity took a serious hit.
"The other Firsts were in a bit of a quandary about those two. Their misdeeds involved illegal trade, but illegal only because it extended beyond Unity borders. And, since the resolution of... troubles... necessitated greater trade with the League the Firsts weren't sure what to do. Orris argued that they should keep their positions since they did pay taxes and tithes, albeit indirectly. That persuaded them to assign penances, and not really bad ones at that. Right now they're working to make amends to their congregations and Orders, and with general public acceptance. And close scrutiny.
"First Juch was expelled from the Orders and jailed. I'm not sure where he is but I can assure you he won't be back in any public capacity. Ever. The other Firsts uncovered a lot of stuff you didn't find, each bit worse than the last. Even if he lives long enough to finish his sentence his name is anathema, and I don't mean the downzone either!
"After due consideration, minus Orris who considered it a conflict, the Circle elevated Jacob LaDimaan to First. I don't have a good read on him yet but he does seem to be a straightforward sort. He doesn't particularly like the League but he doesn't dislike us either. He's a lot more like Frond than Orris, though, and the Unity is first and foremost in his thoughts and actions.
"For the most part the Circle has been very generous with trade and treaty terms. The League is no longer an epithet and so far it's worked out well. Once the Unitites found out just how severe Guild sanction was and how they treat questionable behavior they decided we aren't all scoundrels and liars. More so after a couple of indictments and punishment over something they considered minor."
"We read the report," said Ferrel, "Jonas told us there was concern at high levels but we sent assurances upstream. After we read about the measures the Guild took, we knew."
"Slib. I'm not sure but I think one of Brellin's penances is to assure propriety and fair pricing in the shops and ships here."
"Heh," said Ferrel, "He does have experience."
"Truth. That plus Litho and Orris keeping an eye on him. Maas is taking a more ground-upward approach. He's working with Unity merchants to establish proper morals and protocols. He's working with a pucko you might remember: Lafe Treadley."
"Blather," said Micah, certain that Perry misspoke.
On Micah's and Ferrel's first mission here the Unitites took Treadley and three other League citizens hostage. Micah, Ferrel, Kidwell and Ionoski engineered their release and turned Unity toward a more enlightened view of the League.
"Double blather," added Ferrel.
"Truth pure and pristine," grinned Perry, "He cashed out everything he had to establish solid trade here. He took his time, didn't go for the fast profit and played by every rule they set him, even when most of his money was gone. They tested him hard too, for truth! Someone or someones knew to a credit just how much he had, how much discretion he had and how little he had left. He took it all, though, and stayed the straight path. Then, when Orris himself said the man was honest they gave him the sweetest deal you'd ever want on a platter. As soon as he opened it to the Guild, and he could have kept it to himself no blather, they certified him Master Merchant and put him in charge here. Between them he and Maas have righteous trade established here."
"Polar to orbit," said Micah, "What about Frond?"
"Hasn't changed a micron. That's not all bad, though. It makes him predictable. Mostly. He always puts the Unity first but since the Unity is now embracing League trade he's accepted it. He still doesn't like us, six-sigma, but he always deals fairly. Harshly, but fairly. He did try his hand at nasty, though." Perry chuckled. "Take a guess at who he appointed to handle paperwork between the Unity and the League."
Micah shrugged and Ferrel kept silent.
"One Hieronymous Morr," grinned Perry.
"Heaven's... flames." Micah simply couldn't put any punch behind the words. Ferrel covered his mouth to stifle the laughter.
"No blather," grinned Perry, "The day he took office, with a slight promotion and a great increase in status, he swelled like a spongefrog into his new importance. Unfortunately his wit didn't keep pace."
"Not nice," said Ferrel, now over his giggles, "He did help us. Unwittingly, truth, but still fact."
"I know," said Perry, "We took that into account." Perry pointed to one of the small stalls nearby. "As it turns out Seigneur Morr has a weakness for Kandy's Candies from Bellejardin. We make certain he receives sufficient 'quality control samples' and he does his job quite well. When we informed Orris and Litho I thought they would laugh themselves spotty. We send them occasional samples too."
Micah shook his head. His fiancée Jenn loved Kandy's ChocoSpirals and that she had that in common with Morr was something Micah did not need to know!
"But that's not why you're here," said Perry, guiding them into the eatery next to Kandy's. "Can you talk and do you need a secure area?"
"I need chog," said Ferrel, "Double sweet and triple chocolate!"
"Double stout," said Micah, "There's no secret, Karl. We're here for information. I can't specify beyond that because we don't know if it exists. Have you mentioned anything?"
"Only the bombing of the Peace Spire. It didn't make the news here and I thought with the Esavians close by it would be prudent."
"Dead on the beam there," said Ferrel.
"One other thing," said Micah, "How's the downzone?"
"Still a downzone. We've maintained quite profitable contact with your friends there. Not much happens that they don't know and we've passed a few tidbits to Orris and Litho. They didn't ask and the information helped preempt at least four potentially narsty situations. Will you be needing them?"
"No," said Micah, "At least I don't think so. As I said we're primarily here for information. I seriously doubt they'd have what we need."
"Slib. There is one more thing, though, now that I think on it." Perry leaned across the table and lowered his voice. "Do you remember Isaac Velvert?"
"Yes," said Ferrel, "He was significant but not terribly so. Even at the end of our op his position in the structure was uncertain. Why?"
"I'm not surprised," said Perry, "He's sly, sneaky, devious and cunning. Even now we're not sure where he stands, power-wise. He never acts like he has much but he has a lot of unnoticed influence. He does have a frothing slaver against the League and anyone associated with it, though, so if you do anything remotely close to him watch your six. Nothing really touched him. Orris accused him of supplying indelicate information to the other Firsts, Juch in particular, and gave him a penance for it. Velvert never denied anything but he did plead and prove orders. He kept his position, though, so watch out. I don't think Orris trusts him and I certainly don't."
"Cryo," said Ferrel, savoring his nibblers and chog, "We stand warned. What about the Brethren?"
Micah grimaced; both of them had unpleasant memories at the Brethren's hands.
"That's a bright spot. Orris deposed Ludurz and Norril and ripped open their records. They might have destroyed some evidence but what they left was more than enough to hang them out to dry. After Orris purged their ranks the Circle appointed new heads and they implemented lots of new policy. They're not nearly as heavy-handed as before and people appreciate that."
Micah nodded. "Thanks, Karl. That's a cargo ship of news and a lot more good work. Thanks for telling us."
Perry grinned and made an almost-bow. "At your service, gentlemen. Just let me know if you need more."
Perry left and Micah and Ferrel ordered food.
"That's a lot to assimilate," said Ferrel.
"No blather there," agreed Micah, "I am glad we made a positive difference."
"Double-plus that," agreed Ferrel, "What would you say to a pleasant walk around town after we finish our meal. Maybe walk off a few calories."
"Charles, turn off your telepathy!"
***
Micah examined the city as they toured it. As with the 'port it changed barely but significantly. He saw more colors both in clothing and in shop displays. The people, while still quiet, spoke more often and also spoke more often with the Brethren. Micah saw several cases of citizens receiving directions or just exchanging pleasantries with them. Both of them saw more advertisements for League merchants and merchandise and they both chuckled whenever they saw one for Kandy's. They also saw a marked increase in the number of obvious tourists: still not many but more than on their last visit!
After a time Micah felt eyes on his back. When they stayed through two streets he looked at Ferrel. A subtle glance and a lifted eyebrow communicated Micah's feeling and a small nod from Ferrel confirmed it. They began maneuvering casually but with purpose and before long Micah caught a glimpse of the man.
He wore a cloth tied around his head and draped to cover his face and shoulders. Micah felt the hatred emanating from him and directed at everyone around him in general but Micah and Ferrel in particular. He was unarmed but not worried about that fact at all.
"Got him," said Ferrel softly, "Good image, too. Want more?"
"Not particularly but it wouldn't hurt."
"So leave alone but observe?"
"Plus-plus."
The man trailed them until just after dark. Ferrel maneuvered to capture additional holos, more for practice than anything else. Micah did notice that the crowds avoided the man, unconsciously. No one specifically stepped away but people adjusted their paths to avoid his. Micah filed that datum as interesting.
Back at the legation Micah filed a report, attached Ferrel's images and queued it to send with the next courier. He then showered and sought his bed.



Chapter 2. Old Friends and New
 
Micah rose early the next morning, spiffed his uniform and dressed carefully. He didn't care for full formals but the man they planned to visit deserved them. Ferrel had a similar thought and the two of them soon rode in the back of the nice hover Perry provided.
"I could learn to like this," said Ferrel as he pulled a chog from the vehicle's microbar.
"You'd be bored witless within a week," countered Micah.
"Truth and pure," said Ferrel, "but it would be a six-sigmas wonderful week!"
Micah forbore a response. Ferrel was in a high humor more suitable to swap banter with Kidwell. The buildings they passed looked mostly the same as before but still with the more frequent splashes of color. When they reached the capitol complex the Dome of the Circle hadn't yet cracked and fallen so Micah surmised that he and the others hadn't led the Unitites down the paths of sin after all.
The Dome of the Circle itself had changed not at all. Micah felt an unsettling sense of memory as he walked up the wide, polished steps. His last visit here encompassed one of the most important and sensitive steps in their operation here, making it one of the most high-pressure and stressful for a rookie operative. Added to that: Micah had to make a time-critical burn into the Firsts' own net in their own building right under the nose of military-heightened security. Still, because of their success then he and Ferrel approached openly now.
The Brethren on duty compared Micah's and Ferrel's IDs to their list then took biomentrics. They motioned them inward only to repeat the process with another pair of guards. After they authenticated a young page escorted them deep into the building and to a conference room furnished nicely but simply. A picture window looked out over the city and a finely-crafted copy of the Writ rested on an ornate stand beside it. Micah and Ferrel sat, only to rise when two other men entered the room.
"Good morning, my friends! Blessings of the Light upon you and your path."
Micah took a moment to evaluate Joshua Orris. The man looked good! His elevation to First of the Circle suited him. He wore an air of confidence, peace and purpose all without the barest hint of pride or arrogance. He smiled with open sincerity and when Micah took his hand he had a firm but gentle grip.
"Honor is ours," smiled Micah, "You are looking well, First Orris, as are you, First Litho."
Micah shook Kermit Litho's hand as well and found it no less genuine than before. In fact, Litho looked even more ready to laugh now than when he and Micah last parted.
"The Great Father showers His blessings on us all, Masters Flint and Creel," said Litho, "Now more so than ever. Will you join us for tea?"
As Litho spoke a page brought a steaming pot of tea and a small plate of nibblers. They sat and he portioned them around.
"We noticed quite a few changes here," said Ferrel, "I trust they are for the good?"
"Truth under the Light," said Orris, "At first many people among the Unity were uncomfortable with change and the idea of it. In time, though, they - and we - discovered that you of the League truly are as good as your word."
"There were some few incidents," said Litho, "but all such were handled quickly and to the satisfaction of all." His eyes twinkled. "As you no doubt noticed the Dome has not shattered so all is well. We have all benefited greatly from our trade, but few as much so as Page Morr. I trust Master Perry informed you of his new responsibilities."
"He did." Micah produced a large box. "We thought it prudent to provide an extra assurance of quality, if you would care to indulge?"
Both Firsts laughed, but did help themselves to their 'sample.'
"How is your sister, First Orris?" Ferrel waited until he washed down his candy. "Our friend Vera will skin us most painfully if we fail to bring her news."
Orris smiled, then his expression turned serious. "She is cured and past her sickness now and working for the Circle. She along with members from your Healer's Guild have begun opening hospitals and treatment centers throughout the Unity of Triumph. They now routinely cure ailments we ourselves could not and they train any who wish it wherever they go. The Great Father has richly blessed their endeavors. That... That is well worth our brief... incident."
"Indeed, Brother First," added Litho. Then, to Micah and Ferrel, "But that is not why you are here. It is well to discuss the goodness and mercy the Great Father bestows but that is courtesy and more than that brings you here."
"Truth," said Micah, "We're here for information. It might be of a delicate nature yet we are hopeful you can help us."
"Anything within our power," said Orris, "But information? Naught more? What is it you seek?"
"Information," repeated Micah, "Did Master Perry inform you of the tragedy of the Peace Spire?"
"He did," said Litho, "That is a disaster and a most unconscionable act. When we shared the information and the holos he gave us all of our congregations began prayers and vigils for their souls and families. But how does that touch upon us?"
"Because the Esavians claimed credit for it," said Micah, "We haven't yet shared that and we would ask that you not."
"Barbarians!" Apparently that word slipped out before Orris could stop it. After a moment of startlement he looked sheepish.
"I cannot chastise you, younger brother," said Litho, "It is the Light's own truth that they are not the best of neighbors. The Writ instructs us all to make peace with our neighbors and to share the blessings of the Light but the Esavians seem blind and deaf to either. No doubt the people on Path of Light would deem such words inadequate." He looked at Micah and Ferrel. "I do not know what of our information can benefit you, my friends. We have little contact with the Esavians and none of that is of a pleasant sort."
"That, First Litho, is exactly what we need." Ferrel handed him a dataspool. "This is all the data we have concerning the Unity of Triumph and the Esavians. Anything you can add to it is more than we have and greatly appreciated."
The two men took a moment to scan the spool, then Orris nodded.
"Perhaps we can help," he said, "We must confer with our brothers about what may be found and what can be said of it. I also do not know what it might be but anything we can give we gladly will."
Micah smiled. "That is all we hoped and more, First Orris. The Semid peoples are strong and long-time allies of ours. They have asked for our help and we have promised it, so anything you give us will of necessity help them as well."
Orris nodded and smiled. "This will take time, though. Will you dine with us?"
"An honor under the Light," said Micah, surprising both Firsts.
***
Lunch brought a pleasant surprise. Though Orris and Litho had matters to attend they commended their guests to the care of Georges al'Marklin, Orris' closest friend, aide and confidant. He was as pleased to see them as the Firsts.
"Welcome, brothers," said al'Marklin, "The Light shines upon our paths that they cross again! It is wonderful to see you."
"You as well, Signor al'Marklin," said Micah, "And in better times, it seems."
"Better times indeed," smiled alMarlkin, "The Great Father blesses always. I'm glad you'll be dining with us although the fare may be less elegant than your usual."
Micah chuckled at that. "Our 'usual,' Georges, is military rations. I don't mind them but Rick usually compares them to recycled dray leather and hull cement."
"With hydraulic gel for dessert," added Ferrel.
Several of the others in the room looked at them in amazement then chuckled behind their hands.
"In that case," said alMarlkin, "eat, drink and be at peace under the Light of the Great Father's hand."
"This is quite good," said Micah.
He spoke with simple truth! The meal started with hard-crusted bread and a tangy cheese. The main course brought a spicy hash with meat and vegetables, followed by a fruit tart for dessert. When asked, al'Marklin said all of it came from local sources.
"Polar," said Ferrel, "It's all worth exporting, especially those tarts! I can think of eight worlds that would love them."
al'Marklin smiled and started to respond when his comm beeped. He listened a moment, spoke an acknowledgement then turned to Micah.
"I shall mention your words to the proper people," he said, "but for now First Orris wishes to meet with you."
This time only Orris did meet them. He had a box of dataspools.
"This is what we have, my friends," he said, "We would ask for discretion. Some of this information is not widely known here."
"Then we shall be the only ones to view it," said Micah, "It will remain with our team."
"No, my friends. Do not misunderstand me. Please do add it to your archives. If any of it is of help we will consider ourselves satisfied. Few here like the Esavians, may I be forgiven for saying it. It is simply... There were... incidents... that are not pleasant to contemplate. Their resolution was effective but brutal. We would not have the burden of it on those of our people who might be distressed by it.
"I and we realize that the Writ is not well-known outside the Triumph but any man or woman of the Orders or the congregations would sooner lose an arm than force the Writ upon those who do not desire it. Better that we as a people should cease to live than that! Our path is one of peace and learning. The Esavians, though... Theirs is not."
Micah smiled. "I understand, First Orris. While I do not share your beliefs I do respect them and I respect you for following them. We have both read your Writ quite extensively. It is a commendable life and I honor you for it."
Orris smiled and half-bowed. "I shall respect you for that, brother. Perhaps one day when we have more years behind us than ahead we can sit at leisure and discuss the finer points of it."
"Done," said Micah, offering his hand, "We'll leave you now. I know you have matters to attend and we appreciate the time you took for us. Please do convey our thanks to First Litho as well."
Orris smiled. "May your journey be blessed of the Light, my friends. Please do return as you are able."
Back at the legation Perry left a message for them to see him when they returned. Puzzled, Micah and Ferrel sought him out.
"It's about the man you imaged last night," said Perry, "We've collected as much information as we can on Unity's intel agents, such as are. Under the garble, of course."
"Of course," said Ferrel.
"This stape isn't one of them. What's more, he doesn't belong here."
"Howso," asked Micah.
Perry gave him a strange look. "You don't see it? Slib. I suppose being here long-term does have its benefits. One absolute about every citizen of the Unity of Triumph is, well, unity. Uniformity, more like. They're all consistent. I won't say they all dress exactly alike because they don't, but they do all dress similarly, modulo weather. That's the least of it, though.
"Every person here, even the most hardened downzone sinner has a core belief in the Unity and the Writ and it shows. It shows in the way they look at each other and the world." He called up a holo. "This man doesn't fit. He looks suspicious. I don't mean he appears suspicious, I mean he looks at everything and everyone around him suspiciously. Constantly. Also, from what I gather about the holos you took he radiates it. Notice how the crowds avoid him?" 
"I actually did," said Micah, "I also felt, well, almost a hatred from him. Not quite that, though. I suppose contempt would be a better word. Or possibly disgust."
"Six on the beam," said Perry, "Unitites who don't like you will obviously and blatantly avoid you. That or they'll tell you to your teeth; there's nothing subtle or unconscious about it."
"So any ideas about this one," asked Micah, "We had him tagged as a hostile local. Should we try for more?"
"Your ball, your call," said Perry, "I'll pass the word to keep an eye open for him. If the two of you want to investigate I'll help any way I can."
"But," prompted Ferrel.
"But your mission has a very high priority," said Perry, "I know it's something to do with the Peace Spire and that DOSTRAP wants their data rather badly. I absolutely do not want to keep you from that."
"Slib," said Micah, "We'll leave this pucko to you, then. let us know if you need us." 
"Plus-plus!"
***
"This is interesting," said Ferrel.
He and Micah rode their fast courier back toward League space.
"Which part," asked Micah, "This is a lot of data we didn't have."
"Precisely my point, my brother. As best I can tell they didn't hold back anything. Every incident they had with the Esavians, trivial to major, is here."
Micah could only agree. What the Intelligence archives classified as a minor skirmish on Path of Light the Unity spools painted as a major battle. More than once! Before Unity began keeping a strong military presence stationed there the Esavians killed a lot of Unity citizens. At times it seemed they did so just to kill them.
"Dawn's Hope," said Ferrel.
Micah nodded. After Unity started a colony there and had it well-developed the Esavians again claimed the world and demanded that Unity leave. At first they demanded, then they followed up with military force. After a bloody evacuation Unity withdrew and the Esavians established a strong colony there and started moving colonists in. The Unity forces then attacked, blasted away the minimal defenses there and bombed the Esavian colonies out of existence. The Unity commander didn't restrict himself to military targets nor even put forth the pretext that he did.
Seventeen Esavian worlds instantly declared war and sent ships against Path of Light, Dawn's Hope and several other Unity worlds. They met with strong opposition, though, since the Unity forces waited at those worlds and two others not attacked. Well-organized, supplied and prepared, the Unity forces soundly defeated the Esavians. Micah investigated the Unity tactics and found that while Esavian forces from one world did act together they didn't bother coordinating between others. Using this fact the Unity commander chopped the Esavians to pieces while only taking light casualties.
What came next both fascinated and disgusted Micah. The last Esavian group in the battle, the ships from the world Dhubonna, retreated with almost a quarter of their ships intact. The Unity commander, Admiral W. Gregory Shrubbs, organized all his undamaged ships and supplied them off the ones that had taken damage. He then followed his enemies home. Shrubbs waited in high-outer orbits until the comm traffic indicated that the Esavians had all landed and settled down.
Shrubbs microjumped his fleet in, tore through the few planetary defenses and began raining massive, indiscriminate destruction down on the planet below. First he blasted out of orbit anything that did not come from the Unity of Triumph. Next he saturation nuked the starports. After that he bombed the major population centers using a mixture of mostly-clean nuclear and conventional munitions. Then he bombed the minor cities, villages and any other gathering place. He continued bombing until he ran out of ammunition. Nor did Shrubbs limit himself to the single planet. Though the Esavians had few of them he also destroyed their asteroid grinders, floating megafacs and any other structure or infrastructure within the system.
Upon his return to Path of Light, and his subsequent report, Shrubbs was allowed to resign and retire to an isolated estate on the planet he sacrificed so much to protect. All the men and women serving with him were sworn to secrecy about his action and as best Micah could tell they complied.
Even though Shrubbs spent the last years of his life in seclusion the impact of his actions could not be denied. After Dhubonna the incidents between Unity and the Esavians grew infrequent, minor and very easily settled.
"Effective," said Micah.
Ferrel, pale-faced, stared at Micah in disbelief.
"Yes, Charlie, I know. They were also brutal, abhorrent, inhuman and several other bad things but they were effective. Shrubbs spoke to the Esavians in a language they understood. Once he showed the willingness to bring the fight home, use overwhelming overkill and scale it up as far as he could and all of it when the Esavians were weak it worked. Draw your own conclusions."
"Therein lies the problem, my brother. I did. I analyzed the data, just as you did, and came to the same results." Ferrel held up a trio of spools. "It seems Retired Admiral Shrubbs spent a great deal of his isolation writing histories and memoirs. These constitute his work concerning the Esavians; both tactical essays and observations. I haven't started them yet."
"Don't," advised Micah, "Let me do it. I have a pretty good idea what they might contain and you probably don't want to."
"Thank you, my brother! Once we're back in the League dessert is on me."
"Make it a full meal."
"Done!"
Micah dove into Shrubbs' memoirs and found them everything he warned Ferrel against and more. Apparently the Unity forces captured some of the Esavian invaders and Shrubbs ordered them transferred to his custody. The report detailed nothing of their capture save that it happened at the end of the battle over Path of Light and before he departed for the Esavian worlds. Reorganizing and resupplying his fleet took just over a week and these spools contained the information he wrested from the seven prisoners he managed to break.
Most of the information on the spools concerned tactics and strategies. The prisoners confirmed Shrubbs' hypothesis that forces from different worlds didn't coordinate. They had some communication between members of the same sects of Dhu but nothing past that. The prisoners implied that it was a matter of honor but none of them said it outright; they assumed it was something so elementary that anyone with a single brain cell would know it.
By reading between what the prisoners said and comparing it to what they actually said Micah inferred that the only thing the Esavians respected was overwhelming force. Then he corrected himself: grudgingly recognize was closer than respect.
Micah also delved into the reports on the prisoners that didn't break. Three of those committed suicide. Each of them had serious injuries and tried to refuse medical treatment. That confused Micah since two others had more serious injuries and another three less serious ones and all of them accepted aid eagerly. The others at first adamantly refused to give any information. Shrubbs detailed the methods his interrogators used and some of them bordered on torture or brutality. The most effective was skinning and salting but it only worked after the first prisoner died without talking.
On the subject of Dhu the prisoners did give more information, some openly and more gleaned by secret surveillance. According to the Esavians Dhu created all of space and time and Esav was his chosen child and prophet. Only those with the blood of Esav were his chosen children, hence the only ones worthy to receive the teachings of Dhu. Others, they said, could learn Dhu Lan but would not be accepted as the full children of Dhu but rather as inferior siblings.
For those who would not follow Dhu Lan only death would suffice. It was the duty of all brothers and children of Esav, bloodlines notwithstanding, to exterminate the infidel. Those who died in that pursuit instantly attained paradise while the rest had to earn their way there. None of the prisoners elaborated on either of those points.
The transcripts of the prisoners' conversations among themselves also made several references to the 'Marks of Dhu.' The others referred to one of the prisoners who didn't break as 'highly marked.' Micah never found any meaning to it but all the others listened carefully when he spoke, and when he left some of the others spoke of 'earning their marks.' All of the prisoners obviously accorded great importance to 'marks' so Micah searched as hard as he could but found nothing.
"Make it a ruddy good meal," he told Ferrel when they drew rations, "Those spools were every bit as bad as I thought and worse in some areas. But... Shrubbs was effective. I wish we had some data on those 'marks.' I have a creeping suspicion it's important."
"Wish in one, pizzle in the other," said Ferrel, "This mission could get ugly fast, no blather."
"Truth and pure. Given what we have we can probably convince Ted to cold seven."
"We could, my brother, and I am severely tempted. If we did, though, someone else would end up with it. Besides, we might already have done it."
"Possible," said Micah, "We are to '... help ensure the safety of the Semid Federation and its citizens.' No constraints other than that. Have we?"
Ferrel shrugged.
Micah sighed. "I can think of eight solid ways to do just that. Absolutely. All of them would have Dr. Colwraith walking on sunspots to slap me speckled, assuming Vera left enough of me for him to hit."
Ferrel made a sour face. "Let's go over a few of them, my brother. Work out some of the details. Maybe we can find a way to accomplish the goal without compromising ourselves and our morals."
"Fair coin. Option one: total military annihilation of all the Esavian worlds."
***
"Interesting," said Ionoski, "Not what I expected but more so in some ways. I also agree with you, Micah, that the Esavians will not acknowledge or recognize anything other than massive and overwhelming force."
Ionoski met them at the starport on Aurora Maiora where he told them, somewhat mysteriously, that Kidwell would join them in two days plus jitter.
"The pious question is whether that force must be military," said Ferrel, "Secondary to that is whether or not terrorism against the Esavians would work."
"That one we couldn't answer," said Micah, "No matter how we adjusted our criteria. As a matter of record, or at least the ones we were able to access, the Esavians have never kept a single treaty any of them signed. They might give lip service or, more likely, use it to lull the other party into complacency, build up assets and attack by surprise. The ones signing were from a different tribe, sect, planet... Hades! Maybe even hair color."
"Or," said Ferrel, "they gave no respect to the infidels signing them. That summed the highest but the error cloud was massive, too. We need more information. Ideally we need someone inside Esav."
Ionoski's expression tightened. "Understood. I'll convey a conversation I overheard in the fresher."
Micah and Ferrel nodded. He meant data beyond their security clearance but germane to their assignment.
"Rumor said we tried to infiltrate one or more agents into the Esavian worlds and culture. The agents we got back all showed signs of having been tortured. Slowly and thoroughly. None were able to confirm or deny because they were all dead. Or so I heard.
"The only place outsiders are even remotely tolerated is Saddireb Libre, and there only if they provide some benefit and only so long as that benefit lasts. Most of the other Esavian worlds will host trade, but only to a very limited extent. Liaison maintains a mission there but it only has two officers: the ambassador and his secretary, who happens to be Intelligence. They're bored but they also make sure to stay within sprinting distance of their courier. Most non-Esavian merchants are strongly encouraged to leave quickly and to leave their valuable cargoes behind. They also tend to back that up with pulse cannon and phase torpedoes."
That caught Micah's attention. "Phase torps?! Those are at least a century obsolete!"
"More like fossil fuel," said Ionoski, "But still dangerous in massive enough numbers and the best the Esavians can maintain internally or buy.
"Yes, Charles, not even the Consortium will sell the Esavians any advanced weapon tech. We don't have access to the Esavian archives, of course, but certain sources overheard in the fresher hold the opinion that the Esavians originated close to Consortium space and were moved away from it early in the Interim. Some may still be there. But think about it a milli. Are the Corpses likely to be interested in a large group of bloodthirsty barbarian terrorists just as likely as not to bite the hand that supplies them?"
Ferrel winced. "Six-sigmas truth on that, Ted."
"Too bad we can't box 'em up and ship 'em back," said Micah.
Ferrel winced again but Ionoski merely nodded.
***
Micah worked hard over the next two days modeling Esavian behavior and setting up scenarios in which they would, under the behaviors from the model, change their actions. Only overwhelming force brought a positive-sigma result and that none too often.
On achieving similar results Ferrel joined with Micah and merged their models. They differed very little from each other and the results not at all. Even when they refined their data well past any verifiable information they had.
"From what I see," Ferrel finally admitted, "we don't have enough information, still and yet. We know overkill works but we can't seem to factor out the kill."
"Truth, brother. And, sadly, the Semids don't have enough heavy nukes to completely wipe them out." When Ferrel looked up Micah nodded. "Yes, I calculated it. Not only do they not have enough nutcrackers, they also don't have sufficient ships to strike before the retaliation window. If they tried it they'd be frosted pretty badly."
Ferrel stared at Micah hard then popped an indigestion tablet. "Micah, my brother, I don't know if it bothers me more that you did the calculations or that it wouldn't work. That bothers me too."
Micah shrugged. "You know I like covering my assets, even from low probabilities. Tends to keep you alive when things turn spiky. I know it is absolutely not an option and I'm not advocating it, or even a limited version of it. I haven't yet found a solid target; terrorists tend not to have those.
"I also checked a few feasible limited-attack scenarios. Squelch and worse. Only total extermination would work and that is neither feasible nor desirable. It would have been remiss not to at least check it, though."
"Truth if bitter." Ferrel nodded reluctantly. "Best not to tell Vera, though."
"Double-plus no blather on that! I'm not insane!"
***
When Kidwell's ship arrived and lowered its ramp two strangers, a man and a woman, walked beside her. On seeing them Ionoski broke into a smile. Micah studied them intently. They both walked with an easy grace, efficiency of motion and an attention to their surroundings that spoke of elite training. These two were dangerous and skilled.
"Hello, Ted," smiled Kidwell, "As you can see the Federation Council honored your request. Please allow me to present Kate-Lynn Siffai and David Barstein."
"Katie," said Siffai.
"Dave," said Barstein.
Ionoski introduced himself, Micah and Ferrel.
"We're honored that you're here," he continued, "Especially considering the circumstances that brought about the request."
Siffai smiled. "Considering the help you've given us in the past, Master Ted, it is our honor to be here."
As the six of them walked toward their building Micah assessed Barstein and Siffai and caught Barstein doing the same of him. He smiled knowingly at Micah and nodded a brief salute.
"Katie and I are SIF7," said Barstein, "We've had considerable experience conducting operations against the Esavians. That's why the Council sent us. We also have all of our data concerning them and their operations against us in the past. Some of those are highly classified and we must respect that."
"Of course," said Ionoski.
"Apart from that we are to assist you in any way possible," continued Barstein, "There was precious little evidence left after the Spire. SIFComm believes the Esavian cell operated in and around Shalim City. Whether they evacuated or died we don't know and it will be a long time before we can find out, if even we can."
"We're also still working in an intelligence vacuum," said Ionoski, "The more you can tell us about the Esavians the better we'll be able to plan. We haven't had a lot of Esavian incidents within the League. We tracked some cells and prevented some attacks but they generally don't attack us."
"Because you could swat them like a troublesome insect," said Siffai, "We cannot."
"Our greatest need at the moment is information," reiterated Ionoski, "That is our first priority."
"After our guests are settled," smiled Kidwell, "Which shouldn't take long." Then, to the two Semids, "We're also prepared for your dietary concerns, if that's an issue."
"It isn't," said Barstein, "but we appreciate it. Katie and I are both conservative and not orthodox. We pray privately on the sevens and observe loosened dietary statutes. That tends to fit our jobs better."
"But we do appreciate the effort," said Siffai.
Micah found the meal both enjoyable and quite tasty and certainly no different from any others he'd eaten. The spices and combinations were new but those changed from planet to planet and even across a single planet.
"It's a matter of cleanliness and purity," said Siffai when she saw Micah examining the food, "All vegetables must be thoroughly washed with clean water. All utensils and containers used in the preparation must be clean as well. The meat must not come from a scavenging animal and it must be thoroughly cooked. That's the basic course in relaxed Semid food laws. The orthodox restrict the cuts of meat that may be eaten as well as some vegetables and fruits: only those that produce seeds may be eaten."
Ferrel examined his food. "What about soya and multein?"
"Soya is generally acceptable," answered Barstein, "Quality control pretty much assures the basic material is clean before it's processed. Since soya plants do produce seeds they're acceptable to the orthodox and the meat flavoring is considered a spice, even if it comes from meat." He shrugged. "So say the scholars, that's good enough for me.
"As far as multein, I can't really say. Some segments, both conservative and orthodox, hold that any possible taint of a scavenger is not acceptable. Others say that since the food laws were written before modern processing and QC standards that multein, even if processed from a scavenging animal, is clean and therefore acceptable."
"For me it depends on the taste," added Siffai, "I'll eat it as long as it doesn't taste like silica grease."
Chuckles.
"Did you know the Esavians have food laws as well," asked Siffai.
"No blather," asked Ferrel, "Are you familiar with them?"
"Truth," said Siffai, "and yes, we are. Very! I would call them ridiculous but some might say that of ours."
"Scavenging animals are not unclean," said Barstein, "but only certain portions of any animal may be eaten. All food must be prepared under light; food prepared in darkness is unclean. Most Esavian sects avoid cannibalism but Dhu Lan does not specifically forbid it. In fact, some portions of their history report that Moa'Dhu himself survived on the bodies of his companions when the food ran out."
"Pardon me," said Micah.
"Forgive me," said Barstein, "I did not mean to offend or disgust you!"
"No," said Micah, "You didn't. The man you mentioned, Mwadoo?"
Siffai and Barstein exchanged glances.
"Moa'Dhu," said Siffai, "The Prophet of Dhu." Upon seeing no comprehension she continued, "He was the prophet who brought Dhu Lan to the children of Esav. He also wrote the Lan'Quor."
This time Ferrel and Kidwell joined Micah in puzzled stares.
"Lan'Quor. 'The Poems of the Path.' It is the Esavians' most holy book. Surely you know of it!"
Ionoski shook his head. "As I said, Katie, we've had little meaningful contact with the Esavians. Even at our mission on Saddireb Libre. They report various holy days and feasts but none of the make any sense and the Esavians told our officers not to leave their building during them."
"You must message them to obey and respect those orders," said Barstein urgently, "Else the Esavians will kill your people and repudiate any agreements you have!"
"I will," said Ionoski, "but it won't be necessary. Those orders are at least ten years old and repeated every two to three months. Our ambassador there has very little business and infrequent contact with any Esavians. Our traders have more and they simply conduct their bargains and leave. Typically the same day they land. The locals just ignore us if they don't have business directly with us."
"Typical," said Barstein, "In their minds the Esavians are insulting you. They are refusing you knowledge of Dhu which automatically condemns you to an afterlife of torture and suffering. By denying you Dhu Lan they believe your souls will suffer eternal torment." On seeing Micah's expression he continued. "I know. Yet as I said it is typical of the Esavians. They will smile and watch you until you're not looking, then they attack. If you have the audacity to defend yourself you have insulted Dhu and Esav and your infidel lives are forfeit. Any Esavians around you will swarm to the attack and not stop until you or they are dead."
"They do understand superior force, though," said Siffai, "Our sources report their fleets massing around their planets. After the Peace Spire we sent a protest to Barrhi Esav."
"And?"
"The Esavians refused our ship permission to land," said Barstein, "Which we expected. The ship then broadcast the message in clear and not encrypted. They responded by opening fire with their shore batteries. Also expected. As our ship retreated it recorded all the responses they transmitted. Some almost contained civil language but none expressed even a milli of remorse."
"SIFComm considered military action," said Siffai, "but given the level of chaos on Iarru and in the rest of the worlds in general they decided to defend our worlds instead and to ask you for help. There are times I wish the Federation was ten times its size."
"Do you have any ideas on what to do," asked Kidwell.
"Mass extermination is tempting," said Siffai, "but not an option nor desirable. We of the Semid follow a path of peace both by nature and by beliefs. Even the harshest SIF7 operative would not pull the trigger on such an operation. Even though the Esavians are evil past redemption there is always the hope that someday they may become civilized."
Kidwell opened her mouth, then closed it. She looked from Siffai to Micah then back.
"Absolutely not an option," said Ionoski, "Agreed. Micah?"
"I agree, Ted. Besides, it would take a prohibitive number of nutcrackers to ensure proper overlap and do the job correctly. That's heavy-duty nukes, Katie," said Micah at her questioning look, "Ones big enough to crack through a planet's crust, penetrate into its core and disrupt it. Problem is you'd need at least four hundred to completely destroy an average-sized planet. You'd also need to increase that number because you'd be bombing and not placing for maximum effect."
"Micah..."
"Look! I wouldn't want to commit that mission either but I did calculate it to establish a good, solid baseline. Even if it will never come to pass!"
The following silence grew both loud and awkward. Finally Siffai raised her glass.
"To the establishment of baselines," she said, "even though they will never, never come to pass."
After another awkward pause Kidwell raised her glass and the rest followed.
***
Micah cleared his mind and began his workout. Ionoski took Siffai and Barstein somewhere after lunch, Micah knew not where. They left him ample time to study and even more new material for fodder. His first treasure came quickly and it concerned Esavian society. More specifically it concerned Dhu Lan because that comprised the entirety of the Esavian peoples. Dhu and his worship dominated Esavian society and custom even more so than the Writ ruled the Unity of Triumph. While Unitites might have different interpretations on some matters of the Writ they never came to blows over them.
Not so the Esavians! From what Micah read brawls, duels, riots and even pitched battles occurred frequently among the different sects of Dhu. Even a few battles between different Esavian planets happened, though not often. Even when physical mayhem didn't occur the Esavians constantly squabbled and bickered among themselves. The only guaranteed way to unite a group of them was interference, insult or attack by non-Esavians.
He also discovered the meaning of 'marks.' Male children attained their manhood sometime between the ages of thirteen and eighteen and thereupon underwent various rites of passage. Completing these came with ritual scarring or tattoos, mostly about the head, shoulders, neck, arms and upper torso. Nor did the rituals end with manhood: learning, and marking, continued for life. Different sects and planets had different marks but 'highly marked' meant wisdom universally.
'Earning marks' happened both with learning the proper ways of Dhu and with performing outstanding acts in his service. Any man who dishonored himself or brought shame to his sect or family might 'lose his marks,' or have them removed. Micah didn't speculate long on how that might be accomplished. A quick cross-check against Shrubbs' memoirs revealed that the prisoners who committed suicide had suffered disfiguring wounds to their torsos or arms. Healing them would have left scars or required skin replacement.
Micah felt Siffai enter the room but, respectful of his activity she remained silent and started her own workout.
Women received little esteem in the eyes of Dhu. Micah found the term boer'khai Dhu, '... younger sisters of Dhu,' used to describe them but the Semid files presented a different image. Male Esavians were expected to protect and defend them exactly as a farmer would guard prized livestock. That description more accurately reflected women's role in Esavian society. Micah cringed at the thought of Kidwell loose in that society. A part of his brain chuckled at that thought: infiltrating Vera into an Esavian world might be just the cure they needed! 
Micah took two deep breaths and started his next routine.
Dhu Lan cautioned against waste and futility and praised thriftiness and martyrdom. Apparently that encouraged fierce fighting against the infidel unto and past the point of death, provided the one fighting took at least one enemy with him. More enemies killed equated to greater glory and pleasures in Allhai'Dhu, the Paradise of Dhu. By what Micah read before stopping for this workout he could tell little difference between futility and martyrdom, only the death of at least one enemy. Or infidel. 
All infidels were enemies but not all enemies were infidel. Serious fights between Esavians or Esavian sects were just as bloody and apparently just as sanctioned, but fallen foes received some honor if they fought well. On martyrdom from such battles Micah found nothing.
Micah finished his routine and bowed to Siffai, who returned it. He drew a glass of water and sat to watch her workout. Efficient, he decided. The routines she executed were meant to kill or disable quickly and with efficiency, whether against one foe or many. She shared many moves with Micah's routine and only the order differed, which made no real difference.
"Impressive," he said when she finished.
"Thank you." She got water and sat beside him. "You are dangerous," she said, stating and not asking.
Unsure of how to respond Micah merely shrugged.
"I mean no insult, or praise if that would offend, Micah, but you cannot deny the fact. You are dangerous. You fight to kill quickly and have done so many times."
"I could say the same of you."
"Truth. And you would be correct. We could also say it of David. He and I have fought for our lives many times and against frightening odds. Only our skill and our trust in each other gave us the victory. And survival."
"We've all trained," said Micah neutrally.
"Sela'hai. But not. The others, Ted and Vera and Charles, they have trained. But not. They are soft, you are hard. You are solid and hard and one I would trust behind me, did the need arise. Have the other three even fought past training?"
"They have. We've all fought for our lives. I suppose I just show it more."
"Because it is such a part of who you are. When you look at me, Micah, I see the eyes of liff'khatia. The desert cat known as the whisper of death: the last thing you hear before you die. Liff'khatia is deadly dangerous but loyal to the others of its pride."
Micah shifted uncomfortably. Siffai struck close to nerve more than once.
"Can you speak of it," she asked, "Will you? We of the Federation must often fight for ourselves and our freedom, our families, friends and our way of life. This we all have in common, all of us in SIF7. It is what gives us our edge when we are in the field."
"I understand," said Micah, "I trust my life and all I hold dear to Ted, Vera and Charlie, and have on more than one occasion. As for me... I'll talk if you want but it isn't pretty."
"Please, Micah."
"Slib." His expression hardened. "Have you heard of the Commonwealth of Caustik? That's polar, not many have. It was a highly toxic world left on its own during the Collapse and Interim. Its government evolved from a necessary system of prioritization into a rigid stratification under which the privileged rich, highcarders, had everything they wanted while the rest didn't. Those were the lowcarders. Me and my family. We struggled to make it and were doing it when my fiancée and I were assaulted by three highcarders juiced up on turbo.
"I had a choice between a years-long death sentence detoxifying the equator or military service. You can guess which I chose. The unit I landed in was called 'elite.' It wasn't. Have you ever heard of juice troopers?"
Siffai gasped.
"Exactly. I was one of their best until my CO turned coward. He gave me the big boot to cover his own assets and I landed in the League Marines. That's when I learned the truth about my former unit: it was dirty. It was as dirty as it's possible to be." Micah clamped down hard on his emotions. "They conditioned us subliminally to cover what we did, what they did, but when I left it all came out. We did the things that would make any decent person or military puke their guts out."
"I see," said Siffai, "Tell me, Micah. Would this 'juice trooper' have a problem killing the Esavians?"
"If ordered? No. I - we - would have exterminated them on every scale. From planetary bombardment and biological agents down to slaughtering them in person. Men, women, children, old, young, healthy or ill. No matter the cost or the casualties we took." Micah now spoke totally without emotion.
"And would you now?"
"No! Absolutely not! They may be uncivilized and beyond hope of it, but no. Not only would I not do it or condone it, I wouldn't allow it. I'd fight against anyone who did until my dying breath."
"Seal'hai. I shall trust you with my life."
Siffai offered her hand and when Micah took it she grasped his forearm and placed his on hers.
"As brother and sister we shall fight," she said.
When she broke the grip Micah saw more than just respect in her eyes.
***
Micah showered meticulously and thoroughly. Bits and pieces of the Esavian data he'd read kept popping into and out of his mind interspersed with his talk with Siffai. After he dried and dressed he sat, relaxed and sent his mind into its calming and peaceful places. Memories from Caustik and his time in the 113th kept surfacing and disturbing him. He finally settled into a not-quite-awake yet not-quite-asleep state that allowed him to rest but also to keep his thoughts focused and in check. Ordinary sleep would serve him better but he knew not to let that happen with his mind in this state.
***
The equatorial sky of the 113th training complex was cloudless and clear and the weather hot and dry. It held a biting tinge of the caustic chemicals that would begin killing any person not wearing a respirator or dosed with specific antidotes. On a day like this, naturally, Sergeant Hile scheduled a full day of vigorous physical activity. Micah along with the rest of the recruits, all of them dosed with Fear as well as antidote, worked and sweated and struggled in the acrid scalding air. Micah drew lucky: he and four others fought unarmed against fifteen of the other recruits. The luck: he and his group also had Flame. After a series of long fights, violent and bloody despite the dampers they all wore, Micah and three of his group stood victorious.
***
Zerralis Minor: a group of three planetary systems claimed by the Claudian Resolve almost fifteen years ago. Despite the fact that the Resolve executed a relatively bloodless takeover of the blatantly and excessively corrupt former government, a small group of self-proclaimed patriots still fought their conquerors. The Resolve considered them rebels and traitors and wanted them pacified or dead. Due to tense politics between the Resolve and some of its neighbors and rumors of League involvement they couldn't use their own forces so, after appropriate negotiation, they hired the 113th. They deployed with orders to finish the rebels before the incidents escalated enough to openly draw attention, League or otherwise.
Micah's unit dropped into a fortified headquarters and began fighting. They almost caught the rebs totally by surprise but they made up for the fact with far superior numbers. After two long and bloody hours Micah found himself isolated and facing almost a dozen rebel crunchies. They were well-armed and almost as well-armored. A hefty dose of Flame and fifteen minutes later found Micah with three penetrating hits to his armor and a dozen well-armed and -armored bodies for company. He took a moment to patch himself and his armor then he located his unit and made his way toward them.
***
Alpha Nexus IV: a world outside the League but petitioning to join. Ostensibly, or so said rumor; politics in the Alpha Nexus systems defined the word labyrinthine. Still, the League always took such petitions seriously even when the petitioners didn't. Micah's unit ended up on the edge between the rest of the Caustik forces and the League's with none of them happy about it. The League meat looked at Caustik's best as backworld soggies and Micah and his fellows knew they would decimate the opposing forces before the League crunchies finished polishing their armor. Still, someone had to do the job and Micah's unit cut cards and lost.
The landing and deployment went like any other; most of Micah's unit hit the action leaving Micah and his friend BJ Tyler to guard their lieutenant. The 113th soldiers spread into assault formation and began wreaking havoc on their enemies. Then the enemies struck back. More and more casualty reports came in and the line, especially where it joined the League's, began to bow backward and collapse. Micah, Tyler and Sanders moved in to support their fellows.
Futility! The enemy forces had more reinforcement than they should and Micah knew why. They had allied themselves with the Consortium, unbeknownst to the League, and now they had sufficient resources to defend their positions. Micah's unit dwindled to nothing save himself, Tyler and the lieutenant. Then Tyler sacrificed himself to neutralize a forming enemy advance and left Micah and Sanders pinned with little hope of victory or escape. Then Micah Flamed himself to take out a tank and an infantry column, then rescue Sanders and then retreat to the League command point to warn them.
***
Remise/Slyco: the League Marine training camp. He and the other recruits had a well-earned weekend furlough. Micah and his three friends finished closing a dance club and walked in search of food. Instead they found a group of bangers spoiling for a fight. The three embryonic Marines with Micah gave the thugs their fill and then some, standing victorious over them. Then the leader, half-recovered from the drubbing Micah gave him drew a pulse pistol. Flameless and slow now, Micah couldn't reach the man before he fired, then fired again. Darkness.
***
Micah roused to the sound of his alarm beeping. Morning. He stretched himself carefully, one muscle at a time. As he did so his thoughts began to coalesce. That process continued as he took a slow shower and by the end of it he had something. He had the wisp of something; it hovered in the dark part of his brain just beyond his grasp. He felt the seeds of frustration starting over it.
He and Ferrel worked most of the morning refining their simulations to incorporate their new data. Kidwell joined them around midmorning. She had her own models, of course, and merged them quickly.
"Flames. Just about what I figured," she said after the initial run.
"We tried, Vera," said Micah, "At first we had squelch for Esavian intel. Now we have a treasure ship of it and it didn't make a milli difference."
"Did you work up any better ones?" Ferrel tried for a Vera-ish stare and failed miserably.
"Not really," she sighed, "Even with Dave and Katie helping. We can't do anything trade-related because we don't trade with them. That knocks out most of our major incentives before we even start. We checked some economic measures but those won't work either because they don't have a central economy. We could attack the individual systemic economies but that would take a long time, require saturation-infiltration and it still might not work."
Ferrel's eyes lit up and he began working his terminal.
Kidwell looked at Micah. "Katie even tried a sim where we provoked one planet into war with another. Even if we knew the right triggers it wouldn't help. The  result of a provoked attack wouldn't be any different than from a natural one; their independent economies are chaotically robust enough to absorb it."
"Feces!"
"Wait, Charlie," said Micah, "I thought so too but it might still work. Call up the data we have on the individual system economies, or the planets' where they're different. Not the sigma total but the raw data."
Ferrel twiddled the data until he did.
"Cryo. Now break the overall flow down by factions. I know, we don't have data, but we do have rough ratios. Use those."
After a pair of minutes Ferrel managed that.
"Rut," said Micah, "So much for that thought."
"Phase down," said Kidwell, "Charlie, squirt me your links. Micah, don't surrender before the battle starts."
Kidwell began working trends and soon outpaced Ferrel's ability to keep up. Finally she reached a tenable conclusion.
"It's got some holes in it," she said, "but we can fill those in as-able. Micah, my lover, you are good for something besides lunch.
"Please note this main flow of wealth. It begins and ends with Saddireb Libre which happens to be one of the three richest Esavian worlds. It is also, most notably, the only Esavian system that almost welcomes outside trade, at least with us. That implies they might be less indisposed toward trading with others. Mark that as testable. The second-richest, Barrhi Esav, is the principal anchor for the other side of the Saddireb Libre flow. While there is a notable Blades presence here it's a lot higher on, say, Tarhin, which happens to be one of the poorest of their worlds."
"Not much poorer," said Ferrel, "Except for the big three all the Esavian worlds are poor. Every time one of them starts building a good economy they get into a skirmish with one or two other worlds, drain off all their resources and start the cycle again."
"Except for those three," said Micah, "Why?"
"I say we put it to Dave and Katie when Ted brings them back," said Kidwell, "They're presenting their intel to the higher-ups. I guess DOSTRAP doesn't know we're already into it."
"Or care," added Micah, "One of you help me with some time-correlates."
Kidwell and Ferrel both did. Ferrel snorted as he began refining Micah's work but said nothing. Micah merely raised an eyebrow. He knew the other two far outstripped him at this and they knew he knew it.
"Slib," said Kidwell when they finished, "Micah, my love, this is interesting but will it sell soya?"
"Absolutely!" Micah highlighted several facts. "Count every skirmish between one world and one or more others. In every case Saddireb Libre is not involved but its economy always grows. Same with the other two but to a lesser extent. These worlds are the banks; that's why they're never attacked! The other worlds all know that. They know where they get the money to fight and who helps lick the wounds afterward! They don't have an official central economy but I think we've just found the actual one! If not that then at least where the money flows."
"Flames! All truth and no blather there," said Kidwell, "Pious question: how do we use it?"
Micah sat back and grinned. "I just found it dear, the next part is up to you two."
She curled her lip and raised Micah a finger.
"Here's an extra question," said Micah after they worked and re-worked the information, looking for a plan, "Do we have intel for other ships trading at Esavian ports? I know we have data from our mission but that's limited. They don't welcome League or Semid ships, or Unity if there were such, we know that. What about others, though?"
Ferrel keyed in some quick queries. "The Mekhajan and Vezieri seem to do frequent business there. Relatively speaking. Looks like the Jengiil may too, but we can't be sure. None of them really like the League either and they don't really want to trade with us."
Micah began checking data on those three governments. The Mekhajan Collective had a maintainable level of technology only slightly inferior to the League's but much higher than its neighbors'. The People's Republic of the Jengiil and the Vezieri Hegemony each purchased a great deal of Mekhajan merchandise and each used its link with the Mekhajan against the other to maintain a peace of sorts.
"We could probably bribe the Jengiil," said Kidwell, "That seems to be prevalent there. Reports from League free traders say any justice is available for the right price. Their emperor - pardon! High General - doesn't appear to be stable, either. Militarily he is but not mentally."
"With what and for what," asked Micah with a sour face.
"With what is findable," said Kidwell, "For what is a Jengiil transponder tag or letter of marque, whichever is easiest."
"Which would allow us to trade," said Ferrel.
"Which would allow us to land somewhere besides Saddireb Libre," said Ionoski as he, Barstein and Siffai entered and sat, "Which might just be the opportunity we need to infiltrate an Esavian world."
"Not something a sane person would want," said Barstein, "but useful if it can be done. Unless you're Semid, or League, it isn't really that hard to land on an Esavian world. The hard part is being accepted by the locals, even as an infidel trader."
"That would pay off in platinum, intel-wise," said Kidwell, "Ted?"
"Let's work out some particulars and I'll see what I can do."



Chapter 3. Aboard the Jenni Silver
 
Micah flexed his fingers carefully, muscles tense from his neck down to his waist. Ferrel winced as the ship scraped something loudly before locking into the dock.
"Hell's frost," he said, examining the readouts, "You didn't quite bend the docking grapple in half, my brother, but we will need to replace a few hull plates."
"Close it or hose it," said Micah, working the tension out of his body, "While you're about it tell me again why you're not doing this. You were Navy!"
"Indeed so, my brother, I was Navy. More specifically I was signal tech and astrogation. I just tell you when and where to go." Ferrel grinned as each entendre sank in. "Besides which fact you, my formerly jarhatted friend, were a Marine. They're supposed to be versatile!"
Micah growled as the TACSim reset itself.
"We are versatile! I personally know over four hundred ways to kill someone, with or without weapons, pain optional."
The comm crackled over Ferrel's reply. Fortunately!
"Try again," said Ionoski's voice, "I'm resetting the sim now."
"Why can't we have a real pilot, Ted," asked Micah, "This box is about five times as massive and half as zippy as anything I've ever driven!"
"You know the why, Micah," said Ionoski patiently, "Trader crews are always small. Even if we disguise one or more of us as a passenger it's still a lot of warm bodies. Besides, I think it's fortunate that at least one of us qualified as a real pilot! Keep trying and before long you'll have your Master Pilot cert. Think of it as career enhancement."
Once again the comm crackled over a response, this time Micah's. He had ten credits each from Ferrel, Kidwell and Ionoski, their wager on the best pilot among them. Even though Micah collected the money he suspected he'd actually lost the bet! He knew Ferrel could drive a skiff or pinnace; Navy basic training covered that for certain truth! Still, when the test results came back Micah stood at the top of the list. Siffai and Barstein demurred when asked; neither had any experience behind the controls of a starship, shuttle or pinnace. Nor had Micah since he left the 113th but that cut no credits with the others. At least he had that, they said.
"Steady, my brother," said Ferrel with genuine cheer, "Encouragement! This time you only scraped the hull."
Only!
***
Micah checked his hud and applied some thrust. His ship, the Jenni Silver responded sluggishly. Well, to him it felt sluggish. The ship itself was a much repaired Cuttle class patrol and light transport boat surplussed some twenty-five years ago.
The ship had more than she showed, though! The outdated engines were in fact shells machined around much more powerful modern ones. When Micah first saw her he wanted to turn around and leave but the Techs in charge of fabricating her then began showing off all the surprises the old hull had beneath the facade. Micah gained again an appreciation for what Guild Techs could accomplish with a little time and imagination!
Driving it still felt like pushing a grounded hover across a frozen lake, though! A fully-loaded cargo hover against a stiff headwind!
"Ground Control has given clearance," said Ionoski, "Coordinates and landing protocol received and acknowledged. Pilot, take the wire and land us!"
"Aye, cap'n," said Micah, "One bounce or two?"
As Micah began his descent spiral toward Dumshang Down Ionoski updated the rest of the 'crew.' Barstein and Kidwell learned enough to handle engineering provided they didn't have an actual crisis, Ferrel sat as astrogator and copilot, Siffai qualified as a medic and Ionoski sat as captain and owner of the vessel.
As the ship dropped Micah's perception sped up. He took a breath to slow it again. Although the vessel had some zip it paled to nothing against the TACships Micah had driven before. After a long double-figure-eight over a choppy ocean Micah slid the ship into port and grounded softly.
At the behest of GC he activated the gravitics and locked the thrust in neutral. Before long a tender locked on and towed the ship into her berth. Once Micah received the all-clear he lowered the ship onto her skids and powered down to port maintenance level. The hull popped and clanked and the hud advised him to await further instructions. Then the comm beeped.
"Good job, Micah," said Ionoski. He activated the comm and spoke softly a moment. "That's my call to visit the authorities. Stay buttoned up while I'm gone, keep your eyes sharp and your stupid hats packed away."
***
"'... keep your stupid hats packed...' indeed," said Ferrel, "Does he think we're rookies just out of training? Pizzle drips!"
He, Micah and the others gathered in the lounge with video feeds from the ship's external scanners. They showed starport workers bustling about their duties, stevedores swarming other ships to load or unload cargo and officials walking pompously about looking for something to require their attention.
"Perhaps 'Captain' went to his head," suggested Kidwell.
"Or 'pirate,' my dear," countered Ferrel, sitting at a terminal, "Now one of you fetch me some chog. I have work to do."
Barstein complied, handing Micah a tube as well. He made a comment about who did the real work but Ferrel airily ignored him. Easier to steal a giant bloodhawk's egg than to separate Ferrel from data.
"They're trying to burn in," said Ferrel, "How rude! We've barely arrived and they want our deepest, darkest secrets! Heh. These stapes are almost childish, but not quite. Our defenses are holding and I've initiated mirror-backlash."
"Charrrrlie..."
"Polarize, my brother. If they even think about synchronizing with my signal it's gone and they'll think it's part of the terrain. Besides, as far as they're concerned they've just owned our entire net."
"What?! Should we not cut the connection?" Siffai sounded truly apprehensive.
"It's cryo, Katie," said Kidwell, "Charles has a fake ship net complete with data well in front of the real one and isolated past what they're likely to try. What they will find exactly matches our declared manifest plus a few extra items that are legal but highly-taxed here. We should be able to bribe our way past it and it should reinforce our credibility."
"Oh. But if burning in is that easy..."
Siffai stopped talking as Micah and Kidwell burst out laughing.
"It's not," said Micah, still laughing, "Trust us on that fact. Charlie values his own privacy twice as much as he ignores everyone else's."
Siffai smiled at that and after a moment Ferrel spoke.
"Not nice, my brother! I heard that!"
Working with incredible subtlety Ferrel attached a sticky nose to the warez currently probing his system. The hostile warez didn't even twitch when he locked it in place and when they withdrew he had a fragile tunnel into their system. Before long he extended a delicate web of probes into whatever he could find. He carefully didn't alter anything but he copied everything he could. He then buried a thermal worm set to wait an appropriate time before detonating and carving him a cheap door. He had just started probing deeper when something beeped and he swore.
"What is it," asked Micah.
"Contingency blip from Ted," said Ferrel, "Putting it on screen."
Siffai relaxed from combat stance with a sheepish look at Micah. Ferrel's work mesmerized her and his sudden profanity startled her.
The lounge's decrepit holovee cleared to show Ionoski walking across the concourse toward the ship with two men in gaudy military uniforms accompanying him. Occasionally one or the other spoke, twice eliciting a response. By the set of Ionoski's shoulders and, more importantly, the presence of a kerchief dangling from his shirt pocket, he neither expected nor perceived any trouble.
"Surprise inspection," opined Micah, "Slib. Places, all. Let us match our presentation to that of our illustrious vessel."
By the time Ionoski cycled the 'lock Micah stood inside.
"This is my pilot, Carl Shale," said Ionoski, "You'll find his certifications up to date and in..."
The man on Ionoski's left cut him off and held out a biopad. Wordlessly Micah placed his palm on it. It flashed green and its display cleared to the information crypcerted into the ship's transponder.
"Acceptable," said the man, "Show us the rest of the ship."
Micah shambled behind them as they inspected every single room on the ship. He answered questions but only when the soldiers spoke to him directly, and then used as few words as possible. The two of them didn't like him there but Ionoski didn't wave him away. By his under-expression Ionoski found their dislike amusing and potentially useful.
None of the others showed any interest in them whatsoever. Kidwell even radiated mild annoyance when they invaded engineering. She looked up from a dissected faux panel, scowled and looked back down again. Barstein barely even glanced when they passed the capacitor he was draining. As soon as they passed he made a large spark and one of the soldiers jumped. The soldiers, Ionoski and Micah ended up seated in the lounge.
"Your ship is in a terrible state of disrepair," said the lead soldier.
Micah bristled at this but Ionoski made a negative gesture.
"Aye, sir. She needs a bit of work," he said, "That's why I'm wanting a tag, sir. With we trade some things with you and yours, sir, we can fix her up right."
Both of them looked at Ionoski with unconcealed disgust.
"We shall take your application into consideration. Until then this ship is interned. You and your crew may stay at the port facilities."
Ionoski started to react vehemently but the other man cut him off.
"Or you may spend more time in prison and have your... vessel confiscated. The choice is yours."
"Aye, sir," said Ionoski finally, "Do let us have time to pack, sir, please."
***
Siffai snuggled against Micah and pretended to watch the small holovee, acting her part exceptionally well. The datamart in which they sat was expensive and primitive, neither of which deterred Ferrel in the least. He made more than one happy-sound at his station across the room from them.
"This is quite boring," said Siffai softly.
"But necessary," replied Micah, equally quiet, "Besides, if we don't do this quickly and often he complains incessantly until we do."
"I meant the movie, dosha," she giggled, "Charlie appears very amused."
"He is. By the look on his face it will take a really good dessert to get him to tell us anything."
She stifled a laugh. "So why not order it now? Surely he is close to finishing."
"Not by parsecs, Katie. That predatory gleam in his eyes means he's only started good. Why do you think I ordered three shows?"
***
"... and I got a lot more good stuff besides that," said Ferrel, finally taking a bite of dessert then scowling at Micah and Siffai.
The three of them now sat in an expensive cafe close to the datamart but still in the starport.
"That is a delicacy here, Charles," said Siffai on receiving his glare.
"Well... It's indelicate for me!"
"Our ship?" Micah cut Ferrel off before he could fully engage Siffai.
"It's ninety percent approved but still on administrative hold. The reference code was contraband but not much and not serious. It seems our gift to the High General was found."
"So we go to prison or to party," said Siffai, "Why are they still holding?"
"They probably want to see what they can pull out of Ted tomorrow. Or the next day depending on how stapish they want to be. We will be approved, though. My worm worked a hades of a lot better than I thought it would! I hate to think what some serious warez would do here."
Micah waved to their waiter for more ale. Siffai held up her glass too and Ferrel scowled at them both. The food wasn't bad nor was the dessert but the prices more than made up for it!
"They might also be trying to drain our cash," grumped Ferrel, "You know the prices outside the port are half this."
"Truth," said Micah, "but we don't have visas. Yet. Be virtuous with patience, brother."
"Yet indeed," said Ferrel with a pending grin, "We shall have those credentials and more on the morrow, my brother and sister. By right or by might or by my wonderful warez!"
"Then let us discover what else this fine port has to offer," said Siffai, "I, for one, could use a good fight to work off this fine meal and dessert."
Ferrel looked at them both and shook his head. "Hrmph. Two candies in a can. Flames! That's probably a delicacy here, too."
A message to Kidwell found her and Barstein at the port's crew club. She sounded excited so Micah, Ferrel and Siffai headed that way. The sonocaster currently played an upbeat and not overly loud song so Micah swept Kidwell onto the dance floor.
"We found out a lot," said Kidwell, "Several spacers were only too happy to talk about the profit they made trading with Allhai Mik, Dhubonna, Barrha Virti and Nehguul. What's odd is they didn't trade anything exotic."
Micah danced them to a less-crowded part of the floor. "Any particulars?"
"Not a lot of detail; they don't really want any competition. Agricultural product was the most common; some raw and some refined. Ag tools and simple medicines. Basic consumer goods at or above the local maintainable level but not too much. Some wines and liquors but you have to be careful with those; some make a really good profit and others will land you under the question. Not a lot apart from that. Like I said they didn't want to pizzle their own profit."
The song ended and Micah guided her back to the table. A faster song started and she grabbed Ferrel's arm. Siffai, who just finished dancing with Barstein, caught Micah's eye and nodded. Kidwell and Ferrel finished their dance, meaning she'd briefed him, so they sat and ordered a round of ale. Then they ordered one more as Ionoski appeared and sat.
"We'll make a profit, by Heaven," he said gruffly, "Spike me if we don't! We got our tags tomorrow and I got a few leads on stuff we can trade here!" He took a good pull of his ale. "Spike me doofy, burn it. Motherless bottomfeeders here took all our song spins."
A lady sitting with two men at the table next to theirs laughed heartily. When Ionoski turned his gaze on her she raised her glass and smiled.
"Peace and profit on you an' yours, brother," she said, "Did you say song spins?"
Ionoski nodded and the two men began chuckling.
"I'm Susan Selby from the Passion Song. These are Mick Larraby and Jake Shipley. Pleasure to meet."
"Ted Noosk, Jenni Silver, and my crew. Pleasure is ours."
"Pleasure and profit," said Selby, "Truth pure and simple, brothers and sisters. The big noise here likes song spinners. Doesn't matter what's on 'em or even if they're partic'larly good. Rumor says he sticks 'em to his walls and watches 'em sparkle."
Even Ionoski chuckled at this.
"No blather," continued Selby, "You're wanting the goods on goods. Come talk to our captain Roger McMarlin. We've been trading Jengiil space hereabouts for quite a while. We're chartered off Graparrach in the Kensie Free Systems an' we started on Sugayn with a load of slosh. Jeng strongarms confiscated about half of it. 'Import fees,' they said. 'Consideration for trade violation,' they said. Sigma line is bribes. Pay your bribes right and you won't have a bit of problem. The Jeng really aren't a bad lot but they're strict on their rules. Some of 'em are pretty stapish but they're calling the ball."
Ionoski pondered this a moment. Then he signaled their waitress and handed her several bills.
"Fill up my friends," he said, "My crew, too." Then to Selby, "Speak on, sister. We're lookin' to earn some scrubby, truth, but we don't poach."
***
Micah and Ionoski walked up the Passion Song's boarding ramp. Mick Larraby waited at the top, waving them in with a smile while directing a group of stevedores. He paused to speak into his comm, listened intently to the answer and directed them to the ship's lounge. An open doorway there showed a small room, or large closet, with a desk, terminal and lots of crowded shelves. A grizzled man stood and walked out of it.
"Peace and profit upon you, brothers. Roger McMarlin, cap'n and owner of the fair ship Passion Song. Sassy said you all had a fair chat last night. I suppose she gave away all our secrets, yes?"
"Nak, brother," said Ionoski, "Just enough to make us hungry."
"Fair winds, then." McMarlin gestured to the main table. "Have a seat an' we'll discuss things." He commed Selby for a pot of chog; when she brought it she sat beside him.
"I'll tell you my biggest secret, then," said McMarlin, "but it won't do you a lick of good. Not unless you got some mighty powerful friends. You an' your crew's out of League space, yes?"
"Aye," said Ionoski, "We've traded around the border systems there."
McMarlin lit a drugstick and offered them around. "Polar. The one thing ev'ry Jeng world will pay pure platinum for is League crystal nano."
That surprised Micah and Ionoski.
"All truth and no blather," said McMarlin with a grin, "Doesn't even have to be contraband export or military tech. League common and commercial nano's about ten times better'n what the Jeng can produce and they love the stuff. Problem is there's a cargo ton of stops 'tween here and the closest League world. By the time you pay what the Guild wants alongside all the taxes an' tariffs when you lay over you ruddy well need platinum just to cover yer costs."
McMarlin lowered his voice and looked around. "Bloody truth of things is if you can get a load of crystal nano in past all the other soggies yer set for the posh orbits."
"I understand," said Ionoski, "Selby said you've been trading Jeng space for a while. You think any of 'em would be interested in Unity exports?"
"Hell's frost, spiker! You get in a load from Unity space and it'll sell better'n hot chocolate chog! Just for the novelty of it." McMarlin's eyebrows fell. "Wait a milli. D'you have a line into the Unity?!"
Ionoski shrugged. "Not a solid one but I know some folks there."
"Then profit an' platinum on a plate to you, brother. You think they might share?"
"I'll put in a word next time I'm there. They don't really like outsiders but they're starting to at least open their eyes a bit." Ionoski reached into his pocket. "Until then maybe this will help." He handed McMarlin a crypcert.
McMarlin activated a datapad, inserted the crypcert and looked at Ionoski in disbelief.
"Certified Favorable Trade Terms," he read, "Good for common and commercial lists. Reduced export tariff and waiver for inspection fees on certified items. Is this clean?"
"Six-sigmas clean." Ionoski's expression rippled. "We're not... welcome in League space for a while. It'll expire before we can use it but it's pristine clean. Which you'll see when you verify it."
"Thanks, brother. If this checks I'll put out a good word for you. One last thing: I don't know as you've found out yet but the Jeng love their little bribes. You gotta be careful, though. Offer 'em real polite-like and make sure you tell 'em you know they would never bend a rule, but you have a sick relative or some blather like that."
Ionoski rose and offered his hand. "Thanks, brother! Profit and peace favor you and yours."
As he and Ionoski walked across the concourse Micah reached into his pocket and switched on his garble.
"Was that a good idea? We can't give away too many of those."
"Very good idea, Micah. I had Charles do some checking this morning while you and Katie were dancing. There is a solid market for crystal nano, that much is public information plus a bit of digging. Less than public is the fact that McMarlin works for the Jengiil. I don't know the exact arrangement but he does provide them information and he receives good trade deals and very light or absent fines. A few cross-correlations showed that people who upset or offend McMarlin have a lot of trouble negotiating the bureaucracy while those he likes don't. It's a pity he doesn't trade with the Esavians."
"So we're negotiating a smooth path for trading?"
"Among other things." Ionoski spoke with an audible grin. "Perhaps I didn't mention the fact that that particular crypcert has a deeply-implanted worm in it. That will give Intelligence a good idea of the path it takes before it's cashed in and possibly a few cheap doors to use in... interesting places."
"Slib. I'll close it."
"Besides," said Ionoski, "Think past the current mission. This gives us more intel on the Jengiil and extra paths to exploit."
To that Micah had no response. He shut off his garble and grinned at Ionoski.
"Bonusjack," exclaimed Ferrel once Micah and Ionoski passed the lounge door, "You were even more right than usual, Ted. Thanks to that crypcert we now have specific names to whom Cap'n Roger reports and the offices where they work. I've been working to compromise their structure, successfully I might add, in a most durable manner. Unfortunately none of the officials with whom he deals have anything to do with the Esavians."
"Does anyone?" Siffai asked rhetorically but Ferrel had an answer.
"Not from here, dear. Too far away. We need to slant our trade toward Zuvi Minor. They like a few things we still have plus some cheap medicinals we can acquire here."
"Then let us begin acquiring," said Ionoski, "Zuvi Minor. Isn't that close to Mekhajan space?"
"Dead on the beam," said Ferrel, "Next question: trade with the Mekhajan. Next answer: same basic goods plus some weapons, ammo and ordnance. Not my idea of a good cargo. Too iffy."
"I concur," said Ionoski, "With the exception of a few cases of old ammo and outdated power clips. Things we might sell for a small profit or a large friendship but that we won't miss if we lose it. Besides, power clips don't have to power weapons. That's our story for those."
"What about the Unity angle," asked Micah, "That's almost a convenient hop from Mek-Arrijon. Any free trader worth his weight in dirt would establish that route for a profit. Hades! We might even want to start working it."
"Truth," said Ionoski, "List that as a strong possible."
***
Interstellar trade, thought Micah, was an excellent way to make a lot of money, travel the stars and enjoy doing both! Though the Jengiil crypcert cost only twice what the League charged their transponder adapter cost ten times more. Still, with the fractally-complex crystalline block in place and working properly the Jenni Silver traded very profitably on the five-world path to Zuvi Minor. Ionoski wasted no time turning that profit into more cargo, always with a shrewd eye toward local conditions and an eventual goal of Esavian trade. Though Jengiil customs officers charged more than they should, even when properly bribed, Ionoski still managed to clear a hefty sum in money and goods and an even greater one in information.
"This is the good life," said Ferrel, sipping his chog, "Easy money for no work! Ted, I want a ship when I retire. Better than this one, though. More modern. We really should do more of this!"
"Silly dosha," said Siffai, "you do do more of this. Is interstellar trade not the very cornerstone of the League and all its member systems?"
"It is," agreed Ferrel, "I just want a bigger piece of the cake! A more hands-on approach to things, don't you know. A ship of my own to sail where I will and trade what I wish. A simple yet blissful dream! What more could a sane man want?"
"A good pilot, perhaps?" Micah smiled as Ferrel raised him a finger. "Unless you want to drive yourself."
"That is your job, my partner! A share of the profit and a key to the galaxy. All of it ours for the taking."
"You'll need a good engineer," said Kidwell, "I expect you to pay for my certification and I want three percent off the top. That's Guild rate and I will not settle for less! You might also turn your greedy gaze to a steward for the passengers and cargo. That will relieve you of tending either yourself and you should be able to find one for, say, one percent plus bonuses. Don't forget supplies and maintenance, either. You don't want your ship breaking down in link."
"Ahh, feces," said Ferrel, still grinning, "What wonderful friends I have, Ted. The take absolute joy in spoiling my beautiful dreams."
"Some truth there," agreed Ionoski, "but if you can't rut your friends then who can you? How are the correlations?"
"Roughly what you expected. Medicinals, luxury goods and novelties. Nothing surprising there. We have to be careful about the last two, though. Apparently Dhu doesn't approve of some of the fads throughout the years and calling a luxury item a luxury item is a supernova-sized no-no.
"By the Jengiil's admittedly incomplete statistics they also seem to have a lot of ready labor so add some locally-rare raw materials to the list. Zrock gel should make a fortune if we brought the mixers. So would resin binder and base after the fact."
Micah nodded at that. Zrock, pulverized local rock mixed with a hard plant resin, was the cheapest and most available construction material available throughout the League and in most places outside it. The resin-producing plants grew on a wide range of worlds, too, so if they installed an industrial bioreactor they could produce the gel aboard ship without needing anything other than...
"Heaven's flames!" Micah glared at Ferrel and Ionoski. "You two have me thinking free trader now! Katie, let's go work out before I go soft!"
Micah feinted and kicked fast. He and Siffai sparred hard, with dampers of course, and both enjoyed it thoroughly. At times Barstein joined them and Micah could really cut loose and have some fun. Then the three of them worked on two-against-one fights and three-way free-for-alls. After one particularly inspiring session Barstein confirmed that Siffai had informed him of Micah's past. The 113th disgusted him and he admired without reservation Micah's survival of both the missions and the deprogramming.
Dreams began troubling Micah. The ones he had after his talk with Siffai returned along with others like them. The content didn't bother Micah. Much. He knew he wasn't that man any longer. What bothered him most was the knowledge that the dreams had meaning and wanted to tell him, he just couldn't grasp it. Even more frustrating: the harder he tried the less he grasped.
As Micah slept he wandered many worlds in many systems. He saw all of the buildings, streets, statues and everything else, even hovers, composed of zrock even when the rational part of his brain knew better. Every flower, shrub, tree or plant oozed the resin or gel used to form it and it flowed over the zrock sidewalks into the zrock drains in the zrock streets. The last battle he fought no longer concerned a League withdrawal but rather the ownership of massive fields of more resin-producing plants. The Esavians joined the Consortium in an unholy alliance against the League and the buildings and streets began crumbling, even the ones not touched by the combat. That only happened when short-sighted contractors used too little gel for the powdered rock they had. Before long all the buildings had started cracking and large chunks of zrock fell and smashed into powder.
Micah sat bolt-upright in his bed, his covers thrown back, ready to fight. After growling at himself for ridiculous thoughts he turned his light on dim, sat back, worked through his relaxation exercises and began meditating. Perhaps this time his dreams would yield answers instead of more questions!
***
Zuvi Minor grew in Micah's screen. Driving the ship didn't bother him as much now, he knew she didn't have any zip and he'd adjusted to it. Mostly. GC shot him a wire as soon as he verified his credentials with the Jengiil codes and he followed it smoothly down.
Micah looked around the port and took a moment to let the world soak in. Zuvi Minor looked, smelled and felt dark. It had a dim, distant star and even now, just past midday, myriads of other stars shone in the sky. The air was cool but not cold and it had a moist, musty smell to it. Clammy: that word fit the world perfectly.
"Not a pleasant place to live," observed Kidwell.
"Truth," said Ionoski, "But a desirable one! Don't forget they have what we want."
Plausible and present trade with the Esavians, thought Micah. Under that light Zuvi Minor was the perfect planet!
The interior of the port administration building, well-lit even with the sun high in the sky, still felt closed in and oppressive. The architects used every trick they could to extend the space and make it feel larger and more cheerful but failed miserably. At least to Micah's mind. By what he observed the folks native to the planet gave not a second thought to such things.
Siffai surprised Micah by grabbing his hand and tugging him close. When he put his arm around her she snuggled into him and whispered urgently.
"Look low left about six meters away," she hissed, "Standing in front of the information kiosk and talking to the storage access scheduling manager. Do you see them?"
Micah looked without seeming to look. He saw six men with one of them wearing a vaguely familiar head cover. It was almost a hood; it covered his head and shoulders and wrapped across his face leaving only his eyes visible. The five others around him wore similar cloths but with the fronts open and their faces visible. Their heavily-tattooed faces.
"Esavians!" Siffai didn't shout it, of course, but her whisper conveyed exactly that.
Even as Siffai spoke Micah remembered the strange man he and Ferrel saw on Triumph. A cough and glance at Ionoski made him stop to check his comm. Another glance to Kidwell along with a lifted eyebrow and a microscopic nod toward the six men and she nodded. She and Barstein wandered toward the fresher just beyond the kiosks.
The hooded leader spoke animatedly and with many gestures to the man behind the terminal but he seemed impressed not at all. Ionoski finished his ersatz message and started moving briskly forward leaving Micah and the rest no choice but to follow. They settled around a booth with a marginal view backward but the Esavians had vanished into the crowd. Before long Barstein appeared.
"Vera changed herself and followed them," he said, "I dared not stay any longer."
Ionoski nodded at him, then "Micah. Go."
Micah ducked into a fresher, changed his face, reversed his cloak and flipped his boots. Now taller, brighter and wearing a different face he messaged Kidwell. She returned it immediately, much to Micah's relief. As yet neither she nor her quarry had left the building.
Micah spotted the Esavians easily and Kidwell not as much so. Now the leader argued with another manager who, like the clerk before, took nothing from the man's bombast. Micah downloaded an arrival schedule for scheduled ships and pretended to peruse it, all the while watching the Esavians. He wished for a long ear or a spider but had neither. Not, it turned out, that he needed them.
The not-too-dense crowd formed a bubble around the Esavians. None of the people now walking a few steps further than necessary did so obviously nor with any discernible decision. They simply increased the distance as a matter of course, unconsciously. Micah even saw a few glances of amusement as the leader made a particularly grandiose gesture. Before long he managed to move just within earshot of the still-progressing argument. The leader was most emphatically not happy about some part of a cargo he intended to ship or receive and the manager's family routinely dealt profitably with raw sewage.
After five minutes of exhortations from the Esavian leader the manager ended the argument with finality by closing his desk and walking away. The leader bellowed several epithets, good ones, and walked angrily away. Micah caught Kidwell's eye, winked and started following.
By the time the Esavians reached the far side of the complex Kidwell messaged Micah. Her turn now. Fair coin since several of the Esavians had eyed him suspiciously. Of course they eyed everyone about no less so but better the Micah they saw should disappear. By the time he changed yet again and messaged Kidwell the Esavians had settled in the port billets near the edge of the complex itself: the cheapest rooms available. Micah checked the prices and availability; he had a strong suspicion that he, at least. would soon have a room there.
***
"This reeks to orbit, my brother," grumbled Ferrel, "I should be connected to data! Data in streams and floods. Data in cargo hovers and cargo ships! Rivers and mountains of it, even!"
"Mountains of something, for truth," grinned Micah, "Let Ted do the dirty work for once. Before being captain really goes to his head. Besides, we are gathering data, just not from a jack."
Now used to Ferrel's banter, Siffai and Barstein merely grinned. The four of them sat in a room in the same building with the Esavians and very few others. The room cost only forty talo plus a modest bribe and provided a much more economical alternative to the more expensive motels or fancier billets within the port complex. The Port Authority maintained them for just such a reason. That and they represented a not-inconsiderable source of income.
While the others settled into the room Ferrel located the Esavians. Siffai assured him they would not be apart and she spoke truly. Ferrel even manged to plant a pair of spiders and his test blips showed them functioning perfectly. Now they need only wait.
"Truth yet bitter," said Ferrel, "Anybody for a game of two-across?"



Chapter 4. The Warehouse Temple
 
al'Vooshi turned off the pain inducer. Sweat dripped from the infidel's obscenely unmarked yet sacrilegiously scarred body. Residual pain glazed his eyes as he took one deep breath and followed it with another. Good. Several of his muscles still twitched. Even better! That would make the extract that much more effective. al'Vooshi measured a careful dose into a hypo. Then, with a critical eye to his charge, increased it as much as he dared. The man didn't flinch when they hypo hissed against him.
"Very good, infidel," said al'Vooshi gently, "Very, very good. You have bourne much pain and I will call you brave. Yes, infidel. I, chosen of Dhu to put the unworthy to the question will say that before him! Your courage is a testament to your resolve, Micah Stone. You have nothing left to prove!"
Micah heard the words but couldn't quite focus on them. Dangerous! He worked hard to force his mind into its disciplined channels and paths. Absence of pain equaled relief to the point of pleasure but it fuzzed his mind and clouded his focus. He did feel the hypo and he had no idea what it contained. He could think of a dozen different elixirs to loosen his tongue, to say nothing of the combinations thereof. That knowledge didn't help him in his fight, though. Or could it?
"Stone. Micah... Micah J. One hundred..."
"Yes, Micah Stone. Your commander is proud of you. You have resisted the question past the point that would drive most insane. You have taken pain few others could! You did not break on the path that has broken thousands before you. Now tell me what infidel plot brought you to my chambers. Speak as a friend to me, Micah Stone, for now I am the only friend you have left. Speak! Tell me, why are you here?"
al'Vooshi suppressed the beginnings of a smile as the man's jaws began working slackly. A broken sound came from his throat, almost as if his thoughts tried to organize themselves aloud. Few men could resist even a normal dose of the truth extractor al'Vooshi just administered and a higher dose would have sent even this man into incoherence.
"Babble is best with booze. Doze will make them snooze. Pandream gets them high but then they tell a lie..." Micah focused all the brain he could muster on the list of drugs he used for chemical interrogation and all the others whose effects he knew.
al'Vooshi gazed in disbelief. The infidel rambled on and he recorded the rantings but rantings they were! He considered the lash or inducer but the drug cocktail he used would completely mask pain.
After a few minutes the words faded away.
"Tell me your mission, infidel."
"Babble is best with booze..."
"Dhu take you to hell, infidel!"
Though the man's body relaxed and he still babbled but he had a sharp look to his eyes, focused on a far point.
A test! That was it! Dhu was testing his questioner. al'Vooshi wondered what sin made him unclean and vowed to find and expunge it. He would erase his unworthiness and make himself pure to Dhu again and the infidel would break.
al'Vooshi checked the man's restraints habitually. The drug should keep him weak and confused for at least twelve hours but still he made certain. Twelve hours. Plenty of time. Before he left al'Vooshi took his best nerve lash and made sure it had full charge. This day he would spend his prayers at the Altar of Pain begging Dhu for forgiveness and purity. Then the infidel would break.
***
Barstein disappeared around a corner. After a few minutes he messaged Micah, who gave him a slow count before following. The streets weren't crowded but given the lateness of the hour and Zuvi Minor's nature neither were they well-lit. Micah spotted the Esavians first, then Barstein. He nodded as Micah passed him and took up the trail. The streets they walked were neither abysmally poor nor decadently rich. The Esavians ignored everything around them and walked with definite purpose. 
As he walked Micah cataloged the buildings around him. Most were businesses or warehouses, closed now, with the occasional residence thrown in. He also saw a few restaurants and cafes, most closed but some open. He carefully noted the latter; their locations and number might affect the plans they'd soon make. The unhooded Esavians talked softly but jovially among themselves while the leader spoke not at all.
Micah now knew the man as their leader for certain truth. Barstein informed them that the man's face would have many tattoos on it and, if they belonged to a truly radical sect, those marks would intertwine among an equal or greater number of ritual scars.
"He may be the captain of their vessel or not," Barstein explained, "but he is their spiritual leader which makes him their only leader. He covers his marks when he must travel among the infidel. If unclean eyes gaze upon them they must be blinded or their owner killed; anything less insults Dhu."
"It is an insult," added Siffai, "By covering his marks he is denying Dhu to those he deems unworthy."
Micah faded into the general darkness as the group ahead of him stopped. They stood before a small warehouse with a residence attached to it. Not common but Micah saw a few of those along his route. Light spilled out as the door opened and the Esavians walked inside. Micah found a place to lurk comfortably and unseen and messaged Barstein. Before long he appeared and ghosted around to the back of the building. Micah sent Ferrel the address.
***
"It's an independent warehouse," said Ferrel, "I know, no surprise there."
After two and a half hours the Esavians emerged from the building and returned to the port. Micah and Barstein alternated trailing them; easier with their ultimate destination guessed.
"Registered to and ostensibly run by an old man. One Abner Malkie" continued Ferrel, "No licenses for anything exotic so no special permits required. All necessary taxes and fees paid on time or ahead with no complaints, citations, incidents or findings anywhere touching the place."
"Meaning they take care of their bribes properly and with courtesy due," said Ionoski.
"What about the old man himself," asked Micah.
"He bought the place twenty-six years ago," said Ferrel, "I investigated him as thoroughly as I could. For all the twenty-six years he's been here, well, same as his business. According to financial records he had a tough time of it the first two or three years after he started the business but nothing out of order for a newly-started venture.
"Now he has more than a few locals to attest to his character and after the place started making a steady profit he straightened out his troubles and has been solid on the beam ever since."
"What do you have on him before he arrived here?"
"Citizenship applied for and granted," read Ferrel, "He listed himself as an immigrant from the Anastasia Cluster and had the records to prove it."
Micah snorted at that. Even on their side of the League people knew the Anastasia Cluster as a haven for pirates, fugitives and anyone willing to associate with them. All one needed for citizenship there, rumor said, was a good blaster and a shady past.
"So squelch for that," said Ionoski.
"For that," said Ferrel, "but I have more! Informal records say Seigneur Malkie started this as a retirement business. He never said retirement from where and while he had plenty of capital to purchase the building and get the business started, he lacked enough to keep it going for the time needed to build clientèle."
"Implying that he had no business experience," said Kidwell, "I know that isn't an indictment but it is strange that someone could retire here from A-Cluster space without at least some knowledge of how a business works."
"There is one other thing," said Siffai, "Although his name is officially 'Abner,' the name ab'Noor is fairly common among Esavians. It is descended from ab'Noir which roughly translated means from, in or into darkness or a dark place. Our linguistics experts usually equate it with being unclean or impure."
"Anything on the last names" asked Ionoski.
"I don't know," said Siffai, "By the sound of it it's nothing more than a family name. I sent a message to SIFComm via twisted paths. Once we're somewhere stable they will send their response but I suspect it is simply a name."
"Slib," said Ferrel, "Try this for a hat. I suspect Master Malkie and the folk associated with him here, his family if they really are, constitute a node in their external logistics network."
"A terror cell," asked Kidwell.
"Support for one or more," said Ferrel, "He deals with Esavians but so do a lot of people here. He also deals with plenty of others and, minus his initial problems, he's been here long enough to have the locals consider him just a part of the terrain."
"This is how they work," said Barstein, "We've found several active cells and a few like this but most of those were not well-established. That's how we found them."
"This type of organizational model is damnably hard to locate and trace," said Ionoski, "Fate and fortune led us to this one."
"Truth and bitter," said Ferrel, "Five standing says they've already established at least one of these on Triumph."
Micah nodded. It made sense and plenty of it.
"Anything else, Charlie," asked Ionoski.
"Some. For a retirement business it still manages to clear a nice profit. The nets here are totally primitive yet I still managed some decent queries. I'm still working on the correlates but it seems a disproportionate amount of his cargo involves ships known to trade in Esavian space. Before you ask it is basic consumer goods and some agricultural produce. Non-pharmaceutical and all handled properly with absolutely no contraband. That is inspected and verified."
"Could they be smuggling," asked Kidwell.
"Certainly not out of Esavian space," said Ferrel, "The Jengiil are a lot pickier about what they let in than what they ship out."
"Modulo bribes," said Micah.
"Even allowing for them," said Ionoski, "I agree with Charles on this. Even with bribes the Jengiil don't want to let in anything too thermal."
Micah nodded. "What about their ship. Have we located that?"
"It's the Pure Path. Registered and approved for trade anywhere within Jengiil space, just like us. High marks, no complaints, everything in order," said Ferrel.
"Meaning they take care of their bribes as well and they also keep their cargo clean or well-hidden."
"So what's the plan?" Micah had several in mind but he'd hold them until asked.
"No direct action," said Ionoski, showing signs of telepathy again, "Yet. Charlie owned the port net so we can use it to observe their ship. They still haven't said anything here worth noting but that may change. We'll maintain surveillance there. That leaves observing their trips to the warehouse and the warehouse itself."
Micah nodded. "That leaves us. How long can we stay here without rousing suspicion?"
"Longer," said Ionoski, "I've had hades' own time finding cargo, you understand. I also will not leave, loudly and at length, without a hold full of profit, you understand. For now we observe and collect data."
***
Observe and collect data! The next three days gave Micah his fill of that! The Esavians never changed their daily activities. They rose before the sun, walked to the warehouse and remained two to three hours. Next the leader and two or more of his fellows went to argue with various officials at the port. Then, later in the evening, they repeated their trip to Malki's warehouse.
Nor did the conversations within the billets yield any useful nuggets of information. They discussed family matters and most of them missed their children greatly. They discussed cargo but only in the most general terms. They discussed religious issues not at all. Occasionally the leader had a conversation with one or more of the others but, again, nothing of use.
Finally, reluctantly, Ionoski authorized direct action!
***
Micah watched the street with his stunner drawn. Ferrel carefully worked on the lock on the back entrance to the warehouse, the one farthest from the residence. Barstein and Siffai waited outside the nearest of the rare all-night cafes but Micah vowed they'd wait in vain! He and Ferrel both had some League equipment but precious little of it and all easily destroyed. Fortunately Ferrel's terminal and scanner fell into that category. The stunners and their concealment gear were all local.
The lock clicked loudly and Micah jumped. He felt Ferrel's grin on his back.
"Clear," whispered Ferrel.
They waited until the Esavians left for the evening and all the lights in the residence went out. Then they waited another half hour. Micah sorely missed his League night vision gear but at least Ionoski procured the locally legal equivalent. Not-so-equivalent by Micah's measure but at least they had it.
Inside the warehouse Ferrel re-locked the door minus its alarm and lock. At need they could be through it in seconds. Micah scanned the interior visually as best his narrow viewfield would allow. He saw stacks and piles of boxes and crates, bales, barrels and shelves filled with multiple medium to large containers.
"No actives," said Ferrel, "We can walk with impunity."
"And caution," said Micah, again wishing for League vision gear and its wide and peripheral fields of vision.
He and Ferrel split up and spacemapped the building. The wall it shared with the residence had a doorway presumably leading into it. The back corner on that wall had a boxed-in room they would save for later. Near the front entrance Ferrel found a desk, terminal and shelves of books and records. While Ferrel worked on the terminal Micah wandered into the building itself. He picked several crates at random, recorded the shipping information and opened them to verify it. Before long Ferrel messaged him with five specific locations and containers.
Three of the containers held sharp-smelling spices, exactly as their labels indicated. The last two held large cylindrical packages; somethings wrapped in heavy padding. The manifests gave no information other than 'private merchandise: authorized' but something about them tickled the back of Micah's brain. Whatever the crates contained was fragile: in addition to the sheets of padding around the individual items the crates had padded interiors and plenty of shock-absorbing spheres around  them.
Ferrel showed no interest in leaving the terminal after Micah finished the last crate so he wandered toward the boxed-in room. He carefully paced out its dimensions. At first he classified it as an office, reasonable given its size, but the desk at the front along with the terminal, papers and records contradicted his assumption. Neither of the visible walls had windows and the door had two solid locks and plenty of security around them. He scanned the door meticulously but without touching it.
Ferrel swore and the lights within the building exploded into full illumination, blinding Micah's night vision gear and putting spots in front of his eyes.
"Infidels," shouted a harsh voice, "INFIDELS!! Warriors of Dhu! To battle! TO BATTLE!"
The sound came from the door to the residence. Micah loped away from it automatically, collided painfully with a shelf and corrected his direction. More voices began shouting behind him as he blinked his eyes frantically to clear them.
Brief sounds of impact and profanity to his right and ahead. Ferrel. Micah made his way toward him.
"What did you do," hissed Ferrel when Micah found him.
"Nothing! I just looked. I didn't touch or try to circumvent anything! Truth!"
"Well stop looking and start moving, my brother. I can barely see and they're not far away!"
Micah pulled Ferrel in behind him and started toward their compromised door. He could see vague shapes of things now and he had no problem hearing too many footsteps trying to locate them!
Three man-shapes flitted around the door. Micah drew his stunner and fired. Two of the shapes dropped but the third escaped. Rut! Micah and Ferrel just made the doorway when something hard hit Micah's arm. He dropped the stunner but blocked the club before its wielder could strike again.
Now Micah found himself in near-blind combat with two others. He kicked one away from the door and moved to give Ferrel room to work. That cost him as the second shadow struck again. Abandoning subtlety Micah struck hard at what little he could see. His unarmed foe dropped and Micah stepped into the club-wielder's strike. The man's arm hit Micah's shoulder but his club missed. Micah wasted no time attacking the man, only to find himself blocked. Harsh cries and footsteps announced the arrival of more foes.
Something clicked loudly and Micah felt cooler air on his neck. He struck club-wielder, caught the parry and levered the man's arm into a painful break.
"Clear," said Ferrel softly.
Micah stepped backward into the doorway. Two others tried to rush him; he threw one hard against the door frame, the man collapsed, and turned his attention to the other. A kick hit Micah's gut and knocked the wind out of him. Before he could recover he took another hit, this time falling back. He heard an attacker rush but Ferrel slammed the door loudly into him. Micah heard a soft thud but the door didn't latch. Ferrel swore and Micah faced the two new opponents who popped out of it.
Ferrel slammed the door again and this time it latched. That reduced Micah's still-uncertain vision and he took another pair of solid kicks before he dropped one of the attackers. He'd just turned to the other when Ferrel's stunner coughed.
"Let's go," wheezed Micah, "Blip Dave and Katie!"
"Already done, my brother."
Though Micah grunted a protest Ferrel pulled his arm over and shoved himself underneath it. He and Micah hobbled to the fallback point outside the restaurant. Siffai and Barstein waited and pulled them into the shadow.
"Daksha stupid... What happened?"
"Alarms. Fight. You know the rest," said Ferrel.
Barstein threw cloaks over Micah and Ferrel and they walked as casually as possible into the restaurant. Sirens wailed in the distance and none of them had any illusions about returning to the port unnoticed. Micah and Ferrel staggered into the fresher, stripped away their intrusion gear and changed faces as quickly as they could. Siffai and Barstein, all jovial and a bit loud now, had chog and nibblers waiting. When Micah sat he applied breath spray and passed the tube to Ferrel.
Two police officers walked into the room. Micah's gut clenched as they headed straight to his table.
"What do you know of the disturbance at the Malkie Warehouse?"
"Disturbance," asked Siffai vacantly, "There'sh no disturbance here, shir."
The man scowled and turned to Micah suspiciously. Before he could say anything Micah stood shakily, braced himself on the man's shoulder and belched noxious, alcoholic fumes into his face.
"Dish-turbulence? Can... Can we... help... Offi-shir?"
The man squirmed and made a sour face but Micah's weight and carefully-placed arm held him in place.
"No, citizen, that will not be necessary. Thank you for your offer."
"Bub... but we want to help!"
The man again winced at Micah's toxic breath.
"Take your seat, citizen. We will notify you when we need your help."
Micah started to say something else but Siffai pulled him off-balance. He sat heavily, which did nothing good for his ribs, and Ferrel began giggling drunkenly. The policeman scurried away with a barely-audible sigh of relief.
"Stupid, stupid, stupid," hissed Siffai.
"It worked," hissed Micah back.
"David and I had a plan, stupid daksha! There were only two of them. What happened?"
"Later," said Ferrel, "We need to leave soon and preferably not on foot. I think Micah broke his ribs again and our erstwhile stevedores may form the idea of investigating on their own."
"I have called a taxi," said Barstein, "Rip him when we're safe, Katie."
***
Ferrel worked his terminal furiously while Kidwell carefully glued Micah's ribs and other broken bones back into place. Siffai looked at Micah as though she wanted to break his bones again as soon as Kidwell finished fixing them.
"Micah," said Ionoski, "I assume you deduced a proximity alarm around that room."
"After the fact," replied Micah, "Given the near-absent nature of electronic monitoring and security on the warehouse itself I didn't expect anything more inside. In fact I thought that room was an office until Charlie and I found the desk. I thought it might be a vault or some sort of secure lockdown but the walls weren't armored and the door wasn't redundantly reinforced."
"It was their temple," said Siffai suddenly, "A very small one but the space is sufficient, barely, for all five altars."
"Five," asked Kidwell.
"Five," affirmed Barstein, "Sacrifice, blood, pain, purity and martyrdom. The five pillars of Esavian society."
"That's awful!" Kidwell made a truly horrified face.
"It is," said Barstein, "but their interpretation of the words is different, or at least greater in scope than a non-Esavian's. Blood, for example, can also be used in the context of family or even close friends."
Kidwell's expression didn't change. She shook her head.
"Are you sure," asked Micah.
"Without seeing it, yes," said Barstein, "The office area would hold only mundane items: records, inventory and possibly currency. The temple holds the key to their faith and immortality, hence the fierce defense of it."
"Wine!" Ferrel startled Micah, Barstein and Kidwell with that. "It's wine, Micah. It's listed as processed agricultural product and cross-classified twistingly through a devious path of subcategories before it's actually described."
"I remember," said Micah, "Ornate bottles for very special wines. We saw them everywhere on Unity. Every chapel, sanctuary and religious building. Vinsley had a nice collection of it, too."
Ferrel scowled at Vinsley's name. Appropriately so since the man caused them a great deal of trouble and grief. "This is puzzlingly strange, too. It's the only thing I've found so far with such an obfuscated listing."
"Sela'hai," said Siffai, "From what SIF7 knows there are many ceremonies at the five altars, especially blood and sacrifice, that require ceremonial use of wine. It is the one thing that Dhu Lan excepts from the food laws: 'The warrior's wine / Shall make him strong / Shall give him strength / Shall give him blood / His enemies will fall.' That's one passage from the Lan'Quor we know for certain since it appears on banners and cloths at every temple. It is sewn using gold thread and the finest and most expensive cloth available."
Kidwell pondered a moment. "Do they pray five times per day?"
"Dhu Lan requires a minimum of three," said Barstein, "but the Lan'Quor supposedly outlines five: one for each altar. As you might suspect that forms a point of contention between the different sects. Time, length, location and frequency of prayers."
"Plus flashiness of ceremony for some," added Siffai.
"Spices! Lots and lots o' spices. That may be our money-maker, Ted." Ferrel again looked up from ignoring the conversation.
"That makes sense," said Siffai, "Their food is dismal. They don't wast time in laborious preparation of it."
"Thriftiness," interjected Barstein.
"Sela'hai, but adding spices is easy and most sects do not consider them food." On seeing the others' lack of comprehension she added, "That means spices aren't subject to the laws and statutes concerning food and its preparation."
"Polar," said Ionoski, "You may be right, Charles. That may just be our luxury item for fun and profit. And information! Pious questions are what and where. Close is cheap but far away may raise questions I don't want to answer."
"You must also avoid Semid spice," said Barstein, "We use many and there are a few in common but possession of any uniquely Semid spices will get your throats cut."
"No Semid spice," said Ionoski, "Charles, prepare for a challenging burn."
This time Ferrel stopped working and gave Ionoski his full attention.
"Dig into the port authority cargo and clearance cores. Find out what ships are bound for Esavian space and what cargo they are carrying. Special attention to spices."
***
Micah caught Barstein's eye and nodded slightly. Barstein relaxed from his suddenly-tense posture and turned his attention back to his newsmod. Ferrel continued grumbling toward his terminal, flexed his fingers and got back to work. Micah knew from the sound that he hadn't encountered any security. Most likely he found another thing to hate about the local net.
The zone around the starport had a paucity of dedicated datamarts so they settled for an upscale restaurant with net access. For an upscale fee. Micah ordered a newsmod for himself and an appetizer sampler. It held an amazing variety of items, all good but the last two of which nearly burned off Micah's tongue.
"At last!" Ferrel paused a moment and grabbed an appetizer before Micah could warn him. After two chews his jaw clenched, beads of sweat popped out across his forehead and he started coughing. Then he drained his own tea and reached for Micah's. "Flames! You did that on purpose!"
"Watch out, brother. That one is a bit warm."
Micah signaled the waiter for more tea and ordered a milder plate. Ferrel eyed it suspiciously and made Micah try several selections before taking one for himself. The food helped cool off his mouth.
"Oh thanks galaxies. I found what Ted wanted just before you tried to kill me. The queries will take a while to run but I didn't get caught. Naturally."
"Naturally. I'll order us something for the wait."
"No! I shall order. You will pay."
Ferrel's terminal beeped. He slapped in a fresh spool and concentrated on the food. He ordered a dessert sampler and actually allowed Micah a few bites of it. By the time Ferrel was full so was the spool.
"Make certain you leave a generous tip," belched Ferrel, "I don't want these fine folks thinking ill of us."
Back at the billets Ferrel had Ionoski's list within minutes.
"Good," said Ionoski, "All available here but at high prices. Understandable since none of them grow here. Charles, before we leave I want you to grab all the information available on these spices. Biology, soil chemistry, life cycle, planets of origin, processing... Everything."
"I can do that from here. Anything else legal while I'm there?"
"No. Vera, take Dave and Katie to observe our friends. The leader signed some papers with the Cargo Master's assistant today so they'll be leaving soon." Ionoski stopped Micah before he could make a sound. "You will stay here and re-review your protocols. I don't want you smelling a fight until your ribs are completely fused!"
***
The Jenni Silver left Zuvi Minor to the sound of Ionoski grumping and complaining about the high price of cargo there. All for show, of course, and with no effect whatsoever on the various purveyors of the paperwork requiring his signature and seal. They did have a full hold, though, and it should bring a decent profit from their first Esavian world, Allhai Mik.
During the trip Micah re-studied every scrap of information they had on the Esavians. Meals quickly turned into learning sessions; everyone had questions for Barstein and Siffai. Try though he might Micah simply could not attune his brain to the Esavians' ways of thinking. They were brutal and barbaric and had no real connection to any culture save their own. The population of the Unity of Triumph might be strict and insular but at least they were comprehensible!
"It would help if we had a copy of Dhu Lan," said Micah.
"Lan'Quor," corrected Barstein, "I agree. Unfortunately it is also bloody impossible to acquire and remove from the Esavians. Don't think we haven't tried."
"Pity," said Kidwell.
"Or not," opined Micah, "at least that keeps their infection contained."
***
Micah sat straight up in bed with realization smacking him in the face. It made sense! It all made sense given one fact he didn't know for truth even existed, but must!
"What is it?" Ferrel yawned most of the words but didn't resist as Micah roused him from sound sleep and hustled him into his clothes.
By the time Micah got Ferrel focused on his terminal the others had gathered around.
"Call up the data on Saddireb Libre, Allhai Mik and Barrhi Esav. We know they're the bankers and suppliers when any of the others fight. We need to find out why. There's something else they have besides money that gives them immunity from attack."
"That is just money, Micah," mumbled Kidwell sleepily, "You don't attack the arm that feeds you after a war or helps you prepare for it in the first place."
"No, Vera. That may be true for sane people but we're talking about Esavians. There is something to those three planets besides money that keeps them out of the fray when the fanatics and worse fanatics decide to be insulted and start a fight. Five standing says it's something to do with Dhu."
"Sucker bet," said Siffai, "Everything the Esavians do has something to do with Dhu."
Kidwell still looked ready to reject Micah's supposition out of hand but Ionoski thought harder on it.
"Exactly, Ted," said Micah, "We know any Esavian sect, faction or planet will fight any other at the drop of a coin. Or a wrong sneeze or sour look. What do they all have in common?"
"Esavians." Kidwell nodded with satisfaction. "Micah, we've been through this before."
"Dhu Lan," said Ionoski, "That's what it means to be Esavian, Vera. Not just Esavians but Esavians with something universal to squabble over. We've all been trying to apply the standard economic and interplanetary metrics and heuristics. Neither money nor any other purely economic concern means as much to them as their Dhu Lan."
"That's going to be a ruddy bastard plus tariff to model," said Ferrel, "But I shall do so! No more of a challenge than keeping an undamaged tongue when my brother buys food!"
Micah paced. Ionoski and Kidwell worked alongside Ferrel with Siffai and Barstein watching with interest. Micah tried to help but with a body now full of energy he simply couldn't maintain the necessary focus. First Ferrel, then Ionoski and finally Kidwell shooed him away.
"I don't know why we did not see this," said Siffai. Again. "The evidence was there before us from the start."
"Four sigmas because we're all basically similar," suggested Micah, "As are our other trade partners. Even the Unitites. The Esavians aren't. They are utterly and completely dissimilar on any level or from any perspective. They absolutely do not value what we do and vise versa."
Siffai nodded pensively. "Wait! Micah, dosha, I hate to rut your day but suppose we find what you seek. What then? What possible good will it do?"
Micah shrugged and began pacing again. "We'll know when we find it. Once you know the motivation you necessarily have the carrot and the stick. We train very hard in information acquisition, analysis and use. Ted, Vera and Charlie are six-sigmas better at it than I am but I can think of a dozen points of leverage, just in general."
"Such as?"
"Using only what we know now," said Micah, "we could frame one world for seeding another one with Arfit's Pox."
Siffai looked questioningly at Micah but Kidwell answered with disgust thick in her voice.
"It's completely preventable, totally curable and mostly harmless. If, for whatever reason, you don't have the vaccine or the curatives your skin breaks out in large, nasty sores. As long as you clean those regularly they won't infect but even in the best cases they leave very visible scars over your entire body. That is horrible, Micah, and I don't like you at all right now."
Micah stopped pacing under Kidwell's and Siffai's gaze.
"Think about it," he said, "Disfiguring scars. Bad scars over arms, torso, face and any other place one might have ritual markings."
Now Siffai's face wrinkled in disgust. "Tah'koos," she said softly, "That is truly unpleasant but still... It might work. Is this disease common?"
"On the other side of League space," said Kidwell, "In small, mean systems that don't vaccinate against it like we do. Every ten to fifteen years there's a minor outbreak over there but always when someone brings it in from the outside. The only reason we know about it is from Dirty Tricks classes."
"Because it is virulent, highly contagious and not life-threatening. Very useful if you want to cause mass effects without mass deaths."
"Do you have something that will result in mass deaths," asked Siffai.
"No," said Ionoski quickly, "Absolutely not! Not now and not ever! We don't operate that way, even on Esavians."
"Sela'hai. Nor I. In weak moments I might wish it so but I could not deploy either such agent: the simple or the deadly." Siffai transferred her gaze to Ionoski. "Can you tell us more of your Dirty Tricks classes, dosha?"



Chapter 5. Khav
 
Micah guided the Jenni Silver gently toward the Allhai Mik starport, if such a grandiose word could indeed fit the everything-deficient spot on the planet where ships landed. GC kept them in orbit a long time while they verified his credentials. Micah suspected they worked the algorithms by hand, couldn't comprehend the results and flipped a coin. Assuming they had them! Then, as soon as he received clearance an Esavian ship commed and GC made him wait in an outer orbit until they grounded.
Since most ports had them Micah checked for a local video feed. It would be interesting, he thought, to see what the Esavians advertised either through businesses at the port or by way of tourist information. Nothing. He then tried to pick up any planetary broadcast channels. Again squelch. He finally switched the passive opticals to full gain and turned them on the planet below. Amazingly, once the other ship landed it waited a long time before a tracked vehicle towed it into a berth. Not that heavitraks were uncommon in the League, but this one had a smoke-billowing pipe extending from the engine to above the roof.
Now astounded, Micah widened the scan focus. He saw similar vehicles wheeling down the streets of the town around the port but not many of those and even fewer hovers! Pedestrians made up almost all of the traffic and animal-drawn carts far outnumbered the mechanical vehicles of any type! When he did zoom the scan the hovers and other mechanicals he saw were old and dented and obviously well-worn and hard-used. He also found three fights large enough to see! He actually saw the last one in its entirety. It blossomed from an indistinct incident, spread with a flash and lasted a good half hour. Incredible!
"Rough place," said Ionoski over Micah's shoulder, "Do we have clearance yet?"
"Nak. Not sure I want it either. No clearance, wire, beacon or even instructions. I might be worried if they had any traffic here."
Ionoski settled to watch and not long afterward Micah received his clearance. GC sent vague coordinates and admonished him not to disturb the city residents. Micah killed what orbit he could high and followed a wide, slow spiral downward. As soon as he grounded solid GC informed him to power up his gravitics and wait. Before long another or the same smoking heavitrak chugged out, hooked on and began towing them toward a berth. Then they instructed him to ground and power down, lower his ramps and wait. Micah did so, locked the flight systems and activated the monitors. He and Ionoski joined the others in the lounge and waited.
***
The man who finally gave his name as Khamir looked askance at Micah.
"Tell me why you wish this. The infidel is not met with welcome in Miktown."
"This is my first voyage here," said Micah, "I merely wish to see your wonderful town and, if possible, some of the rest of this world. It is truly magnificent and totally unlike any other I have ever visited. Your authorities told me..."
Micah fell silent as several of the others gathered in the canopied area outside the port offices Micah couldn't call a port club hissed and bristled.
"Learn your first lesson, stranger," said Khamir, cooler now, "Dhu is the first, last and only authority. Spoken outside this place those words might have cost your life."
"Your pardon," said Micah, "and that of Dhu if I might ask it. The port officers cautioned us against wandering."
"As should be," said Khamir, mollified now, "My sect is the Light of the Eyes of Dhu. My brothers and I will not kill over such small offenses but others are less tolerant."
"Then will you be my guide? I can pay in talo, unis, metal or trade. I do wish to learn and I do not wish to offend."
"It is said you bring spices," said Khamir.
In response Micah pulled out a large bundle. Untied and unrolled it revealed a large number of small pouches, each containing a few ounces of spice.
"This is my trade allotment," said Micah, "Will it suffice?"
Khamir produced a large knife and Micah tensed, only to relax as he cut off less than a quarter of the pouches.
"This will do for now, stranger," said Khamir, "Learn your second lesson. Do not be so quick to offer such value. Others less honest than I would have taken more and given less. For what you have given me I shall guide you for your stay here, hire no other! Outside the port you must listen to my words and obey them quickly. I shall also teach such as I am able and I do not charge for that."
Khamir pulled the sleeve on his loose robe almost back to the elbow and offered Micah his hand. Micah copied the gesture and Khamir smiled.
"Third lesson, not-stranger. When you offer your hand also show that you have no weapon ready to it. Come. We shall start now for I must have you back here before Sentinel Prayers."
Bonusjack! Micah hid his smile as his erstwhile host led him outside the port and into the town.
They hadn't gone far when they made their first stop, just outside the port complex. At Khamir's insistence Micah purchased a loose, sleeveless shirt and a hood-like cap with a veil.
"You are infidel," explained Khamir, "Nothing can hide that and there are many who would gladly spill your blood for it. By showing that you have no marks you acknowledge this. The veil shows your shame." He eyed Micah critically. "By your scars you have fought and won many fights. All of this may sway prudence in those who have no stomach for outsiders."
"Should I wear a knife?" Micah noticed no few of the men walking about had blades hung at their belts.
"Only if you truly wish to do battle, not-stranger. Taken with your trophies a blade would bespeak great arrogance and a desire to fight."
"No knife then," said Micah, "My only battle is to trade."
That elicited a smile from Khamir and a genuine chuckle from the cloth merchant.
"Well-spoken, stranger," he said, "May you battle well!"
Micah bowed to the merchant which also drew Khamir's approval.
"Lesson four," said Micah as they walked away, "Honor received deserves honor given."
"Indeed," laughed Khamir, "Not-stranger, you may yet learn the wonder and glory of Dhu Lan."
As they walked Khamir pointed out buildings, statues and monuments of importance. Each had a connection to Dhu, his glories, his triumphs and his occasional mercies. Micah adjusted the small holocaster hidden beneath his shirt to capture images of them all along with whatever Khamir said.
They witnessed several fights but Khamir displayed an uncanny knack of knowing when one would start and he pulled Micah aside quickly. Oddly enough it took less hostility to start a fight than to strike a deal. They stopped to observe several merchants arguing with their customers. Micah cringed at some of the insults but Khamir dismissed them. Once he even laughed; the customer compared the merchant's family to various farm animals and the merchant replied, unruffled, that unlike the customer at least farm animals had some uses. When the customer didn't reply Micah knew for certain truth that a fight would soon follow. Instead the crowd applauded, the customer laughed and the deal followed quickly.
"Do not try that, not-stranger," advised Khamir, "Those two are friends or family-friends. If you wish to bargain, and you should, you must plead poverty and ignorance. Drool and slap your chest if the price is truly outrageous."
Several men nearby chuckled at this and looked at Micah with something less than blind hatred. He gave them a smile and a half-bow which they acknowledged, then Khamir had him on the move again. They had just competed a circuit around the Siisil Temple to Dhu, a large and impressive structure and one of the oldest on the planet, when the crowd suddenly parted before them. Micah glimpsed six black-robed figures each with an ornate, curved dagger, tight sleeves, black gloves and veils much more opaque than his. Before he could note more Khamir slapped the back of his head.
"Lower your gaze, not-stranger. Now! Lower your eyes!!"
Micah did so immediately and the crowd murmur increased. He saw a pair of black boots out of the corner of his eye; they approached him slowly.
"Pah! Not worth killing," said a harsh voice. Then the boots walked away.
"Those are Zehbol'ach Dhu," explained Khamir softly, "The Guardians of the Temple of Dhu. Do not challenge them unless you wish to die, not-stranger, scars or no."
"Lesson eight," said Micah equally softly, "Well-noted!"
The sun shone less than half its height above the horizon when bells began sounding throughout the city.
"That is the Sentinel Call," said Khamir, "When they sound again it signals the Sentinel Prayer. You must be within the starport grounds else your life is forfeit. We have ample time but we must leave now."
Just outside the main gate at the starport and with the sun not yet set Khamir guided Micah to a small shop.
"I shall do you one last courtesy before we part for the evening, not-stranger."
They sat at a table and Micah examined the room. It smelled strongly of spices, not unpleasant, and bottles, boxes, bags, jars and bundles of dried plants filled the shelves around its walls. The proprietor spoke a friendly insult to Khamir as he placed two steaming cups on the table before them.
"Do not let this sandgrub swindle you, not-stranger," said the man, "Khamir would sell his family were the price adequate."
"Then I would buy them," said Micah, "and we should both be happy."
Khamir and the man both laughed heartily at this and he sat beside Khamir.
"Well said, not-stranger. I am Omar." Then to Khamir, "Once again Dhu has strewn luck upon your path, brother. Drink, not-stranger, and tell me why my younger sister's husband has taken you in."
"I've never been to this world," said Micah, "nor any other Esavian planet. I wished to learn more of it, and it is truly wonderful, but I also do not wish to see the shape of my liver when it is cut out."
Omar nodded, smiled and raised his cup. Micah followed suit, sipping cautiously afterward. Then he sipped harder!
"This is delicious," said Micah sincerely, "What is it?"
"You honor me, not-stranger. This is khav. You starmen would name it tea but its preparation is much more complex."
"It's still delicious! Do you trade in spices?"
"Yes. The preparation of khav is my joy but it is the selling of spice that feeds my family."
Micah nodded to Khamir. "Omar. I do not wish to offend so please forgive if I do. Would you be willing to speak with the captain of my ship? He is interested in trading spices."
"So have I heard. I would take great honor in meeting him."
Micah didn't miss the slight inflection of formality in Omar's voice and Khamir's relaxation at it. He grinned at them both! He knew a trade when he made one and by their looks they knew he knew! Khamir glanced at the sun and finished his khav quickly.
"Until our next meeting, then," said Micah with a bow, "Honor to you, umm..."
"Not-stranger," supplied Omar, "Your honor mine."
Double-bonusjack! Plus-plus!
***
The next day Khamir appeared around midmorning. This time he spent that and most of the afternoon showing Micah various bazaars and open-air markets. Though they all appeared chaotic Micah saw the organization there. For lunch they had a dish of meat and vegetables, simply prepared and served with flatbread, all heavily spiced. At Khamir's request the food monger brought out samples prepared without spice. Micah found them plain, bland and tasteless.
"Remember the taste, not-stranger, that you may know what spices will best flavor it."
They finished exploring that market when Micah heard a high, reedy voice babbling somewhere off to his left and hurling insults and disasters indiscriminately. Khamir grabbed his sleeve and tried to pull him away when the crowd parted before them.
Before Micah stood a strange man, bare to the waist and clad only in a torn and tattered pair of shorts. His skin was dark and sun-hardened. Leathery. Micah could easily count the man's ribs and it looked as though the sun and weather had leached out of him everything not critical to life itself. Angry red and purple scars marred every visible inch of skin and, suspected Micah, the non-visible skin as well. His hair hung in sparse, dirty strands and the light of madness shone in his eyes.
"Infidels. Infidels! They walk among us!" The man reached up and ripped the veil from Micah's face. "They walk among us but they walk among us!" He shook the veil at the retreating crowd. "Fear the infidel, you cowards! Fear him! The shameless will bear shame! The shamed ones will know honor and the children of Dhu will eat of bitter fruit! Honor the veil that hides honor! Shame your faces who are bare!"
The madman staggered away and the crowd folded around Micah. Many hands touched him or his face and a kind stranger placed another cloth in his hand.
"Honor to you, stranger. Take no insult!"
Micah finished fastening his new veil into place when a pale and shaking Khamir appeared beside him and bowed.
"Your pardon, not-stranger. Ammi'duz approached before I could withdraw you."
Micah started to ask but Khamir cut him off.
"This is not the time! I shall answer your questions, not stranger, but now we must move!"
After a good distance Khamir pulled Micah down at another spicemonger's table. The khav tasted different but still excellent.
"But of course," said Khamir as though acknowledging the wetness of water, "Everyone makes it differently. Some formulations are well-known but others are kept as family secrets! Men have been killed over them!"
"That strange man," prompted Micah.
"Yes." Khamir downed his khav and ordered another. "Ammi'duz. Recall what I told you of the three marks."
"Family, brotherhood and learning," said Micah.
"Yes. Those are given through a life, a long life for the Marks of Learning. They are given by men to men for men. The Ammi receives his marks for great wisdom and service to Dhu, but again these are given by men.
"Sometimes the marks are not given by men, though." Khamir lowered his voice and looked about. "There are times when a young man as yet unmarked falls into the Madness of Dhu. His mind is filled with holy visions. I and my sect, the Light of the Eyes of Dhu, believe that the very voice of Dhu speaks to his ears.
"Such holy words and visions far exceed what the mind and body of flesh can contain. One so blessed must then try to make Dhu's will known through the imperfection of the corrupt flesh. If the man-child has the strength in Dhu and of the flesh to survive the Madness, Dhu gifts him with His holy marks. The gifted one is then known as Ammi'duz, though some sects call them the Mad Ones. I and my brothers believe this sacrilege to the face of Dhu."
"So that man..." Micah let the words trail off.
"He was chosen of Dhu, given Dhu's own message and gifted with the very marks of Dhu. It is great honor to you, not-stranger, and one never given to the infidel. Had he spoken against you you would have been killed on the spot."
"Given what you've told me I'm surprised some of the more intolerant ones in the crowd didn't kill him."
Khamir choked on his khav. "Not-stranger do not even joke of that! Did I not tell you Ammi'duz is sacred of Dhu. He is holy!" He looked quickly about. "Even did he spit in the face of Zehbol'ach Dhu and command his head be taken the guardian would stand in honor whilst his fellows struck him down! Even those who name them Mad Ones do so with respect!" Khamir shuddered.
"My apologies," said Micah, "I spoke in ignorance and I did not mean to offend."
Khamir smiled. "That is why I like you, not-stranger. You do not judge our ways or try to profane them with your own. Did more starmen approach Dhu with an open mind He might well gift them with His wisdom!"
They started back to the port well before Sentinel Call. Once again the crowd thinned and parted before them but this time Micah managed to catch the edge of it. Four men worked to scrub a large, chunky stain off the surface of the street. Micah didn't care to contemplate what might have caused the stain but the men working fascinated him. They worked shirtless but wore veils across their faces. Their bodies and arms were horribly scarred and some looked to have been burned. They didn't speak save to each other and none of the crowd spoke to them. Occasionally someone passing by spat on the ground near them but they ignored this and continued their work.
"Yrran'qui," spat Khamir with vehement disgust, "Honorless. They lost their marks yet lived through the removal. Dhu wishes them to know the depth and breadth of their shame before he blesses them with death."
Khamir spoke little on the way back but once again stopped in Omar's shop.
"There is one last thing I must tell you before we part, not-stranger. Tomorrow noon marks the beginning of the Feast of Dhu's Harvest. It is a sacred time and it will last until midnight the next day. You and yours must not leave the starport. It would be best if you locked your ship and did not leave it. Ordinarily no folk venture within the complex but none would stop any who did."
Micah nodded. "Of course we will honor what you say. These past two days you have taught me much of Esav and Dhu and those who follow him. Please take no offense at my request: I would like to learn more. I wish no insult upon you and yours or any other here but my thirst for knowledge is greater than my love of khav."
Khamir and Omar exchanged looks and remained silent a long time.
"That is... much to ask, not-stranger," said Khamir, "What I have told you any child would know well before his first marks. There is little more I can tell you unless you wish to take the marks yourself. Still, my sect-brothers and I know well the desire for learning. Ere the feast ends I shall speak with... others... and make your desire known. That is, I fear, the most I can offer you."
"Many thanks to you and yours," said Micah, "I shall accept with gratitude and respect whatever you and yours decide. Again, I mean no insult to any here and certainly no affront to Dhu."
Both of the others smiled at that.
"The Eyes of Dhu light the paths of learning and wisdom," said Omar, "These are the paths we seek to follow, not-stranger. My brother speaks truth. We shall ask others who might countenance enlightening your path. Perhaps Dhu will find some worth in favoring your desires." He checked the sun. "You must hurry now! Sentinel Prayer fast approaches."
Micah worked quickly to transcribe what he had seen and learned. He wore his holocaster again but he wanted to make notes on some of the things it missed. His two days with Khamir produced a treasure ship of information, some of which might figure prominently in whatever plans they developed but all of which they didn't have before.
"I spoke with your friend Omar today," said Ionoski when Micah finished, "He drives a hard bargain even for information. Or especially."
"Khamir mentioned that. He said the same of you. Do we now know what will trade well here?"
"Six-sigmas. As it turns out both Omar and Khamir have a plenitude of brothers, blood and otherwise, who trade with starmen. After we had an enjoyable lunch, which was hotter and spicier than you reported and don't think I'll forget that, we made our rounds through the town and a few of us gathered for afternoon khav. They all seemed quite pleased at what I learned from you, amazed that you remembered so much and willing to discuss a few things of, and I quote, '... some small interest to us.'
"Sigma line: if we can bring in certain goods they will trade with us. Once that happens we'll be in position to score a lot more in the way of information and what passes for good will."
Siffai, working diligently to clean her nails with a large knife, cursed as it slipped and drew blood.
"Information is good," she said, "but there is a problem to be handled."
"Steady, dosha," said Barstein, "All of this is more than good, even if it does test your patience. How can we fight what we do not understand? Just what we have gleaned from Micah's voyages far surpasses what we knew, sela'hai."
"I know, David," she said, "That does not make the waiting easier. My apologies to you as well, Ted. Like Micah my path is the one of direct action."
"Negative problem, dear," said Kidwell, "Micah's worse."
"The festival of the harvest," said Ionoski quickly, "It starts tomorrow. Besides that what did you get on it, Micah?"
Micah shrugged. "You heard all of it. Basically that we should remain locked inside our ship until well after it's over and that bad things might happen if we didn't."
"I got that plus a bit more," said Ionoski, "The feast starts at noon, that's by the sun, and the revelry will start mid- to late afternoon."
"The... Excuse me," said Kidwell, "Did you say revelry? I didn't think that was on the list of things Esavians approve of, especially on their own worlds!"
"Essentially correct," grinned Ionoski, smug in a bit of knowledge Kidwell did not yet have, "But not. Most of the time they're stricter than a Unity congregation, but even Unity has its dark side. Think about it. Any society held as rigidly as this one must have some kind of release. Governments and rulers who don't take that into account tend to lose power, thrones and heads. Since these folks have been basically unchanged as long as anyone can remember their release must be built into the structure of their society.
"From what I learned the release here is during certain festivals and rituals. Apparently Dhu either looks the other way or snoozes when it happens. The very devout limit themselves to some wild song and dancing but others are always tempted to excess. This afternoon during social conversation Brother Chifac confessed that he didn't have enough, ahem, ceremonial wine and he feared what might happen when it ran out. Fortunately Brother Pahir's cousin's sister's something is married to the brother of three Zehbol'ach and for the appropriate offering, consideration or bribe they are willing to make sure his family and home are safe."
"Frost," said Ferrel, "I used to think Meridian Cluster families were complicated."
Kidwell scowled hard at that. "For people who don't have instant communications technology, Charles, family and friends and family of friends fill that role handily. What's more, Meridian Cluster families are not complicated!"
"I see a platinum opportunity here," said Micah, "What did you say about the nets here, Charlie?"
"I said I'd like to try them from outside the port. Wait a milli!" He grinned hugely "Does that mean what I think it does?"
***
By two hours after full dark the Feast of Dhu's Harvest had grown into its full revelry. Ferrel and Kidwell had some good holos of the day's festivities. By the simple expedient of sending spiders up on balloons they purchased at the port, before the fest began, Ferrel seeded the bugs in seven widely-separated locations within the city. Save for the three he managed to land near power the small devices wouldn't last long but they didn't need to. They would at least survive the night, all that mattered.
At first the music was festive and the dancing wasn't too wild. Then, as the day progressed into evening men began overindulging and things turned less tame. Zehbol'ach, who did not indulge at all, broke up the fights quickly. At first. As the wine flowed more freely the number and severity of the incidents outpaced the black-garbed guards' ability to contain and halt them. When that happened they worked to keep the combatants separate from other people's property and the other people themselves, provided they didn't want to join the fray. Both Micah and Siffai eagerly analyzed the Zehbol'ach style of fighting, both armed and unarmed. No guard drew his knife unless faced by multiple armed opponents and even then they struck to subdue and disable rather than kill.
By 22:00 local adjusted most of the populace had retired for the evening. Some scattered but intense celebrations still dotted the city but traffic on its streets diminished nearly to the point of absence. Op time!
Micah ghosted through the streets followed by Ferrel, Siffai and Barstein. Ionoski vetoed Kidwell's request to accompany them. She wanted to read crowds and Micah planned to avoid them. All of them wore black complete with minimal hoods, veils, gloves and boots. They each wore a curved dagger. Siffai also padded her garb to conceal her gender; had Micah not known he'd have seen her as a small man. Ferrel had four targets in mind with none of them close to the port. Micah's plan for the mission: not to be seen. His backup: look like Zehbol'ach to any observers.
"Laughable," said Ferrel, "Obviously not a temple."
Though the town had no civil authorities other than the Zehbol'ach, Ferrel and Kidwell managed to locate several buildings that might serve similar purposes. Inside this one they did find records: shelves and shelves of boxes and boxes, all filled with paper.
"Shakasta," swore Siffai, "Barbarians and uncivilized. No computers at all?"
"One," said Ferrel, "One terminal and two cores, all of them at least a century obsolete."
While Ferrel worked to compromise those, Micah and the others donned low-light high-res scan goggles, scattered and began flipping through random samples of the papers and books they found. Twice they heard groups of men outside singing loudly but they passed quickly and with no incidents.
Ferrel's second target went down as easily as the first and more quickly. This one actually had three obsolete cores and not as much paper. Siffai even found and duplicated an archaic dataspool. Ferrel's third location, while not itself a temple, lay across the street from one. After seeing the crowds still celebrating there, along with a heavy Zehbol'ach contingent, he vetoed it.
According to Ionoski and Kidwell their fourth target belonged to a well-to-do merchant of some type. This would also be their riskiest venture: the man's business shared a wall with his residence.
"Interesting," said Ferrel when he scanned the door, "There's some serious security here and I don't mean a string and a bell. Micah, check windows please and don't touch."
Micah did so and found a lot of very sophisticated security in place.
"It's active," he said, "It looks fairly straightforward but I'm not touching!"
Ferrel checked and verified what Micah found and proceeded to neutralize the entire system. When he opened the door cool air washed over them and inside the room the air cooled several degrees. Interesting squared: none of the places Micah or Ionoski visited boasted such frivolous equipment. Ferrel cackled with delight when he found a very modern terminal. Siffai kept watch and Micah and Barstein scanned the papers and books loose about.
"Bonusjack," said Ferrel, "I have a house net and a very pyro one. Looks like Jengiil gear but I can't say six-sigmas. Call it three."
Ferrel connected his portable datacore with a smugness Micah could feel. He mentally marked off five credits and braced himself for Ferrel's rub-in. Then Barstein found a hidden cache of very recent dataspools and began copying them.
The door to the room burst open and a man staggered in carrying a bottle, dragging a woman beside him and singing loudly all the while. He made it to the middle of the room before he realized he had company; Micah fired his stunner and they both collapsed to the floor. Siffai eased the door shut.
"Rut," swore Micah, "Hurry, Charlie, Dave. They might have company."
Ferrel scowled. "Come monitor this, Micah. I'll prep the door alarms for fast egress."
Meanwhile Siffai investigated the bottle. She frowned as she sniffed it.
"Definitely not wine," she said, "That is much stronger liquor than Dhu permits! Perhaps..."
She dragged the two limp figures to an overstuffed chair and arranged them in a compromising position. She poured the liquor liberally around them, took a sample of it and dumped about half the rest outside. Then she placed the bottle where it might have dropped out of the man's hand when he passed out.
"I hope they are married," she whispered, "else he'll have an explanation to concoct!"
The portacore beeped.
"Time to leave," said Ferrel.
None too soon! As the door clicked shut behind them Micah thought he heard noise from the other door.
Back aboard their ship Ferrel immediately attacked the data. He connected the portacore to his terminal and began working on it while Ionoski debriefed the rest.
"Outstanding job," said Ionoski, "Not that I expected otherwise. Katie, let's analyze that slosh. It's probably local but if not we may have something else to trade. Even if it is we may have some leverage, if we can figure how best to use it."
"Bloody," said Ferrel, "This is uncryo to the high orbits."
"What is it," asked Ionoski.
"This encryption. It's way beyond anything these stapes should have, or even be able to spell! It's like... Feces!!" Ferrel worked his terminal hard. "Flames! That ruddy data had a toxic charge on it. My whole bloody transfer's gone! Glad I made a backup."
Ferrel grumbled as he reloaded the data. Micah jacked in beside him, mostly to watch. A quick analysis of the logs showed the initial attack and progression of the data's protection. Micah forked a copy into his terminal and disconnected from Ferrel's. He segmented two areas of hot memory for analysis and slowed down the remainder. He then emulated Ferrel's actions and before long the data exploded and decayed. The isolated hot modules began analyzing what happened and logging in detail.
"Clever," said Micah, "That's almost metaviral, Charlie, and I'm only one sigma on the 'almost.' If we didn't have pyro boxes it would have wiped everything."
"As if," grumped Ferrel, not wavering in his concentration, "Will you..."
"Analyze the attack," asked Micah, "Of course, brother. I doubt I could crack the data."
At Micah's request Ionoski, Kidwell and Barstein meshed their terminals with his. Siffai meshed hers to Ferrel's. The datatoxin was indeed very sophisticated. Each member of Micah's group ran an analysis and each time it attacked differently. It acted differently on each individual terminal and, when they let it loose on the smesh it adapted to its environment and attacked differently again. They tried several different smesh configurations and the thing always adapted to optimum efficiency. After a few iterations and analysis Micah loaded a carefully-corrupted copy into his machine. Ionoski loaded a pristine copy and they both tried to break the attack. Then they configured the machines with a full wide pipe and Micah began working on Ionoski's data. It attacked, of course, and Micah directed it to his copy of the data. Both machines lagged nearly to paralysis as the virus fought itself.
"That was impressive," said Barstein.
Both datacaches reduced themselves to random fragments of data while spiking all the other warez in the process. Kidwell and Barstein watched and logged, careful not to let the thing loose in their boxes. When they shared the raw analysis data and began correlating it Micah found a pattern he very much did not like.
"It's not only AIdaptive it's ruddy aggressive. I haven't seen anything that can self-adapt in such a tight space since we the last time we burned a Consortium embassy."
Ferrel grunted something inaudible. "Full truth and no blather on that. It's plenty pyro but I'm plus-plus better! That virus may not like hitting a copy of itself but it six-sigma doesn't like chewing on its own self!"
"You've cracked the encryption," asked Ionoski, visibly impressed.
"Not quite, Ted, but I did figure out how to stop the data toxin. The crypto's still there but not for bloody long! This thing actually irritated me."
***
Micah woke the next morning, showered himself mostly conscious and headed to the lounge for strong chog. He found Ferrel slumped over his terminal, snoring. He pulled two big cups of chog, sat and nudged Ferrel in the ribs.
"Mmph. What?"
"Good morning, gorgeous," said Micah, "Was she worth it?"
Ferrel started a sarcastic reply which turned into a yawn. Before he could finish Micah slapped the chog into his hand.
"Thanks, my brother." Ferrel sweetened his chog heavily then sipped for a blissful moment. "This has gone well past irritating! I chopped through one full layer of encryption, that's two counting the virus, only to find a third! Most annoying. At first I thought simple recursive encryption was a bastard to break but now I may revise that opinion."
"Did you two even sleep?" Kidwell pulled chog, lit a drugstick and sat. "In bed, I mean, and without your machine, Charlie."
"I'm more interested in results," said Ionoski as he sat, "Charles?"
"Three layers of crypto, Ted. Three! That reeks to orbit and a microjump!"
"Defense in depth," said Micah, "Very effective when you have the troops for it."
"So do we," asked Ionoski, "Doesn't each layer of encryption diminish the size of the data, Charlie?"
"It does, but so far these crypto algorithms are pretty light. Including the virus we've lost just over eight percent of the data." Ferrel pulled a sour face. "If there's not a lot of that this is going to be one ruddy long day. That kind of serious layering I don't really want to contemplate. Rut!"
Ionoski considered this. "You keep working on that, Charlie. Micah, you or Dave can help him with that. I think the rest of us need to work on the other data you all found. That and check the contents of the rooms. You did all use your holocasters, yes? Polar. Vera, I'd like a name on this stape and an official description of his business. See if you can find that. I know it's a lot to ask with not much data but we still have a day of Feast to work."
"It would be a hades of a lot easier if they had a system for locating people," said Micah.
"They do," replied Kidwell, "The problem is that we don't."
Truth!
***
"Abdul Fazi Charraud," said Ferrel suddenly, "Last layer of encryption squelched! I haven't attacked the data yet but that's who owns it!"
"Good job," said Ionoski.
Micah looked up in relief. He and the rest spent the morning working on the data from their other two targets. That particular task was more tedious than complex but the data was poorly and inconsistently formatted and optically scanned from paper, which only complicated matters. The data from the primitive cores didn't fuse smoothly either and making it fit required a lot of touch.
"You have to let me go out tonight, Ted," said Kidwell, "I know you didn't have an op planned but what we've found from these records has me itching. I'm about two millis away from slapping Katie just for fun."
Siffai grinned and Ionoski chuckled.
"Besides," continued Kidwell, "I haven't had a chance to read a crowd since Zuvi Minor and I plus-plus want to try some of the ones here, especially during this festival. I have some tentative baseline data from your and Micah's holos but that's negative-sigma against the real thing."
"Slib," said Ionoski after a moment of consideration, "Micah, you and Dave. No targets and be back before midnight. We don't know what happens when the Feast ends and we don't want to discover bad things the hard way. In fact, try not to stray too far from the port."
***
Micah forced himself to calmness and worked to project extra menace. To his eyes Kidwell didn't make as good a false Zehbol'ach as had Siffai, but not so to the other folk on the street. No one bothered them as they walked about, looking for crowds. Although the people celebrated almost as hard as on the previous night the crowd size had decreased and the people within them showed signs of fatigue. Occasionally they encountered other Zehbol'ach heading in other directions. That put Micah's nerves over the top but nothing came of it. At times Micah felt eyes on his back afterward; he very carefully did not look back and the feeling vanished not long afterwards.
Forty-five minutes before midnight Kidwell pronounced herself happy. They had reached their farthest foray away from the port and Micah gladly turned back toward it. What nuggets of information she had Micah knew not but, unlike Ferrel, she required no fancy desserts to share them. By his mien Barstein was ready to leave, too. The crowds shrank further as the revelers finally reveled themselves out. Feast done, Dhu's followers happy and everyone ready for normal life to resume the next day.
They had just stepped into a deserted and dimly-lit street almost within sight of the port when six black-robed figures stepped out in front of them. Before Micah could react another three stepped out behind them. Micah heard Kidwell's sharp intake of breath. One of the first six moved forward and the other five spread out behind him.
"I am Ammi Larruk from the Miktown Great Temple of the Fists of Dhu." He pulled back his sleeve and thrust his arm into the feeble light. "You are strange to me. Show me your marks."
Micah bowed, which impressed Larruk not at all, and approached him. The other Zehbol'ach took ready stances and the two on the ends drew their daggers. By a faint whisper behind at least one of those two had as well. Micah took hold of his sleeve and made to pull it up. He looked at Kidwell.
"Quick and quiet," he said. Then he attacked.
"Infidel! INFIDELS!!"
Micah didn't know who started shouting; he had enough on his plate to keep him busy. Larruk attacked hard and fast and Micah worked to battle him and as many others as he could. When Larruk attacked, two others tried to take Micah down. He blocked and feinted back, then kicked the knees out from under one of them.
Kidwell grunted as she attacked hard and received one back, but she didn't fall. Micah snapped his elbow into the throat of the man trying to take him from behind, and Larruk landed a hard punch into his ribs. Before he could recover Micah grabbed his wrist, broke it and applied a nerve grip to his elbow. Twisting under another attack and working to maintain his grip, Micah kicked another attacker in the gut. He fell but wouldn't stay down long; Micah's need to keep Larruk held robbed the kick of most of its force. Barstein had dropped one opponent and now swapped punches, kicks and blocks with another as he fought to protect Micah and Kidwell from behind.
Larruk spun and kicked. Micah released his grip, ducked, grabbed his leg and levered him off-balance. Kidwell connected solidly and her opponent fell. Micah spun sideways, dropped one surprised foe and engaged another; the man he'd kicked, now recovered. Larruk switched to Kidwell, landed a solid strike and this time she dropped to one knee.
Abandoning subtlety Micah charged the two now between himself and Kidwell. One of those, an knife-wielder, tried to cut Micah. Micah blocked and grabbed then levered that man knife-first into the other. That man gurgled and fell and Micah dispatched the now-knifeless man.
Larruk drew his knife and cut at Kidwell but she had a trick planned. As his knife approached she power-punched straight up between Larruk's legs. The force of it lifted him off the ground; he grunted and folded around her fist, thudded to the ground and didn't rise. Barstein finished his work but now more shouts sounded around them.
"Stunners?" Kidwell wheezed but spoke the word gamely.
Micah drew his stunner and applied it liberally. The dim flash, still bright against the darkness, started even more shouts.
"Vera, message Ted. The puppy's rutted orbit-wide, now. Dave, help her. Tell Ted emergency preflight!"
Thoughts flashed through Micah's head and he grabbed Larruk's limp body and threw it over his shoulder. He was heavy but they didn't have too far to go.
With nothing to lose now they ran full-out for the port. Ionoski had the ramp down and waited at the top.
"We're as hot as we can be," he said, "Who's our guest?"
"Possible hostage if we need one," said Micah, "He's Ammi Larruk. CHARLIE!"
"Here, my brother," said the closest comm panel, "I'm halfway through e-pre now."
"Can you do something about the local ordnance? We have a hostage!"
"Already done and not necessary," came the reply, "I burned what net they have and trashed everything connected to it."
Micah dumped Larruk and started for the bridge. "Ted, someone, strap him down and bind him."
Micah found Ferrel true to his word, as always. Most of the emergency preflight had completed and the ship would be hot soon. Micah powered up the gravitics, ignored the comm and guided the ship toward an open spot on the tarmac. Ionoski reported everyone else strapped down just as the last light turned green.
Micah tapped in the panic code and blasted the ship upward. She still didn't have any zip, but what she had would do. He applied as much thrust as he could and before long they left the last wisp of atmosphere behind them.
"Any company," he asked.
"For truth, " asked Ferrel, "These are Esavians. We're clear, my brother. No. Wait. Surface launch detected. Looks like missiles, hot and fast."
"Got 'em," said Micah, "How soon can you plot a microjump?"
"Well, since a late night dessert is out... Done! Go!"
Micah hit the button and space faded around them.
***
Ferrel worked delicately on Kidwell's ribs. That made her wince, which made Micah wince. That made her roll her eyes.
"Flames, Micah! For the last time again it was not your fault!"
Micah debriefed Ionoski quickly but stayed in the room as Ferrel started his work on Kidwell. The ship now floated well above the ecliptic, far away from Allhai Mik's sun, with every system powered to minimum in order to lessen her scan signature.
"I know Vera, but..."
"But nothing. Ouch, Charlie, that one hurts, hon." Kidwell spoke normally to Ferrel then speared Micah with a sharp glare. "Besides. How many times have I had to sit where you are and watch Charles patch you up?"
"But..."
"Close it or hose it! Burnit, Micah." She sighed in exasperation then grimaced as it hit her ribs. "I am no less an agent than you are! I knew the risks when I signed the papers. Just because you're better at fighting doesn't mean I'm - careful, Charlie, that one's tender too - doesn't mean you have to wrap me in padding and keep me from ever taking a hit!"
"Sela'hai," said Barstein, "Your fighting is a thing of beauty, dosha."
"Relax, hon," said Ferrel, "He treats me the same way. Maybeso it's a good thing for him to get an idea of what it's like to patch up a friend who took a drubbing, truth?"
"No blather," replied Kidwell, "He does need some of his own dish-out."
"I'm still here," said Micah.
"Indeed you are, dosha," said Siffai, "You are also being very silly. You are a team. Comrades. Partners! If some daksha stupid fellow agent of mine tried to keep me from the fight I would take his liver as well as my foe's. Would you treat me so, Micah?"
"I'd protect you as much as I would Vera, Ted, Charlie or David, burn it all! That's what I do best."
"As we would you, silly man. Do not steal all the glory for yourself."
Micah scowled at that, rejoinder ready.
"They're right, Micah," said Ionoski, "No plan survives first contact. And..."
"We got firsted," finished Micah, "Slib, Ted, but I still fell bad about it."
"So do I," said Ionoski surprisingly, "We weren't finished there. We were making a lot of progress, most of it thanks to you, and who knows what else we could have accomplished? That does not matter now. What happened happened and we can't change it. Second Rule of the Mission?"
"Learn from failure. Was this?"
"You seem to think so," said Ionoski, "I'm more concerned about Rule Five."
"Always have a plan," said Micah instantly. Then, "The Ammi?"
"Dead on the beam. What are your plans for him?"
Larruk now lay in sickbay, restrained and sedated, with a medical monitor to alert them when he woke.
"I had planned on using him as a hostage," said Micah, "Had the need arisen. I thought about leaving him on the tarmac but the plasma wash would have killed him. I probably should have dropped him outside the port."
"Probably," agreed Ionoski, "But you didn't. First Rule. How do we make a success out of this?"
"Source of information," asked Micah, "He is an Ammi. That means great knowledge of Dhu."
"He will not talk," said Siffai, "He will die before he betrays Dhu, his brethren or himself."
"He will talk," said Ionoski, "He will do so gladly. But not here. We need to get him to a trained interrogation team."
"Minor problem," said Ferrel, now down to the fine work, "We're not in the same galaxy with sanity if we try to reach the League from here. Even stretching the links we'll need at least seven. Eight would be better and ten would not be overly cautious."
"What about Jengiil space," asked Kidwell, "We know we can make it through that."
"They do have LINC, Vera," said Ferrel, "So do the Esavians. I don't know if the Jeng respect our formerly hospitable hosts well enough to hold us at their request, or that the Esavians would even request it, but I would rather not find out the hard way."
"Mekhajan," suggested Micah.
"Possible but TLI," said Ionoski, "Rumor says they're on at least non-hostile terms with the Esavians. I don't know if that's mutual avoidance or simple respect but they're definitely not friendly toward the League and I don't know if they'd respect our Jengiil cert. Mark that one as a last resort."
Siffai and Barstein called up a nav chart. Then both of them smiled.
"We are within range of Semid space, Ted," said Barstein, "Did you plan to mention that? We are within very distant range of Bantorre and Chalo. We need one navigation stop but only one. With Charles' skill at astrogation he can make it brief."
Ferrel did a quick plot. "Polar. The plot from there to Semid space is at most thirty minutes past a solid fix and that's through Jengiil space. If they can tag us that fast I'll eat this ship whole."
Ionoski nodded. "We do that, then. Dave, which world should we pick?"
"Chalo," said Barstein instantly, "For reasons that will become clear when we land."



Chapter 6. Hey! We're Not Done!
 
After a quick communication from Barstein GC Chalo shot Micah a priority wire. By the time the hull cooled an impressive group of people had gathered at the bottom of the ramp. Siffai and Barstein spoke with them briefly and Micah and the others found themselves escorted to a very nice lounge area with four rooms attached to it.
"Please be welcome, friends," said one of the Chalovians, "I am Zek Movvi and we are most pleased to receive you. More so since Katie and David spoke of your purpose for being here. If you wish it there are refreshments and resting quarters here. You also have secure LINC communication if you wish to contact the League. Master Ionoski, will you accompany me please?"
Ionoski nodded and left with Movvi. Kidwell sprawled in a comfortable chair and Ferrel investigated the refreshments. Micah pulled out a cube and sat at the LINC terminal.
***
"Our friend the Ammi will talk," assured Movvi, "Of that you may be certain. He will talk and he will not be harmed in any way." Then with a nod to Ionoski, "Of course we will share all he tells."
The four League agents now occupied very nice rooms in Chalo Down. Much nicer than the lounge at the port, these also had a secure common area and workroom. Ferrel checked for bugs as a matter of course and pronounced all the rooms clean. After Movvi presented the rooms he assured them that Siffai and Barstein would join them as soon as they debriefed.
"Our most pressing need," said Ionoski, "is information, access and secure facilities. I'm assuming these rooms are secure? Excellent." Then as Ferrel cleared his throat. "Oh yes. Technical assistance if you can spare it."
That puzzled Movvi. "Of course we can spare it! SIF7 alone would command that, to say nothing of your mission here. Anything you need we will gladly provide!"
Ferrel opened his mouth but Kidwell overtalked him.
"Hush, Charlie." Then to Movvi, "A datajack and a wide pipe will satisfy him, seigneur."
***
Over the next few days Movvi proved true to his word. While Ferrel worked on Abdul Fazi Charraud and his data, Micah, Barstein and two local burners worked on the metavirus.
"It's a lot of dates, transfer transactions and prices," said Ferrel of the data, "I know for certain truth it's in code and I haven't found the key. Yet."
"How is this code," asked Micah, "It looks pretty ordinary to me."
"Because I plus-plus doubt Seigneur Charraud has room in his back yard for fifty meat cattle and feed."
"Maybe he owns a farm?"
"Then why did he list the final delivery and receipt point as his business in town? For that matter why would he purchase non-soya steaks at a premium price two transactions later? No, my brother, it's a code of some kind. We shall discover it's meaning; all we need is some more time!"
Micah flowed through his routines, all the while visualizing the fight with Larruk and his Zehbol'ach Dhu. They fought well and they fought well together but Micah knew he could do better. As he worked he saw each punch and kick and his mind gave him the counter. When he finished his set routines he began improvising ones designed specifically to take down the black-robed guards.
Ferrel appeared, amazingly, and began working through his routines. He did an outstanding job of them and when he and Micah both reached a stopping point he spoke.
"Because I needed a break. My brother, those dates and inventory items do not make any sense. I needed to let the problem cool off a while and I thought a workout might help. Perhaps spark an idea or give me a different perspective."
Micah handed Ferrel a damper and donned one himself. Ferrel fought well. Understandably, since he'd trained with Micah from their first day at Intelligence. One of the main tenets Micah taught was fighting to strength. Ferrel was intrinsically quick and tricky so Micah taught him to utilize those qualities and to take advantage of them. After a good, solid workout, complete with bruises on both sides, they stopped for water.
"If I didn't know better, and I'm not sure I do," said Ferrel, "I'd swear the numbers are code, never mind the inventory. But codes have patterns, burnit, and these don't!"
"Stretch and cool, Charles. We both know I'm not you but I'll look at the data. Maybe I can at least spark the spark of an idea."
Try as he might, Micah found no pattern either.
"We've tried everything, Micah," said Sarah Meitz, one of the local burners, "Nothing makes any sense."
"Slib. Let's pretend Charlie just cracked this." He cleared the terminal of all previous correlates and hypotheses and reset the raw data. "I know you've done it already but correlate this against the local calendar."
Meitz did so and the data fit. Then she did something and some of the transactions turned red.
"These are conflicts against known celebrations, rituals, feasts and other holy days," explained Ferrel, "According to all the cultural intel we have plus Vera's reads on the crowds these transactions cannot have happened. You yourself saw how seriously these people take Dhu's time. Either Charraud is the biggest sinner on Allhai Mik, who has never been caught, or they're not right. Even if they are the amount of activity implies a similar number of other sinners to do business with. That is very low sigma and that means code."
"Have you tried LINC standard time?"
"Six-sigma." Ferrel twiddled his terminal. "Using both local adjusted and absolute there are still conflicts."
Micah examined the data again. Some of the plain entries turned yellow and some of the red ones, orange.
"I've also tried AI heuristics against local calendar, LINC adjusted and LINC absolute. No pattern."
Micah deleted Ferrel's last action and called up the local calendar as the local folk used it.
"Tried that," said Ferrel, "Yes, there is some diagonalization but not enough for a good analytic or even a boundary metric. It's predictable but empty. Burnit!"
"We have data on the surrounding groups and planets. Do any of the dates correlate there?"
"No, my brother. At least not enough so to make the archives. It might be something like ship arrivals or LINC deals. If that's the case then we have squelch."
"But..." prompted Micah at what Ferrel didn't say.
"But if it's something of local significance that lots of people would know, why bother hiding it behind such powerful encryption. No one on that planet would violate Dhu Lan by stealing it and even if they did, why bother hiding it so hard? If we didn't have advanced equipment and expertise working on this I'd still be chewing on it after I retired! The average tech on Allhai Mik would take forever for even low-grade crypto."
"Is there a sect of Dhu's Burners of Potentially Sinful Data?"
"Not on any record I've ever seen," said Meitz, "and I've seen more than a few. I ran correlates against all known and inferred sects of Dhu. Nothing. Here's something else you might not know. Almost all Esavians and Esavian worlds eschew tech they cannot produce and maintain locally. Some of the most radical won't even use that. Believe or doubt, this is incredibly high technology even for Allhai Mik or Saddireb Libre, and I don't just mean the software. From what Charlie tells me the terminal itself was advanced well past the local levels."
"No blather there," said Ferrel, "And before you ask we also tried vertical correlation, one-, two- and three-step skips, prime skips, Fibonacci skips, L-space curve correlation, hyperelliptical solution... even Vera tried. Squelch!"
"Slib," said Micah, "I know this is your strong orbit, Charlie, but let's work backward from where you started. Do you still have the original data minus the crypto?"
Ferrel called it up. "It's pretty scrambled and out of order. At first I thought it was just a consequence of the crypto they had on it, then I hypothesized otherwise. When nothing nice happened I factored in the original structure. Squelch. I even ran heuristics on the difference between the raw data and the current order. Nothing."
"What about the metavirus? Have you done anything with it?"
"We have. Good work in breaking it too, my brother. I'll make a burnmaster out of you yet. Interlocking defense in depth with an incredibly light AIdaptive attack engine interleaved between the layers. It took some work but we managed to invert it. Then we applied it to the raw data and then the structured data and even the original transfer, and got feces for all of them."
Micah called up the calendar again. He saw the diagonalization Ferrel mentioned but something else gnawed at him. Regardless of what the data meant no Esavian would do business during any time dedicated to Dhu. That meant that even if Charraud himself didn't follow Dhu Lan - unlikely! - anyone with whom he interacted most certainly would. They would, with equal certainty, impose extreme and severe consequences on any violations.
"This encryption is incredibly complex," said Micah, "So is that metavirus. So was Charraud's house net."
"Truth to the point of pain," said Ferrel sarcastically, "But we'll be ready if we see it again! Don't forget we did invert it."
"What is the timespan of the data? Order earliest to latest and opaque to frequency and dispersion."
"Two years and five months," said Ferrel, "That doesn't fit any rational bookkeeping system plus there are no distinct boundary events on the transactions themselves."
Micah stared at the data. "Did you try removing the conflicts?"
"One of the first things. Then just the conflicts. Then the same under local adjusted and absolute times conflicts removed and just conflicts. Squelch."
"Other data on the machine? What about those spools we found."
"We tried date correlations with and without, metrics, heuristics, key-signature matching, key-sync encryption, simple cipher substitution, less-than-simple substitutions... Lots of stuff."
Micah focused his attention on the local calendar, then the other two, then he let his mind wander a moment. Then another moment. Still nothing.
"Thriftiness means Dhu Lan warns against wastefulness," said Micah, "Therefore this means something. The heavy-duty crypto says it means something important. Something that should not be discovered."
"Truth," said Ferrel.
"Pious question: something that should not be discovered by whom?"
Ferrel twitched at that. Then he began thinking hard.
"Something that should not be discovered by... someone who could discover it?"
"Dead on the beam! The locals? Very low sigma. If Charraud did business on holy days he'd be executed. Or worse. Then again at a second offense and most certainly at a third, so absolutely not the locals."
"But who besides the locals..." Ferrel slammed his fist on the table and grinned. "Torque me sideways! Us! Us or someone like us."
"Plus-plus," said Micah, "Next question: why would someone like us be burning around that particular planet for someone like him?"
"Because such hypothetical burners had something to look for. Bonusjack, my brother! Signor Charraud is a fadescale! He is very carefully blending into the environment on Allhai Mik."
"He's an agent," said Meitz, "But an agent working for whom?"
"An agent working for someone with an interest in Allhai Mik in particular," said Ferrel, "and possibly the Esavians in general. I'm calling up the analyses now. Micah, message Ted please."
By the time Ionoski arrived they had all the data they and Chalo had concerning Alhai Mik displayed or ready for it.
"Impressive," said Ionoski, "The inferences and conclusions all check. Doubly impressive since we should have realized it immediately but didn't."
"We had other concerns," said Micah.
"But it's both a simple and an obvious conclusion and simple solutions are best solutions."
Truth! thought Micah.
"But," continued Ionoski, "as simple and as obvious as it is, how exactly does it help us to break it?"
Metiz' expression fell instantly.
"Burn you Ted," said Ferrel but without any punch behind the words, "Why do you always poach my profit with the simplest of facts?"
"Job requirement," shrugged Ionoski, "or hobby, you pick."
Ferrel and Ionoski swapped a little more banter but Micah's thoughts sharpened. Something about simple solutions. Something with simple solutions and Ferrel's work inverting the metavirus. Not itself a simple task but the simplest solution to the problem it posed. Simple solutions versus the diagonality of the data and the conflicts where no conflict should exist. Something with simple solutions and not wasting effort...
"Reverse the dates," said Micah, "Not the order, the dates themselves. Reverse the numbers."
Ferrel did so and all the conflicts on the local calendar vanished!
"The time range," said Micah, looking, "is now a year and a half. That's a more reasonable boundary."
"There's also clustering," said Ferrel, "Sensibly random clustering, exactly as you'd expect from just about any business. Burn it all why didn't I see that?!"
"Too many corners," said Micah, "Think back. How many layers of armor-plated crypto did you have to peel back to get the data. All of that plus an embedded metavirus that made your life just that much harder. How advanced was all of that?
"Now assume the role of 'them.' Suppose you have data that absolutely must not be discovered. You have lots of complex guards and crypto to assure that plus a virus that will trash any system it hits, plus tariff. Worst-case: how can you best hide your data if all those complex precautions fail?"
"With something frustratingly simple," grinned Ferrel, "Message Vera. Sarah, we have some actual work ahead of us. Disgusting!"
By the time Kidwell arrived with Siffai and Barstein in tow Ferrel had significant correlations.
"This man is a horrible merchant," said Meitz, "His purchases far outpace his sales."
"Because they aren't purchases or sales," said Ferrel, "Ted, bring Vera, Katie and Dave up to orbit. Micah, just look. Don't power up your concluder yet, just see what we have."
"This may be significant," said Meitz, "Sales of swine are always preceded by purchases of steak, riding animals, khav and iron or steel."
"Isolate those," said Micah, "Now see if you can correlate those particular items with anything else. Then try pairs and other combinations."
"Daksha tah'koos!" Siffai and Barstein both winced when Meitz uttered that. "Correlations. Tons of tight ones. Ran'damma sideways! Even more when we eliminate khav."
Siffai's face wrinkled and she looked at Meitz reproachfully. Micah made note of the words against future need.
"She's right, six-sigmas," said Ferrel, "Look at these transactions in linear order with all the others removed."
He highlighted purchases in green and sales in red. No one had any problem seeing the positive time-correlation there!
"Daksha tookuz on this one too," said Micah.
Siffai scowled at him but forbore a reply when she saw what he indicated. All the others fell silent in short order.
Charraud's most profitable sale of swine happened a few days before the bombing of the Peace Spire.
"Assume relevance," said Micah, speaking as much to organize his thoughts as to inform the others, "These four items, with or without khav, all appear in the same order and only ever together. There are no isolated instances of any of them appearing elsewhere. That rules out coincidence.
"Sarah. Try a time-correlation between these transactions, specifically swine sales, with incidents or incursions into Semid space."
"They match," said Meitz after a lengthy query, "All but these two." She highlighted a pair. "Both of them report a very low profit on the sale. Coincidence?"
"I don't think so. Hypothesis: 'swine' refers to Esavian activity against the Federation. Do a simple delay analysis between the date of the sale and the date of the incident."
"Positive correlation," said Meitz, "Very positive within a one- to two-week window. The shortest delay was six days and the longest seventeen but those are outliers. All the rest fall within the interval."
"It fits twice," said Barstein, now working his own terminal, "Low profits happened when we acted quickly or managed to circumvent a major incident. Higher profits happen when they succeeded. The more people they killed or property they damaged the greater the sale amount."
"Try relevant regression against that," suggested Micah, "There should be a high correlation there too."
"Near unity," said Meitz, "I would call it indistinguishable."
"I concur," said Micah, "Dave, the Esavians have active terror cells outside their own space, yes?"
"Too much so," replied Barstein, "Hence SIF7's current state of overwork."
"Active terror cells require significant specialized supplies," said Micah, "Food and drink they can acquire as needed but weapons, explosives and other milspec gear has to come from elsewhere. Compromised cells also need replacement."
"Possibly food as well," said Siffai, "If the Esavians are that fanatical they will want food they know is safe to eat, so that may be supplied also."
Micah shoved around an idea. "Try this for a hat. 'Steak' is rations; food prepared so that the members of the cells know it's good to eat. 'Riding animals' refers to transportation: interstellar, interplanetary, maybe even hovers. 'Iron' and 'steel' are weapons, explosives, armor or other equipment they can't purchase legally without suspicion. 'Khav' we can try to cross-correlate, but even without it the rest makes sense.
"What we have is the logistics for a supply chain to any terror cell outside Esavian space. We know from what we found on Zuvi Minor that the Esavians do have friends outside their own worlds. Whether these friends are covert Esavians or just people friendly to them or their cause is irrelevant. Supply points and caches exist and the Esavians know how to access them. Presumably these supply points are or can be connected to get what the terrorists need to where they are."
"But we have intercepted supplies," said Siffai, "That is one of the major keys to finding the hidden cells!"
"But we haven't found them all, dosha," said Barstein, "Supply-tracing is only one of the methods we used but until now we thought it the most reliable."
"It is," said Micah, "As long as you trace the right chains."
"As to other attacks," said Ionoski, "the Esavians have plenty of other enemies. Bet me ten standing that, given what we have here, we can't correlate something with some of those too. Think non-linear. We should be able to develop some analytic metrics with what we have here.
"We also have the warehouse on Zuvi Minor. As soon as I send this upstream I'll wager another ten that Strategy and Planning puts at least one observation team on it and traces every box into or out from the place."
"Tah'koos on pickles," said Barstein, "Ted, my friend, we must inform SIFComm of this."
***
Movvi looked from Barstein to Ferrel to Ionoski and back.
"You are certain of this?"
Micah shrugged. "Of the data, absolutely. Of the interpretation, as certain as we can be. As we reported we have significant positive correlations just on this data. We have positive correlation near unity for the presence of the five items indicated and attacks against the Semid Federation. We also have positive correlation for the converse: the only place these items appear is prior to an attack and they absolutely do not appear elsewhere."
Before them sat Movvi, three others who moved like Siffai and Barstein and Uri Saada, Chalo's senior SIFComm officer.
"It is based on inference and hypothesis," added Ionoski, "We never said or implied otherwise. You cannot deny that it is very convincing, though. I'd stake money on it. Even if we factor out the assumed meaning there is forward correlation."
"What about backward correlations," asked Saada.
"This is one Esavian world out of how many," said Micah, "We located Charraud mostly due to carelessness on his part. Charlie picked his business because he had two hovertrucks and a solid garage for them. If he was not acting alone, and I believe he wasn't, then there are similar agents on other Esavian worlds. If we can locate some of them we'll have our double-correlates."
"It is disturbing," said Saada, "It is profoundly disturbing to think that some outside agency is using the Esavians against the Semid Federation. Who would want such a thing?"
"Who is tangential," said Ionoski, "why is more relevant. Who else is a target also deserves consideration. If we can answer either of those then Who will be easier to determine."
Saada considered this a moment. "Sela'hai, Master Ionoski. You and your team have done exceptionally well. The Semid Federation is greatly indebted to you and the League for the service you have provided us. We hope you will stay and enjoy our hospitality a few days before you begin your journey home."
"Close the hose a milli," exclaimed Kidwell, "That sounds like you think we're done here!"
"But you are." Saada and the rest now looked puzzled. "Our request to the League was for assistance in keeping our people safe and in helping to neutralize the threats to our sovereignty. None of us expected... this, but you have completed your mission admirably. Even more so considering the great personal risk and cost to yourselves."
Kidwell looked at Ionoski, Micah and Ferrel before speaking again.
"Respectfully, seigneur, you can torque that up your nose sideways without grease. We faced everything from boredom to death and I personally took three broken ribs getting this information. If you think for one nanosecond that we're ready to stop now then you're full of tah'koos and pickles."
That startled both Movvi and Saada. Saada blinked, looked from Kidwell to the others and blinked again.
"What she means, sir," said Micah, "is that we respectfully request your permission to continue our investigation now, while the data is still hot."
"All truth and no blather on that," added Ferrel, "These stapes made me work. Me. Actual work! That metavirus was not easy to invert and neither was cracking their code."
"The League," continued Ionoski, not missing a beat, "will, no doubt, want further investigation into this matter. The implications are grave and extend far beyond the Semid Federation. Since you have suffered such a disruption to your populace and at the moment have thin resources I have no doubt the League will authorize the continuation of this mission and offer resources and assistance for doing so. The full formalities would waste time better spent investigating now."
"I... see." Saada clenched his jaw and thought a long moment. "Since, it seems, you are all emphatically and aggressively determined to continue... We will gratefully accept your offer of further assistance and help you in any way we can."
***
"So," said Ionoski, "What now?"
They all sat comfortably in the lab they'd used. Meitz and her techs continued working over the data for more information.
"You tell us," said Kidwell, "I got us a start, the rest is up to you."
"Your ball your call, Agent Kidwell," said Ionoski, "You sounded to me like you have a plan. So what's the op?"
"Micah," she asked.
"I shall follow the orders of my commanding officer!" Micah snapped to attention.
"DON'T! Do not salute me," exclaimed Kidwell, "Don't even think it! Charlie?"
Ferrel hooked a thumb at Micah. "What he said but more wit and less work."
Kidwell looked at them uncertainly. Ionoski tried to hide his smile, with very little success. Or effort. Micah sat, openly amused and Ferrel wore his usual mischievous grin.
"We need information, then," said Kidwell finally, "Micah, we'll go with your assumptions until proven otherwise, modulo the exact meanings of the labels. We need contact and archival information from as many sources as we can tap. Subject: Esavian incursion or hostile action with specifics for the last year and a half. We'll start with the systems closest to Allhai Mik and work outward, regardless of sovereignty."
***
"We've cracked Charraud's dataspools," announced Meitz excitedly.
Acting on Kidwell's plan Ionoski and Micah sent out numerous requests for the systems around Allhai Mik and ones close to those. Where the governments had a League presence Ionoski sent specific queries; for the others Micah requested archived newsmods. Now they waited for the information to return, which might take a long time.
"The spools reference some of the transactions recorded," continued Meitz, "We correlated vertically and time-corrected for local conditions and currency. This is what we found so far: 'The cursed infidel has been struck a telling blow! They wish to strike but see no foe before them. Their blood will yet wash clean the sins of their ancestors.' The next one in that series is: 'The great beast slumbers. Its dreams are uneasy but it will not wake to find us. Beware of seeming brethren who speak with honey but strike with venom.'"
"The League," wondered Kidwell.
"Call it four sigmas," said Ionoski.
"Next in that series," said Meitz, "'The lesser infidels still abound in their sin. They must yet learn. Prepare your...' We're not sure of exactly what. Loose translation is 'soldiers,' then '... for the coming action.' The last message in the series and the last one we broke says: 'The recent squabble between Nehguul and Essaba has increased our strength but diminished our numbers. Prepare the worthy for additional sacrifice.'"
Kidwell looked sick as she digested that. "Micah, does that mean what I think it does?"
"Likely, hon. I don't know for truth but it would fit the model. We need to check the records."
"For what," asked Ferrel, looking from Kidwell to Micah.
"If you want to fight hard, train hard," said Micah, "but if you want the best fighters possible and you're not concerned with trivialities like casualties, turn your fighters on each other. The survivors will be the strongest, fiercest, toughest and best you have."
Now Siffai and Barstein gave Micah looks of horror.
"I might be wrong," said Micah, "but that is a bloody good way to train hard fighters. Especially if you don't want them to know they're being trained for something else."
"Recruit heavily," said Ionoski, voice devoid of emotion, "when the time is right. Work to instill in them the belief that they are fighting for a higher purpose. That is especially effective when you can somehow overcome normal rationality and common sense. It works best when you can give them something specific to hate and reasons enough to fuel it."
Micah examined Ionoski closely. Never before had he seen in Ted such a complete lack of emotion. Meanwhile Barstein rose and walked toward the fresher.
"Excuse me, please," he said, "I'm going to be sick."
The others sat in silence a long time after Barstein returned. Finally Kidwell stood and spoke.
"Assume for the moment Micah is right, at least until we can prove it wrong. That leaves us with... with a group of incredibly violent, brutal and barbaric puppets ready to do their master's bidding. What do we do about that?"
"Cut the strings," said Micah, "Cut them or tangle them past repair. That begs several more questions."
"What are the strings," said Ferrel, "Who is pulling them and where are they?"
"Find what and where," said Ionoski, "and that will give you who. Find who and you'll have what and where. A particularly vicious circularity."
"Charlie," said Kidwell, "summarize the metavirus and package it and our data for travel. Include all the crypto and especially the simple one at the end. Sarah, we need any reports, theories, hypotheses, speculations or even wild guesses from any of your folks who've met anything like this, no matter how tenuous or remote. Ted, same for the League. That's going to take more time and we can't act effectively until we have it. That means we need other systems or governments facing potential Esavian terror."
"One government comes to mind," said Ferrel, "and we owe them one."
"I concur," said Micah, "and we can get there quickly from here."
***
This time Karl Perry met them with a full honor guard. Georges al'Marklin stood beside him wearing an anxious expression. After a very formal welcome Perry wasted no time getting them all into a secure room within the embassy.
"I read your briefs and passed them along," said Perry, "Georges?"
"Thank you, Mister Ambassador." Then to the others, "First of all I would like to formally welcome you to the Unity of Triumph Signora Siffai and Seigneur Barstein. The Circle will reiterate and extend when you see them but please accept my words for now. I could wish that more pleasant circumstance brought you here but I and we hope you enjoy your stay here and find our worlds hospitable.
"As to that necessity, First Orris has arranged an emergency meeting of the full Circle tomorrow. If you have any additional information I will be happy to convey it now."
Ionoski smiled and handed him a box of dataspools.
"This is everything we've found, everything we suppose and everything else we know, Signor al'Marklin. We've withheld nothing."
***
"I didn't know we would be ambassadors!" Siffai fidgeted in her formal gear. Again. "For truth we are not the ones for such."
"Just remember what we told you," advised Kidwell, "We know all the members except LaDimaan. All we know about him is what Karl sent us. Besides, once the welcoming formalities are done Micah will be the star of the show."
"What? Since when?!"
"Since your commanding officer just informed you of the fact," said Kidwell, "Now hush! You are the most familiar both with the information we have and the members of the Circle. The rest of us have your six so just do what you do best. Without a blaster, that is."
al'Marklin met them outside the Circle Chamber within the Dome, his face as worried as the day before.
"They have reviewed your information," he said, "Enough to make some sense of it. Upon the Light you do bring grave tidings."
"Not by choice, my friend," said Micah, "I would sooner have the gravest catastrophe be a supply shortage from Kandy's but we don't have that choice."
"I concur, my friends, and the Circle understands but that makes the news no less dire." al'Marklin hesitated a moment. "Please remember that despite LaDimaan and Frond the Circle is not your enemy."
With those unsettling words Micah and the rest entered the Chamber and stood at attention until all the Firsts arrived and took their seats. He first presented Barstein and Siffai and gave brief credentials. First Darby spoke sincere words of condolence and offered whatever aid the Unity could provide. The Circle ratified that unanimously, which surprised Micah, and the pages transcribed it. Next Darby spoke words of welcome and hope of friendship between the Unity of Triumph and the Semid Federation, again ratified unanimously. Finally Micah carefully presented a thorough summary of their data and the conclusions they drew from it. Now came the time for discussion. Senior Page Harlisson, Eighth to the Shroud motioned them all to their seats.
"Tell me," said Frond without preamble, "What would you have us do? These are indeed terrible findings you have brought us but I see little connection with the Unity of Triumph. If they are accurate they do indeed speak grave tidings, but again of what relevance here?"
"We would have you prepare yourselves, First Frond," said Micah, "The Semid Federation is one of peace and peaceful trade. Although your ties to the League are new, theirs are nearly as long standing as the Federation's existence. Yet and still we consider you of the Unity of Triumph no less our friends and we would not have the Esavians, or their masters, commit such atrocities on your worlds as they have those of the Federation."
"For what should we prepare?" Litho now stood as First with an expression matching al'Marklin's.
"You have had incidents with the Esavians," said Micah, "Not as many as the Semids have suffered but still you know their bite. As yet we have not determined who controls them or to what ends but we would be remiss in our partnership if we failed to warn you or help you to prepare. You also have the report of at least one Esavian here."
"Truth," said Brellin, "but I put forth the same question. For what should we prepare?"
"I offer another question," said LaDimaan, "You say the Esavians have acted frequently against the Semid Federation, whom you claim as long-standing allies. Does that not put us in similar peril by association? Perhaps the Esavians have hatred only for the League and attack your allies in your stead."
Ionoski stood before Micah could reply.
"We know the Esavians don't like us, First LaDimaan. We, too, have suffered some attacks from them. But did they not attack you and begin harassing your worlds even before you strengthened your League ties?"
"Aye," said LaDimaan, unruffled, "pray do not misconstrue my words. I lay no blame at League feet but only question the wisdom of stronger relations."
Ionoski shrugged. "I do not speak with Esavian authority, First LaDimaan, but from what I have observed so far it does not matter to them whether or not their enemies are associated with the League. Once they mark you a foe that mark does not fade."
"There is truth in that," said LaDimaan, "and truth that must needs be spoken and not merely understood. I call my question answered."
Ionoski sat and Micah caught a brief flash of relief from Orris.
"Brother Orris," said Litho, "You are silent as should not be. Please speak your thoughts."
Orris stood. "My thoughts are well-known, brothers. I seek only what is best for the peoples of the Unity of Triumph, as do we all. These four League agents risked their lives when we took into custody four of their citizens."
Several frowns and scowls appeared around the Circle but vanished as Orris continued.
"Do any here question that the League could have wrought terrible and catastrophic damage here, did they so desire? Do any question the League's ability to attack in force and capture any of the worlds of the Unity of Triumph? I do not. Yet they did not! I also call your attention to the benefits, both large and small, that we have all reaped from the ripening of our friendship. Do any deny that? Have any of us served penance for it?
"My question, brothers, is not what our League allies would have us do but rather how they can assist us in doing what we can."
"Well spoken, brother," said Brellin, "I stand with Brother Orris on this. Master Flint, are you prepared to assist us in discovering how you can assist us?"
"Absolutely, First Brellin! Ted?"
Ionoski rose with a smile. "My associate is being diplomatically optimistic, First Brellin. None of us here is fully qualified for what you ask and what you need. Make no mistake, we will work to the extent of our abilities but in this area they are rather limited. What we can do, and will do at earliest opportunity, is to put in a call for our experts and advisors."
"Details!" Impatience radiated from Frond. "I do not like you, League man, but the Unity must subsume all such likes and dislikes. I call this question resolved and put forth that First Orris and First Darby should tend the details of it."
Ratified and acclaimed! Micah heaved an inward sigh of relief. The Firsts once again welcomed Siffai and Barstein and adjourned.
***
"That," said Micah, "is an immense relief and a pleasant surprise!"
The six visitors plus Orris and Darby now sat at ease in one of the Dome's less formal chambers. Pages brought tea along with the fruit tarts Micah and Ferrel enjoyed so on their previous visit.
"How so, brother," asked Darby. Outside the Circle he was the least First-like of all the others, "Do you doubt the resolve of the Circle in tending the welfare and well-being of Unity and her peoples?"
"Not at all, Sirra Darby. I am only surprised that it happened so quickly. We were prepared for a long battle only to have matters settled with a short skirmish. We truly do take seriously the best interests of our partners."
"Well and true," said Orris, "Now tell us, my friends, how can you help us and what can we do?"
As Ionoski detailed the advisors and assistance the Unity could request Orris' and Darby's expressions grew quite serious.
"It pains me to say this," said Orris, "but the more I learn the more prudent our policy of isolation seems. We did not have these concerns before."
"Perhaps," said Micah, "but in our experience and that of many other sovereignties outside the League, isolationism doesn't work. A threat is a threat whether or not you perceive it and these concerns have always been there, even if unrealized. Ignoring them won't make them go away."
"Truth, my friend, and a truth we all realize. If not the Circle would still be in session and every point you have made would cause contention. Did you not see how quick Brother Frond was to agree? He truly does not like the League yet he is not blind to truth or facts."
Darby cleared his throat.
"Your pardon, brother," smiled Orris, "I do not malign First Frond but praise him. As you well know he can be obstinate over the smallest of motes when he truly has a question of the best path the Unity should take. His wisdom may be inconvenient at times but wisdom it is, still. He is a strong and worthy man, even when he irritates me."
Darby chuckled at that, then turned serious again. "Are these measures truly necessary? Some of them do seem excessive."
"The choice is yours, Master Darby," said Ionoski, "Were your planets under my responsibility I would implement them all as quickly as possible. Since they are not I offer this: many of these measures are simple prudence and caution. Implement those. Delay the ones you find most excessive but do have a plan in place for emplacing them long-term. Have you not found trade with the League beneficial and to your liking?"
"We have," said Darby, "and I will say no differently to the full Circle!"
"Then you should plan to trade with other systems around you! No part of our agreements restricts your trade exclusively to the League. Send out merchants and explore! Forge alliances with the governments you can tolerate. Make friends of them. That will do more for your protection than anything.
"Many peoples outside the Unity see you as insular and unfriendly," continued Ionoski, "Please excuse my saying but it is simple fact. Once you establish even infrequent trade with them they will cease to see what they thought you were and see you as you are. There are quite a few governments closer to you than to League space that will not trade with us, yet they trade eagerly amongst themselves. Perhaps they will be friendly to you as well. When you allow such trade to happen you will see both the benefits and the drawbacks of it."
"Your Merchant's Guild is strict, there is no lie to that," said Darby, "but even non-members trade fairly. Is the Guild that powerful within your borders?"
"It is powerful," said Micah, "but that is not the reason. Intelligent merchants, League or otherwise, understand the long-term value of good relations and repeat business. We do try to discourage the other sort and the Guild is indeed powerful at that."
"Heh," said Orris, "Trade can be annoying."
"But more so beneficial," countered Micah, "Have you begun exporting those wonderful tarts?"
"I had Georges mention it to several business councils. First Maas and Master Treadley both thought it a good idea and are working to speed up the process." Orris chuckled. "In truth your Master Treadley does seem more eager to protect the interests of Unity than those of his Guild and the League."
"Of course," said Kidwell, "He's made a name for his company establishing trade with the Unity. He doesn't want it tarnished or smirched."
"It seems our greatest hurdle is ignorance," said Darby, "Other than our unpleasantness with the Esavians we have little trade outside the Triumph."
"Then that ignorance is easily cured!" Barstein regarded both Firsts critically. "If you would care to whet your skills, we of the Semid Federation are always eager to trade!"
"Best to send sharp negotiators, though," said Kidwell, "else they'll learn it quickly."
Barstein scowled at that but Siffai chuckled.
"That is well and good," said Orris, "and this has been most enlightening but how soon can you have your advisors here?"
"Three to five weeks for the first wave," said Ionoski, "Longer for others."
"Your pardon," said Siffai, "Ted, why not bring in help from the Federation? SIFComm is thinly stretched, truth, but a strong Unity will help us more than just defensively."
"If they will indeed help," said Orris, "we shall gladly accept."
"I am certain they will," said Siffai, "We'll message them today."
"We will start tomorrow," said Ionoski, "Your most critical need is a good information infrastructure. You should have had one in place but establishing it won't take that long. Charles, you and Vera help them infin their critical services and libraries. Start with the basic LISA protocols and work outward from there. Karl should have the information you need. By the time we get that going well some of the others should be here."
"Ted! More work! How could you?"
"Link to Chalo while you're about things," said Siffai, "When they receive Vera's information we should have it here as well."
"Also please try to find some friendly librarians," said Ferrel.
He and Micah chuckled at this but the rest simply looked puzzled.
***
By the time the advisors began arriving Ferrel and Kidwell had started a solid information structure. The Unitites learned quickly; they simply hadn't thought of many things League citizens took for granted. Frond and LaDimaan grumbled at some of what Orris proposed but, he assured his friends, only for show.
Mietz sent them good news from Chalo. She sent them a large package of Charraud's raw data, now broken, with some correlates already started. They also had a tentative translation on more of his dataspools, which Meitz now classified as mission reports both formal and informal.
"Quite a few of the transactions," said the holo of Meitz, "tracked back to incidents among the Esavians. Those have weapons, rations - or consumables! - and transport but no 'khav.' We're also about seventy percent on certain actions taken against the Jengiil. The League forwarded some information from Vezieri operations in progress: they've had a spate of attacks from the Esavians. None major, or none reported as such. They're gathering what reliables they can from Jengiil space."
"Not many ops there," said Ionoski, "Or so I heard. I'm also working our Mekhajan sources. We have a few interesting people there but they're in different orbits from ours."
Meaning, thought Micah, more interested in internal politics than external events.
"Mark this as interesting," said Kidwell, "The Mekhajan share a lot more border then the Jengiil or the Vezieri but they've had markedly fewer incidents and no major ones at all."
Micah finished his current correlation query and called up their information on the Mekhajan. Before the Collapse the Imperium established colonies on their capitol worlds Mek-Soulda and Mek-Daira. They then populated them with several groups of nomadic tribesmen with a habit of causing trouble elsewhere. Late Imperium astrographical data showed the two worlds and the ones surrounding them, the ones that would become the Mekhajan Collective, as isolated and unlikely for any further exploration. When the Collapse hit the inhabitants of the two worlds survived handily, mostly by virtue of having few truly permanent structures other than the starports. They also had, per capita, a lot less in the way of critical advanced technology.
Mid-Interim saw the two worlds claimed by large bands of pirates as bases and repair depots. The pre-Mekhajan didn't particularly care since the pirates only claimed the ruins of the starports and the relatively few buildings around them. The nomads were only too happy to trade food and other goods they made for what technology the pirates could provide that they wanted. Over the centuries the two cultures merged: the pirates settled and the nomads began building towns and cities, all the while maintaining the trade between them.
Before long the two worlds began trading more heavily among themselves and with the other close worlds, and taking measures to protect that trade. The informal arrangement between the now-former pirates and the native nomads gradually evolved into a government based strongly on tribal membership, family ties and mutual protection of trade and trade routes. Though prone to personal duels, some of which involved dozens of participants, the overall government stabilized and remained so.
By the time the League stabilized and expanded to within trading distance the Collective had coalesced and absorbed quite a few of the systems surrounding its capitol worlds. They didn't try to expand aggressively but, when encroached, defended their systems fiercely. By reports from the League merchants who traded there the Mekhajan took hospitality, family and trade very seriously. Once a trader was accepted by one family or tribe he or she was expected to trade exclusively with them, or at least give them better prices. That worked both ways and the few League citizens willing to travel the distance profited greatly. Toward the League itself the Mekhajan were, collectively, cool and distant and not eager to change that.
Toward the Vezieri and the Jengiil the Mekhajan were only too eager to trade. Both sovereignties vastly outnumbered the Mekhajan both in population and in numbers of planets yet neither had managed to conquer and absorb them. The Mekhajan accomplished this by careful and crafty trade. They maintained internal technology only a little inferior to the League and far superior to anything the Jengiil or Vezieri could match.
When the Jengiil or Vezieri decided to annex the Mekhajan they suddenly found themselves facing the other, with their opponent well-armed and supplied while their own prices rose to the high orbits. Although the two were not openly hostile toward each other the Mekhajan worked to keep them from becoming close enough to join forces.
"Why should they suffer less Esavian hostility than anyone else?" Kidwell pondered this over a 'stick. "There is moderately reliable data that the Mekhajan and Esavians do trade, but it's at least five sigmas the Mekhajan don't worship Dhu and the Esavians don't hate them for it. Call that last two to three sigmas.
"Is it because they approach trade similarly? In both cases reaching the deal is a sometimes-long process that follows specific and rigid rules. Bargaining is valued as much for itself as for the result and the deal, once struck, is inviolate. After the fact all courtesy is shown and violators of that particular rule suffer consequences ranging from dire to downright barbarian. That is similarity, but is it sufficient?"
Micah slirped her data and began checking hypotheses.
"Hrm. Vera, check these correlates and tell me if I'm wrong. If you subtract Dhu and add some civilization the Esavians aren't that different from the Mekhajan."
Kidwell examined his work. "Flames! I wouldn't go that far. That's outer-orbit even for you!"
"Sloppify your tolerances and stretch them a bit," he replied, "I'm not saying common origin, just worldview and attitude."
"We'll take that as a provable hypothesis," she said after some consideration, "I'll send it to Sarah and have her do some research on it. Ted, same for the League, please?"
When the data arrived, League first, Micah and the rest examined it critically. The League now had a lot more information on the Mekhajan and the Esavians than before, whether from ops in place or, more likely, declassification Micah neither new nor cared.
"There's a critical piece missing, Ted," said Kidwell.
"There's a lot missing," replied Ionoski uneasily, "Non-perfect universe. Was that a general statement or a specific one?"
"We don't have any intelligence on Mekhajan intelligence," she said, "I'm discounting Esavian agents; judging by what Micah and Charlie found they won't be too hard to spot. We know for truth that the Jengiil and the Vezieri both have active intel operatives hence an agency because we've caught a few of them. We've never found a spy from the Mekhajan Collective, though, and they're both advanced enough and justified in having it. There's plenty of inference that it's there, we just don't have anything on it."
"Likely because we don't have anything on it," countered Ionoski, "The League does take great care to keep its intel agents and operations secret. Even from themselves. Even from the League itself at times. Why should the Collective be any different?
"For truth, given the relative sizes of the Collective and its population against the League, or the Jengiil or Vezieri, they'd be even more cautious. For that matter, if Micah's hypotheses are within an L-shot of accurate they would keep their Esavian information even more secret."
Kidwell doodled some rough information graphs. Then she refined them.
"My thoughts are this: we should investigate the Mekhajan. I don't know six-sigmas it will lead anywhere but at the moment it feels right. There is something they have or something they do, possibly something they are, that keeps the Esavians away."
"I concur," said Ionoski, "I also believe we can safely assume the League has .or will have soon, limited operations progressing inside Esavian space. If so they can look for rich, transplanted merchants who fit in too well for rich, transplanted merchants. That will point us in the right direction, if it happens."
"Slib," said Micah, "Do we start Mekhajan-forward or Esavian-backward?"
"Mekhajan-forward," said Kidwell, "until we find a reason to stop. The pious question is how?"
***
"You want what?!" Joshua Orris gazed at Kidwell incredulously. Then he transferred it to Ionoski.
"A trade party to parley with the Mekhajan, First Orris," replied Kidwell calmly, "They're not that far away by link and they do trade fairly."
"But your reports say they do not like the League."
"Truth," countered Kidwell, "nor do they dislike us. They are distant and uninterested in large-scale trade with the League but they do trade with the rare individuals who will make the trip. That is irrelevant, though, because you are not the League."
"She's correct," said Ionoski, "By all inferences we've made they will be at least mildly interested in trade with the Unity. Besides, you will want to at least explore the possibility of trading with other sovereignties. Why not start there?"
Orris eyed him critically. "There is truth to that, and a truth even LaDimaan acknowledges. Still, I suspect you will be doing... other things there. Possibly deleterious to trade or relations. Should we elect to establish regular trade there neither I nor the rest of the Circle want to begin with indelicate incidents or scandalous affairs."
"We understand fully, Sirra Orris," said Kidwell, "I assure you there will be no such blemish upon the Unity of Triumph. You will have full deniability. We will be doing nothing more than simple, lawful investigation and observation; and we'll be nothing more than the crew of the ship you hired to travel. There will be no connection whatsoever between us and our actions and the Unity and its representatives. For truth, no one outside you yourself need even know our true mission."
"Please understand," added Ionoski, "we can absolutely complete this mission using other means. If it troubles you too greatly we'll do so gladly. This is nothing more than an opportunity: should you choose to take it, the Unity benefits. If you decline there will be ample others."
Orris thought a moment. "Please allow me time to consider and consult with my fellows on it."



Chapter 7. New Traders, Old Wine
 
The passenger and cargo transport Belle Anna settled to the ground gracefully with her gravitics keeping her two meters above the tarmac as she moved slowly to the berth closest to the administration building; the berth normally reserved for official government vessels. The crowd, excessively boisterous by Unity standards, gathered to watch and snap holos as the gravitics powered down and the ship settled slowly on her struts. By the size of the crowd it seemed every resident of Triumph vied for a good position to observe the ship as she lowered her ramp. Understandable: today marked a truly historic event! Port workers began servicing the sleek but non-new vessel and before long her captain, first mate and several other officers descended the ramp. Brethren in their formal finest stood to greet them with open smiles and friendly hands.
Scattered applause broke out as a party of nine men moved from the port administration building toward the ship. In the lead walked Senior Page Christopher Laray, Third to the Circle, Unity. He offered the captain his hand, they shook and applause exploded from the entire crowd. Laray and the captain both smiled and waved at the crowd and Laray presented the rest of his party.
Second in line stood Trevor Maas, noted merchant and cousin to First of the Circle Quincy Maas. Next came Page Caden Rhyse as official assistant to Laray in representing the government of the Unity of Triumph. With him and serving both as liaison to Trevor Maas and representative of his cousin Quincy stood Page Hadley Ellis. Julius Greene, an executive in Maas' company finished up the official delegation. Behind them came a detail of Brethren assigned to the mission.
The applause continued well after everyone had shaken everyone else's hand and UNA reporters jostled and worked to extract even more information for their subscribers. After a few more minutes of smiles and waves the entire party ascended the ramp and the Unity of Triumph's first official trading mission outside its own space began.
"Impressive," said Kidwell, "I'm glad you talked me into traveling tourist instead of crew, Ted. Cousin Trevor is drooly and accessible!"
"And married," added Ferrel, "Don't forget that one."
"Duly archived O lazy one," replied Kidwell, "I'm also surprised they made such an event of a simple trade envoy. It's not like they've never traded outside their own space before."
"Individuals have," said Ionoski, "Even some private companies but the government itself never participated in trade outside regulating it. That caused a lot of friction between Maas and Frond."
"Likely will again," said Micah, "Too much new too fast tends to make the old guard dig in their heels and fight hard."
Kidwell shrugged. "Not a bad thing, no blather."
In addition to the Unity party the Belle Anna carried eleven other passengers. Micah and his team plus Barstein and Siffai made six and he assumed the others comprised a trouble team sent in for backup or, perhaps, extra information collection. Ionoski didn't say either way but he did admit that he asked to have such a team on standby. They all acquainted themselves in due course but none of the other five let slip any hint, nor did Micah and the rest.
At first aloof, the Unitites soon relaxed somewhat. Trevor Maas and Julius Greene spent the most time mingling with the other passengers and crew but only by a relative measure. Eventually the rest, led by Laray, made a few forays into the lounge and other common areas. Kidwell and Ionoski both made extreme efforts to put them at their ease. It helped fill the hours until they crossed into Mekhajan space.
Micah watched Mek-Taniston appear and grow in the lounge display. Of all the Mekhajan worlds it lay closest to the Unity of Triumph and within feasible distance to Mek-Daira. Ionoski and Orris advised the Circle to choose it for that very reason. Orris also suggested and the Circle agreed that none of the trade party should know of the League agents' presence aboard the ship. Micah suspected Trevor Maas and Laray knew but they certainly gave no inkling of it if they did.
After the planet grew past the edges of the holovee the display centered on a smudge on its surface. Before long the smudge grew into a grainy smear and finally into a starport with a city around it. The captain grounded them skillfully, moved them to their berth and announced the completion of the landing protocol. After two hours of details he announced the first official Mekhajan welcome to their youngest brothers-in-trade and their invitation to debark.
***
"I tell you, my brother, this is the life to lead!" Ferrel sat back with his new terminal, purchased locally and with the seller's assurance that adapting League terminals to local protocols would cost much more, complete with tourist information and standard modules. He wasted no time investigating local history, landmarks, points of interest, restaurants, shopping plazas and the like. "Data, data, data, data! Data and a very fast, sweet global net and information linked to other likely planets of destination. Ahhh, bliss."
"But have you accomplished anything," asked Siffai.
"Bulk freighters of it, my dear! Even though I am not personally related to any Brothers of the Table I still managed to find some pointers on Esavian trade. They advise great caution and courtesy and all but mandate the presence of an expert. No information on where to find such a person but I have some shrewd guesses. It would be the same purveyors of information concerning trade with the Jengiil, Vezieri, Fourre Rift Confederacy, the Brotherhood of Tharq, the Kensie Free Systems and even the Luvarzian Empire."
"Flames," exclaimed Micah, "That's a mighty extensive list! Some of whom are rather less than comfortably close to the Consortium."
"Truth and pure," said Ferrel, "Trade information with the Consortium is not secret at all. It is prohibited, forbidden, completely taboo and deemed imbecilic and stupid. There are numerous historical references to incidents early in Mekhajan history in which the Consortium tried to take over Mekhajan worlds both individually and collectively. What they did to the Consortium officers they captured before returning them is neither civilized nor pleasant, and this is the tame version."
"What do they say about the League," asked Kidwell.
"Not much. 'Trade if you must but only if you must.' Virtually the same for Semid worlds but with an extra caution against sending inexperienced under-merchants."
"Sela'hai! This is favorable," said Barstein, "Perhaps we shall establish trade here as well!"
***
Micah opened his beeping door groggily. After a very successful if brief introduction and welcome on Mek-Taniston, the Brothers of the Table, the Mekhajan version of the Merchant's Guild, urged Maas and Laray to travel to Mek-Daira where they would receive a proper ceremony to begin trade between the Mekhajan Collective and the Unity of Triumph. Astonished, grateful and no small amount overwhelmed, Page Laray agreed instantly. As soon as his ship cleared orbit Laray and Greene began talking avidly to anyone who would listen!
"Their hospitality was incredible! Simply incredible," said Laray, "They knew nothing of the Unity but we left many copies of the Writ there and they were interested! They were hungry for it!"
"The Great Father is infinite in His wisdom," said Greene, "and even more so in His generosity. Perhaps greatest yet in His willingness to surprise His followers."
"That is truth under the Light, younger brother!"
Micah smiled. "I believe 'Let those who follow His path keep their eyes open to see, their minds open to know and their hearts open to receive His blessings showered upon them' is appropriate here."
Caden Rhyse, who sat mostly in silence, looked at Micah in surprise. That amused both Laray and Kidwell.
"Yet more generosity, by the Light," said Laray, "The Mekhajan also seemed quite eager to trade with us."
"More than seemed, brother," said Maas, "They are strongly interested, and shrewd traders as well. This was an excellent first choice."
After a day made even more enjoyable by the Unitites' happiness at their experience, Micah managed a quick workout and a hot shower before going to bed.
Only to have his sleep interrupted somewhere between late at night and early the next morning!
"Wake up, sleepy!" Ferrel barged in as soon as Micah's door cracked open. He held two terminals and a jolly-bag of other assorted hardware. "Wake up, Micah. This is important!"
Micah mumbled something neither of them understood as he worked himself awake. By that time Ferrel had the two terminals meshed via a complex collection of other devices. Micah desperately wanted chog but at least Ferrel's excitement helped him toward sentience. He already had the Mekhajan terminal doing something while the League one ran various devious and thorough analytics.
"Look, my brother. Look, look, look! Look at these heuristics. Look at the results!"
Micah tried to focus his chog-deprived brain on Ferrel's words. When they finally clicked into place and he complied he saw the beginnings of a pattern forming. He just realized the implication of it when Ferrel began chattering again.
"It's the same algorithmic style as the data from Charraud's machine!"
Micah squinted, blinked and opened his eyes again. "These tolerances look pretty wide, Charlie. No blather."
"Frost that! Look at the similarity indices. Look at the AI psych coefficients. Look at the core function genetics!"
"They are similar," said Micah finally.
"I'm calling Ted and Vera. And Katie. And Dave."
"Tell them to bring chog."
After Micah got plenty of chog in his system the results began to take shape exactly as Ferrel said. Micah ran some checks of his own, with help from Siffai and Kidwell, and they all reached the same conclusion.
"Convincing, six sigmas," said Ionoski, "but will it sell soya?"
"Sell it and bank the profits!" Ferrel twiddled his terminal and the display filled with diagrams and schematics. "I know we have a few spare high-grade terminals, Ted. I'll dissect a few and patch them into this one. The Mekhajan hardware architecture is seriously different from ours. I hate to admit it but that metavirus is even more impressive now! Our hardware no-blather slowed it down. If it hatched on a Mekhajan box we'd still be wondering what happened."
Ionoski examined Ferrel's notes.
"This terminal is very similar to a starship navigation box. We use similar concepts on ours but our terminals are very different from nav boxes, and with good reason! I'm guessing these stapes do it this way for economy and because that's what they had to work with when they started."
"Can you burn with it," asked Ionoski.
"Don't insult me, Ted! Of course I can burn with it! These spikers won't know what scorched 'em!"
"Slib. Try not to stay up all night,err... morning, then," replied Ionoski, "The hour is obscene and I'm going back to bed. Good work, Charles."
***
Mek-Daira did indeed welcome the Unity party and all the others aboard. The portmaster informed the captain they would likely have an extended stay and offered very nice billets within the port city of Majoris at a most reasonable price. Ferrel spent the trip optimizing his favorite warez to the Mekhajan hardware. From the amount of profanity he generated, followed by the number of desserts he demanded Micah knew he succeeded. Then they arrived and grounded and Ionoski left them with a caution before they left the vessel.
"We'll be here a while. Be careful where you step and what you do. Just because the hand you see is open doesn't mean it can't close and arm itself quickly."
Micah and Ferrel presented themselves as college students on a study-vacation, now of an extended duration. The Mekhajan laughed at this, understood and upon request granted them above-normal access to their libraries. They wasted no time taking advantage of this and before long made friends of most of the librarians there. Every single one of them had interesting stories of family or extended family and Micah listened raptly and took copious notes. Ferrel dove into the historical archives with special interest in the long, rich and varied histories of Mekhajan trade.
 Micah found Mek-Daira familiar yet different. Its buildings, structures and people would fit easily within the League, yet they would also stand out. Majoris' inhabitants all wore bright and at times clashing colors. Very few wore tight garments and all of the loose robes, capes, cowls and cloaks had voluminous hoods with face flaps. That confused Micah until he found a treasure ship of obscure historical data. The original settlers to the Mekhajan worlds originally came from worlds composed mostly of deserts; and both Mek-Daira and Mek-Soulda had their share of them. That made a great deal of sense: all of the garb he saw, bereft of ornamentation and flashiness, would make excellent attire for hot, dry and dusty climes. The colors would either stand out for easy detection or blend in to make such impossible.
With that discovery Micah began noticing other patterns as well. Though he found no explicit reference to clothing style or color he noticed similarities. Members of a family and their relatives chose similar colors and decorations, the closer the relative the more similar the choices. People with the same or similar occupations also dressed similarly, but in style, cut and selection rather than color. Constables, guards and military members all wore knives with the branch of service dictating the type of blade. High officials and officers had much flashier and fancier blades and some had jewels in the hilts. Micah mentioned his findings to Ferrel.
"Polarity, my brother! Five credits says Vera beat you to it, though."
"Sucker bet," replied Micah, "Except for the knives, and make that ten."
"Do you mean you just now noticed that?" Kidwell stared at Micah incredulously. "For truth? I saw that our second day here. Family or clan dictates color and occupation dictates style.
"Merchants, for instance, always wear no headcloths or ones that can be pulled down easily when bargaining. Nothing to hide, you understand. Government officials all wear sashes tied to the right. Higher positions have borders; the higher the office the wider the fringe. Children sixteen and under wear plain or no headcloths and belts tied in the front, most with plenty of slack hanging down. Single women braid ribbons into their hair and wear it long. Married women either cut it short or tie it back. Single men looking for wives weave thin gold or silver wire into their hair or beards... Flames! I could talk about this for hours and it's just one city on one planet!"
Micah felt the smugness of Ferrel's grin.
"But I will admit you got me on the knives," she said, "To me they're just knives."
She then scowled at both of them as Ferrel handed Micah a ten-credit coin.
"Pious question," said Ionoski, "do we know what an Intelligence agent wears?"
"Not yet," replied Kidwell, "but now I may have some help finding out!"
***
Micah and Siffai escorted Ferrel through the streets of Daira'teh'Hamman, the capitol city of Mek-Daira. It lay an hour away from the starport and Majoris and Ionoski suggested it for their task at hand. Mekhajan surrounded them but none saw them. They wore dull robes with very little color, no ornamentation and a plain, long headcloth wound to cover all of their faces except the eyes. The crowds teeming around them didn't specifically avoid them but they still managed not to stray too close. Micah grinned at this and kept his eyes carefully downcast.
They owed Kidwell thanks for discovering the shunned ones. Mekhajan society tolerated very little crime. That didn't stop it, of course, nor prevent those with the power and influence to avoid consequence from committing it. Criminals of lesser stature and standing who survived the crime and its punishment announced their shame and dishonor by wearing plain clothing and hiding their faces. No one spoke to them unless absolutely necessary and the shunned ones Kidwell observed spoke to none save themselves. By custom and tradition any dangerous, dirty or otherwise undesirable job fell to the shunned ones, thus giving them their lot in life and their position in society.
The three of them found a datamart, paid a few coins and took seats away from everyone else. Though not specifically barred from any part of Mekhajan society the shunned ones still kept their shameful status and Micah, Ferrel and Siffai carefully did so.
Micah would have liked more time to acclimate himself to the feel of the city and he'd have stayed in Majoris but Ionoski overruled this. He and Barstein waited somewhere in Daira'teh'Hamman but would remain unseen unless some catastrophe befell them. Not likely from the set of Ferrel's shoulders.
"I'm in," he said softly.
Kidwell and Ionoski came up with a few candidates for Mekhajan Intelligence. While the agents would be foolish beyond sanity to advertise themselves there was a real possibility that the ordinary workers would attire themselves per their job and importance, as did everyone on Mek-Daira.
"Scan alpha," said Ferrel, "Number one loaded and coded."
Neither Micah nor Siffai detected anything amiss so Ferrel continued. Four targets, four successes.
"This probably isn't what we want," said Ferrel, working on the fifth candidate, "These nets are folding plus-plus too easily. Not nearly thermal enough for what we're after."
"Or you're just that good," whispered Siffai in reply, "As you are so oft wont to inform us."
"Whatever it is," said Micah, "we can probably use it. Besides, the last time we did this the real threat came from the data, not the net it was on."
"All truth and no blather there," came the reply, "but the puckoes sharp enough to design that metavirus six-sigma will not be chugging chog on their security."
To that Micah could only agree. Success number five.
"Let's leave now," said Ferrel as he unmeshed his terminal, "That smelled sour at the end."
"Were you traced?"
"I don't think so. I'd rather not find out rudely, though!"
With Micah's careful lead they ran a rat path to another datamart. They didn't stay there long, though; only long enough to copy the spools and give them to Siffai. She took them and split off to make her own way back to the port. Apparently no one traced Ferrel because they found her waiting for them back at their billets.
***
From the time he boarded the ship Laray radiated satisfaction and some amazement. After they launched and began the trip back it increased. His willingness, albeit reluctant at times, to speak turned into downright chattiness! More significant to Micah, Maas felt the same way. Although the Mekhajan didn't go into many specifics or details they exhibited an eagerness to do so. They all knew trade wouldn't happen overnight but they all knew equally well that it would happen.
"The mission cover was a success," said Ionoski, "What about the mission itself?"
"Likewise and more so," said Ferrel, "First point, and the first of many, is that we may state conclusively that Charraud is connected to the Mekhajan. He is a Mekhajan agent, he works for one or he bought his gear and warez here! The protection on the data we grabbed was identical. Not similar, mind you, identical! Modulo the encryption keys, which are also ruddy near identical, their security operated and broke exactly the same! The inversion worked to high orbit and the embedded virii died before they could even expand."
Ionoski nodded appreciatively.
"That's not all! When I burned the Brothers of the Table, rotten narsty crypto there too, I found a lot more data on Esavian trade. That's where they keep the membership details and family information. Who trades where and what. There's some competitive overlap, no blather, but the Brothers do work hard to make sure everything is covered and that everyone gets a chance. We have plenty of data on partners, rivals and even archived trade transactions."
"Polar," said Ionoski, "What about Intelligence?"
Ferrel's expression fell. "Erm... no. When I burned target five, the government cores, I looked as hard as I could. I didn't want to stay too long, though. Foreign protocols, unusual access, unfamiliar hardware..."
"So what did you get," interrupted Siffai.
"Intelligence," said Ferrel, "but of the military sort. Structure and organization, troop and ship deployment, that sort of thing. Nothing useful."
Ionoski, Micah and Barstein swapped pained looks.
"Very useful," said Micah, "S&P will go suborbital over that! How is it not useful?"
"Not useful to us, then," amended Ferrel, "I wanted some names or locations."
Micah shook his head sadly. Leave it to Ferrel to complain about finding pristine platinum when he wanted praline chog. He slirped Ferrel's 'useless' data and he, Siffai and Barstein began analyzing it.
The Mekhajan used their Navy as their primary military force. Understandable, given their history, but it went beyond that. All of their military forces branched from and connected to the Navy. They had no Marines per se; the Brothers of the Blackwater Guard filled that role and extended it. At need those military forces might be stationed on a civilian merchant vessel.
The military itself used a very decentralized command structure: when hostile forces attacked an area the highest-ranking military officer became the force commander. Period. Other than base rank and seniority they had no fixed command structure. Not easy to accomplish on an interstellar scale but for the Mekhajan forces it worked exceptionally well.
The logistical structure had an impossibly low overhead. Supplying distant ships required little more overhead than for those within the same system and the efficiency with which they moved matériel would have League logisticians slavering with envy.
"I don't understand," said Kidwell, "How can their Navy function, Micah? I'm not military but I do know it can't function without chain of command. No military can work without one!"
"They have chain of command, Vera, just not one obvious to us. The League operates with a well-known and sturdy one, from the greenest corporal all the way up through the Senior Sky Marshal. There's plenty of flexibility to adapt to circumstances but CoC is solid. Every soldier or Patrol officer knows from whence his orders come."
"That's just it. There's no 'whence' here!"
"There is, dear," said Micah, "We know that because their military works. We just don't know what it is. It's something their soldiers know and so elementary they don't bother writing it down. Anybody reading the data would also know it. What interests me is how they manage to keep their supply chain so lean and efficient."
"Shame on yourself, Micah," said Ionoski, "Think outside the barracks! They use their merchants." After Ionoski had Micah's full attention he continued. "No blather. Ship for ship there are far more trade vessels than military vessels and the Brothers of the Table membership comprises a massive merchant fleet. When it comes to non-combat supply and logistics that's what they use."
"Frost! Squirt me that data, please."
After Micah studied it long enough to work out the rough structure it made sense. It made a lot of sense! The Mekhajan versions of the Trade Academy and Naval Academy shared the world of Mek-Bellos. All military officers above their rank of captain trained there. Micah hypothesized that pilots, astrogators, medics, engineers and command crew who washed out of Navy training would end up in the Merchant Academy. That made even more sense, it fit nicely with the origin of the Mekhajan themselves and it made sense of their command structure. Bonusjack!
"Heh. Chew on this, Vera." Micah was proud of himself! "Mekhajan society revolves around family, friends and family friends, truth?"
"Ye-es," said Kidwell suspiciously.
"And families sometimes trade kids with each other."
"It's called 'fostering,' Micah, and they do not trade their children! If a family has too many kids to inherit the family business or one of those same kids doesn't want the family business the father fosters him to another family.
"It's like adoption but the child never loses touch with his original family and can even participate in the process. Sort of. Most of the time when the adopted child comes of age there is a marriage into the family and both families celebrate the fact.
"The side effect is an incredibly complex network of unofficial contacts between families and businesses. That's plus-plus useful when situations heat up. If your second cousin's niece-in-law is married to the fourth son of the man causing problems it gives you a way to defuse the situation without losing honor."
Micah nodded and began recording suppositions. "Polar. Now apply that to the military. All high military and merchants train at the same schools on the same planet. Bet me five standing there's not a lot of crossover between the two! Heaven's flames!!"
Micah called up his earlier data and ran some quick correlations.
"That's ruddy how they do it," exclaimed Micah, "To the Mekhajan there's not a lot of difference between the merchant and the military man. One does the fighting and the other does the food! That's how their command structure works and that's what makes it work so well!"
Kidwell took a moment to digest this. "Double flames! We need to send this to DOSTRAP top priority! If we can adapt their structure to our..." She stopped when Ionoski held up his hand.
"Sorry, Vera," he said, "That won't work for us. Our command and logistical structures are pretty much set in zrock. Changing them would take a lot more effort than it would save, it would be basically impossible to do and it would throw our military and the Merchant's Guild into chaos." Ionoski looked at Micah. "Right sergeant?"
"Yes sir!"
"But still very valuable to know," continued Ionoski, "The League may not be set up to adopt their system but we can bloody well make use of it. Somehow."
"There is another implication," said Siffai suddenly, "Though perhaps you do not see it. It is only natural that the Mekhajan are cool and distant toward League trade!"
Micah and Ionoski swapped glances and each pulled out a five-credit bill.
"Because they are even more dedicated to trade than are you, silly doshas! In their eyes they are fighting an opponent who is bigger, stronger, more skilled, more experienced and who has more weapons. 'Trade if you must, but only if you must.' No! 'Fight if you must but only if you must!' Make no mistake, my League brothers and sisters," Here she smiled. "Free and fair trade may be your hearts and souls but you bargain harder than some soldiers fight!"
Micah looked at Ionoski, who shrugged. They handed Siffai the money.
"Pure truth and no blather! But it's better than the alternative."
Sela'hai!
"If the lot of you are done blathering," said Ferrel, "I have more information." Then, after Micah, Kidwell and Siffai raised him a finger, "It is purely amazing just how fond the Mekhajan are of khav. For an insular people who don't have a lot of interstellar trade the Esavians sell massive amounts of it to the Mekahajan. High prices, too, and not just to trade for the few things they want but can't make themselves."
Ionoski examined Ferrel's data. "Dead on the beam. Are you seeing any patterns I'm not?"
"Nak, Ted. No pattern there. The '... family and friends...' rules don't seem to apply to khav. From the look of things any Mekhajan trader is expected to buy khav, if only enough for the crew on the return trip. From this end of the records the Esavians don't mind breaking their '... me only...' rules either. Any spicemonger will sell khav to any Mekhajan trader."
"What about patterns to the goods traded for khav?"
"Thank you for asking, my brother! Mostly what you would expect: all the tech they want but can't mange to make themselves. Plus weapons and other modern military gear."
"Nuclear weapons," asked Ionoski.
"Not through the Brothers of the Table," said Ferrel, "At least not that I found. I'm low-sigma on military vessels, too. I have a creeping suspicion that anything above personal or small-unit weapons won't go through civilian channels. But I will wager you a Wineberry Wipeout from Kandy's that I found the source of those missiles they shot at us!"
"The Esavians' ships are probably outdated Mekhajan surplus," suggested Micah, "That would make sense. They couldn't threaten the Mekhajan with them but they'd still be as good as or better than anything the Jengiil or Vezieri could send against them."
"Mark that as provable," said Ionoski, "and prove or disprove per relevance. Anything else?"
"Last course before dessert," said Ferrel, "Most Esavian trade is tech but not all. They also have a narrow market in certain ag produce: spices and wine. More of the latter than the former with one most curious element.
"Different Mekhajan traders take different wines to Esavian buyers and that is subject to the rules of preference and supply. There is one class, however, that is not. It is traded to the Esavians under the same rules khav is purchased from them: anyone, anywhere, anywhen."
"And," prompted Ionoski.
Ferrel worked his terminal then displayed the result. "All instances of that class of wine are produced on Mek-Soulda, Mek-Tarhav, Mek-Mierlo and Mek-Taniston."
Ionoski considered that a moment then rose. "Excuse me, I need to talk to our captain. I do believe we need an unexpected layover at Mek-Taniston. I think the L-drive needs recalibration."
***
Mek-Taniston again welcomed the Unity party with great happiness, increased by the news from their capitol. On learning of the Belle Anna's problem they hastened to assure Laray they would have her fixed at top priority. They then offered everyone hospitality made the more pleasant by its unexpected nature. The passengers debarked for a now-three-day layover.
After a morning of shopping for 'gifts for friends,' mostly Jennifer, Micah had a large assortment of boxes and bags and a lot less money. Now the owner of the wine shop, the finding of which burdened Micah with most of those gifts, wanted to burden him with even more!
"This is very popular among tourists here, good sirra. It is very hearty and has a good bouquet yet it is not overpowering."
Micah made a thoughtful look before shaking his head. "No thank you, able merchant. Someone on Mek-Daira mentioned Vibona wine. Do you have that?"
"Vibonnay," corrected the merchant quickly. He gave Micah an appraising look. "Yes, good sirra, but are you certain of that?"
"Yes, able merchant, I am fairly certain. It was something like that, truth and pure. He said no true connoisseur should be without a bottle or two and my uncle is an expert. The other merchant didn't have any of it in stock."
"I have it ready to hand, good sirra, but I do not sell much of it to tourists. I can recommend something as good or better! Perhaps a nice East Island blush? Very smooth on the tongue."
Micah considered that, then shook his head again and made to leave. "No. No, able merchant. I apologize for taking your ti..."
"Wait, good sirra! I can see you are indeed determined. Your uncle is a blessed man to have you for a nephew! But... the blend is not cheap."
"Nothing he drinks is," said Micah with a grin.
"Vibonnay is also a very... esoteric taste." The merchant spoke as he led Micah to the back of the shop. "Very few take the time to develop an appreciation for it."
"For truth? In that case I hope he doesn't ask me to drink any of it!"
Micah left the shop with five large bottles of Vibonnay, well-aged and mature, and very little money!
***
"Of course I bought some extra!" Micah gave Ferrel an indignant look. "If it's that 'esoteric' we may need to suggest it to the Unity. Maybe even the League!"
Ionoski nodded in agreement. Micah carefully uncorked the dusty bottle and poured each of them a small glass.
Micah took a sip and instantly regretted it! The wine was bitter, acidic, sour and strong. It had a taste like the smell of unwashed socks after a week of field maneuvers. It went down his throat like boiling hydraulic fluid and exploded in his stomach like a plasma grenade. Then, when he belched, the fumes were even worse!
"That... is... awful." Kidwell pushed her glass away and tried to scowl at Micah. And failed! She was obviously and visibly too uncomfortable to glare properly.
Ferrel spat his sip back into his glass. "Heaven's flames that's bad! I shall never again complain about greased rats."
Siffai opened her mouth to reply. Then she gasped, then wheezed, then choked and began coughing.
"Kate," said Barstein, "Kate-Lynn! Katie!!"
She tapped her throat and began struggling for breath. Micah and Ferrel were at her side instantly and Ionoski slapped the emergency comm. The ship medic arrived quickly, scanned her and administered a pair of hypos.
"Allergic reaction," he said, "Severe. What did she eat?"
"Local wine," said Micah, "Some pretty awful stuff."
"Apparently some pretty dangerous stuff. No, lady. You lay right there! The only place you're going is sickbay."
With his assurance that Siffai would recover soon enough Micah helped load her on a stretcher. She looked daggers and particle bolts at each of them but the medic threatened her with a sedative if she didn't cooperate. She finally agreed and he hovered her away. Barstein and Kidwell started to follow but changed their minds after a cold glare from the medic. As soon as the door closed Ferrel dumped the glasses and the wine still in them into the fresher.
Micah slept uneasily. He relived his missions with the 113th again and again. Now, though, he felt the vague presence of Sergeant Hile, his brutal drill instructor, and Lieutenant Sanders, his cowardly commander. Then that of Eva Tiber, the doctor who helped him get past them. His enemies multiplied as he fought, and fought harder and better as they did. He knew he couldn't last long against them.
The end finally came on Ceto against the Consortium forces there. Ferrel failed to hack the satellite network and now Micah and his forces fought in vain. He knew that but couldn't recall them. The Corpses had him surrounded and he saw his last surviving Marine, Wallace, cut in half by a Corpse smite. Micah fired his blaster empty trying to stop them but to no avail. More and more kept coming and finally one lined up a smite on him. He tried to shoot it, failed and saw the fire behind it as it launched. It whistled as it tracked him, louder and louder and louder...
Micah woke drenched in sweat with the comm shrilly beeping beside him. He hit the lights before answering it.
"Micah. Sickbay now," said Ionoski.
As soon as the door to sickbay opened Micah saw a second figure beside Siffai then a hypo hissed against his neck. He turned and punched, only to pull the strike, and several muscles, as the medic withdrew the hypo.
"Steady, spiker," said the man, "You're welcome. Whatever that wine was do not drink it again. Ever!"
Barstein lay in the other bunk, his eyes dull and glazed. His clothes lay in a pile beside it and medical swathes covered him from head to toe.
"Rash," said the medic, "Brought on by a delayed but still severe reaction to the wine. Do you have any more of that foul stuff?"
"Four bottles unopened," said Micah, "and the most part of a fifth."
"Bring them to me. I need to do some analysis on it and I don't want any more of it loose."
Micah looked at Ionoski. Beside him, pale and sweating, sat Kidwell with Ferrel beside her but without his usual grin. Ionoski nodded.
"He's family," said Ionoski.
"Mike Davies," said the medic, "Based on what I've observed in these two there are some nasty active cultures in that wine. I'll be sure to keep at least one bottle sealed and safe for the experts. Did you have any symptoms?"
"No," said Micah, "Wait. Bad dreams. Really bad ones. More than I'm accustomed to."
Kidwell shuddered. "You're lucky, Mike. He doesn't react well at all to bad dreams." She looked at Micah. "We had them too, lover. If yours were anything like ours I love you even more!"
"How is Dave?"
"Fine," said Davies, "They'll both survive, no question about that. Once I tamed down the initial symptoms there was nothing a little time and allergen suppressant won't handle. Barstein wouldn't have reacted at all if I'd caught it when it first manifested. What really concerned me in both cases was the onset speed.
"Neither of them have any allergies on record. That means whatever hit them not only triggered an allergic immune response but kicked it into L-drive. Semid inocs aren't that far below League standard, which implies some really narsty microbes or by-product in that wine."
"If it's that bad," said Kidwell, "how can they sell it?"
"Most likely it's something in the environment," said Davies, "I know, 'durr,' but it's also probably something innocuous that won't hit you unless you're susceptible or you don't have something necessary as a part of your regular diet. The reason our inocs are so good is because of the pathogens you can pick up traveling around the galaxy. Read up on pre-League and early-League travel and the diseases people caught and spread."
"We knew that," said Ferrel, "We just..."
"Forgot until it bit your nose," finished Davies, "I know, plus-plus. Not my first time in this orbit. I've got a package of tau boosters and polycil. Make sure you put it in your panic bag."
Davies stowed his gear, retrieved the package and sat. Chog appeared and Micah availed himself of it. Even though he still had rack time coming he didn't feel like leaving yet. Nor did the others.
***
The next morning only two of the Brethren and Greene showed up for breakfast. They chatted readily enough but left soon after they finished their meal. As soon as the door closed behind them one of the other passengers approached Ionoski.
"Agent Ionoski? I'm Keith Blankenship." He tilted his head toward his table. "We're your backup for the Mekhajan mission. I realize you probably spotted us but wasn't certain. Our orders were to stay close and secret and to take steps if the puppy got rutted. I'm not sure if last night counts or not but I need to know whether to take my team back to the League or not."
Ionoski thought a moment. "First of all I'm glad you were here, Agent Blankenship, and I'm equally glad we didn't rut the puppy. I hope to have a contingency ship waiting back on Triumph. As far as your team is concerned, your ball and your call. I'd certainly appreciate the help, though. This mission is done but we're likely to have several more before long. Be warned, though, if you stay you'll likely wish you were all triplets."
Blankenship nodded. "Excellent, sir. In that case we'll stay. Rumors from upstream say things are likely to hot up here before long and I'd like to be familiar with the territory."
"Welcome along, then," said Ionoski.
Blankenship nodded and went back to his table. Before long he had the others there in intense and likely garbled conversation. By their expressions he made the right choice. Once they lowered their heads and transferred full attention to each other Kidwell slid into the seat Blankenship vacated.
"Where's the smart there, Ted," she asked, "Since when do we need our hands held?"
"Unless I miscalculated by L-shots," said Ionoski evenly, "We're headed back into Mekhajan space. We'll probably be deep-narrow and signal down. If so then I want my assets covered. Besides, Cardinal Rule of Combat."
"'Always cover the six.' Slib, but I don't have to like it!"
"Fair coin."
"Will we really have a contingency ship," asked Ferrel.
"I did request one but it's not a small thing to ask, so stop drooling."
By midafternoon Siffai expressed eagerness to chew through her bunk, Davies, sickbay and anything else between her and freedom. Even Barstein showed symptoms of advanced cabin fever. Since Davies had no objection Micah and the others gathered there.
"I've analyzed that wine," said Davies as he powered up a datapad, "The chemical structures are here and they're standard for fermented liquids. It is very acidic, for wine, but still within the range of some League flavors. The sugars are strange but again well within ordinary tolerances, and the sugars themselves depend heavily on soil chemistry and climate so nothing extraordinary there."
He highlighted and zoomed a particular set of images.
"These are the dangerous ones. The bacteria themselves are residual and probably a part of the fermentation process. By themselves they produce some mild toxins that could be dangerous in a concentrated form but are very dilute here. The real harm is this." He indicated one of the images, a close-up view of a dozen or so of the specific bacteria. "Each bacterium I scanned encapsulated this viral sequence. By itself it's bad news but it has a symbiotic relationship with the bacteria hosting it."
"That is strange," said Ferrel.
"It's more than strange. I won't bore you with the microbiology of it but the whole thing is bloody peculiar! The environmental conditions necessary for this particular combination to coexist, thrive and reproduce would have to be exceedingly rare. Will you be doing soil analyses?"
"As we're able," said Ionoski, "We'll forward you what we can, if you're interested."
"I'm six-sigmas interested! With what I have now I might be able to synthesize an inoculation for it, if that is good."
"That would be very good," said Ionoski, "We're not planning on drinking any more of it but that might happen. I'd like to have it as an option too, just in case."
"Polar. Can you tell me why you might need it?"
"Yes," replied Ionoski, surprisingly. Then, to the others, "I cleared him. He's part of Keith Blankenship's team."
"This is one of a narrow range of wines exported from the Mekhajan to the Esavians under a specific set of rules," said Ferrel, "Only four worlds produce them. We're trying to figure out why. You said the environment necessary to produce this particular combination is rare. That's platinum on our plate, potentially."
"Any ideas about the other planets?"
"TLI now," said Ionoski, "but depending on what you find, gaining that information may take a serious increase in priority."
"Slib. I'll do my best."
***
Micah stepped into his initial routine and soon flowed effortlessly into his usual workout. No one else joined him so his mind reached its full freedom. As his body warmed to the effort his mind and focus both sharpened.
Mekhajan was the problem. And, probably, the solution. Until they learned differently he accepted that as a given. He knew what they needed to find but as yet not where it lived or how to locate it. Large-city Mekhajan differed little from their League counterparts yet Micah doubted even Kidwell's ability to fade undetected into the Mekhajan population, especially in smaller towns or villages.
Their lack of knowledge of the finer subtleties of the culture and tradition there would hinder their ability to fabricate legitimate backgrounds. He had no doubt Ferrel could create or copy any documentation they needed, whether digital or otherwise, but their lack of direct family, friends or family friends those documents would lack validity. That left external origins as their only option for creating backgrounds.
That fact would restrict them severely. Outsiders always drew extra scrutiny, especially among a people so heavily reliant on close personal and familial connection. Even the smallest mistake could cause a critical slip at the perfectly wrong time. The solution lay in minimizing such scrutiny and the consequences of violating it, which led directly back to the lack of information they needed to remedy!
Micah felt Kidwell enter. She began her workout and, sensitive to his mood, kept silent. When they both finished she sat next to him.
"We need to infiltrate the Mekhajan," she said, "Are you working on the how?"
"Yes. How did you..." He looked at her expectantly.
"Because I know you, lover. This isn't like the others we've done. They were all fundamentally similar to League culture and tradition. The Mekhajan are different. Fundamentally. Their worldview and approach to just about anything is just enough different to really torque our day if we make a slip. The consequences of such a slip are also considerably more severe. We can't assimilate as easily, just when we need it the most."
He nodded in agreement.
"So we need to minimize the risk. That's what you're thinking, truth?"
"Telepathy?"
"Training, dear, although I'm less concerned with risk than with feeling native enough for the true Mekhajan to trust us, or at least accept us. Friend-of-a-friend and close-to-family leaves us out in the weather. What we need is to turn it to our advantage."
Micah pulled out a five-credit coin and set it between them. Kidwell chuckled at that.
"No blather, Micah. Think about it. Customs and traditions shared by one family, immediate or extended, will necessarily extend to friends here, and to a lesser degree other members of the tribe or sect or unit group."
"Exactly our problem."
"Exactly our answer! The overall society is amalgamated, fused, but in larger than village-sized there is still factionalization along tribal lines. That stretches back to the original settlers and it's so ingrained it won't go away, ever. Likewise individuality is stronger in the larger amalgam and it extends to family-and-friends. Some elements are also local and will not migrate or scale upward. This leads to minor differences, all of which require some degree of uniform tolerance in order to avoid bloodshed. Or even lesser conflict.
"Friend-of contact chains are all well and good but there isn't always time to bring them into play. As of now we don't know what these tolerances are because we haven't really experienced their society from the inside. Modulo the shunned ones, who don't count. In order to locate what we want we need a place where it will be most present. The pious question then becomes finding where the individual differences are greatest, hence where the necessity of tolerance is greatest."
Micah chewed on this. Then he smiled. "Mek-Bellos!"
"Dead on the beam, my love. Not only is tolerance necessary, it is critical! The officers and gentlemen there are expected to trust their fellows exactly as they would their family, otherwise their entire command structure fails."
"So that's where we go."
"That's where we start, impatient one. Once there we learn how to manage ourselves elsewhere, and possibly where else we need to go. We can also establish enough of an identity to forge others as needed." She wrapped his coin in a five-bill and handed it over. "Let's tell Ted and Charlie."
After Ferrel got the basic idea he began working his terminal.
"All of that," he said, "plus ready access to trade and military data. Incidental data on different planets and systems if we finesse it properly. With two colleges around we should be able to compromise plenty and let the hapless students take the splash."
"So we know what and where," said Ionoski, "What about 'how?'"
"Tourists again," suggested Micah.
"Possible but not the first choice. Tourists have money and it's hard to hide when people want that."
"Traders," asked Kidwell.
"Again not the first option. We'd be tied to a ship and with the Merchant Academy there we might get some questions we don't want to answer. We'd also be facing the Brothers of the Table without the advantage of Unity."
"What about hopeful students working for tuition," said Micah.
"Or professional students," added Ferrel.
"My brother Deke knows a dozen of those," said Micah, "They're one or two courses away from ten degrees and showing no signs of graduating."
"Better," said Ionoski, "but if or when we try to get in, maybe before, we'll have to undergo checks."
"Try this for a hat," said Kidwell, "Same basic plan but squelch the 'hopeful student' part. We're ordinary folks looking for a good job. We're from far enough away to cover any faux pas we make and two really big schools implies a lot of supporting businesses and infrastructure."
Ionoski nodded. "That sounds optimal. It would also cover an odd assortment of skills, especially if we had to travel a long way to get there.
"I'm actually thinking of a multi-pronged approach. Workers will cover you three perfectly since you'll be the main investigation. Katie and Dave may try the tourist approach with a mod or two. I'm seriously considering starting my own company. I haven't done one recently and it might open some doors, too. I'll tell Katie and Dave, you three work up some infiltration plans."



Chapter 8. Work and School
 
al'Vooshi examined the dully-glowing wire critically. Not hot enough yet. He placed it back into the coals.
"Ahh, infidel, you test my patience. Why do you resist so?"
He began rubbing a pungent, acidic cream into the fresh burns and wounds on the infidel's body. Many more and he would have marks to rival the wisest of Dhu. Sacrilege and impiety! He ran a scrape over the infidel's half-healed wounds for penance and applied the burning cream to them afterward. Dhu forgive his servant such impure thoughts! At least now the man grunted with pain more often.
"Surely the secrets you bear do not merit this suffering, Micah Stone. Unburden yourself and your final days will be free of suffering. Upon my marks I promise this! Very few put to the question have gained such honor. Speak, Micah Stone, and you will know the truth of it!"
The clouds before Micah's eyes slowly coalesced into Jennifer's face. Part of him wanted to hold on to her but the rest stayed focused on his mission. She knew every scar on his body. How would he explain all these new ones?
No! Mission! Familiar music played in his ears as he realized he'd started humming some of her favorite songs. The look in al'Vooshi's eye spoke fury, frustration and denial so Micah concentrated more on the music and kept humming.
His body felt more pains now and he welcomed them. They sharpened his mind and his focus on Jennifer and his mission. Let them come! He decided he didn't really need to explain the new scars. She'd accept him with them as well as without. He felt his face form a smile and al'Vooshi snarled at that. Let him! Jenn would understand.
***
Micah, Ferrel and Kidwell rode a crowded linear toward the large and bustling city of Bellovis. Behind them Mek-Bellos' civilian starport dwindled and shrank as they moved away from it. Officially the three of them hailed from Shaiga, an agrarian backwater world on the far side of the People's Republic of the Jengiil from Mekhajan space. Micah fretted about their identities but Siffai assured them that SIF7 would have impeccable identities created for them by the time a query could reach the place. Even then, she said, given Jengiil bureaucracy and the lack of proper bribes it would take a long time for the answer to return, assuming anyone bothered to check.
"Nice," said Kidwell, lighting a 'stick.
A few vendors hawked their wares in the linear terminal but none of the crowd around the League agents, including themselves, looked to have much money.
"Do you think Ted's in place yet," asked Ferrel.
"Bet me he isn't," said Micah, "Money speaks its own language and everybody understands it."
After discussing their plans with Siffai and Barstein, Ionoski elected to start a company. He planned to begin as a well-off paper trader and speculator with a case of wanderlust.
"You are trading paper," an incredulous Siffai had asked, "Where is the value in that?"
"Not paper, Kate," Ionoski had explained, "It's physical cargo in the form of certificates of value. I can sell the merchandise and have it shipped, but the price will increase. Or, my customers can buy the certificates and travel to the League to retrieve them."
"What kind of cargo," wondered Barstein.
"Whatever I need. Intelligence keeps plenty of paper on hand for just such ventures."
In addition to trading his merchandise Ionoski would act as a communications anchor, relay and emergency fallback. Siffai and Barstein would pose as a married couple, not rich but not poor either, ostensibly awaiting the arrival of her brother-in-law's sister's first cousin at the Merchant Academy. Blankenship and his team waited aboard the Jenni Silver, now retagged the Nerissa, a microjump away.
The Brotherhood of the Open Tent maintained several complexes around Bellovis, one of them a block from the transit station. The representative there explained to the new arrivals that they had four weeks to find a jobs and residences, during which time they could stay in the Brotherhood billets. Meals were served at six, twelve and six, be there or be hungry. He also gave the location of the various hiring halls within Bellovis along with other likely places to find employment, to take skill tests or to connect with the more prominent sects or trade brotherhoods. He spoke with interest but also the stiffness of many repetitions. Then he took their names, retinals and such skill information as they would give.
"Not the worst place I've stayed," said Ferrel, "Nor the fanciest. They do have a net, though!"
While Micah unpacked their meager mundane belongings Ferrel powered up the room's terminal and acquainted himself with it.
"Plenty of jobs for those willing to work, my brother and sister. They have a nice, vibrant economy here, too! Heh. Low taxes and low cost of living. Not a bad planet at all! I foresee great hope in our near-term future."
"Anything interesting," asked Micah.
"Quite a bit at both academies." Ferrel took out a coin. "I'll flip you for... Nak and purge! You want the military academy, truth?"
Micah stepped out of fighting - or flipping - stance and grinned. "All truth and no blather there."
***
Fazool Parnaud examined his terminal critically.
"Micah Shale from the Jengiil, eh? Looking for work. What makes you think you can handle my warehouse, eh?"
"I have experience, sir."
"What kind of experience, eh?"
"Loading and unloading. Operation of related equipment, trundles, lifters, lofters, atlas suit, just about anything. Manifest generation and verification. Inventory control."
"Stock level management?"
"A little bit. Not much, though. Mostly I worked in and out and let someone else worry about that."
"Hmf. At least you're honest about that. What about computer skill?"
"Basic modules with some warehouse management protocols. Jengiil and Vezieri mostly."
Parnaud nodded. "Your application says you're still in the Tent billets. Why is that?"
"I need a job. I got four weeks to get an address."
"That says something." Parnaud almost smiled as he eyed Micah critically. "Start tomorrow." He handed Micah a datacard. "Here's what you need to know and where and when to know it. Show it to your billet steward. Be here at six tomorrow and be ready to work." He didn't offer his hand.
"Yes sir! Thank you, sir."
Back at the billets Ferrel wore an extra-wide grin.
"Junior data maintenance tech plus hardware configuration and repair," he said, "Good pay, too."
"Even for doing real work?"
Ferrel raised him a finger at that. "Let's find Vera."
"Good news," she said when they found her, "I have a job as a server at the Twin Academies Food Court. Apparently lots of civilians eat there too because it's huge."
"Now about these billets," started Ferrel.
"We have three employment verification cards," she said with a smug smile, "That should count for something."
***
Micah scanned the labels on the crates in front of him. His datapad beeped at every one except the last; he had to scan that one again. Though the datapad and scanner looked ratty and battered both were, in fact, Ferrel-modified and very sophisticated. After their first week at work the League trio retrieved the luggage they'd had shipped separately: their not-so-mundane belongings. Ferrel then wasted no time gutting and upgrading his and Micah's locally-purchased gear: Micah's scanner and 'pad and his own portable terminal.
Now Micah's scanner not only functioned perfectly with Parnaud's net and modules, it also recorded everything it scanned and, when possible, queried and stored all the information about it. Parnaud actually complimented Micah his third day there and admonished him to keep up the good work. Though monotonous, Micah's job wasn't hard; he did it well and maintained Parnaud's good opinion of him. His most difficult assignment to date involved handling a large shipment they received during Parnaud's lunch break. Micah didn't mind, though; Parnaud knew when the shipment would arrive and left his own ID in Micah's care. Micah returned it when he came back but only after making a copy for himself!
Today as Micah worked the seconds ticked slowly by. They had an op planned for tonight and anticipation had its claws set deep in his flesh.
***
Micah waited patiently at the transit station as the linears left for the party parts of town. The cadets at the Naval Academy had a weekend pass and he intended to do some crowd-reading. So did Kidwell, she assured him, but she had her own agenda. He planned to shadow a small group, but not too small, and inveigle himself into it. One thing he knew for certain sure: cadets and boots from any military anywhere, when released from the rigors of their training, would gladly drink or eat on the coin of a friendly civilian with a taste for their stories!
A group of five cadets separated from the general crowd mass and headed for a less-crowded tran. Good enough! Micah followed them onto the linear and sat close enough to overhear their conversation. As he expected they discussed the minutiae of their training, the pleasure of time to themselves and the relaxation of the rigors of military discipline. Micah smiled at the memory of his own training and his comrades there.
He debarked when the cadets did but stayed at the terminal examining the schedules to give them a lead. He also called up an area map. They planned to visit a club where one of them had an obscure relative so Micah knew their ultimate destination. Half a block away from the transit station showed a decent neighborhood with ample businesses, a few residences and plenty of teenage and slightly older groups and crowds so Micah relaxed and concentrated on his group.
As the now-boisterous group stopped at a street vendor something else caught Micah's eye. He turned his attention to a larger group of cadets. Rather, he focused behind them. They were being followed! One, two, three... Micah counted eight people shadowing the larger group. He instantly dismissed his five and concentrated on this new one.
None of the cadets in the larger group paid any particular attention to anything else as they walked, slowly, and took in the sights and vendors. The size of their group offered more than sufficient protection from the nonexistent threat on this particular street and none of them piqued Micah's curiosity in the least.
Not so the followers! They might have escaped notice by the cadets but not to Micah's trained eye. Then he made another discovery: two of them did a much better job of it than the other six. Micah faded back into the shadows, ducked into a fresher, changed his appearance and caught up with them again. He had his holocaster ready and active and managed decent images of all the sloppy tails and one of the good ones. Then they all stopped as the group they followed decided to visit a food cart so Micah changed appearance again.
When he re-located his group he saw two of the poor shadows and one good one well behind the rest. By their postures the two committed some grievous error and the one had sharp words about it. After a moment the two started back up the street with no attempt at stealth and the one ghosted his way back to the group. Micah had a good idea what happened. He waited for the two dejected shadows to pass then continued following the others. Just in case he checked his six, clear, and worked extra hard to avoid detection.
***
"Treasure ship," said Micah before Kidwell or Ferrel could speak. After he helped himself to nibblers and chog he recounted his evening.
"Polarity, my brother," said Ferrel, "You should have blipped me. I was bored to orbit!"
"My duff," replied Kidwell, "You had plenty of data, it just didn't come from burning a net."
Kidwell slirped Micah's images and she and Ferrel began enhancing them. Before long they had them more lifelike than the originals. Unsurprisingly neither recognized any of them.
"I received a message from Ted," said Kidwell, "He said he's sitting on a potential thalyssium mine of information concerning trade goods that pass through the port here. He's also optimistic about turning a profit, both in metal and information.
"Katie and Dave are settled in and in solid at the library. No one twitched a milli at their cover and once their neighbors heard it they accepted them as family. So far they haven't uncovered anything we need to follow up but they have located plenty of agricultural information. That's on all the Mekhajan worlds in general, Mek-Taniston and Mek-Soulda in particular. Ted's planning to blip Davies as soon as we make a report."
"Slib. Package what we have now and we'll send it raw. Charlie, what's the best way we have to identify these folks?"
"Check the Academy records. That's a low probability but it should be easy. I'll need access to the Naval Academy net, the closer the better. Life would be golden if I could hit the internal net there. Take me to work with you?"
"Can you work through my 'pad?"
"Almost golden, and yes. That's half a milli more challenge but not without its advantages. When, exactly, do you do your transfers?"
"Ten-thirty, fourteen-thirty and sixteen-thirty plus or minus jitter. That's not solid-set; I can do 'em any time."
"Eminently polar, my brother! Hand over your datapad and let me cuddle with her a while."
Kidwell scowled at Ferrel, then pointedly ignored him in favor of her own nibblers.
***
Micah put his hand in the small of his back, stretched and checked his chrono. He eyed his rows critically and walked to the office. He swapped words with Parnaud and his secretary, sat at a row of terminals and jacked in his datapad. It beeped contrarily when it connected and Micah grinned. Though it might act slow the opposite was true. Though it would log the morning's work under Micah's ID the external connection and other access would show under Parnaud's.
The 'pad beeped again and began the transfers. Slowly. A small icon flashed at the bottom of the display, twice then once. Success! Ferrel had connected and started his burn. Micah scowled at the machine and left for a cup of tea and a 'stick. By the time he finished the transfer had as well. Ferrel flashed a quick success code and disconnected. Micah printed some hardcopies, jacked out, powered down and went back to work. He left the papers with the secretary who gave him a wink.
***
Micah watched the crowd gather at the Twin Academies Food Court. He spotted the cadets easily, even the ones not in uniform. He spent a moment surveying the place, spotted Kidwell and headed for her section.
"Good evening, sirra," she said with a friendly smile, "May I help you?"
"I'm hungry but not rich," said Micah, "Surprise me. I also have a friend coming, same for him."
"We specialize in that," said Kidwell. Several others at tables around them voiced agreement. "I'll be right back, sweetie."
Before long Micah had a variety plate of hot nibblers and two large glasses of very flavorful tea with Kidwell's promise of more to come. Ferrel sat down halfway through the nibblers and helped finish them.
"Dead on the beam, my brother," said Ferrel, "Anything on your end?"
"Squelch and squelch, bad or good. Preliminary read?"
"One point of interest." Ferrel took out a 'stick and left the lighter on the table; it had a small-radius garble. "Naval security is a lot looser than Merchant. That's peculiar."
"No blather. Might we find out why tonight?"
"Possibly." Ferrel deactivated the garble and pocketed the lighter.
Kidwell brought food, swapped a friendly insult with Ferrel and left them to eat.
"Do leave a generous tip," said Ferrel, "I don't want her speaking ill of us."
"Hey! Why am I paying?"
"Because I am working tonight. I am also so very fatigued from my daily labors."
Fortunately the crowd noise covered Micah's response.
Across the square from the food court sat a datamart almost as big. Cadets from both schools occupied most of the terminals but with a fair number of civilians mixed in as well. Micah bought some time and found the movie servers lagged to the point of stopping so he switched to a music server. It seemed some of the cadets had something besides homework on their minds. As soon as the transfers started he slapped in a dataspool and sat back to observe the crowds. He didn't expect any trouble but any such here would be twice as bad!
"Feces," swore Ferrel.
"What?" Micah snapped to alertness and scanned the doors.
"Nothing bad. Well, nothing dangerous. I ran facials against the entire student directory. Squelch. Then I tried recent graduates. Squelch again. Ruddy annoying, that."
"What about faculty?"
"Squelch-dot-three. Besides, all but two of those stapes were way too young for that."
"Did they spot you?"
"For truth?"
"Sorry." Micah knew that would cost him. "Since we're her and since you probably own the entire net, why not try against Merchant."
"Almost a challenge. Give me a few to reconfigure. See if you can't find us a decent movie, too."
Ferrel took three minutes to reconfigure his warez, all of which time he spent grumbling. Micah did find a streaming server with an only-slightly-insane lag so he started a pair of downloads.
"Flames! This security is a lot tighter. No, my brother, we're still polar. It's just bloody strange, no blather. It's going to take a lot longer to... Heh! I found a match!"
Ferrel worked his terminal. "This is more than passable strange, Micah. I have multiple matches. In fact all of our amateur ghosts are students here. I wonder..."
Another two minutes and Ferrel had another success.
"Mister Experience is a member of the Merchant Academy faculty. He works under Eminent Senior Professor Donald A. Hacreau, preeminent instructor in and chair of the prestigious Department of History of Trade Education. Ick. Sounds horrible."
"Are we still clean?"
"Plus-plus. All of this is public unrestricted."
"Polar. Can you dig deeper?"
"I can but I'd rather not. Not right now. I don't want to slirp too much too fast, especially when the slirp-ee might be sharper than the average asteroid. Even with low-grade security that smells bad."
"Cryo. You grab schedules and I'll get curricula."
Back at their house Micah showered before starting on his data. Ferrel didn't, and had initial results by the time Micah finished.
"Pretty much what I thought," said Ferrel, "History of Trade Education is the personal domain of one Donald Aaron Hacreau. Very distinguished academic credentials, publications, honors and a truly impressive amount of grant money brought into the Academy. Very prestigious meetings with numerous important personages. Thus is the sigma line for Distinguished Professor Doctor D. A. Hacreau."
"You already had dessert, Charlie, and a good one. Keep going."
Ferrel sighed. "Hacreau the First actually was a trader of great reputation and renown, born into a large family of wealthy and successful merchants. Nonetheless he made a name for himself above and beyond his family. He helped establish the Merchant Academy and since then his heirs have always taught there.
"At first the line of Hacreau had other accomplishments but as time passed they grew fewer and farther between. The past dozen have been desk traders. They hypothesized about the theory of trade, the meaning of trade, historical moments of trade and the past masters of trade, but didn't do any of it themselves. They teach classes on how to execute it and how to educate about it but don't have two millis of practical experience between the lot of them."
Kidwell walked in as Micah began working up hypotheses. She verified that they did indeed succeed and headed for her own shower.
"Well and good for the head of department," said Micah, "but he wasn't the man on the street. That would be Doctor Michel Etienne. What do we know about him?"
"Working up to that, my brother. Be virtuous with patience!
"According to his bio Michel Etienne graduated with minor distinction from the Merchant Academy. He served for five years among Brothers of the Table traders and received high marks. Then, as soon as he was eligible he returned to the Academy for graduate work. After another very successful five-year hitch he returned there to teach and has been there ever since."
Micah checked the catalogs he downloaded. "There are four degrees in HoTE. They have about fifty percent overlap. Call that common core. Half of that is outside the department and there's nothing unusual about any of it. I'm looking at the degree-specific classes. Looks like Etienne and Hacreau teach the same range of classes. Heh. Hacreau doesn't teach afternoon, evening or early morning classes."
"The privilege of rank," suggested Ferrel.
"Truth. Etienne doesn't seem to mind, though. They also seem to have a permanent adjunct for the department."
"That would be Hassam Francois," supplied Ferrel, "Similar story to Etienne. Graduation and service, no particular distinction for either but welcomed back nonetheless. He's been working on his doctorate for the past eleven years."
"Professional student," wondered Micah.
"Possible," said Ferrel, "but low-sigma. Perhaps if Seigneur Francois was actually paying his own way but this is effectively a military school. Even though it isn't, it feels like one."
"Truth and pure," said Micah, "I do believe the prestigious department of History of Trade Education warrants further scrutiny."
"Heaven's flames!" Kidwell, fresh from her shower, entered just in time to hear that. "What's wrong, Micah? Is there too much boredom in your life?!"
Micah summarized their findings but kept his conclusions back.
"That is puzzling," she said, "This may or may not be relevant. I didn't mention it at the time but I overheard a discussion between a group of students. There were seven of them and they all stayed past the start of afternoon classes. That's serious for either Academy so I hovered around them. One of the students was worried about flunking out. It sounded like he was considering something desperate. One of the others said 'Don't worry. If it's that bad you can change to the other Academy.'"
"That's understandable," said Micah, "Military training is rough. Some people just can't take the pressure and the training. I remember a few boots I had to talk through it or to talk out of it. Into dropping. That was plus-plus narsty and it wasn't even OTS."
"That's just it," said Kidwell, "These were Merchant Academy cadets and they were telling the poor man he could transfer to Navy."
"Phase down," said Ferrel, "That would imply that Merchant training is harder than Navy! That's... That doesn't make sense!"
"Jitter squelched on that," agreed Kidwell, "I hear chatter about transferring every day and I don't - didn't - pay any particular attention to it. I always assumed it was primarily Navy to Merchant. That might be wrong. Micah, any conclusions about their Naval Academy?"
"It appears to be a standard OTS. Never having been to such I can't say six-sigma. It is good, solid military, I can say that for certain sure. Their troops are good when they start and better when they finish."
Kidwell powered up her datapad and began massaging hypotheses.
"Check me on this," she said after a while, "So far we've assumed military training would be harder than merchant. That's the way it is in the League, and it works, but this isn't the League. Micah, 'One does the fighting, the other does the food.' Your words."
"Truth. I assumed the military would be more honorable and prestigious, though. Of greater status."
"We assumed," said Kidwell, "But flip that. What does that yield?"
"The merchants are at the top of the stack," said Micah, "That leaves the Navy hence the rest of their military more like... guards? No. Protectors is more accurate." He tried to follow that to its conclusion but Kidwell beat him to it.
"We're looking for their Intel agents. We assumed it would be part of their military, just like ours."
"But League Intel isn't all military," said Ferrel, "For instance..."
"Me," finished Kidwell, "Or Ted. Mostly. But he and I aren't part of the Merchant's Guild. They have their own intelligence structure but we keep close tabs on it. It's mostly concerned with predicting prices and trends before they manifest themselves."
"So Mekhajan Intelligence is part of their Merchant's Guild, or the Brothers of the Table," said Micah, "Do you have that formalized?"
She did so and Micah and Ferrel both tore into her hypothesis and assumptions. Try though they might neither could find fault with them or even come close to refuting them.
"It does make a high degree of sense," said Micah, "Military Intelligence exists. The Naval Academy has several degree paths in it and they're not even trying to hide them. They're more tactical in nature, though, or strategic. Force deployment, logistics, that sort of thing. Nothing like what we do."
"Mark that as provable," said Ferrel, "and let's contact Ted."
***
The next day at work Micah very carefully did not deviate from his ordinary routine. Still, the seconds ticked slowly. Ferrel planned to run some queries to give them goals and targets for their evening burns. Nothing out of the ordinary happened and quitting time finally arrived.
"Lots of data," said Ferrel with a grin, "All acquired from multiple terminals at multiple locations scattered amongst the ones I serviced today. No worries either, my brother! Some of them I 'volunteered' to do on behalf of my overworked co-workers. I even logged in under their IDs so they will receive credit for the fixes. I am so generous at times."
"The data?"
"Solid identification on our intrepid spies. They are indeed students at the Merchant Academy. The instructor you caught was Michel Etienne and I'm eight-three certain the other was Hassam Francois."
"And the students?"
"I don't have full details. That's tonight. I did check the two I found first. They both have classes under Francois so I pulled that roster. Besides them he has four of the others. I didn't go deep or too wide but I would call that ample justification for further investigation!"
Micah thought hard a moment.
"I concur but I'm not sure about using the food court datamart again. Part of me says that would rouse the least suspicion. The other part says any Intel department worth its weight in sewage will have plenty of security aimed at any queries, especially from such a likely source so close by."
"Give me some credit, my brother. I very carefully did not investigate in a linear fashion. I also pulled in enough ancillary and irrelevant data to cover my real burns. Still, your second thought is valid. Fortuitously enough we have a solution ready to hand. We have time before Vera goes off shift. Tonight we shall again dine high but this time we leave more than a good tip."
They timed their arrival to just after the evening crowd peaked and once again took Kidwell's section. When she brought their drinks and took their orders Micah slipped her a note. When they finished he left a datacard along with her tip. Scribing that took Ferrel a long time but he assured Micah it would scorch rock when it hit the datamart net.
After their meal the two of them attended a play not far from the main square. Students from the Academies made up most of the audience with interested civilians and Academy staff comprising the remainder. Micah found the play itself quite good even though he missed most of the cultural references. Ferrel enjoyed it too, but checked his chrono far too often. When the play ended and the lights came up they merged with the crowd and let it carry them to the square. Before long they again sat in the datamart.
"What if the machine Vera hit is in use," asked Micah.
"So much the better, my brother! The module I designed will slow-creep up to whatever pipe I want. Besides, as clever as Vera is five credits says she owned more than one."
"Done!"
Micah lost the money. Kidwell infected four terminals. That gave Ferrel four times the pipe, potentially, plus four platforms from which to launch his attacks. He wasted no time setting up a spiral tunnel with integrated anchors for gooey grapples and throbbing needles and a codefog built in. Impressive!
"These boxes aren't too secure," said Ferrel, "as long as you don't try to alter the accounting or pay-tracking. Nothing I plan to do involves either."
Ferrel started his burn with one of the three in-use machines. He forked the current user's data stream and copied it on general principle but with no expectation of anything interesting. He logged into the Merchant Academy net, easily accessible from here, and launched a query almost massive enough to qualify as a thorn snatch. While it ran he forked the connection, nulled the result stream - he didn't need two copies of that much data! - and launched a very devious promote-me. Once he had higher access he forked that connection four times and attached a high-level connection to each of his machines.
When the data started flowing smoothly Micah powered up a terminal for himself. He had graduate-level access to both Academy libraries courtesy of Ferrel and several areas of interest, none of them restricted. One of the HoTE classes touched on trade with the Esavians, 'Trade Practice and Procedure When Dealing With Inferior Technologies,' and he wanted all the information on it he could slirp. Including cross-links he found an amazingly large amount and downloading would cost a lot. No matter, he had a card with plenty of money on it and if he ran out of spools the datamart sold them too!
With that download under way Micah powered up another terminal and began a search along the line of a student interested in the Mekhajan worlds with specifics on soil chemistry, agriculture, botany and the products each world produced. He set his queries wide and waited for the information to transfer. They could narrow down the data later. Ferrel still showed no signs of slowing so Micah powered up a music browser and turned his attention to the crowd.
Ferrel finished with a smug grin and turned his attention to boosting Micah's download speed.
"Close the hose," said Micah preemptively, "Just help me look for the lookers."
"More than a few of the delicate female type, my brother, but none of the other."
***
"Well," asked Kidwell.
"Well is exactly how things went," smugged Ferrel, "Thanks in no small part to your diligent work, my dear love. We have a treasure ship of data and a dearth of time in which to assess it."
"So that means you want me to make chog and nibblers while you take off your shoes," she said sardonically.
"Ahhh, bliss, my darling," said Ferrel dramatically, "Thank you so much for offering."
Kidwell did make chog while Micah showered but the nibblers showed signs of age.
"Leftovers," she said, "Purchased at a discount. That's what you're getting unless this data truly goes suborbital."
They all meshed their terminals and began working on Ferrel's data.
"This is significant," said Kidwell after a while, "I'm glad you're as thorough as you are smug, Charles. Hassun Bidout received honors in math and history before applying to Merchant Academy yet he failed simple calculus his second term. He changed degrees from Scan Tech and Astrogation to Philosophy of Trade. Javaal Kenai, with independent awards in business management, changed majors from Trade Economics to Trade Education. Likewise our other student shadows. All applied to the Academy with considerable knowledge in their initial majors yet all of them changed."
Micah checked the data. "Truth and pure. They also started struggling and making low grades in those selfsame areas of knowledge. Now they're barely making the grade to stay in school and not so in two cases."
"All of which happen to be classes within the HoTE department," added Kidwell, "What a coincidence! They also happen to be students exclusively in Etienne's classes with occasional forays into one taught by Hassam Francois. Another coincidence! Phase down, there's more. Even though these particular students are taking HoTE courses each term they never seem to land in a class taught by Hacreau. Never! Even on the rare instance when he's teaching the same class."
The three of the swapped looks.
"My friends," said Kidwell, "I do believe we've cracked Mekhajan Intelligence!"
"But have we," asked Micah.
"We have the entry point," she said, "Artfully concealed within their Merchant Academy. And no, I don't think this is the sigma total of it. This is where they do the recruiting, initial training and winnowing out. We need to find out where they go from here."
"Ted definitely needs this," said Ferrel, "Let's do a back-correlation and see if we can find any others."
Doing so took quite a while but produced another eleven students. Eleven students who entered the Academy with high marks but whose performance dropped dramatically during their second or third terms. Eleven students who transferred from substantive degrees to the do-nothing History of Trade Education yet took all their classes under Etienne and Francois.
"That is ruddy clever," said Ferrel, "Plenty of students' grades drop when they take college-level courses for the first time. HoTE is one of the few degree paths they can take to avoid the shame of washing out. What better place to hide their most brilliant?"
"Truth," said Micah, "and not that different from ours. Ted absolutely must have this! I'll put ten standing that someone in Strategy and Planning goes suborbital over it."
After they encrypted the summaries and conclusion and blipped it to Ionoski another thought hit Micah.
"Heaven's flames! Tune up my 'pad, Charlie. We have another burn to do."
The next day at work Micah projected an air of distraction and preoccupation. He still did his job, just not as well and with a few embarrassing repeated tasks. Parnaud threatened a reprimand when he discovered Micah hadn't quite finished his day's tasks by quitting time and admonished him to complete them quickly. Micah did so after the others left, but carelessly left his datapad jacked into the net. He knew he'd have another reprimand when the chronically-neat Parnaud discovered it but no matter.
***
"I'm in," said Ferrel.
This time the two of them sat at a datamart deep within the city. Micah checked their backtrail carefully on the journey to it and snarled it twice.
"And?"
"I'm in, my brother. Need you ask more? I have a list of transfers within the past two years. That's as far as I could go without hitting the deep archives and it's a lot of data besides. I'm also running comparisons against common curricula, just in case Navy has its own spy school. Initial read indicates that Merchant to Naval transfers do better afterward but that's not solid. Call it two sigmas."
"Any transfers from Naval to Merchant?"
"Working on that too. There aren't as many of those but it looks like... Rut! Feces!!" Ferrel worked his warez furiously. "I just hit something thermal! I hope your 'pad isn't close to something flammable; I had to send the kill code."
Micah instantly scanned the datamart. No one had arrived or departed within the last five minutes. Ferrel jacked out and powered down quickly and the two of them left. Out of sight of the datamart they split. Micah sent Kidwell the emergency blip, ran a rat path, checked his backtrail obsessively and changed faces. Then he repeated. No pursuit. Finally satisfied, he headed for their safehouse in the downzone.
"What the hades happened?"
Micah arrived last. Ferrel had a glass, Kidwell that and a 'stick. They both sat watching Ferrel's datapad.
"I don't know," said Ferrel, "but it was no party hat, six-sigmas. Multiple penetration traces, stealthed grapples, sticky noses and a swarm of vornets faster than I've ever seen!"
"Do you think they figured us," asked Kidwell.
"For truth hon, I can't say absolutely that they didn't. Those warez felt optimized and my delicate duff was tingling all the way here. I think I spiked the worst of it, though. I used a variation of their own metavirus. If it hit right neither academy will be having class tomorrow."
"What about our gear," asked Micah. He mentally ran down the list of things they had at their house that the Mekhajan shouldn't.
"I grabbed all the data and some of the stuff. I popped the rest and planted a WIPEOuT fogger. Obviously I left the spiders in place. Hopefully that's wasted precaution."
"No blather on that. Best safe, though."
"Polar. What about Ted?"
"I blipped him," said Ferrel, "after I changed the first... Hell's frost that was fast!"
The spiders planted at their former residence showed nine intrusion-suited figures appearing suddenly and swarming within the house. After they cleared the rooms most of them removed their hoods. They moved with military precision and spoke little as they investigated the meager contents there.
One of the men swore foully when he discovered the melted, fused and useless pile of equipment Kidwell popped. Another one puzzled a moment over the fogger. Micah checked his chrono and began a mental count. If they didn't bring in complex chemical analysis gear within the next three minutes and seventeen seconds the WIPEOuT gas, invisible and odorless, would have time to degrade any biological or genetic evidence they left behind. The time ticked slowly until Micah could heave a sigh of relief.
The intruders gave no information to identify themselves but Micah didn't particularly care who they were. They were good and only that mattered! After their initial rough search the men organized themselves and began one in depth. One by one Ferrel ordered the spiders to hide and self-destruct and before long their last bit of surveillance vanished.
***
Micah approached Ionoski's offices with lunches for both of them. Ionoski had customers there already so Micah sat and waited, idly chatting with his receptionist. When the last customer left Ionoski called Micah inside and activated a garble. Micah detailed what happened and handed him the datacube.
"Good job, even with the ultimate end result. You're right, too. It probably isn't their whole Intel training but it is the point of entry. We can't fully exploit that right now but we will.
"Katie and Dave haven't had any problems so they're staying in place for now. They have some good results too. You can review them once you're aboard the Nerissa. What they found so far is most relevant to Davies' work but you three may spot something.
"As you can see my business is doing well. I'm turning a decent profit but ten times that in information. I haven't had time to cross-correlate anything of mine with what you found but I'm sure Charles will manage it. Best buy him a good dessert now, though."
Micah smiled at that.
"I want you three going low and slow," continued Ionoski, "I have a way to exfiltrate you but Charlie will need to do some work. Blip me once you're safe and we can plan some specific moves."
Micah had several ideas of his own on how to leave Mek-Bellos undetected but he discarded them when he heard Ionoski's. The backup team hadn't been idle! Using the newly-enhanced scan suite on the former Jenni Silver they monitored and built up an comprehensive datastore on the insystem traffic and the patterns to and from Mek-Bellos.
In addition to four major starports, the system itself had numerous orbital and deep-space stations as well as two massive asteroid belts, complete with miners, supply stations and transit hubs, all of which differed from those of the League not at all! Ionoski planned to take full advantage of that fact. When he told Micah his plan Micah knew it would likely trigger severe measures once their report reached their superiors!
***
"What exactly constitutes a 'decent' profit," wondered Ferrel.
"I don't know, Charlie. Are you in yet?"
This time the two of them occupied a carrel in Bellovis' largest public library.
"I mean I understand that he's primarily interested in information but profit is profit! No matter how little or how infrequent."
"I know. Are you in yet?" Micah checked the exits and crowds as he spoke.
"We touched on this during training," continued Ferrel, "Once the shade shop covers its initial cost and starts turning a profit the agents starting it receive a cut. I'm just curious as to when that will happen."
"Charrrrrrrr-lie..."
"We're cryo, my brother. Go find a book or something. We're in solid on the beam. I have a query running in the background and a perfectly legal monitoring module exactly where I need it."
That Ferrel spoke while he burned gave truth to his words. He did have spiral tunnels between several machines here and others at sister libraries. In addition to the simple query he had a low-level monitor attached, through devious means, to the spinal link between the starport and the Bellovis chapter of the Brothers of the Open Tent.
Ferrel stopped talking when the traffic on the starport link heated up. He fired probes into both ends and launched promotion modules. The Tent security twitched but didn't activate. Two starships had just arrived and the link began filling with ID query and verification requests. Ferrel narrowed the pipe and waited.
Before long the query-veri's slowed almost to a halt, backed up and stalled. Ferrel released his block and the requests flooded the municipal net. It lagged horribly and began reporting errors and re-sends. Ferrel captured several of those, forked them and soon had solid secure connections into the municipal net. Before the backlog cleared he forked and stealthed his connection so that when the original request terminated he still had a solid link.
"Nice," said Micah.
Ferrel smiled but didn't reply. He promoted himself within the municipal net and quickly located the ID records. Once again he blocked the starport pipe, waited and flooded the system. This time he rode the surge into the ID cores, cut a cheap door and burned and altered what they needed.
"You do realize you and Vera owe me a nice meal and dessert for this."
"Just don't break the Mint," said Micah.
By the time they left the library both of them had port- and system-cleared IDs with another one for Kidwell. Plus pre-paid tickets at a discount!
***
After a meal that cost well more than they saved on the tickets, Micah, Ferrel and Kidwell entered the starport. Before they boarded their ship Micah dropped a keycard into a delivery tube and keyed Ionoski's address. The card fitted the locker containing the rest of their illicit gear. Doing so made Micah nervous but they shouldn't need it and Ionoski, Siffai or Barstein might. At least they still had their datapads and terminals.
After a long trip to the proper concourse they boarded a dingy, dirty, hot, battered and crowded shuttle that smelled bad. Kidwell wrinkled her nose several times and refused the in-flight tea. Micah drank his and Ferrel's. The stuff wasn't bad but it certainly wasn't good either. Once the craft attained and left orbit Micah settled back for a nap.
Docking woke Micah. Neither of the others had slept. Unsurprising: he knew Kidwell wouldn't and that Ferrel wouldn't let her stay awake alone.
"Could you really sleep through an asteroid strike," she asked.
"Six-sigmas. Just turn up the tunes and lash down the tea."
They debarked the shuttle via a dilapidated boarding tube that led to a concourse little better than the shuttle. Most of the other passengers headed purposefully into the bowels of the asteroid station. Micah, Kidwell and Ferrel joined the small part of the crowd that didn't.
Safely ensconced in a semi-spacious lounge with food service along one wall and a bar along the other, Micah found a comm kiosk and entered the code Ionoski gave him. Four minutes later it flashed an acknowledgement and a time. He smiled and rejoined the other two.
"Polarity," he said, "We have time for a snack!"
Ferrel snorted, paid a few coins and jacked into the station's net. Kidwell lifted an eyebrow at Micah's suggestion of more tea and shook her head. Then she did lean back and relax.
A few minutes after the specified time Davies and Blankenship entered the lounge. Davies checked something at a kiosk and they left. Micah and the other two followed them and traversed another rickety boarding tube into a much cleaner and less crowded shuttle. In strap-down time plus two minutes they were en route to the Nerissa.



Chapter 9. Strange Fashions
 
al'Vooshi winced when he walked into the infidel's room. Even though he wore earpads the subsonics still set his teeth on edge. After he deactivated the noise generators, subsonics, optical strobes and thermal variators he turned on the room lights.
"Well infidel, are you ready to talk now?"
The man's jaw trembled and drool ran down the side of his face. His eyes held a distant, unfocused look and his body twitched slightly. al'Vooshi measured and administered an extra dose just to loosen the man's tongue.
"Stone, Micah. Common..."
al'Vooshi slapped the infidel hard and for no other reason than frustration. No man had the right to resist the question so! Stone's head snapped to the side and lolled back slackly. Now his drool had small ribbons of blood threading through it.
"Ahh, Stone Micah J. you test me. The Feast of the Flight begins ere long. I have children and a wife, Stone Micah. If you do not speak I fear I shall not see them again until the Rapture of Dhu at the end of times. Think of your children, Micah Stone, if you have any. Would you not wish to see the joy on their faces upon your return? Free yourself of pain, Micah Stone, and allow me the joy of seeing my sons and daughters. Before Dhu I vow you have resisted admirably! May He grant you all such mercies as infidels may receive, if only you will talk to me. Dhu may yet show you some small mercy. Speak!"
The infidel's eyes fuzzed into and out of focus and his mouth twitched, almost smile-like. Then his jaw worked and he drew a breath.
"Comm... monwealth... of... Caustik... May... Liberty... Reign..."
This time al'Vooshi held his temper firmly in check. Instead of uselessly striking the man again he took out the proper instruments and began administering the question. Stone's body flinched and twitched but his babble didn't change.
Deep in al'Vooshi's heart and far too faint to acknowledge, yet, the seeds of doubt sprouted and began to grow.
***
Safely aboard the Nerissa, Davies gave Micah and the others thirty minutes to freshen up before calling a meeting.
"First of all thank you and thank Ted for this ship," said Davies, "Especially after the refit. I have a decent lab now and I've found out a lot about that bacterium. You do remember, yes?"
No blather whatsoever!!
Davies called up an enhanced holo. "This is the basic bacterium: bacillus Imperialis capillus 4491. In and of itself it is relatively harmless. It's ubiquitous in one form or another on every world touched by the Imperium. It's very hardy and can survive in a wide range of environments. Some of its waste products do have an affinity for nerve or brain chemistry but not harmfully so."
"You said it could only thrive on a narrow range of planets and soil chemistry," said Kidwell.
"I did and I'll clarify further. Patience please. Different planets mean differences in metabolism and by-products. Minor differences but critical in some cases." He called up a genetic diagram along with the next holo. "Here is the nasty one. I finally managed a full sequence on the bacteriophage, the virus, living within our particular beastie. It is very fragile and cannot exist outside its bacterial host, and it can only exist within a narrow range of them. That's where the 'narrow range' and chemistry come in.
"Other variants of 4491 will not host the virus and will actively reject it. Mek-Taniston happens to have the right combination of factors to make its native bacteria good for the virus. It's not optimal but it's ruddy close. When it can exist, though, it assists the bacterial host in breaking down and processing nutrients. It also modifies the waste products and that's where things go narsty. 4491's ordinary waste product already has an affinity for brains and nerves. The viral modification alters these compounds in very specific ways."
Micah felt an idea trying to form but quashed it instantly!
"Exactly," said Davies with a look to Micah, "The really insidious part is that the virus is not natural. It is synthetic." He let that sink in a moment. "This virus was specifically tailored to produce perception-altering effects. I think. I'm not six-sigmas on that but I am at least four. I've seen viral modification like this before.
"According to the tests I've conducted so far I believe the compounds it produces have something to do with happiness and aggression. That's two triggers out of a dozen more subtle ones I haven't traced yet. But I'm still working on it."
"That is horrible," said Kidwell, "Are you saying that wine makes people into happy killers?"
"No! No, no, no. If it was that simple I'd be finished with the report and drinking chog. The actual neurochemical effects are hundreds of times more subtle than that." He looked at Micah again. "We're not talking about one-drink juice troopers. I can say that for certain but I'll have to trace and model the other triggers before I can say any more."
"How much would an average-sized person need to consume to bring on the effects," asked Micah.
"Not a lot but not a little either. Three- to five hundred milliliters would absolutely exhibit effects. More would amplify them but lesser amounts might. Like I said I haven't done enough yet for all the answers. Hades! If I hadn't seen this before I wouldn't even know there were questions, but I've had experience."
The others looked at him expectantly.
"I've done an extensive study on Imperium bioweapons and bioweapon technology. That includes their favorite bacteria to use, the effects they tried to attain and what to do about them when you find them. After the disaster on Maldrake IV lots of people studied them."
Micah and Kidwell nodded. Maldrake IV was the last Imperium site discovered within League space. After the first-look team located the base and built the research labs they, with recently-arrived scientific backup, breached the site. A lot of traffic arrived and departed before they discovered that it was an advanced bioweapon development lab and that their worst discoveries survived both the Collapse and the Interim. The archives, discovered too late and too long taken to translate, detailed the class of weapons under development.
It took the Navy, the Patrol, the Healer's Guild and even the Tech Guild to stop the resulting outbreaks. The microbes infected their hosts and stayed quiescent for up to a year before spreading and causing death. The League quarantined three entire sectors and interdicted another seventeen systems before they had the plagues fully contained.
Less people died than could have but far more than should have. The resulting protocols designed to prevent such a pandemic bore the name of that infamous system. Once League medics developed inoculations and treatments all four Guilds, the Navy and every news agency within the League took measures to spread both the news and the medicines. Rumor said they even contacted the Consortium via the Kensie Free Systems and Coral Nebula Federation.
"No blather," said Davies as he read their expressions, "The good news is that 4491 isn't airborne and never will be. It doesn't weaponize well that way. Quite the opposite, in fact. During the late Imperium, just before the collapse, some of the simpler 4491 strains were developed for use in their biodigester recycler technology."
"So do we use it in bioreactors," asked Ferrel.
"Some strains. But they're a long way away from the base 4491. They've been weakened not to survive outside a bioreactor and they're very useful in synthesizing medicine and blood replacement."
"So we need to study the by-products," said Ferrel.
"Exactly! That's what I'm doing. I've classified this strain as 4491-vib at P750. That's one planet in seven-fifty as suitable for it to develop. Not counting local clustering or common origin."
"So how do we find out what planets might work," asked Kidwell.
"I'm working on it! So far I've concentrated on the organism itself. Katie and Dave sent me a lot of data I haven't had time to digest yet and I'm guessing you have me more. I can certainly use help working through it."
"Say no more," said Ferrel with a grin, "Lead me to your datajack!"
Micah chose an aggressive, exact set of combat drills and began executing them. Using just the right amount of muscle and force necessary without an actual target, living or otherwise, required precise and expert control and concentration. Micah concentrated and he controlled. Something in the back of his mind, something until now quiescent, sent out faint tendrils of awakening. Micah continued his exercises and added one in patience. Perhaps the faint seeds of revelation would take root now and grow. He focused past the swirling distraction, observing it without observing it, and started the next set of routines.
He finished his hard-combat routines and moved into one he seldom used. It worked more to build agility and balance instead of effectiveness in combat. His mind remained focused but he felt the chaos of discovery growing. Shunting aside the momentary distraction he brought his focus back into line.
Balance. Force and counter-force. Keep one in line with the other and you won't fall. Hold your center steady and don't let it waver or you will misstep. Force and control, muscle and mind. Balance. Micah felt a smile spread across his face. His revelation blossomed after all!
***
"Balance," said Micah, "It's balance!"
"You skipped the grunt work for that?" Kidwell scowled hard and spoke acerbically. "Micah Stone..."
Micah smiled until he saw the curiosity almost explode from her.
"The result is worth it! What did we learn about Mekhajan trade with the Jengiil and Vezieri?"
"They keep out of fights by trading with them," said Kidwell, "Flames, then! By balancing trade with them. When one picks on you give them bad prices and the other good ones. That's not new, lover."
"But what if that doesn't work?" Micah held his hands at the same height, palms up. "Suppose trade preference," he lowered his right hand, "doesn't do the job? What if better prices don't convince the Jengiil to protect you against the Vezieri or vise versa? What then?"
"Things get messy," she said, "and you have to fight them yourself."
"Or you balance it with something else!" Micah re-leveled his hands. "Military force, no blather there, but if you have a smaller force - even a technologically superior one - why should you bother fighting if someone else can do it for you?"
Now Ferrel stopped working to listen.
"Try this for a hat," continued Micah, "If you have a big, brawny friend who loves to fight then why bother skinning your own knuckles?"
"That's dangerous if your friend suspects anything," said Kidwell with dawning realization, "but if Beefy Brawler has no other friends and no one else to understand him, of course he'll protect you. Heaven's flames and hell's frost! The Esavians!"
That made Davies stop working.
"So you're saying everything up until now is squelch," he asked with some heat.
"Nak, Mike! It's squelch-complement. This absolutely helps us with what we have to do, now we need to work out how to use it."
"So how do we separate Sneaky Weak Sally from Beefy Brawler," asked Ferrel, "She is his only friend and he may be madly in love with her."
"Am I to assume we don't just tell him," asked Davies.
"Correct," replied Kidwell, "He would slug you and keep on slugging. She's his only friend and he will protect her at all costs. No. You work to plant doubt in his mind. Make him question himself and his actions. Lead him subtly to ask her the questions she doesn't want to answer. But you have to make sure he thinks its his idea, otherwise you get slugged again. For truth, it's best you grow a lot of suspicion before the questions even form, otherwise Sally might talk her way out of it."
"Alternate option," suggested Micah, "Replace Sneaky Weak Sally with Naughty Nicole. She sells to the highest bidder and she might just need some protection along the way.  It helps if she's a better actress, more convincing and willing to do things Sally isn't."
"That is disgusting," said Kidwell, "but basically valid. Interested Irving sends Naughty Nicole to beguile Beefy Brawler away from Sneaky Weak Sally. That leaves her open to propositions she didn't have to consider before."
"That's all platinum and polar orbits," said Ferrel, "but we're interested in stopping Beefy Brawler. We don't particularly care about Sneaky Weak Sally."
Kidwell's expression fell, then she speared Ferrel with a fierce glare. "Rut you, Charlie! Just when I have a good analogy going."
"It's still workable, Vera," Micah thought carefully. "Once Beefy Brawler is taking Interested Irving's orders he's effectively neutralized. Sneaky Weak Sally can be dealt with as needed and on more favorable terms.
"Simple plan: Naughty Nicole leads Beefy Brawler into weakness and out of being a threat. Complex plan: Sneaky Weak Sally figures out Naughty Nicole's play and has to match or beat it in order to keep Beefy Brawler's attention."
"Complex plan one-point-five," said Ferrel, "Force Sneaky Weak Sally into a new relationship with Beefy Brawler that naturally leads both of them into weakness. That would take a lot more touch but ultimately it's the best of all worlds."
Kidwell doodled on her datapad. "That's potentially workable. All we need now are the actors."
Davies looked at them questioningly as they all went to work on that.
"Is this how Field Ops operate? It sounds like my tax money is going toward smutty plays."
"Broad plans work best with simple parts," said Micah, "Don't over-complicate until it is absolutely required."
"Fifteenth Rule of the Mission," said Davies.
"As to the detail work," said Kidwell, "We're operating under the assumption that wine imported from Mek-Soulda, Mek-Mierlo and Mek-Tarhav also support our bacterial beastie. So far we've narrowed down the soil chemistry to eleven hundred worlds, plus tariff. We've done that by narrowing based on eliminating inhibiting compounds present on other worlds. Join the party, we still have plenty of cake to eat."
Micah loaded the criteria, cut off a chunk of data and started working. They eliminated two hundred worlds before dinner and another thirty-seven before bedtime.
***
"This may be grunt work," commented Ferrel the next morning, "but it certainly is boring, too. Are we sure this is the best way?"
"What do you suggest," asked Kidwell.
"I can automate it. That will run slower, truth, but it will also run without our attention."
"So you have something better to do?" Kidwell aimed the question at Ferrel but Micah answered.
"Possibly. We're assuming this organism is present on the other three worlds. That's testable, but how relevant? We know six-sigma it's present in the Mek-Taniston wine. Do we really need to know about the others?"
"Are you saying we missed the asteroid belt because of the rocks?"
"We know where the wine is going," said Micah, "Is there a where else or why? Even that may be tangential."
"What about the effects," asked Davies.
"Testable relevance," said Kidwell, "I see, Micah. Don't go suborbital, Mike. I know this is interesting and potentially scary and we definitely need to keep studying it. Truth pure and shining there. Micah's question is how it fits into Esavian trade and how we can use it to neutralize the threat from them. If we can."
"I think it is relevant," said Micah, "and critical, based on what Mike found. Here's the sigma line. The Mekhajan have thousands of varieties of wine, liquor and spices and they don't seem worried about violating Esavian custom. Yet the wine from these four planets makes up a disproportionate amount of their trade in such things. That's the root of our interest in it."
Davies nodded. "With what I have here I can work up a test for 4491. I'll base it on intestinal bacteria along with what I observed in Dave Barstein."
"What did happen," asked Micah, "In detail, I mean."
"It was a severe allergic reaction," said Davies, "Just like I said. It turns out he and Katie were both susceptible, it didn't have much to do with their inocs. Our inocs should suppress it, and I may need to suggest broad testing in the Semid population to determine what proportion of them are susceptible. In fact Dave's not only susceptible, he's sensitive. I still have some viable blood and tissue samples."
Kidwell scowled at him in disgust.
"Polarize," said Davies, "I need them for histamine and allergen protein replication. That is one of my specialties."
"Slib," said Micah, "I'm thinking two targets with one torp. Consider how easily we exfiltrated Mek-Bellos. Hush, Charles, I know the IDs and burns were works of art and timely ones, truth. Now try this for a hat: we salvage or purchase an asteroid miner, fix it up, take it to Mek-Soulda and cash in a big strike."
"Phase down, fireball," said Davies, "We're your backup, in case you forgot. We can't leave because we still have agents in place. That means you can't leave either! You'll be hitting very hostile terrain without a crash web."
That irked Micah. "Can you contact the League?"
"Only through Ted and only if Keith authorizes it. Why?"
"I'm thinking of a mining ship. We buy one here or, worst case, bring one in from the League. We take it to Mek-Soulda. Belter ships are usually one- to three-person rigs but they do come in larger models."
Davies considered this. "Put your message together. I'll talk to Keith."
***
Blankenship eyed Micah critically. Micah easily read the thoughts going through his mind. By Intelligence standards all agents had equal rank. Ionoski clearly had seniority which equated to command and Micah did not. But Blankenship commanded a backup team. Backup teams ranked below field agents, sometimes from mistakes made in the field and others from simple inexperience or the need for further training. Micah didn't know why Blankenship drew this duty but he might well resent Ionoski's success and that of his team. Any or all of these reasons could cause trouble with Micah's request.
"No," said Blankenship, "Ted's orders were clear: stay in place until he and the Semid agents complete their assignments. I will not break them without a better reason than your untested theories."
"You can contact him," said Micah.
"Too risky. Contacting Ted means microjumping in close enough to do it then jumping back. No."
"Let Charlie and me go, then. We'll go in the way we got out and I will take full responsibility if things go sour."
"No."
"Then consider the Sixth Rule of the Mission. Change your plan, don't let it change you. I know you've read our theories. The data and our hypotheses, if accurate, will drastically alter our mission. We might need to make some fast moves soon and if Ted doesn't have the information..."
Once again Micah watched Blankenship's wheels turning. He decided to add some hydrogen to the chamber.
"Unofficial Number One," said Micah, "The plan adapts, death doesn't."
Though Blankenship tried to conceal it Micah knew he hit a nerve there! Good or bad he knew not but the other man's thoughts visibly sped up at that.
"Slib," he said, "I'll need a complete plan for your mission and any... contingencies."
"Of course." Micah knew he meant acceptance of responsibility, and consequence. "I'll have it soonest."
"I'll have the shuttle prepped."
***
Micah and Ferrel walked across the concourse toward Ionoski's office. They had new faces and biometrics but torque-all for identification. Still, since they didn't plan to leave the port complex it should suffice. Ferrel did his best but without port net access it entailed some risk. Once again Ionoski had customers so they had to wait.
"Just how much profit are you clearing," asked Ferrel.
"Enough," said Ionoski with a smile, "but more in information. Do you need my back room?"
Micah handed him a cube. "This is what we've done so far. It may take a while to read."
"Then I can do that at convenience. Logic says your trip back isn't for pleasure. I never meant our exfiltration plan to go both ways."
"It worked," said Ferrel, "and will again. With proper access I can cobble up everything we need. Except equipment and approval."
"Instant summary," said Micah, "We need to investigate Mek-Soulda and there are some issues and obstructions. With a properly-registered belter ship and Charlie's full-access IDs we can travel throughout Mekhajan space with impunity, especially if the ship is purchased within Mekhajan space."
"Slib," said Ionoski, "so what's the blockage?"
Ferrel looked at Micah and remained silent.
"First of all we don't quite have the funding for a ship," said Micah, "Not with full legality and unquestionable title. Second..." He switched to corner-speak. "There are... concerns... about the lack of... proper backup."
"I see. Given our situation it's not unjustified. This really isn't a population we can disappear into at need. Short version, what do you need?"
"Information. Possibly some verification. We're investigating the wine production on four worlds but we know it goes from Mek-Taniston to the Esavians. We want to find out if it really is unique among many or if there are other interesting items."
"Nothing blatantly illegal," said Ferrel, "and I anticipate minimal security risk."
"All security is minimal to you," said Ionoski instantly, "Micah?"
"This time he's not blathering, Ted. We really are just planning to skim the surface. Possibly one or two punctures but minor ones. We'll also have Vera with us for cover and cultural reference."
"If there's information there you know counter-intel will be swarming."
"Then we'll have a chance to probe them too," said Ferrel.
"Or not," countered Micah.
Ionoski nodded. "As it happens we have a solution ready-made. I've established myself well enough to warrant a courier for special excursions. Belter ships have a good crew-to-cargo ratio and they're subject to reduced regulation provided they don't ground. All I really need is a crew. That's you, Charlie, Vera and two of Blankenship's people. That's for backup. I'll make the purchase tomorrow, Charles, and afterward you will clear, confuse and clone the official paperwork."
"Polarity," said Ferrel, "I knew this was a good idea!"
But Ionoski's casual talk of purchasing a ship, an item much more expensive than a hover, made Micah wonder. Just how much profit did Ted clear?!
***
Ferrel sat watching his terminal like a fadescale eying a juicy bug. Then, faster than its tongue he struck! Micah checked his chrono more for amusement than information. Ted messaged them that the deal would close sometime between ten minutes ago and fifteen from now so he assumed it just happened.
"In and out," said Ferrel, "Smooth as polysilk. Transfer of registry and all other paperwork now official and obfuscated. I also have a dozen extra transponder codes just in case we need them. Think Ted'll notice the additional cost?"
"Bet me he doesn't."
"I'll keep my money, thank you. Papers cleared and foreign clearance approved. We're totally and multiply legal now. I'm post-dating and foreign-clearing some of the extras."
"Polar. Unofficial Twenty-Three."
"Preparation and planning pay platinum, my brother. We may need any and all. Care to see her?"
Micah examined their new ship closely. It looked enough like a League belter ship to trade places with one. Not surprising since asteroid mining ships optimized one function, mining asteroids for profit, above everything else. This boat had a decent safety record and, for its age, an amazingly intact hull. With overhauls and inspections mostly on time, no major damage and no deterioration it would fit their need perfectly.
"Good boat," said Micah as Ferrel jacked out and powered down, "I just hope I don't have to drive her."
***
"I read your cube," said Ionoski, "Interesting theories. I messaged Katie and Dave. They're doing Esavian research now. The Mekhajan view them with amusement but they're the closest thing the Esavians have to friends. More than a few Esavians seem to know that, too."
"Polar. What have you found?"
"Patterns." Ionoski handed Micah a cube. "Trade and economic, internal and external. Unknown relevance to the mission but it's good to have and it gives proper context."
Micah nodded. "Have you blipped Blankenship?"
"Earlier this afternoon. I doubt we'll be here much longer. Katie and Dave are down to the polish and I doubt I'll get anything new above what I have. The contact codes are on that cube so keep an eye open. I have a local I'm training in the business so we'll keep it going until someone can take it over."
***
Micah guided Ionoski's ship, the XMA-22105, into far parking orbit around Mek-Soulda. Blankenship, himself a certified Master Pilot, watched the procedure critically.
"Not bad," he said, "Work on your landings and takeoffs and you won't have any problem certifying."
Upon hearing Ionoski's directives Blankenship chose himself and Maria Fleischer, his team's tech officer, for the away mission. That left Davies in charge of the Nerissa with ample time to work on his research. As to Fleischer, she spoke little and most of that to Blankenship.
"Credentials and credit balance verified," said Ferrel, "Personal and transport. Commuter shuttle is en route. Pricey, too."
Blankenship shrugged. Although he wanted to, he vetoed the idea of landing, dropping the party and taking off into orbit again. When asked he cited an Intel backup-team protocol concerned with minimizing exposure of trouble teams and other backup assets.
Micah, Kidwell and Ferrel learned well that one aspect of Blankenship's personality: he knew every relevant protocol even remotely touching his team or Ionoski's and he took them solidly to heart. Even the most minuscule hint of a breach concerned him. Micah saw landing on Mek-Soulda as freedom from a too-small prison. Idly he wondered if that was Blankenship's intent!
"You have your in-place codes? Comm gear? Contact schedule?"
"Yes, yes and yes," said Ferrel with something like patience, "For truth we will be leaving eventually. And with skin and other anatomical necessities intact. This isn't a deep-penetration job!"
Blankenship started to quote a mission protocol but stopped himself.
"Slib."
***
A vast sense of relief washed over Micah when they passed through customs and out of the starport. Their IDs showed a years-long tenure among the asteroid stations in Mek-Bellos and Mek-Ghushi. Micah knew they would check as valid, eventually, if anyone bothered. The one thing he learned from their exfiltration was that asteroid stations rarely had high-quality nets. In the short time they stayed on one Ferrel owned its net completely. All he gained from that was a contempt for asteroid station nets and a nice cryptobase full of validation codes from that one and two dozen others in the system.
"I saw that, my brother," said Ferrel, "Do you know how many mission protocols and general directives you just violated?"
"Round down to the closest hundred," replied Micah.
While Micah and Ferrel retrieved their luggage Kidwell perused a terminal kiosk for data on the grand city of Souldavis. By the time they claimed all the bags she had linear tickets and lodging arranged.
"Did you blind-drop every detail of our next three hours," asked Micah heavily.
"But of course, my love. We can't have poor Keith fretting himself before he moves Ted's new ship away." She batted her eyelashes. "I even informed him of the fact that I need to visit the fresher. If either of you do you'll need to transmit an addendum."
***
Micah wandered through the now-familiar stacks of one of Souldavis' many libraries. After settling in the three of them blind-dropped Blankenship and began their forays into the town and the data it could provide. They kept careful contact with Blankenship but as yet had no incidents to report.
Occasionally Micah stopped to flip through a book and he selected a few of them to skim. All the while he kept a careful eye on Kidwell and Ferrel. The sections Micah prowled all pertained to trade as did the material he took back to his carrel. Not suspiciously so, though, especially considering the sheer amount of material on that subject.
"Pardon, friend," said a voice, "are you interested in trade?"
Micah looked up and locked down on his initial reaction.
"Yes, friend," he said amiably, "it is in my family but distantly."
"Most wonderful," smiled the stranger, "I shall give you a lesson in it! Trade me that copy of Mortois' Guide to Trading Spice for this. It is Demir's most excellent treatise Trading Into the Foreign Palate. Alas that all the other Mortois books are checked out."
"Gladly, makhaj. A fortuitous bargain!" Micah smiled and extended the book.
The other man returned Micah's smile and half-bowed at the title.
"You flatter me, friend. Perhaps one day I shall be a worthy master of trade. May gold and spices fall upon your path."
Micah bowed and the other man walked away. After a few steps he followed, always careful not to let the other see him. Though the stranger felt and spoke Mekhajan he looked Esavian! He settled at a table with five others, two of whom also looked Esavian. He and one of the others immediately opened the book and began studying it. Micah settled where he could observe them without being seen. Occasionally one of the men left for another book but all six of them studied hard. When Kidwell commed him he sent her a find-me.
"We thought you abandoned us," she whispered, pulling down a book and opening it. "You bored?"
"Look at the table at eleven-low," he whispered back.
A sharp intake of breath told him she saw them too.
"Curious. Are you going to follow them?"
"Plus-plus. Is Charlie burning things?"
"Nak. He was truthing about that. I'll pass the word. Message us when you leave, we'll have your six."
Darkness had fallen hard when the six men decided to leave. Micah messaged Kidwell and followed them, careful to conceal his purpose. They boarded a hoverbus and Kidwell slipped in just before it departed. Micah took note of its destination and waited for Ferrel.
The hoverbus traveled to the Badagh, one of Souldavis' and Mek-Soulda's oldest and most historical districts. Micah and Ferrel caught up there and waited, with different faces, at the transit station. The six students debarked with Kidwell not too far behind them. She caught Ferrel's eye and headed for the fresher. He began the task of shadowing their targets.
By the time Kidwell finished changing faces Ferrel had a good lead. Micah and Kidwell boarded their hover and followed the track, careful to stay out of visual range. Before long Ferrel stopped and when they approached they saw him sitting at a small outdoor cafe. They wasted no time joining him.
"All six went into the Grieaux Memorial Cultural and Education Center," said Ferrel, "It was closed but they all had keys or codes."
Before Micah could ask Kidwell had her datapad armed and ready.
"According to the tourist brochure: 'The Grieaux Center is one of Souldavis' oldest and most prestigious institutions dedicated to documenting and preserving Mekhajan culture, history and tradition. Its founding families have endowed it for the past four centuries and continue their contribution to...' blah blah etc. Looks like a pride and heritage parlor and a monumental waste of funding."
"No blather," agreed Micah, "but tell me those men didn't look Esavian."
"The short one looked Tharqi," said Ferrel.
"For truth, they do have some trade with the Mekhajan."
"But not the League," said Ferrel, "They make that abundantly clear whenever one of our ships lands on a Brotherhood planet. But only with words and never weapons."
"Heh. That stape was trading plenty of words," said Kidwell, "He was entirely too social to be Tharqi, but he did have the look."
"I saw what could have been marks," said Micah, "The one talking to me had long sleeves but I looked carefully. I'm not certain but I'd bet on it! But he acted and sounded Mekhajan."
"There's no activity visible here," said Ferrel, "Shall we adjourn to more hospitable climes?"
***
"Question," said Kidwell, "How exactly did he know about Esavian marks?"
The three of them sat, relaxed, with chog and datapads both ready to hand.
"They're not really a secret," said Micah, "Especially after the liberal application of friendship and interest."
"No, Micah. You think he had marks and I'll take it as a given. How did he know what they should be and where they should go?"
"If he knew," interjected Ferrel.
"Hush, Charlie," said Kidwell, "Looking Esavian does not match any trend or fad I've found here or anywhere else. If he chose to look that way it was for a good reason. Therefore even though we don't know how the marks should look we must assume that he does. Likewise the other two."
"It is a cultural education center," said Micah, "Perhaps students?"
"That's plausible," said Kidwell, "and if true it reinforces the question. Anyone can study the Esavians without trying to look like one. That implies he's an advanced student. I posit that we should locate and investigate the school."
No argument!



Chapter 10. The Candy Trap
 
Micah approached the Cultural Center arm-in-arm with Kidwell. She chattered vacantly but with excitement about the learning opportunities there while he bore it all with an expression of resigned patience. They dropped Ferrel at the closest library with instructions to stay light and not to burn his way into trouble.
The Grieaux Memorial Cultural and Education Center was an impressive source of history and culture, Micah gave it that. He settled in the Grieaux Room and started by studying the family itself. Before long he had to admit that they had, collectively, made incredible contribution to the Mekhajan. The family itself traced its roots back well before the Collective existed as an independent government. Three major families, Sulkhaa, Dacreaux and Grieaux formed the first workable alliance between the local tribes and merchant-pirates willing to trade goods for a safe haven. Micah grinned at the small footnote that reported debate on this issue: some historians attributed the very first alliance to the Maghdirra and Hazhaan families; they claimed the other three came later.
"Fascinating, is it not?"
"Indeed," said Micah to the voice familiar from last night.
The man beside Micah made a double-bow and extended his hand.
"I am Marcel sul'Tishaam, friend."
"Rashi Tipong." Micah double-bowed. "Honor to meet."
"Honor is mine," said sul'Tishaam, "I notice your interest in the Grieaux family and its rich history. I am greatly honored to claim connection. My grandmother claims a small tie to the honorable family of Sulkhaa. I know for truth that my father is very distant kin to Maghdirra."
"A most interesting heritage," grinned Micah, "That makes you kin to the eldest families, no matter whose claim is truth!"
"Words of honey and gold!"
Micah encouraged sul'Tishaam to ramble on. Micah hadn't changed his appearance from last night but the other man certainly had! Although he still looked Esavian he looked different enough to fool a casual eye.
When sul'Tishaam finally started to run down Micah prompted him toward a trade exhibit. He mentioned a story about his great-uncle's son-in-law and his success at trading among the stars. sul'Tishaam didn't react other than to wish profit and happiness upon them all.
"I thought about signing up for a free class," said Kidwell, "Three days. It's 'The Mekhajan First Families of Trade.' What do you think?"
"It sounds interesting," said Micah neutrally, "Can you stay awake for it, dear?"
"Of course!" Kidwell speared Micah with a glare. "It starts the day after tomorrow."
"We're clear," said Ferrel.
As soon as they returned to their small house Kidwell silently motioned Ferrel to perform a surveillance sweep. Puzzled, he complied.
"Polar," said Micah, "Still thinking, Vera?"
She raised him a finger.
"Seriously, hon. It would be a perfect cover for us to spend more time there observing." Despite Ferrel's assurance Micah lowered his voice. "And yes, I am certain about sul'Tishaam. He is six-sigmas certain the man from last night!"
"Coincidence," opined Ferrel, "Some people do live there. It's part of the original grant meant to provide specific learning opportunities..."
"Blather," said Micah, "He deliberately tried to change his appearance. If I wasn't trained I'd have sworn he was a stranger with a similar voice. I can't say for certain he's an agent but what better cover apart from the school? What better place to fit in despite your appearance and to study the Esavians or any other culture? That place warrants further investigation!"
"Oh I concur," said Ferrel, "It shouldn't even be that hard, considering their arrogance. That is my primary argument against his being an agent. Can you imagine how many details Old Sour Stanley would assign us for slipping like that?"
Ferrel lost his grin when Kidwell thumped him hard behind the ear. Then, when he turned, she gave him another one on the forehead.
"That one's for Micah," she said, "Shame on both yourselves! If that's really what you're both thinking inside your microscopic minds then you deserve some details!"
Ferrel's grin returned as a scowl. "Whyfor?! And ouch! That stung if you're interested."
"I'm not," said Kidwell, "I am interested in the Grieaux Center, though, and very much so. Haven't you two duffage-filled doofs figured it out yet?" She rolled her eyes. "It's a candy trap! '... what better cover...' indeed! No blather you're certain about sul'Tishaam, Micah! He wasn't arrogant, Charles, he was deliberate and well-considered."
"He was probing," exclaimed Micah.
"Finally!"
"So you were serious about the bug sweep," said Ferrel.
"Plus-plus! I hope you were too!"
"I was and I'm certain. The only way they're listening to us is with an invisible person inside my garble."
Kidwell sighed in exasperation, then took a calming breath.
"So what's the plan, O superior one," asked Micah.
"First, slap yourself for that. Second, tell me the Fifth Rule of Information."
"'Information equals advantage,'" said Micah, "Especially when you know what your foe doesn't know you know."
"Charlie. So far what you've been researching is bland, yes? I'm thinking in the context of hiding where we're from."
"Bland and boring," said Ferrel, "According to what I've officially queried we could be spies from a dozen different governments."
"Polar. It's time to change that." She thought a moment. "Do you both agree this is a prime opportunity?"
"Yes!" "Plus-plus."
"Tomorrow, Charles, you will slowly and subtly change the direction of your investigation. Micah and I will make nuisances of ourselves around the Grieaux Center. We may even surveil it in disguise. Meanwhile, unbeknownst to our arrogant agents, you will bias yourself toward the Jengiil."
Ferrel nodded. "I shall also, with great touch and finesse, make myself less difficult to trace."
"Micah. Tomorrow you will find a reason to spend a great deal of time at the Vezieri consulate here."
"The..."
"The Vezieri consulate," she repeated. She gave them both a tight smile and a wink. "This is a classic double-braid with a half-twist noodle snap, gentlemen. They will think we're Vezieri trying to look like we're working for the Jengiil or Jengiil trying to appear Vezieri. Or, perhaps, Jengiil trying to be Vezieri trying to look Jengiil. Maybe even an aberrant Tharqi trying to look Vezieri..."
"Stop," interrupted Ferrel, "Jitter squelched. We understand. What if they decide we're League or Semid trying to look otherwise?"
"That is a possibility," she confessed, "but only one out of many! Since they don't know we know they've caught on they have to assume we're genuine, if arrogant or careless. That alone will lend weight to our not being..."
Ferrel placed his hand gently over her mouth. "We understand, Vera."
***
"How may I help you, friend," asked the Vezieri receptionist with a nice smile, if not a deep one.
"I wish to study trends in the stocks of certain of your companies for the past five years," said Micah with a double-bow, "Our records do not extend that far. The information is public and not secret."
"I see," said the lady, "We do not have that information ready to hand. It would have to be taken from our archives. That requires considerable work."
"Yes, yes. I understand." Micah double-bowed again. "If you will permit me I shall gladly undertake the task. My father's second cousin traded profitably with Vezieri Mercantile for many years, may profit fall upon them, and I wish to continue his legacy."
The lady smiled with artificial patience. "Perhaps that can be arranged. I'll ask for a pass to the public archives. What you want may be there."
Thank you!" Micah bowed low this time. "Peace and profit be upon you and all of yours."
Micah dug deep into his research. At irregular intervals friendly attendants offered assistance and a few times Micah accepted it. Micah gave his task three hours with an extra twenty minutes to clean up details. He thanked the attendants and the receptionist profusely, wished peace and profit on everyone he passed and departed with many smiles and thanks.
***
"Well done, my scholarly lover," said Kidwell.
The two of them sat at the Grieaux Center restaurant. The tea wasn't bad but the prices were!
"Anything nice to say?"
"I estimate between six and ten faux Esavians. I saw about twenty today but never more than six at a time and I know some of them recycled."
"Pious question: are they trying to pique our interest or letting us know they know we know?"
"Don't try it dear. I'm better at it than you are and I like it. The way I have things worked it really isn't relevant. If they are trying to tell us they know we know that means they're trying to flush us."
"Not good!"
"Not catastrophic, either. They're trying to track us back to our handlers and that opens up all sorts of new possibilities. Are you done here or do we need to order food?"
Back at their house Ferrel twitched with barely-contained excitement. Before they could ask he opened a newsmod to the personals and showed them an ad.
"Ted arrived today! He didn't send contact information yet but he and the others are insystem! That means we're six-sigmas solid for certain sure! We can... do things now!"
"We can tweak their noses," said Kidwell, "Prepare your messages, gentlemen. We'll send them tonight and make plans for tomorrow. I'm also putting us signal down so make sure you don't need any replies."
Micah composed and summarized his reports with half his brain. Elements and possibilities jostled around the other half. He moved, fitted and rearranged until he had the pieces exactly where he needed them. Before long he had a solid course of action with contingencies and alternatives in place.
"I like it," said Kidwell with Ferrel nodding agreement, "It's sneaky, misleading and brash."
"Not words I'd use," said Micah, "I'd say something like 'a message as direct as a punch in the nose.'"
Kidwell waved her hand dismissively. "Of course you would, dear. With Katie and Dave here too we can send a message an Esavian would understand."
***
The next day Kidwell lingered at the Grieaux Center well after her class dismissed. Micah joined her just before sundown and Ferrel not long after. Micah noticed Ionoski already there when he arrived but neither acknowledged the other. A few minutes after Ferrel arrived Ionoski left. Success! He'd spotted their shadows and had sufficient images and details to identify them to Siffai and Barstein.
Micah, Kidwell and Ferrel huddled their heads and whispered cabalistically. All for show since they said nothing of consequence, but Micah's garble prevented any eavesdroppers from noting that fact. Ferrel finished his tea quickly and left, followed by one false Esavian and another man.
After a light dessert Ferrel would have enjoyed Micah and Kidwell rose, walked leisurely to the transit station and took a hoverbus to a large, open park. They strolled beside its lake arm-in-arm, admired the trees and acted every milli the part of young lovers. As they approached a lush garden illuminated only by Mek-Soulda's moons several things happened.
Micah heard the sound of a brief scuffle behind them. Several people said something in harsh, urgent whispers and the sound of another altercation followed that. Then a hover whooshed away followed by more cries. Ferrel appeared ahead of them motioning frantically. He led them to his rented hover and the three of them left quickly.
"They may or may not be following," said Ferrel, "but we're cryo either way. The tickets are in the console. Did you have a pleasant walk?"
"Blissfully so," said Kidwell, "You should have stayed for dessert. Do you have a meet point?"
"Registered and locked. As for dessert, some of us don't have the luxury of so much time with so little to fill it. I hope you enjoyed it enough for me."
"What about tracker misdirection," asked Micah.
"Even the Vezieri will swear it's them! Likewise the rentals and storage, with a little effort on their part."
Their comms beeped.
"That's Ted. Go, Charlie. Don't break any traffic laws but bend them double!"
Ferrel drove the hover to a nondescript storage building. Micah didn't bother noting the location. Once they left it wouldn't matter. Inside the empty space lay a body alongside a terminal and some spools. While Ferrel worked the latter Micah and Kidwell dumped the unconscious former into the boot. They bound his hands loosely but by the sound of his snoring he'd not wake soon.
"Locked and linked," said Ferrel, "As soon as you feel safe for it drop me near a datamart. Ted and the rest should be there in twenty or less."
Micah drove a rat path for twenty minutes, all the while looking for pursuit. He never found any so he consulted the hover's datapad for the closest open datamart. He didn't come to a full stop, the vehicle would register that, but Ferrel took a leg-out and didn't fall. Several others noted this but that would only help their plan. Micah guided the hover back into traffic.
"Polar," said Kidwell, "How long shall we give him?"
"At least thirty. I think we can manage that."
"Anyone behind us yet?"
"Nak. Not that I can see. You're looking too, yes?"
"Truth and pure. I haven't spotted any either but the red sport job three back and one over is making me nervous."
As Micah drove Kidwell changed her appearance. She did so quickly and without undue jostling. Then, in an amazing show of agility they swapped places without swerving or wrecking. Micah changed his face quickly enough, even though she chuckled toward the end of it.
"Did you mean to run that signal," he asked.
"Plus-plus. I'm starting to vector over now. One or two more minor violations should draw attention. How long to the Consulate?"
"Five or less."
Micah opened the console and removed their tickets and some other gear. Kidwell approached the Vezieri Consulate along a busy main street, passed it and circled back along less-populated avenues. She stopped behind the Consulate's back entrance and as soon as the skids grounded she grabbed the key, wiped it and dropped it into the console. Micah sprayed the interior liberally with WIPEOuT and the two of them left within four minutes of stopping. Still unobserved, they made their way, a short one, to the closest transit station. Once aboard a linear heading away from the Consulate they blipped Ferrel. He returned a double-blip. Success!
***
In addition to an obscenely smug grin Ferrel had three desserts, tea, ale and an assortment of fancy nibblers waiting when they reached the meet point.
"Heaven's flames," said Kidwell apprehensively, "The burn went that well?"
"Galaxies better than that, my darling! Why don't you two hard-working souls refresh yourselves and rest your tired bones whilst I recount the gist of it."
Micah and Kidwell exchanged pained, knowing looks. This burn would certainly become legend before a week had passed!
"First of all our illustrious Kubri Wekesa is ostensibly a student of Mekhajan culture taking extension courses at the Grieaux Center. Curriculum, assignments etc. pertaining to such a course of study, all of which add up to massive boredom or a small mind. That's what the biometrics gave me.
"Fortunately I found - well, in truth it required great effort and suspicion - a small, linked login on an obscure reference page. I am not certain what it purported to be but after copying it I attempted to access it. That act unleashed several sorts of mayhem which, had I not prepared, would have done unto my poor terminal in a truly wretched fashion."
Ferrel paused for a healthy swig of ale. "After the spikewarez ran their course, which I reflected into the system rather than allowing on my machine, I discovered a datacache exposed by various violent warez. A cache, no doubt, meant to be protected by them. When I accessed it, again after copying it, mayhem round two ensued.
"By then more than a few traces, probes and sticky noses had their sights upon my poor machine but they were caught untimely in the backlash from the aforementioned mayhem. When the smoke and shrapnel from that cleared I discovered a pair of high-priority armored connections leading forward into the bowels of the system.
"After a momentary break for head-scratching these two connections rudely began generating an amazing amount of potential distress. I was so offended I turned them upon each other and let them do battle with their ill-mannered selves, all the while firing my throbbing needles and gooey grapples against their home system.
"Alas, my grapples came back empty but I did manage good penetration into the heavily protected system. I took the opportunity to inject several thermal worms and to plant two of my favorite veggs, all set to trigger around lunch tomorrow."
Micah took a moment to digest Ferrel's monologue. "Any ideas what the system held or where it was?"
"Nary a one, my brother, but when my lovely surprises detonate tomorrow I plan to be in the net with popsoy and strong ale. Metaphorically, of course. I do not know for certain sure if it will work, but if it does I'll have a short window of access. Otherwise I hope it costs them a great deal of money, worry and trouble!"
"What about the candy trap," asked Kidwell.
"Delectable, my dear, though the chocolate was a bit sticky. I managed to slirp a lot of data that needs breaking but we shan't put a high priority on that. Five standing says it's more virus than data."
"Sucker bet," said Micah, "And now they know we know and we were not amused."
"Platinum truth and no blather," said Kidwell, "The which will cast most serious doubts on whatever they think they may know about us. I do love my job!"
"What about our exit plan," asked Micah.
"Ted's on it," said Ferrel, "both for us and for our extra ship."
***
Micah read his newsmod lazily while keeping a subtle eye on Ferrel. Kidwell sat not far away, working her terminal as well. Siffai walked down the street earlier which put Barstein close by as well. Micah felt apprehensive about allowing Ferrel to try to burn some unknown but very potent system but he and Kidwell between them presented a very convincing argument.
When Ferrel's expression hardened Micah knew he'd started the serious burning. He worked the terminal furiously, smiled and resumed with added smugness. Finally he stood, stretched and left the datamart. He yawned and checked his chrono, indicating success at avoiding detection, nodded toward Micah and headed down the street without a care in the universe. After an appropriate delay Micah and Kidwell followed suit.
Thirty minutes later the three of them sat aboard a linear bound for the starport. Again Ferrel radiated satisfaction so Micah tried to estimate the number of desserts required to separate him from the information.
Ionoski met them after they cleared customs, guided them to a shuttle and soon had them all aboard the 22105. After a short hop to the asteroid belt they boarded the Nerissa and linked out of the Mek-Soulda system.
"Mission report," said Ionoski.
"Full success," said Kidwell with audible satisfaction, "Even with the data we haven't cracked yet. Just the data we found publicly qualifies as total and complete success."
"Slib. We're linking to friendly space. We might have a contingency ship at Triumph now and if so it needs to work on my newest vessel."
***
Ferrel assigned Micah and Siffai the task of breaking his candy-trap data. The first very encrypted data was just that: trap. It did contain some data but critical analysis gave it little value so they switched to Wekesa's data.
Siffai wrinkled her face. "Either this is the most comprehensive counter-intel cover in the known universe or Master Wekesa truly was studying."
Micah looked up and stretched his back. "My metal's on studying. We're at least four-sigmas certain they're Mekhajan intel agents. Agents like advantage and thorough background information is the least dangerous to acquire. Why waste an opportunity to learn, especially when it pertains so closely to your job?"
"Truth, dosha, but why have something so horribly encrypted?" She highlighted a large chunk of data they had yet to tackle. "Window decoration? Even with proper keys this would be a nightmare to open and display."
"It may still be useful," shrugged Micah, "We weren't prepared for full-scale Mekhajan ops but bet me twenty gold the next wave of agents won't be. I can already see the assimilation classes and quick-preps on this and it isn't pretty." He shuddered dramatically.
Siffai laughed and they turned their attention to the massive data slirp. It too might turn into nothing but with a file this size that seemed unlikely. Besides, as Micah had said, while they themselves might find little use for this data, no data was ever truly wasted. Even the mostly-trap files and slirps yielded improvements for breaking future data. Slowly, surely and with occasional help from Ferrel they peeled off the layers of trap, confusion and crypto.
"Ran'damma on Peace Day!" Siffai swore softly but with great feeling.
"What is it?" Micah wasn't exactly racing her on the last layer of encryption but they had a chocolate chog bet on who cracked it first.
"This cannot be! It must be distraction or disinformation!"
Micah examined her results. Then he re-examined more closely.
"Can we verify it?"
"No, dosha. Not with anyone here or anywhere else we have access. No. It must be fake." She spot-checked the files. "I have seen fraudulent material and this does not have that feel. Still... No."
"We need to tell Ted about this. Either way. If it isn't real we can still use it. I think."
Ionoski held his face blank but none of the others could.
"The Lan'Quor," said Barstein, "How can this be real? No. I agree with you, Katie. It cannot be genuine. The Esavians guard Dhu more closely than anything else, to sanity or beyond! It is a subtle and devious trick. A misdirection. Their last line of defense, surely."
"But what are our facts," asked Ionoski rhetorically, "Take it for given that Wekesa was indeed a student, or at least engaged in study. This was linked with his student data and not the candy-trap. Fact: student or not he wouldn't keep anything lying around that could cause him or the Mekhajan trouble. Fact: this data was guarded, encrypted and protected to exactly that degree.
"Hypothesis. Think non-linear. I'll wager twenty standing that Seigneur Charraud, humble and long-standing merchant, gentleman trader and suspected Mekhajan agent knows more about Dhu and his worship than some genuine Esavians. How easily could he procure a copy of the Lan'Quor?"
None of the others had considered that.
"The Mekhajan are closer to the Esavians than anyone else we've encountered. Even if every copy of the Lan'Quor is kept locked in the temples I'll wager another ten that Charraud has at least occasional access to it. Add a concealed holocaster and multiply by the potential number of such agents within the Esavians and the time they've been there and what do you have? I can certainly see a copy working its way out.
"Final fact. You mentioned, Micah, that Supposed Agent Wekesa looked Esavian. Assume that he is to infiltrate their society. Reasonably, he would have access to the one document that, more than any other, defines what it is to be Esavian."
"Valid and cogent, Ted," said Ferrel, "but it would still be nice if we could verify it."
"We can," said Ionoski, "Katie, Dave, will your interrogation of Ammi Larruk harm him or impair his mental acuity?"
"He will live until he dies of old age," said Barstein with a sudden smile, "and he will die with his mind sharp and undamaged."
"Brilliant, Ted," said Kidwell, "I think I love you."
"We'll send it to SIFComm as soon as we ground," said Ionoski, "They can expose it to him. His reaction will confirm it as genuine or not. For now we treat it as uncertain but likely good."
"Ahem. I also have data!" Ferrel waited until he had full attention. "My impolite gifts paid off in platinum. I have names, dates, general assignments and deployment for Mekhajan agents operating on Esavian worlds. Not all of them, and not all are Esavian worlds, but it's still an impressive list."
Treasure ship!
"Is Charraud there," asked Micah.
"Not specifically," said Ferrel, "or not under that name, at least. But there are seventeen agents listed for Allhai Mik. That's impressive too since Saddireb Libre only has twenty-one. The other Esavian worlds top out at nine, with nineteen for Barrhi Esav."
"Interesting," said Ionoski, "Five credits on coincidence?"
"Sucker bet," said Kidwell, "Those are the economic anchors. It does raise the question, though, as to whether the Mekhajan are there because of that or if they're the anchors because of the Mekhajan. Are all the Esavian worlds listed?"
"No," said Ferrel, "but this probably isn't a complete list. Compartmenting sensitive information is an Intelligence axiom."
"Truth," she replied, "This does give us a few good, solid endpoints for our hypothetical link between the Mekhajan and the Esavians."
"I thought 'link' was confirmed," said Ferrel.
"Confirmed solid now," said Ionoski, "We know six-sigmas now that Mekhajan agents are operating on Esavian worlds. Modulo the accuracy of Charlie's data which I place very high. I also brought a lot of interesting trade data that needs processing, if any of you are interested." He lifted an eyebrow and looked around. "Later, then."
"Missions and triggers," asked Kidwell.
"That should be next," confirmed Ionoski.
Restless, Micah left the others and paid Davies a visit.
"Yes, thanks for asking." Davies offered chog and activated a datapad. "Charlie's routines have the common compounds narrowed down to fifty-eight. I doubt we'll be able to knock off many more but we may not need to. Parallel correlation and elimination yielded about a hundred and fifty possible marker plants. I've also developed a strong specific inoculation for 4491. Do you want it?"
"Not yet. Can you create one to stop the allergic reactions only?"
"With just a slightly obscene amount of work," said Davies, "Why?"
"Sprouting ideas."
"Mpf. Slib. It would help if I knew the subtle effects. I don't really have the equipment or the computer power I need here, even with Charlie helping. Flames, what I could do in a dedicated facility! I really need some clinical observation. Is there any chance of that happening?"
"Given that we'd have to invade the Esavians' holiest of holies, not likely. Very low sigma there."
"Fair coin. At least I can work on your anti-allergy dose. It'll help with the other inocs, too. What I have is pretty rough. It will work but I don't know how long it will last. It's also likely to make you sicker than a bilikbird on bad booze."
Several thoughts clicked into place within Micah's head. Davies had a bottle of the wine, sealed and secured against breaking. He mumbled something to himself. The last thought settled in and Micah's course of action became clear. Micah grabbed a clean beaker, poured himself an average serving of the wine, re-sealed the bottle and downed the beaker with four swallows.
"What the hades are you doing?!"
Davies gazed at Micah in shock as he carefully set down the beaker. The wine was just as bad as the first time and worse with more of it. Micah's brain blurred for a moment then cleared up. He walked with some difficulty to one of the medical bunks and sat down.
"Strap me down," said Micah, "and wire me up. That was three hundred mills, plus or minus a sip." Not easy talking with a curdled tongue. "Hurry. I c-can feel it... starting. Strap... Strap me... DO IT!"
Davies did so with quick efficiency. As he tightened the restraints and began attaching monitors Micah kept speaking.
"In... initial effect... hitting hard. Not just... just alcohol. Edge of... vision... blurring in... out."
"I'm recording this," said Davies without stopping his work.
"Something... ears. Sounds... sounds... orange. Hissing. Roaring. Hissing... skin... hot. Blurring... sound. Eyes... loud..."



Chapter 11. Trusted Voices
 
Taralon IV. Launch came as a hard shock that drove Micah into his straps. Fear welled up within him despite every effort he made to contain it. His helmet hud cleared to a spectacular view from the HRAT's external cameras; a stunning vista that would last until they burned off in the atmosphere.
Fear rose past Micah's ability to contain it. Just as likely the rat would fly wrong; at this speed even the most tenuous of atmospheres would hit harder than solid rock if the rat deviated even the least from its calculated path. The rat would hit the atmosphere and vaporize itself and its terrified occupant.
The freqs tagged to local chatter noised up. Too soon! The soggies spotted the launch in time to deploy defenses! Terror saturated Micah and reduced his thoughts to meaningless gibberish.
"Fear is a phantom of the mind."
Micah yelped, tried to jump and tried to look around. The straps and the rat itself held him firmly in place. He knew it could hold one person and that only barely but the voice spoke, neither yelling nor distorted. He heard Master Ko, the 113's brutal unarmed combat instructor.
"The phantom has no substance."
Micah tried turning the other way. Ko's voice spoke over his shoulder from just behind him.
"The fear has no substance."
Though heartless and cold Ko taught thoroughly and well. He tolerated no mistakes, demanded perfection and at best accepted accomplishment. Though he taught physical combat most of his lessons involved mind, will and discipline.
"Cleanse the fear and you will clear the mind."
Behind and facing was a position of trust. A position Ko took frequently when driving home his teaching. The HRAT bucked and bounced and its external sensors burned away. He didn't splatter against the air after all!
"Clear the mind and you will control the phantom."
A louder hissing told Micah the rat entered the atmosphere properly and now descended into the thicker layers. He didn't splatter! Though Ko offered no comfort Micah took it; he still felt his presence behind him. The rat finally split, his 'chutes deployed and Micah drifted slowly down to the surface in his armor.
"Control the phantom and it will seize your foe."
Micah rounded a corner only to find himself facing a squad of armored meat. They could take him. They would take him! They would kill him, save for the fear rooting them in place. Wispy tendrils of it oozed away from them and dissipated in the smoky air around them.
"What the phantom clutches you must strike!"
Micah charged the men and blasted them down as he cut through them like plasma through soft mud. Ko whispered at every corner and door, warning Micah of danger and unleashing terror on his enemies. Micah laughed maniacally as he mowed them down without mercy. By the stars Ko would praise him this day!
***
Pallan Smear II, the second planet in one of the poorest systems in the Durban Cluster. A planet whose population still resisted the President-for-Life of the People's Government there. A planet full of worthless rebel meat. A planet whose President negotiated for the services of the 113th to accomplish the task his own military failed to do: pacify the planet.
Working as silently as his armor allowed Micah located the demo charge. He traced the logic he could see. The thing didn't have a timer but a comm button instead. Feces! Short range, though, so the go signal would have to come from somewhere close. He checked the thing for idiot wires and traps, found none and carefully opened it. No explosion. Polar. Still working carefully he removed the detonator from its anchors. The comm button beeped and Micah pulled as hard as he could, frantically trying to put the maximum distance between the detonator and the explosive. The detonator blew up but the bomb didn't!
Excruciating pain shot through Micah's hand. He could see the bones in the shredded flesh visible through the breached armor covering his hand. His vision fogged gray as pulse and plasma bolts spatted and hissed around him.
"Pain does not hurt, child."
Micah snapped his head around. The unwavering voice of Sergeant Hile spoke but Micah didn't see him anywhere.
"Pain is your friend."
Enemy fire now actively sought Micah, tracing toward and trying to probe his location. He thought he saw the outline of a blast rifle behind the edge of a building.
"Pain sharpens the mind."
Working off-handed Micah fired slightly above and behind the outline of the rifle, aiming at where its holder should be. The bolt flashed and a man-shaped shadow fell to the ground.
"Pain gives you clarity and focus."
Micah rolled for better cover, searching for targets as he did. Only too many did he find!
"If you do not have the pain, the pain has you."
Micah fired, and fired, and fired again. Several return shots bounced off his armor. One ricocheted with considerable heat; that one would leave a burn.
"Harness your pain and use it! Do not let it shackle you."
Micah charged the closest group of foes. Fear grew in them and their shots went wild. Even with his off hand he cut them down. They fell before him as his pain held them helpless under his onslaught.
***
Remise, one of the two habitable planets in the Slyco system and the location of a Marine training base. Micah, Paige McCree, Dale Jeffers and Terrence Bixby stood firm before a crowd of bangers. Micah and his fellows had a weekend pass and certainly didn't want to spend it fighting thugs!
The bangers moved in to attack. Too many! They would certainly overwhelm Micah and the others.
"You hit with your hands."
Sergeant Elwood Taylor, League Marine certified unarmed combat instructor and one of their most demanding teachers, spoke those words hard. All the recruits save Micah thought him overly harsh. Rumor said he took pleasure in every boot he made drop out of training. Micah knew better, knew differently. Of all the instructors Taylor worked the hardest to instill the discipline and physical and mental toughness any soldier needed.
"You fight with your brain!"
Micah attacked his attackers! The other three fought hard but to much less effect; they had not yet attained the mettle that would make them Marines. They lacked, yet, the certainty that this battle would be their last and that they should fight like it. The bangers surged and Bixby went down.
"You win with your heart!!"
Micah knew he knew more than his friends. He knew he had what they didn't and that he owed it to them to protect them. The remaining bangers tried to take him en masse and he fought as hard and as fast as ever he'd trained. And done. After a bloody time only he and his three friends remained standing.
"If your heart is in it you will win it!"
The gang leader Micah had dropped with his first attack rose to one knee and drew a blaster. Micah tried to rush the man... Too late! The blaster flashed, his shirt flamed up and the pulse bolt tore through him. Micah stumbled but continued his rush. Before the man could fire again Micah killed him.
"Win with your heart and YOU WIN!"
Micah closed his eyes and darkness took him.
***
Caustik. The world that was no longer Micah's home. His arms around Jennifer and their lips pressed together. The light in her eyes as he told her of the stars beyond theirs. The stars in her eyes as she looked back at him.
"Love is powerful."
Vera? Micah knew Kidwell hadn't met Jenn. Had she? He stumbled over the words he spoke as he tried to make Jennifer see what he couldn't say. The wonderful worlds beyond Caustik and the happiness she could find there. The freedom from the misery lowcarders suffered and the magnificent marvels there for the enjoying. Enjoying without worrying about a Status card or a bullying highcarder. The simple joy they could share. If only she would come with him.
"Love is dangerous, dangerous beyond death, when handled badly."
The heartbreak in her eyes when she refused. The sadness trickling down her face. The cold chasm in his soul when she spoke the words. The words that tore away the very anchors that kept him... him.
"Almost impossible to handle properly."
Begging her and not finding the words to say. The icy pain he'd caused magnified a thousandfold as he walked away. The empty void that could never be filled. The pain that would hurt her past all healing if she saw it. His final words. His last, desperate words.
"Love fulfilled is everything."
Jennifer at his brother's graduation. Joking with his family. His mother and father. With Deke. Jennifer not showing a hint of the pain he knew she felt.
Micah, will I like it on Azure, she'd asked.
"Hope and happiness and compassion and understanding. Everything good and wonderful."
I love you, Jenn, he'd said.
I love you too. I love you... Micah...
***
"Micah. Micah!"
He struggled to breathe. The air came but not enough. Not enough!
"Don't fight it! Just breathe steady, Stone."
Heart racing. Breath coming but still not enough. Roaring!
"Come on, Micah. Breathe slowly. Just take it in." First voice.
"Steady on, Stone." Second voice.
The icy prick and hiss of a hypo. Horribly bright light stabbing his watery vision.
"That's it. Steady on. Slowly, now." Second voice.
Micah's vision cleared slowly and the roaring in his ears abated. He panted fast, shallow breaths. When he slowed them they deepened and his heart beat slower.
"That's good, Stone. Don't fight the meds." The second voice, Davies, now sounded from a very concerned face. "I want you to know you're the bravest sonuvawhore I know or the stupidest man in the galaxy."
"Don't bet on stupid with him, Mike." Kidwell, the first voice, said those words with a steady certainty but her expression gave lie to that. "You'll lose every time. Why did you drink that poison, Micah?"
Micah tried to speak but only gibberish came out.
"Later, then," said Ionoski, silent until now, "You'd best be ready with a full and satisfying report, Agent Stone."
Micah took a long, deep breath. Another hypo dimmed his world slowly back to sleep.
***
"Micah! Agent Stone!"
Micah fought his way awake. Cold sweat drenched him and he felt totally drained. Ionoski and Davies swam into focus above him with concerned and serious expressions on their faces.
"I'm here," said Micah. Or tried.
Davies moved and Micah felt something at his lips. He drank and the world unblurred into clarity.
"I'm glad you're awake," said Davies, "and more so that you're still alive."
"Me too," said Micah, "What happened?"
"You performed an incredibly stupid act, Agent Stone," said Ionoski, "I do not see any particular explanation or justification for it, either."
Micah sat up, amazed that he could.
"Phase down, soldier," said Davies, trying to gently pressure him back down, "You're not close to recovered yet."
"Good luck," said Kidwell, sotto voce, "He never listens to us when we say that."
When Micah looked around he saw Siffai and Barstein as well, all the others seated in sickbay in various states of relaxation.
"I have a report to make," he said, "Ted, record please."
Ionoski switched on a datacaster while Davies pulled up a pair of chairs. Then, precisely and dispassionately, Micah gave a full and exacting report on what he experienced.
"Stupid dosha," said Siffai but without punch, "We could have lost you."
"Low sigma on that," said Micah, "Doctor Davies has inocs and treatments for all the toxins. I did not deem myself in danger at any time."
"Toxins!" Davies exhaled explosively. "Toxins, yes! I'm still working on the full spectrum and I told you I haven't traced any of the neurophysiology!"
Micah shook his head. "Nothing rattling, Mike. I'm polar."
"You are an L-shot away from polar," said Ionoski, "and more so in trouble, Agent Stone! I doubt you can say anything to justify your actions."
"It had to be done, Ted," said Micah simply, "We needed the information. We needed exact and specific information. As to my volunteering to acquire it I offer no excuse. I'll accept whatever discipline you set subject only to my giving Doctor Davies the necessary details he currently lacks."
"I shall take the matter of your discipline under advisement," said Ionoski, "What more do you have to report?"
"I gave you the facts," said Micah, "But that was the smallest part of it. That leaves the feelings and that may be the most critical part. For truth it may be the entire reason the Esavians want so much of that wine."
"I suppose you're going to quote Unofficial Rule Fourteen now," said Ionoski.
"Pardon after is easier than permission before," quoted Micah, "You just did."
Ionoski sighed. "Slib. Since you did survive and didn't directly jeopardize the mission. Do not do that again, though!"
Micah nodded.
"Now continue your report."
Micah collected his thoughts. "I told you about the situations. In its own way each of them was a traumatic first experience. Each was highly charged, emotionally, and negative. Each had horribly bad and fearful feelings, emotion, associated with it. Terror in combat, crippling pain, fear of losing my friends, of... of opening up or losing Jenn... Very... very difficult to handle or even survive.
"Every time, though, there was someone I respected or trusted present. I never saw any of them, I just heard them, but I knew they were there. They always told me things I already knew but... but I felt them there. I felt them there and I knew they had my six. I knew they wouldn't let me falter or fail. They inspired me and showed me things. Things I knew but needed to see again. Things that helped me."
Micah stopped and the others remained silent for a long time.
"Rest," said Davies finally, "I'm going to give you a mild and safe sedative. We'll unlink at Triumph tomorrow and I want you rested before we do."
Tomorrow! That told Micah just how long he'd been out. Perhaps Davies had been right after all! One by one the others left. Only Kidwell remained as Micah felt the sedative start to take effect. She leaned over him and spoke softly.
"Trust, you said." She smiled. "That means a lot to me, Micah. More than you can possibly know." She kissed him on the forehead. "Now get some rest... brother."
***
Micah arrived late for breakfast the next morning - intolerable! - but he felt almost whole. The others filled him in on what they discovered during his absence.
"Trade patterns," said Ionoski, "With the data we gathered plus what I discovered through my business we have a nice, large flow of economy between the Esavians and the Mekhajan. Most of the goods traded move point-to-point but some few of them do concentrate. There's more concentration on the Esavian side. It accumulates at Allhai Mik and Saddireb Libre with a lesser amount at Barrhi Esav. Of particular interest is our favorite beverage. The wine does not accumulate, it disperses. It's not quite even; the dispersion is more by population modified by the number of Mekhajan agents listed. That is based on the data we have which is not complete but is very convincing."
"This is also worth noting," added Ferrel, "We have cargo tons of data on their logistics. They do use civilian merchant ships for military deliveries and that is heavily influenced by family ties. Some families move military goods exclusively but only low-value ones: uniforms, rations, low- to medium-armored vehicles, tooth gel, socks, things like that. High-value goods go to families with members and traditions in both the military and merchant trade.
"This also stopped us for a long time. We needed you, my brother! Some things that should be military are classified as civilian and vise versa. There's no rationality or reason but obviously it works for them. What's strange is that Mek-Taniston wine, the special stuff, is classified as military! Same thing with the wine from the other three planets and same classification! Only the last letter is different and it's planet-of-origin.  The really strange part is that the wine is classified as military but it never goes to the military. The closest to that is when a military vessel transports some of it to a point where it can be shipped to an Esavian world."
Micah chewed on that. "They know what they have, that much is clear. We don't. They also know how to use it and we don't. Yet!"
He asked several more detail-questions. They filled in much of the Mekhajan structure he'd only inferred before, and that helped him with their overall logistics. It also increased his appreciation of their military logistical structure. And, he commented sardonically, it would reduce paperwork immensely!
"Finally there is the Lan'Quor," said Siffai, "It is horrid yet in places it is beautiful. We have a lexical reference built and we're working on a semantic one. It's a pity Charles didn't find one of those! It's slow work and there are multiple meanings and contexts to every single word!"
"Hence the divisive nature of Dhu's various sects," commented Ionoski dryly.
"So where do you want me," asked Micah.
"Away from any hint of trouble," said Kidwell.
"Lan'Quor," said Ionoski, "Based on what you did I want you to read it for feeling. That plus give ideas on proper meanings and context."
When Micah started reading the Lan'Quor he slowed to a crawl almost immediately. He found the words very poetic and at times beautiful but, as Siffai said, he also discerned multiple meanings to them, the phrases and the stanzas. What's more, the multiple ideas they presented never connected to each other for long. Topics and meanings shifted at random times to something else entirely. At least the style of writing did remain consistent!
"You see what I meant," said Siffai when he took a break, "The words are not hard and the meanings are clear, even when they are many. The topics, they wander across the galaxy even over the space of four stanzas!"
"All truth and no blather," said Micah, "I tried finding patterns, too. Similar topics do appear but time on topic varies from a few stanzas to a poem to a single stanza! The appearance of each topic also has no pattern and that's what really reeks!
"After we land, when we send this to SIF7, we need to include instructions to print it as it would be in a book. Chapter-breaks and columns, just like the original Charlie slirped. If possible it should be bound as a book. When they expose it to Larruk they need to make careful note of exactly how he accesses it. The key may be there."
"Sela'hai."
Back at work Micah started where he'd left off. Then he tried skipping lines, then stanzas and finally entire poems. Still nothing. Then he tried reading back to front. Squelch again! Frustrated, he sat back, relaxed and let his mind wander.
Inspiration struck! Micah called up Siffai's lexical reference and queried the word 'wine.' He read from the first result forward. Several dozen poems later no pattern had developed. Each of the poems or stanzas did contain the word but had little or nothing else in common. During her analysis Siffai enumerated and reference-coded each stanza so Micah took the codes from his results and tried the various numerical and crypto-toggling tricks he knew on them.
"... and it made less sense than before," said Micah, "If that's possible!"
He and the rest sat strapped down in the departure lounge, awaiting grounding on Triumph.
"You're in good company, lover," said Kidwell, "None of us could make a nano of sense out of it. The stanza meanings are fairly crisp, less so for the poems but anything above that is chaos. I hate to say it but that does lend weight that it's not genuine. Have you tried page-shuffling?"
"No," said Micah, ideas starting to form in his mind.
"Then don't bother," said Kidwell, "Charles had that brilliant idea before you recovered. He and I tried every way we and the others could imagine and none of them worked. He even tried page-breaking on poem boundaries and that didn't work."
A tone sounded and the ship shuddered. Blankenship announced they'd grounded and would complete landing protocol in twenty minutes. Idly Micah wondered as to who would reach the LINC relay first: Blankenship or Ionoski.
***
"I must say you League folk have unleashed a firestorm here!"
Georges al'Marklin grinned when he said it so Micah relaxed. As soon as he and the others entered the port building they found al'Marklin waiting for them.
"Your experts arrived and began instituting the measures we discussed. Did you know our economies would improve when you suggested them?"
"Sometimes that happens," said Ionoski, "How does the Circle feel about it?"
"They are quite pleased. First Orris would have been here to greet you himself but he and several others are shoulder-deep in managing the improvements. He asked me to pass along his regards. Also, did your mission to the Mekhajan go well? I ask at his behest as well as my own curiosity."
"It went quite well," said Ionoski, "We'll share the details at earliest convenience."
"Excellent. First Orris and the rest of the Circle are debating whether or not to work toward trade with the Mekhajan or away from it."
"Work toward," said Micah and Ionoski simultaneously.
"Signor al'Marklin," said Ionoski, "Georges. Your trade is your decision, absolutely and without qualification. You could even trade with the Consortium but more than just League merchants would advise strongly against it. Please note the word 'advise,' though. We will have no part in dictating your trade with any other worlds!"
"Indeed," said al'Marklin with a smile, "That is why we value your opinion and that is why we ask it of you. Our question was of the wisdom of it."
"Then we still advise toward it," said Ionoski, "We have some information on the Mekhajan that may affect trade but certainly not enough to prevent it!"
While Ionoski and al'Marklin continued their conversation Micah paid it less and less attention. Something at the back of his awareness bothered him. He reviewed what he knew and tried to draw out the revelation. Then, finally...
"Pardon me, Ted," he said "Georges, may we have access to the futures and commodities database at the stock exchange? It's for information only and we don't need anything restricted. We also need information on Dawn's Hope and Path of Light. I'm specifically interested in the agricultural products they grow and export there."
"Of course," said al'Marklin, "I'll arrange it soonest. Is there anything more specific you can tell me?"
"I'll know for certain when I find it."
Al'Marklin was as good as his word. Not long after he left Micah received the access he needed along with links to the information. He took it immediately to Davies, who had just finished his paperwork from the trip.
"Most of it concerning you, my friend," said Davies, "What do you have?"
"Information on two Unity planets. How long will it take you to determine whether or not our bacterium would like it there?"
Davies grinned. "I'll know when I determine it, I suppose. Flames! Life around active field agents is never dull."
While Davies worked Micah sat at a spare terminal and called up the Lan'Quor again. He finally stopped looking for patterns and he just read. Ironically enough he discovered a pattern! He started into the Paeans of Aivool, over sixty pages of them, and he discovered they all philosophized and postulated about the nature of time. After the second page they changed from merely monotonous to well and truly boring.
"Micah. Micah!"
Micah dragged himself, yawning, away from the Musings of the Months and into Davies' lab.
"I have some preliminary results, Micah. Based on what I know about b Imperialis capillus in general and 4491 in particular I think it would love both planets. There are a few variables I can reduce before I absolutely require a field test but I doubt they will change things. I say 4491 will thrive and flourish. Are you planning on releasing it there?"
"No." Micah examined the results. "Excellent work, too. Do we have... No. I need..."
"Rest," interrupted Davies, "You need rest. It's either late or early, depending on your point of view. I need sleep and that means you six-sigmas do too!"
Micah opened his mouth to argue but yawned instead.
"Slib, Mike. I'm going now."
***
Early the next morning Micah cornered Ionoski and Barstein.
"We need data on Goshairin," he said without preamble, "Specifically agricultural, botanical and environmental."
That puzzled Barstein but Ionoski looked at Micah knowingly.
"We need a lot more than that," replied Ionoski, "Why this in particular? What do you have?"
"The Esavians tried to take Dawn's Hope away from the Unity of Triumph. Why? It's not a particularly rich world, it isn't a hub world or chokepoint, it doesn't have a lot of minerals and it isn't of any particular strategic importance. None of the Esavian worlds are anywhere close to overpopulated so that isn't it. Even Barrhian Dhu.
"Why did the Esavians start a war there? Why lose lives, spend a lot of money and incur the hostility of a people very much inclined to leave the worlds outside theirs alone? It doesn't make any sense, even for Esavians. They had to know Unity would fight them over it. The Circle made that clear. Even after they lost and suffered massive reprisals the continued to harass the Unity. Therefore the world must have some value. Enough so to overcome thriftiness and make them waste lives and resources attacking it.
"We know it isn't tech. The Vezieri, Jengiil and certainly the Mekhajan can supply them all of that they want. Flames, even the Pronat Cluster has tech to trade and it's closer than Triumph. That leaves something else. I believe it has to do with the only other thing the Esavians massively import: wine and spices. Maybe there's some particular spice there they like but I put that low-sigma. That leaves their special wine and it's classified as a military item."
"Are you saying the Esavians thought they could produce their own wine on Goshairin and reduce their dependence from external sources?" Barstein tried not to scoff too hard at that.
"That's a possibility," said Micah, "but a low-sigma one. I don't credit the Esavians with that much intelligence, foresight or sense. We know the Mekhajan have all three, though, and plenty of each."
"That makes sense," said Ionoski, "It also makes sense from another angle. Barrhian Dhu is closer to Goshairin than it is any Mekhajan world. Dawn's Hope isn't, but it's closer to some Esavian worlds than they are to any Mekhajan ones."
"I'll check it now," said Barstein. Then he rose and left.
"I received a message from Georges," said Ionoski, "First Orris sent us informal invitations to spend the day after tomorrow with him. It's a Unity-wide holiday, Saint Reymon's day, and we all need to plan to attend."
Ionoski switched on his garble.
"What is it," asked Micah.
"I'm not certain but I think Blankenship may try to cause some splash. He spent a lot of time working on his official report and when I offered to bundle it with ours he refused. It's his option, of course, and he could just as easily have encrypted it past what I could key, if I was interested. But it wasn't the action so much as the attitude that made me suspicious."
Several ideas popped into Micah's mind. "Does he have issues with active field agents?"
"I don't know for certain," said Ionoski, "but rumor says he does. I overheard in the fresher that he had an active op team. He did well during training. Enough so to fast-track into having his own team. He was a stickler for details and protocols and that saved his team more than once."
"So what happened?"
"According to what I overheard he took two agents on a simple observation and investigation mission. The Consortium had an interest in some of its details, and I didn't hear the specifics, but apparently they had an assassin infiltrated into the group. He incapacitated Blankenship and killed his other two officers. Things would have gone even worse except that a civilian managed to kill the assassin, save everybody's duff and expose a massive Consortium plot."
"A civilian?!"
Ionoski nodded. "No blather. I felt the same way but the... conversation... was adamant about that point. After the splash fell Blankenship was retired to backup. Since then he's been trying to earn his bars back and the only way he can do it is by sticking to protocols and picking over details."
"Bloody. I don't suppose I helped matters much."
Ionoski shrugged. "As you said, it had to be done. Mike got a treasure ship of data and now we have it too. The splash will hit all of us but it would have anyway. Just try to keep it from happening again, yes?"
That afternoon Ionoski received information on the wines exported form Mek-Soulda, Mek-Tarhav and Mek-Mierlo. They all contained the compounds indicating the 4491 bacteria.
"I believe that confirms our hypotheses," said Ionoski, "Someone, Mekhajan or Esavian, knows exactly what that wine is and what it does. We may furthermore infer that they are using it for their benefit."
"This may be significant," said Ferrel, "Recall our old friend vinostim."
Micah and Kidwell nodded. During their first mission to Triumph, vinostim helped them gain access to the Circle of Firsts.
"They tried producing that on Dawn's Hope. They managed the 'stim' part with no problem but the wine itself was awful. It was bitter and far too acidic for the cultured palates of those who could afford it."
Micah started to speak but Ionoski beat him to it.
"I'll ask Karl Perry for some samples. We should also be able to find some of the variety they produce here. Let's see what Mike can do with it."
***
Micah moved through his workout with his thoughts racing. Bits and pieces of the Lan'Quor chased each other around inside his skull, taunting him but refusing to fall into place. Bottles of wine danced with those holding vionstim, yet and still refusing to yield the pattern he sought.
He knew the wine figured significantly between the Esavians and the Mekhajan. He had a tentative theory that they worked to increase the Esavians' natural antipathy toward anyone outside themselves.
Strings. Lines of control. If present, how best to find them and disrupt or cut them. That question now gained greater importance. Perhaps the Esavians, if left alone, would simply keep to themselves as had the Unity of Triumph. Not six-sigmas likely, truth, but more likely than now. Sneaky Weak Sally well and truly held Beefy Brawler under her sway and as yet he had no Naughty Nicole.
His thoughts persisted through his workout and his shower and only slowed a little when he dimmed his lights and sat on his bed.
***
Micah grunted and hit the ground hard. Beefy Brawler bowed and waited and Sneaky Weak Sally just stood back and laughed. Micah knew he should hurt, Brawler hit hard, but he didn't. He knew he dreamed but wakefulness refused to come.
Left to his own wit Brawler went down easily. He moved fast and hit hard, very hard, but fought equally predictably. Micah out-thought more than out-fought him. Sally was just the opposite. A light punch or kick dropped her but she evaded those easily. No matter how hard Micah feinted or planned she avoided his attacks. She also taunted Micah when she fought, distracting him and opening him up for Brawler.
Together the two of them were impossible to beat! Micah knew that but somehow he could never take advantage of it. Wisdom dictated he should divide them and attack each individually but that just didn't work. Naughty Nicole whispered advice behind him but he never quite made out her words. Worse, when he turned to try and see her face it opened him up to Brawler's attacks.
Brawler relaxed out of combat stance when Micah did. Sally handed him a glass of wine poured from a familiar bottle. The taste never bothered him nor did the alcohol or other chemicals in it. Nicole always had something for Micah, water or tea, but even then he never caught a glimpse of her face.
"This isn't accomplishing anything," said Micah, "Why are you still here?"
"Because we are," said Brawler.
"You can make us go away," said Sally waspishly, "I'm tired of you, too."
"But you need us," said Nicole, behind him, "We won't leave as long as you do."
"Tell me why," said Micah.
"You know why," said Brawler.
"Then tell me what I know, burnit!"
"You already know what you know," said Sally.
"You just need to know what you know," added Nicole, "And you need to know why you don't know what you do know, dosha. It's all there."
Micah sat up straight with vestiges of his dreams wisping about and dancing to the beat of his alarm. He freshened up and dressed automatically with his mind still churning.
***
"You look like hades." Ferrel handed Micah a double-strong hot chog.
"I love you too, brother."
"What happened?"
Ionoski, Siffai and Barstein joined them before Micah finished recounting his dream.
"Sounds like a spicy snack before beddies," said Kidwell.
"Or too much Lan'Quor," suggested Siffai, "Before long you'll be hearing Dhu and calling the rest of us infidels."
Micah started a sarcastic reply but Siffai's words grew claws and took hold.
"Hell's frost! Holy heaven's flames, that's it. That's it!"
Siffai and Ferrel swapped looks. Micah took a moment to collect his thoughts.
"That is it, dead on the beam. Ted. I know why that wine is so popular with Esavians. Bloody rut it all makes sense!
"Remember how I described the effects. Trusted people helping me through troubling or traumatic times. What or who is most important to the Esavians? What makes them Esavian?"
"Dhu," said Ionoski, "Dhu and their belief in... Flames and frost! Mark that one at least five sigmas."
"Any time they drink the wine," said Micah, "they pass out or drop into a deep daze. That's when they hear the voice of Dhu speaking to them! Most of that wine is probably ceremonial. When they have a ceremony they gather and start talking about Dhu and thinking about Dhu and drinking wine and they hear the voice of Dhu speaking to them. They get their prayers answered and their fearful thoughts comforted. Ten standing says Mike confirms it!"
"Sucker bet," said Davies after the explanation, "Hope you collected big, Micah. Based on the neurochemistry and what you recorded when you went down, that fits six-sigmas solid on the beam! I couldn't have described it that well but I'm not drinking that stuff either."
Ionoski considered Micah's explanation.
"Micah. You, Vera and Mike work out some crowd-reaction models based on this. Factor the effects of the wine into your behavior projections and see if it helps. We may just have discovered the strings to cut."
***
Micah worked slowly through his routines. His head throbbed from what Kidwell did to him. His idea of subtlety didn't even register on her scale and he spent most of the day working on her models! Nor did the headache tablets work any too quickly. As usual.
They accomplished a lot, though. By the time they reached the finest revision their correlates exceeded seventy percent. Not a high number for Kidwell but well above anything they had on the Esavians previously. Micah felt good more ways than one when they packaged it and sent it to S&P and SIFComm. Though too late to prevent the disaster at the Peace Spire the data they sent might prevent future incidents.
Micah also felt good that their data would undermine Blankenship's potential attempt to smear Ionoski and his team. Micah didn't know the exact nature of the failed assignment, nor particularly care, but such an incredible puppy-rut as Ionoski described would not be easy to overcome. Micah certainly didn't want to be a rung in that ladder!
When Micah fell asleep that night he sat in a dark corner of a dark restaurant and watched Beefy Brawler, Sneaky Weak Sally and Naughty Nicole. They sat at a well-lit table and chatted over their meal. Micah didn't catch the conversation but he did see Nicole actively flirting with Brawler. Sally did too and she liked it not at all!



Chapter 12. A Day for Friendship
 
Micah spiffed, paced and waited less-than-patiently for the hover Orris sent to arrive. Kidwell looked up Saint Reymon's Day. According to the archive it was a day for family and friends to gather in the Great Father's name and celebrate being able to do so. The hover finally arrived and Micah saw Kidwell slip Ferrel a five-credit bill. Typical!
When they arrived at Orris' modest estate they found a welcome surprise. His sister Jilli Adara met them at the door with hugs and a sincere smile.
"You look wonderful, Jilli," said Kidwell.
"Thank you. I feel much better than the last time you saw me."
Both women spoke truth! Pain no longer marred Adara's face and she moved with an easy grace and strength. She also had no unhealthy gauntness, though care and warmth still radiated from her.
"We hear you've done good things," said Micah after receiving his hug.
"Indeed she has." Orris himself walked up. "We shall certainly discuss them in detail and at length. Please be welcome to my hearth and home."
That said, Orris brought them in and introduced him to the many others there. They saw al'Marklin and met his family along with a surprising number of others who worked with Orris and the Circle. People, discovered Micah, with no family close enough to join for the holiday.
"It is a formal day of informality," explained Orris after an excellent meal, "St. Reymon traveled the worlds that would become the Unity of Triumph during early, dark times. While many leaders spoke words of self-protection and isolation he offered the hand of friendship and spoke of charity and perseverance, virtues the Great Father admonishes us to nurture. He spoke words of peace, patience and tolerance to those who would war in the Great Father's name. Even though he lost his family to pirates during an attack on New Eden he spoke against war or violence past self-defense."
Orris sighed. "At times I think there are none among us with aught of his mettle. I think that we have become hidebound and inflexible." He smiled. "Then four strangers from outside tip our world downside up beneath our feet and so far we have survived intact." He raised his glass. "My family and friends all, from near and from far, I pray you find welcome, peace and comfort here and abundant blessing beneath the Great Father's hand."
Micah gladly raised his glass to that!
***
"It is actually more custom than religion," explained Orris, more informal now.
Afternoon waned and evening approached and most of the guests had departed.
"This is the middle of winter on New Eden," continued Orris, "The day was chosen as much for necessity as decree. The Great Father bids us always to gather in His name, to cherish our family, friends and loved ones, and to give thanks for the blessings He bestows.
"This day was chosen for its season as a time when friends and family most needed each other's comfort and presence. It is easy to celebrate when flowers perfume the air and the days are comfortable but less so when harsh desolation shows its teeth. The actual day of celebration occurs in the fall of the Old Calendar."
"Old Calendar," asked Ionoski.
"Indeed. New Eden was originally settled by a brave group of men and women from deep within the Imperium. They held their faith despite disapproval and outright persecution. From the history we know a group of Imperial Senators ousted and evicted them to New Eden which was an isolated backwater at the time.
"New Eden and the worlds around it were habitable but poor and ill-suited to most Imperial desires and comforts. Our ancestors moved willingly enough once they were promised they could live as they saw fit, provided they not cause rebellion. The Imperial government moved our ancestors here, gave them a few ships more fit for a scrapyard and forgot about them and the Great Father."
"Typical," said Micah.
"Typical and foolish," said Orris, "The Imperium collapsed and the Great Father's children persevere still. The Old Calendar predates our move to New Eden by a long time, tens of centuries at the very least. I know little of its history but its importance to the Unity and our congregations cannot be understated. Although we use a modified Jeffries standard for day-to-day affairs, the Old Calendar beats alongside our hearts.
"Needless to say the Old Calendar far predates Saint Reymon. The celebration named in his honor is in truth a celebration of bountiful harvest. The Old Calendar dictated the day, it was adapted to New Eden and from thence to the remainder of our worlds."
Something tickled the back of Micah's thoughts.
"Sirra Orris, where might we find such history of the Old Calendar as is known of it?"
***
Micah waited with some reluctance and trepidation as a page announced his arrival. After a moment the door opened and Micah entered the door behind it.
Joachim Frond stood to receive Micah but didn't offer his hand. He indicated a chair then sat back in his own.
"What do you wish, League man?" Frond spoke curtly but without venom.
"I seek knowledge, First Frond. I am interested in the Old Calendar. Specifically its history, its origin and its significance."
Frond's face wrinkled. "As to the last, the importance of the Old Calendar cannot be denied or underrated. In the days before the outcasting the Great Father demanded certain days be kept sacred unto Him. It is only by the Old Calendar that we know them and their meaning, since none of the days of any of the worlds of the Unity match it.
"Many of our congregations have adapted their feasts and festivals to the days of their worlds. I suppose this is not too great a sin for the Great Father has given us no penance for it but others, mine among them, consider it an act of obedience and honor to keep them true. I know you have read the Writ; why is it not sufficient?"
"My interest is in the calendar itself. By what First Orris said it is meaningful both in a religious and a secular sense and there lies my interest. I offer no insult, First Frond, but that is the simple truth of my request."
"No insult of which you are aware. Still, the Great Father has decreed that none are past His grace and salvation and He bids us answer requests for knowledge. You know this, League man. Is it the reason you came to me?"
"I came to you because First Orris named you the most knowledgeable and most likely able to answer my request."
Frond snorted. "The Great Father also commands that even the vilest of sinners can be redeemed. I wonder that your quest for knowledge might encompass that!"
He rose and walked to one of the bookcases covering his walls. He searched for a few minutes before removing an old volume. He handed it carefully to Micah. The book itself was ancient past any Micah had ever seen. Its covers and pages had been coated and saturated with a protective plastic resin and even that showed signs of age.
"This is a journal of the outcasting and the first days on New Eden. There are few books of that era still surviving and this one must not leave my office. Treat it gently and with respect, League man, for its pages span more centuries than your precious League will for twice more the years of its existence! It is both unique and irreplaceable."
"I shall guard it, First Frond. Thank you for the opportunity to learn."
Frond waved his hand in something between benediction and dismissal.
Thanks to Frond's page Micah found himself in a small but comfortable conference room. The man also offered tea, which Micah accepted with gratitude. Micah sat, adjusted his holocaster and opened the book.
Many of the pages were faded past reading but Micah found a treasure ship of information in the ones still readable. They described a journey to New Eden, now but one world in the Unity of Triumph but at the time a last beacon of hope to a people who didn't fit the Imperium's ideals of civilization and propriety.
The settlers faced many hardships and trials but always held their faith. The Imperium offered very little in the way of assistance or help and the colonists suffered greatly. They survived physically thanks to their innate toughness but mentally and spiritually by their faith in the Great Father and their belief in Him.
They kept to their calendar, the Old Calendar, since before the first people set foot on their new worlds. Even in the midst of harsh and dire times they still found time for celebration and rejoicing and even when faced with famine and starvation they observed the days of their feasts, if not the bounties of them. The book chronicled this in excruciating detail and even though Micah missed some of the pages he felt certain his holocaster didn't. He finished reading just before lunch and returned the book to Frond.
"Did you find what your required?"
"Yes, First Frond. I thank you in earnestness and humility for the gift of knowledge you have given me. I know you don't like us or the League but what you gave me here may well save thousands of lives: Unity, League, Semid and others."
Frond nodded sharply and remained silent for a long moment of obvious decision. Then he raised his hand.
"Very well, League man. Go with the blessings of the Great Father and mine as well."
Micah bowed, smiled and left. Once outside the Dome he wasted no time joining the others.
"He did what?!" Kidwell stared at him in utter disbelief.
Off to one side al'Marklin chuckled.
"Dear friends, do not judge First Frond ill. The Unity of the Great Father lies uppermost in his mind and soul and that leaves room for little else. He is well and truly a man of honor and compassion, though he might appear harsh and unyielding.
"When he heard of the Semid tragedy he was the first to personally lead his congregations in prayer and vigil. Did he know the name of every person killed he would offer up a prayer to the Great Father on their behalf. Even though he did not know them he would count it time, and duty, well-spent."
"I understand that now," said Micah.
"I'm starting to," added Kidwell, "Bless him back!"
al'Marklin grinned and Micah powered up his datapad. He called up the Lan'Quor, Paeans of Aivool 1:1. Then, with great effort and headache tablets close by, he began working up the Esavian version of the Old Calendar.
***
"I hate numbers." Micah rubbed his temples as he said it.
Ferrel looked up from his displays. "Slib and cryo, my brother, but that's a mighty big hate. Is it all of them or just a few in particular?"
"Three in particular. Six, thirteen and twenty-nine."
"Whyfor?"
"Because they keep popping up! They show too often to be coincidence but there's no flaming pattern to them."
"Been there tried that," said Ferrel, "but where did twenty-nine happen?"
"Aivool number three, four, six, ten, twelve through fourteen, seventeen, nineteen..."
"Stop," said Ferrel, "Archived. Have you tried number-stuff with them?"
"Everything you and Vera do plus a few of my own. Squelch."
Ferrel checked his 'pad. "Go work out, Micah. It'll make you feel better and I have a little time before my major modules finish. I'll have a look and see if I can't spark some ideas for you."
Micah found Siffai in the gym in the middle of her own workout. He didn't want to spar and she didn't press the issue. When she finished she sat and waited for him.
"Problems," she asked.
"Numbers of them. Literally." He briefly explained his discoveries and his work with them.
"Silly dosha, you forgot one."
"Howso?!"
"Five, of course. The number of altars in their temples: sacrifice, blood, pain, martyrdom and purity."
"Thanks, Katie. That does the opposite of help!"
She laughed with genuine amusement. "That is why I love you so, Micah. You think always in solid, literal absolutes, the way a true warrior should. Remember, dosha, these are Esavians. They may be uncivilized by our standards but they have stayed consistent in their paths since... since forever, I suppose. Have you tried thinking Esavian?"
Micah shuddered. "Hades no! I think you really hate me, Katie. I don't want to think Esavian!"
"Try it just once. You might find answers."
Micah reactivated his 'pad and called up the Lan'Quor again. Ferrel found nothing, which surprised neither of them. They used computers and the Esavians didn't. Most Esavians didn't even own a cheap one. Only those with true need or a desire for ostentation did. Micah tried to focus past his familiarity with them and let his thoughts wander.
Micah set the 'pad to the beginning and started reading. He didn't try to analyze or conclude, merely to feel. Whenever the feeling of the topic changed he put a break point. He deliberately didn't think about how long the feelings or topics lasted, or whether they crossed a poem or chapter break. He simply felt.
What Micah did required most of his concentration. He vaguely heard conversations around him but paid them little heed. He'd built up ample reserves since his experience with the wine depleted them, now he used them. When he finally did finish and ease himself out of his concentration he found Ionoski sitting across the table from him.
"Store and shore, Micah. You've been at this a day and a half. Time to rest, and that's an order."
Micah wanted to argue but his body agreed with Ionoski.
***
Micah woke late, groggy and hungry. The last outweighed the first two so he staggered into a quick shower and headed for breakfast. Late breakfast!
"Welcome back," said Kidwell, "We thought about popping a CAS round but Ted vetoed that."
"I'm glad, no blather," said Micah, "because I've either made the most significant discovery yet or it will take all of you to calm me down."
Ferrel placed a hefty breakfast before him. "Here's a sedative, my brother. Eat and drink. That may slow you down if we walk the bad path."
"We have news too," said Ionoski, "Starting with the first. There is now no doubt whatsoever that our Lan'Quor is genuine, six-sigma on the beam. We received word from Chalo. They gave Larruk the hardcopy and he didn't want to touch it. After someone quoted a few poems, though, he couldn't stop himself. He scanned a few pages and went suborbital.
"He tried to kill his way out with the copy. That was expected and they prevented that. Next he tried to kill himself. Again expected, even multiple times with the last despite heavy sedation. All the while he was yelling curses and epithets in which the words 'infidel' and 'blasphemy' figured prominently."
Micah digested that. "Is he..."
"He's totally fine," interrupted Ionoski, "The end of the report had him kneeling as best he could and begging Dhu for a quick and merciful death. The ones reporting said it was a truly miserable and pitiable state, even for an Esavian."
"When he comes out of that," said Siffai wickedly, "he should be most pliable and... willing to answer questions."
"Second news," said Davies before Ionoski or Siffai could continue, "I tested seven varieties of vinostim, both local and imported. 4491 loves them all and will gladly grow there. It did reduce the potency a bit but still generated the important chemicals we need it to. So. Not only will it thrive on Dawn's Hope, we can introduce it to vinostim and it should have the same results."
"Which I shall not test," said Micah with finality.
"Final chunk of news," said Ferrel, "It seems our Semid friends have both talent and pull with Fabrication. Between them they cracked the Jengiil transponder code algorithms. That means we can forge all the Jengiil crypcerts we need. By now they've probably copied the hardware too so multiple shiftable codes are soon to follow. S&P also sent agents into Jeng space to plant false registrations and IDs in case we, or someone else, needs them."
"Polar to orbit," said Micah, "Do I report now?"
Ionoski lifted his eyebrows.
"I am on the verge or cracking the Esavian calendar. Or not." Micah summarized his findings.
"Ruddy lot of work," said Ferrel, "Five credits says it's platinum."
No one took Ferrel's wager but it still prompted Micah to work harder.
"Eleven thousand three hundred and ten."
"Pardon," asked Ferrel.
"That's the product of five, six, thirteen and twenty-nine. It is also thirty-eight less than the number of breakpoints I set in the Lan'Quor."
"So what does it mean?"
"Torque if I know. Those two numbers are ruddy close, though. Coincidence? Do you mind helping with this?"
"Never, my brother! Speak on."
The two of them started working out divisions and combinations of the two numbers plus Micah's original four, all against the newly-divided Lan'Quor. They saw the beginnings of several patterns but, frustratingly, none developed. Still, even proto-patterns represented more than they had before so they kept working. Barstein and Kidwell walked in to check their progress and stayed to help. Even with the extra input the patterns refused to form.
"Charles, my love," said Kidwell, "Do you have the list of feasts and celebrations organized linearly? I particularly need durations and days between, nothing else."
"Not for another five minutes," said Ferrel as he began working.
They applied Ferrel's new list to the combinations that showed the most promise. Micah saw nothing but Kidwell did.
"Divide by thirteen and overlay again. Both lists," she said.
Once again Micah saw the start of a pattern but, again, it failed to complete.
"Heh! Diagonalization," said Kidwell, "Slib. The last modulus lined up nicely before it repeated. That makes me think twenty-nine is soft. Let's try..." Kidwell worked her datapad and showed her work as it progressed.
"Heaven's flames," said Micah, "Vera, I do believe you're a genius!"
"Thanks, lover. Charlie, try splitting the overlapping durations mod five."
Ferrel did so and no one spoke for a long time. Finally Micah broke the silence.
"It's too ruddy symmetric to be coincidence but what the hades does it mean?!"
"I have a theory," explained Kidwell, "Five altars, six days in a week, twenty-nine in a month and thirteen months in a year. Overlapping celebrations occur on the same day but at different altars. Since days-per-week and days-per-month are coprime they have to make adjustments. That gives us two short months and seven long ones."
"So that means..." Micah called up Kidwell's model and overlaid the Lan'Quor using his breakpoints. As soon as he factored in the event overlaps the thirty-eight leftovers vanished. Now each and every special day started a week and each breakpoint lined up with a specific day and altar! He walked over to Kidwell and kissed her on the cheek.
"You're welcome, my darling," she said mischievously, "but I do believe this warrants a meal at least twice as good as what you feed Charles."
"For everyone," agreed Micah, "Slammit down!"
The results even amazed Ionoski.
"Excellent work," he said, "I have a suggestion. Package this and send it with priority to S&P and SIFComm. Correlate against the Esavian attacks. If there's a pattern there then we'll have a jolly-bag of grief waiting for them the next time they attack us!"
That evening, and much to Micah's surprise and delight, Orris and his sister joined them for their meal. The owner of the restaurant expressed equal measures of amazement and joy as well as the belief that his business would soon soar.
"Because I had the evening free," explained Orris, "and I enjoy spending time among friends. Now tell me what you can of what you discovered to warrant this fine repast."
"It's nothing particularly secret," said Ionoski, "Not past you or your sister certainly."
Micah, Kidwell and Ferrel in turn explained what they did.
"Truly amazing. Did Joachim help you?"
"Without him we'd still be searching in frustration," said Micah, "He was pivotal."
"I shall inform him," said Orris, "It will please him greatly but he'll not show a jot of it."
"Sirra Orris," said Kidwell, "You accept this as given. Why? I believe it is correct but despite everything we have no direct confirmation of it. Why believe so quickly?"
"It is quite simple," said Orris, "I, we of the Unity, understand, perhaps as you do not, the importance of an ecclesiastical calendar. I said previously that for day-to-day business, trade and shipping schedules and official government matters we use a modified Jeffries calendar. I do believe you of the League developed it?"
"Jeffries and LINC-absolute chronometric," said Ferrel, "A group of standards born of necessity and theory. They were designed well after the League officially formed and its early members discovered the difficulty of synchronizing and coordinating things, even with LINC communication.
"The Jeffries year was designed to be longer than the year of any theoretically inhabitable planet and for the most part it is. The other annual standards are written to allow flexibility in the j-year versus local. It's meant to be adapted as needed and designed to fit itself to local conditions instead of trying to force local time to fit, say, Imperial standards."
"You would know that," said Kidwell.
"Trust me, dear," grinned Ferrel, "When proper astrogation and link coordination depends on hour- or even minute-accurate timing you find the motivation to learn all that is knowable about it."
"Exactly so," said Orris, "Our Unity Common calendar is an excellent example, both of the Jeffries flexibility and its intended use. It is convenient for mundane things yet still we hold dear our Old Calendar because it pertains to our faith and desire to obey the Great Father."
"But the Esavian calendar isn't even close to interstellar," said Kidwell, "According to what Micah said and what I found, Aivool says nothing about the stars or planets or any other such thing. It only mentions hours and days and hints about how they all fit together."
"Think Esavian, doshai," said Siffai, "They do not use interstellar standards because they care nothing for them. Less so than a grain of rock lodged between their toes. Their calendar is sacred of Dhu and Dhu makes up their entire universe."
"She speaks truly," said Adara, "Did any of you even know of the existence of the Old Calendar when first you came here?" When the others shook their heads she nodded. "Exactly so. It is so much a part of our lives from the time we are young that we simply assume all others know it and we do not speak of it. Could not the Esavians think similarly?"
"Stated that way it is reasonable," said Kidwell.
"Then consider this as well. There are congregations in the Unity of Triumph who, even now, use nothing but the Old Calendar. They do not quite call blasphemy on the common but I dare say more than a few wish to."
"Jilli..."
"Peace, Joshua. I speak no ill of them! They cleave to the Old Calendar, they use it to order their lives and that is simply the way they are. Did you try to change their minds you would fail, and did you succeed they would lose their identity and shrivel to nothingness."
Orris nodded. "You speak wisdom, sister." Then to the others, "How will this help us prevent the Esavians from attacking, my friends?"
Ionoski looked at Kidwell who looked at Siffai who looked at Ferrel who looked at Micah.
"We, ahh... We don't know," he said, "Yet! But no amount of detail is sufficient and no amount of knowledge is ever truly wasted."
***
Midmorning the next day Ionoski called a meeting.
"I've been doing some planning. It's time we investigate the Mekhajan agents stationed on Esavian planets."
Micah, Ferrel and Kidwell exchanged looks. What did he think they'd been doing?!
"I mean active steps," continued Ionoski, "We'll start on Barrhi Esav."
"Slib," said Kidwell, "What's the op?"
"We go in as Mekhajan traders. While the rest of you have been breaking and reassembling data my apprentice on Mek-Bellos has done quite well, business-wise. Understandable since I'm giving him a good commission but also quite useful. My ship arrived and I had her modified into something close to a bally boat."
Micah smiled at that. Though far short of full contingency ships, bally boats concealed many useful things far in excess of ordinary legality!
"If anyone other than an Esavian checks," continued Ionoski, "and more than one will, we will appear to be Jengiil impersonating Mekhajan. Mining ships refitted to traders are commonplace, especially when we give the impression we're working toward a better one."
"What will we trade," asked Micah.
"Wine," said Ionoski, "A very special vintage they can't get anywhere else."
"It sounds polar," said Ferrel, "but what's to keep the Esavians from chopping us into soya?"
"During my time away from my business, Charles, I educated myself on the subtleties of trade with the Esavians. It is amazing what secrets a gentle application of Jengiil-style bribery will unlock.
"Besides the list of ceremonies Esavians observe I acquired documents classifying each as 'public,' 'private' or 'avoid at all cost.' We shall do so with the utmost propriety. We also overlooked one major wager in our time on Allhai-Mik, Charles."
"Howso?"
"Blip traffic. We neglected to monitor any blip frequencies."
"Because Esavians don't use them," said Ferrel, "I doubt they could spell it!"
"Truth," said Ionoski, "but the implication there is that they won't monitor them either which leaves plenty of airwaves for... other activities. We might even be able to trace a few."
Micah, Ferrel and Kidwell winced at that! Capturing blips was easy, cracking them somewhat less so but tracing the things was a quarter-sigma short of impossible.
Later that afternoon a spiffed and full-formal Micah accompanied Ionoski to a very special meeting. How Ionoski arranged it on such short notice Micah did not know but that he did came as no surprise once he detailed parts of his plan. First of the Circle Quincy Maas and his cousin Trevor both stood to greet them.
"Peace be upon you and yours," said Quincy, "in the name of the Great Father, and fair winds favor your back. Your request, Master Theodore, came as no small surprise."
Ionoski smiled. "Then I shan't bandy words. I appreciate that the two of you were able to meet on such short notice and I am grateful both for myself and on behalf of the League. In short, we need vinostim. Sixty casks at least and eighty-five if it is possible."
Both Maas struggled to contain their surprise.
"That is... a sinful commodity," said Quincy, "Especially in such quantity."
"I assure you," said Ionoski, "I do not intend to drink it myself! We also require the use of a winery to bottle and package it. Neither bottle nor package must contain aught of the Unity of Triumph, and when we are done the winery must be thoroughly cleaned and sterilized. We will be adding... something... to the wine and it must not escape. On behalf of the League we will pay a premium both for the wine and for the haste. We will also pay the workers' wages and bonus in addition to whatever you choose to compensate them."
The cousins whispered a moment then Quincy spoke.
"If it is possible it will be done. If not we will find a mutually agreeable alternative."
"Excellent," said Ionoski, "Finally, the League may, and this is by no means certain, have a future interest in purchasing vinostim from Dawn's Hope." He held up a hand to forestall the response. "I realize past attempts have failed, but Dawn's Hope may have the proper environmental conditions for a particular taste conducive to what we need. If so then it would represent something best kept away from general consumption. The League will buy all that can be produced and will help pay for the development of it."
This time both cousins nodded quickly.
"I shall see to it personally," said Trevor, "When you are ready for full development and production it will be there."
"As a matter of curiosity," said Quincy, "what exactly is the purpose of this production? I will vouch for Trevor if that is a concern."
"Thank you, First Maas," said Ionoski, "It is something best kept close, though certainly not secret. There is a faction among the Jengiil who claim good trade with the Brotherhood of Tharq. We believe this wine may be of tradeworthy interest to them.
"Perhaps by cultivating trade with those Jengiil we can develop it with the Tharqi. I realize it is a low-sigma chance, but an alliance with the Brotherhood can only strengthen us against the Esavians and... other enemies."
Quincy nodded. He knew Ionoski meant the Consortium.
"But wait, Master Theodore," said Trevor, "The Tharqi do not welcome trade with anyone outside themselves, even we know that!"
"You are correct, Master Maas," smiled Ionoski, "but you must also know that we in the League can be very patient at need. Most especially when the result is this favorable. You must also know we will gladly share with our allies, should such a thing happen."
***
"Clever," said Micah as they rode back to the legation.
"The entire Maas family are traders," said Ionoski, "With the exception of Quincy and he still has connections."
"They'll trade the information."
"To best advantage for the Unity and for themselves. Yes. Orris and his sister will keep them in check and they will keep their own mouths shut. They realize the Esavian threat it might call down upon them." Ionoski paused. "Does it bother you the way we use our allies?"
"Not when I consider the alternatives."
They rode the rest of the way in silence.
***
"You want me to what?!" Davies looked at Ionoski in disbelief.
"I want you to begin preparations for culturing casks of vinostim with the Mekhajan bacterium," repeated Ionoski, "Sixty to eighty-five casks. You can introduce the agent into the casks or into the bottles. Your choice. Based on your results so far it will be ready when we need it. Afterward you must remove all traces from the facility used to bottle the 'stim. The locals will cooperate fully."
"Flames! Do I actually have any time to make preparations?"
"Until I receive the call that the vinostim is ready," said Ionoski, "That probably won't be too long now."
Davies nodded, rose and headed for his lab muttering.
"Micah. We shall soon again need to become the crew for a trading ship and we will need a pilot. Perhaps some sim time is in order?"



Chapter 13. Counterfeit Wine
 
Micah found driving the XMA-22105, now the XMA-22015-t even less enjoyable than the Nerissa. Though the League techs aboard the contingency ship had indeed refitted her she still had no zip. Fortunately the contingency ship had a simulator and once the techs reconfigured it Micah took it over and practiced.
Ferrel also spent a great deal of time aboard the Intelligence vessel. He flatly refused to divulge any details of his project but from the gleam in his eye Micah knew its eventual revelation would cost at least a week's worth of fine meals. With dessert!
Barrhi Esav grew in Micah's hud. They shot him a wire as soon as he requested it and verified their Mekhajan credentials without ado. He guided the ship down a graceful and speed-killing spiral and landed a little hard, but well within safety margins. GC berthed them within thirty minutes and Ionoski left to take care of the details. He went alone, which bothered Micah, but at least he carried a concealed holocaster with emergency-blip capability.
When Ionoski returned an hour later Micah knew from his smile that things went well.
"Bloody well, no blather," confirmed Ionoski, "If any of you had doubts about the Mekhajan-Esavian link you owe me some metal! The portmaster asked if I knew anyone from three different families, showed sadness when I didn't and certified the landing and inspection without turning a hair. He also invited me and any of you interested in attending to the Festival of Cleansing next week."
"And our cargo?"
"He regretted the lateness of the hour over excellent khav. He hastened to assure me that we would have more khav along with a dozen or so merchants tomorrow morning."
"I checked the other ships here while you were gone," said Ferrel, "Non-intrusively! Two are Jengiil, two more are independents from ports unknown and the fifth is a Vezieri courier. A courier!"
"Busy port," said Siffai sarcastically.
"Truth," said Ferrel, "Better for us, though. More ships means a greater likelihood of blips, the which we can capture if not trace. Yet. Ted, do you need me tonight?"
"No."
"Polar. In that case I have some maps and charts to explore." Then, grumbling loud enough for everyone to hear. "Ruddy actual work. Again!"
Micah sat alone in the lounge and read the Lan'Quor again. This time he skipped the natural order and read according to altar and day. There he found the pattern they missed before! The topics stayed consistent and the disjointed mess vanished.
As he read Micah gained equal measures of appreciation, amazement and disgust. Appreciation of the effort it took to write the book without computers and their advantages. Amazement at the degree of consistency and organization present now that he knew the secret. Disgust at the rituals and requirements, and also the treatment of non-Esavians. Both disgust and amazement at the pain, scarring and outright brutality Dhu inflicted upon his followers. He also saw how easily different sects could form. Although the text laid out many things explicitly, it still left ample room for interpretation in others.
On the subject of fighting, Dhu had a great deal to say. He encouraged fighting among his followers but only at certain times and with proper rituals. The form of combat reminded Micah of a formal duel, though each side might have many participants. Each side must needs respect the others as brothers in Dhu at all times and so honor the fallen, no matter their sect or side in the fight.
On the infidel Dhu didn't consider any fight or battle as worthy combat. Infidels received less honor than scavengers or rotgrubs. Killing them was both an honor and a requirement, even though Dhu accorded it the significance of exterminating vermin. He did warn against cannibalizing them: such action would dishonor and desecrate both the consumer and Dhu. Micah knew he'd have troubling dreams over that!
Dhu's view on wine wrenched Micah's mind away from its previous bent. Although prepared and fermented in darkness, Dhu didn't consider it unclean. Instead it served a function in every single ritual and festival. Wise ones drank it in order to relax before seeking Dhu's guidance and wisdom on their paths. Male children drank it to celebrate and signify their passage into manhood. Warriors drank it when dedicating themselves to battle, whether against brother or infidel.
Although he did condone its use in his name, Dhu cautioned against overindulgence or abuse of it. Proper use brought the drinker closer to Dhu while overuse or abuse constituted sacrilege and blasphemy.
When that thread degenerated into punishments for things no sane person would consider a crime Micah stopped for the evening. At worst, he decided, the Mekhajan didn't need to use the Esavians to commit atrocities. They only needed to nudge them slightly in the right direction.
***
The HRAT around Micah ablated to nothing and his first 'chute deployed. His usual look around revealed nothing so he waited to land. The light of the planet's moons on the wispy and infrequent clouds made them look like eyes; eyes that watched Micah as he descended. Eyes that focused on him and him only. Unnerving but he had a job to do. Now even the stars seemed to gather in pairs only to look at him, to stare at him. With considerable effort he thrust that out of his mind and concentrated on landing. He sent out his locator automatically, and just as automatically made note of the return signals. At least that boded well: BJ Tyler and Khamir landed closest. They rendezvoused and vectored their paths to meet up with Captain Larruk.
Micah twitched uncomfortably. Something felt wrong, terribly wrong, but he had no time for it now. He popped a Flame to clear his mind and he focused on his target. The infidels here had a very strong orbital defense point and a frontal assault, even with remote bombardment, would waste too many lives. The soldiers kept their wives and whelps in a town nearby, though, and would rush to their defense. Fools! That would weaken the installation to the point where his brothers in Dhu could come in and finish the job, glory to Dhu!
Micah sat straight up in his bed. He knew the dreams would come and now he worked to shake off the last vestiges of them. The eyes knew he knew that, knew he'd left that part of himself behind, yet still they lingered a few minutes after the dream vanished. Micah dimmed his light and sat comfortably to meditate.
***
The next day a man from the portmaster's office delivered hood-caps and veils, all of a dark shade of blue.
"This will announce to all that, although you are infidel, you are due courtesy and consideration. Enter no place without invitation and wear no blade. If challenged, take a knee and lower your eyes. May Dhu have pity upon you."
Ferrel wasted no time prodding Micah into a trip into town. Bharrivert touched the port but didn't completely surround it. A small strip between the starport and the town proper held such outsider trading facilities as Bharri Esav allowed, most of which Micah recognized as Mekhajan. When he and Ferrel passed within social distance they stopped to discuss things with the shop owners. They came prepared for this! Micah and his cousin hailed from the far side of Mekhajan space. Yes, they intermixed with non-Mekhajan, profit upon them and no, they were not related to... As best Micah could tell they made no major faux pas.
Not far into the town itself they stopped for khav. When Micah paid in mekkas the merchant gave fair change along with a mild insult. Micah grinned and returned one and the man laughed and bade them return soon. By the time they finished - Ferrel wanted to ask the man for his recipe but didn't - other vendors and even ordinary folk on the streets waved and spoke greetings. Micah and Ferrel smiled and waved, and did so even more jovially when the rare friendly insult flew their way. The overall mood of the people around them felt comfortable, both with them and toward them.
"Clever, my brother," said Ferrel, "Too clever by klicks. You're mapping the flow of information. Yes?"
"All truth and no blather," replied Micah, "Plus I'm letting them know we're inside of outsider but not just outside insider."
"Hush, Vera!"
***
"We now have official standing here," said Ionoski that evening, "Courtesy of all the merchants I visited today. I also have khav samples and, in three cases, instructions on how to prepare it.
"I took a few bottles of wine with me today. After they all sampled it we sat down and started negotiating. Three of the merchants were uniformly acclaimed as seniormost so I mostly talked with them but everyone had a say. They all enjoyed our wine and found its flavor unique and of high quality.
"They drove a hard bargain but a fair one and they all agreed that we can sell to the same price to all the merchants here, even the ones who didn't make it. They also took it as given that most of the money we made selling wine we'd spend on khav. I acted a bit surprised that they knew but yes, that was what I wanted. Most of them knew of two or three good spice mongers so we're set for that.
"When I thanked them most graciously they wondered why I didn't just inform the portmaster that I had ceremonial wine to sell, since I knew the bargains they would strike."
"And?"
"Because this was my first time on Barrhi Esav, may her beauty not blind my unworthy eyes, and I wanted to shake hands and meet the people with whom I would be doing my business."
"Nice cover," said Kidwell.
"Thanks. Because of my courtesy and the quality of my wine I now have standing invitations to khav and cakes with no less than twenty long-established families here. Vera, I want you and Katie with me when I go. IF, that is, you can play the role of boer'khai Dhu convincingly. No shame in refusing and it beats the hades out of the alternatives."
"You know I can, Ted," said Kidwell.
Siffai shrank on herself as she walked to Ionoski, eyes downcast and shoulders slumped.
"Command me, moha'mii," she said in a voice totally devoid of self-will.
"That's what I mean, Vera," said Ionoski, patting Siffai's head as he would a favorite pet, "Thanks Katie, please don't break my fingers."
"Of course not, dosha. Sadly, this is not my first trip down the Esavian path. They truly do not accord women any consideration at all."
"To their demise," said Ionoski, "Work on that, Vera. You two are my secret weapons. Even though you're outsiders the Esavians will still loosen their tongues around you. Listen and learn!"
Micah studied the Marks of Dhu. The Lan'Quor now spoke volumes on them: when to award, what to award and when to remove... Everything but what they should be! Marks were awarded for knowledge of the Lan'Quor and for service to Dhu; the longer or greater the service the greater the mark, but still no clue as to how they should look.
On that subject Micah found no mention of the Mad Ones whatsoever. Nor did he find any sects or specific titles named. Those must have come later, he concluded. He also discovered that, while killing infidels could earn marks, the greatest marks came from knowledge of Dhu and the Lan'Quor. Those particular marks outranked all others.
On the naming of the altars Micah found a surprising fact: sacrifice applied as much to self-sacrifice in the service of Dhu as it did to killing the infidel. By re-reading the passages concerning the first meaning he found the chronicle of a great journey full of hardship and sacrifice. He found no indication whether it spoke of the original Esavians or of their most recent move but he suspected the former. Toward the end of that Micah finally made sense of some of the references he'd heard Esavians make, both during his time with Khamir and on Shrubbs' records.
While Ionoski met with the merchants the next day, three of the ships at the port departed. One Jengiil and one independent trader remained behind and Ferrel worked to capture all the signal traffic he could, as much for practice as information. Then, as early afternoon departed and early evening approached he began fidgeting with excitement. Micah resolved himself to a sleepless night
"We'll emplace at these four locations," said Ferrel, indicating spots on the map, "Dave, Katie, are you sure you can do it?"
"Yes, Charlie," said Barstein, "Your instructions are clear. Were they even half as clear we could still do it. Don't worry about us; what you ask will be done!"
"Polar. Micah?"
"Ready whenever, brother."
"I'll give the go," said Ionoski, "Vera and I will be monitoring carefully. If we send the recall, return immediately. We may not get the things in place but we'll be alive to do it another day."
***
Micah, Ferrel, Barstein and Siffai donned noseeme cloaks and left the ship via a maintenance hatch. Though far less adaptable than full mercury suits the noseemes could change color and pattern within a limited range. Ferrel had them configured with several versions of dull, dark camouflage that would help their wearers fade into any convenient shadows and blend into the general darkness outside.
Several guards roamed the starport complex but they stayed much closer to the Jengiil ship than to Ionoski's. Micah kept watch while Ferrel breached the closest cargo gate. It had no standing guard so he took the time to install a diverter in case they, or any follow-up mission, needed it. Before long the four of them reached the edge of town where they slipped behind a dark building and shed the noseemes.
To walk through the town they selected yrran'qui garb. Micah and Ferrel had spotted more than one shamed one running errands. Here they wore heavy hooded cloaks of coarse white cloth and, as elsewhere, the other folk avoided them. Now, as the four of them walked toward their destinations, the people ignored them as well. Siffai and Barstein split off for their target.
Once again in the shadow of a building Micah and Ferrel donned their stealthy gear. Micah scowled again at Ferrel's choice of buildings but he set about scaling it. This temple of Dhu was both well-guarded and well-lit. Micah checked for security as he climbed and found plenty of it! Finally he sat straddling the peak of the roof. He inched to the edge and sticky-padded his feet into place.
In retrospect Micah decided that none of his training prepared him for what came next! Though he faced many physical challenges, all of them paled to nothing against clinging to a rooftop with only sticky pads and leg muscle, bending over the edge and anchoring a devious device under the pointed overhang. He placed the thing as close to the wall as he could, made certain it would not dislodge or fall accidentally and sat up a moment to let the spinning stars swim past. By those same stars he would enjoy what came next!
He located Ferrel after a brief squint. He flashed the UV light briefly and Ferrel responded. Then he stood up and spread his arms, his noseeme glowing brightly to Micah's special goggles. Micah drew a large pistol, sighted carefully and shot Ferrel dead center in his torso!
The projectile, a frangible capsule full of sticky goo, trailed a thin yet strong monofilament line. Ferrel pulled out some slack and bent over to anchor it to the edge of his own roof. Before long a special-purpose spider crawled along it to Micah. Micah, having anchored his own end of the line, guided the small machine to the device under the edge of the roof. It crawled into the jack prepared for it and settled in.
Two other buildings rose almost as high as the first and before long they also had Ferrel's webs stretching to them. Finally, gratefully, Micah climbed down the building. Not long after that two yrran'qui walked toward Ferrel's next target.
"Not fun," whispered Micah, "This time you owe me a meal. With dessert!"
"Oh, quit griping. You need to lose a couple of kilos anyhow."
Ferrel's next building stood taller than the temple but had no guards or alarms. Micah placed the box again and again enjoyed shooting Ferrel. This time he planted more of the devious webs. Despite being easier it took longer and before they finished the sky had started to lighten and the street traffic to increase. Still, Ferrel hummed happily all the way back to the ship.
Siffai and Barstein, both looking tired, waited in the lounge with a serene Ionoski when Micah and Ferrel returned.
"Well," asked Ionoski.
"Scan alpha to orbit, Ted," said Ferrel, "Dave?"
"We placed the devices per your instructions and anchored the webs to them. They are well-concealed and the datapad reported proper configuration. Now will you tell us about them?"
"Also about those wonderful cloaks," added Siffai, "What are they?"
Ferrel looked at Ionoski who nodded slightly.
"Are you familiar with liquicloth?"
"Sela'ahi! Daksha stupid mood shirts." Siffai spat the words. "My niece wanted one of those for her last birthday. Ridiculous looking and a waste of money but she loved it!"
Ferrel chuckled. "Noseemes are a recent and obscenely classified version of that. I can't talk about the chemical structure or how they're manufactured because I don't know. I do know they're very useful in a certain range of conditions and tonight fit."
No blather there!
"Now about the devices," prompted Barstein.
"I'm really proud of those," said Ferrel, "The anchor box is basically a PRIS block with high-speed response gates and programming optimized to catch and time signals. The anchor spikes act as amplifiers. The strands between them consist of two monofilament strength members, two durable superconductor strands and an optical link between them.
"I used standard spiders to place them and they also resin-coated the bundle for strength and for stealth. I checked; it's impossible to see them from more than a meter away."
"But what do they do?"
Micah perked his ears. He wanted to know too!
"The problem with blips," said Ferrel, "is that they don't last long enough to trace. They are more powerful than standard signals but they're also very directional and bloody short-lived. That makes them hard to track. The problem with even sensitive receivers is that they can grab the content of the blip but not the distance, even when they do manage to find the direction.
"What I worked up is basically a very long low-tech antenna tuned and filtered to blip freqs. When a blip hits the strands it generates a current. Nothing more. The base box and anchor spikes both measure the strength of the current, time of contact and duration. By calculating the spike-to-box and cross-strand differences and factoring in angle and placement of strands we end up with a rough directional vector. If it hits more than one box we can refine the direction even more."
"The direction," said Barstein skeptically.
"The direction," confirmed Ferrel, "I am assuming that blips happen between a ship here and an agent in place. Even for hyper-narrow we should be able to receive the content of the blip here. I had the techs put in extra blip listeners for just such an event. That's where we get content; that's never really a problem.
"If my assumptions hold true we'll have a solid direction on where the blip originated. If multiple agents blip we'll have multiple lines, but either way the more the better. Now we just need a spy ship here to receive a few."
"Mekhajan," said Micah.
"Or Mekhajan disguised as someone else," said Ferrel, "I am playing an averaging game here. The strands will hold up to anything short of a major storm and if anything breaks the whole thing will self-destruct irrevocably."
"Purely incredible," said Barstein with a seated half-bow, "I stand in awe of your technological prowess, Charles."
Ferrel swelled and grinned magnanimously. Then Siffai spoke.
"Incredible indeed but there is a problem. A large one! What if our enemies decide to implement this against us? I know the Esavians won't but others might. The Mekhajan! Tah'koos on soyabread! They might already have done so. How would we know?! They might not have the devices or the chemistry for what you did, Charles, but what of a lower-tech alternative? With the chaos in the Federation now it would not be hard to install such a thing!"
"They might," said Ferrel, "But don't expect it to work."
Siffai considered this a moment then her expression hardened. "Charles, I do admire and respect you and I marvel at what your brain produces, but if tonight was for nothing I shall remove your liver slowly. That will not affect your brain at all!"
"No. No! It will work! I mean it'll work, but not on your worlds. It will work here!" Ferrel hastened to continue when her expression didn't change. "Remember, Katie, what you set up is basically a very long and sensitive antenna. It will work here and other Esavian worlds because they don't have a lot of comm traffic and chatter. On any planet where even half the population has comms there would be too much extraneous signal. It would wash out the blips and burn out my gear! No blather, I checked the ambient noise before I started picking locations. They're far enough away from the port to ignore it and spaced evenly enough to detect anything outside half a klick."
"Mossat bread with white cheese! You are using their hatred of technology against them! That is doubly brilliant, Charles," said Barstein.
"We expect that of him," said Ionoski, "Now tell me how we get the information from the boxes, once they have it."
"Standard remote-triggered blip," said Ferrel, "I'm using an alternate freq that won't register on the boxes themselves. It's shorter-range but we're plenty close here."
Ionoski nodded. "Slib. I'll call that debriefing enough. I'm going to bed and I suggest you all do likewise."
That, thought Micah, was the best idea since shooting Ferrel.
***
A barely-awake Ferrel started the next day by checking his detection network and monitoring the port chatter and traffic. A Vezieri trader arrived while they slept and the fact that he didn't have complete information about the ship and her crew offended Ferrel. When Micah bet Siffai on how long that situation would last he shooed them away. Easier to civilize Esavians than to separate Ferrel from a datajack!
Before the wagers turned too outrageous Ionoski informed Micah, Kidwell and Siffai that they had an appointment with Marcel Dhallac, second assistant to the Vizier Halid al'Pardu and such a meeting required a proper entourage! Both Siffai and Kidwell took on their roles easily and Micah suspected they'd bring in a treasure ship of overheard information.
"Theodore al'Onsi, my friend!" Dhallac greeted them in person and with a quick embrace for Ionoski. "Welcome to my house and home. How may I serve you?"
"Moha Marcel, my friend. As you well know I have been trading with many merchants. I vowed to trade with as many as possible and you made that happen! My question is how my humble self and my crew can serve you?"
Dhallac beamed. "Indeed! Come and sit, then. Let us speak of many things."
As they walked into Dhallac's large house a servant deftly separated Micah from the other two. He ended up in Dhallac's library; the same servant brought a steaming pot of khav and cakes and left Micah to his own devices. Aware of possible surveillance, unlikely though it seemed, Micah made a show of examining the shelves. Most contained books of poetry with a few odd histories and historical diaries thrown in.
A family history and journal of the clan of Dhallac caught Micah's eye so he pulled it down carefully and sat near the window to read it. As he perused the book Micah made sure to show each page well enough for his concealed holocaster to capture it. Then, with Ionoski still not there he selected books on al'Pardu and the rest of the Vizier's clan.
Though connected only tangentially to Dhu Lan, Micah found the works quite informative. By what he read the Esavians did in fact possess a government and a very old one; a government they kept hidden from any outsiders. Pashas, caliphs and viziers: Micah tried to connect them but came up short. The books were written by those already familiar with the government structure so they detailed very little of it. He wondered why Ferrel's stolen data made no mention of it but perhaps he simply didn't grab that file.
All of the poems Micah read, though not part of the Lan'Quor, spoke with both elegance and eloquence of the wonders and miracles of Dhu. Micah had just taken down another history when the servant returned and informed him that Ionoski had completed his business.
"Very good news," said Ionoski, "He bought a few bottles of wine, of course, and greatly respected my desire to spread the bounty. He promised to contact some of his friends and we'll all be happy in trade. It won't happen instantly but it will happen so Charlie will have a few more days to catch some blips."
"We may not need it," said Micah, "From what I saw Signor Dhallac has a very luxurious and extensive house. An unlearned man might even call it a mansion."
"For an Esavian. Truth and pure. I was thinking the same thing. Did you spacemap?"
"What I could. I didn't get the grand tour but his office was close to the library. There weren't any terminals there but I saw what might have been a datajack."
"His office is also quite nice and he does have a terminal and jack there, so he has some type of house net. It bears investigation, plus-plus."
***
Micah and Ferrel, sweating in mercury suits, made their way invisibly and undetectably across Dhallac's yard. Siffai and Barstein waited nearby but Micah resolved that they would wait in vain! Ferrel swept everything carefully with eyes and instruments alert for any incongruous signal activity. He found plenty attached to the library windows! Neutralizing them offered him little challenge but their very presence all but confirmed their suspicions.
"Sweeping for actives," said Ferrel once they stood inside the library. Then, "Clear. Some of the statuary is trapped but we'll save that for later. Where's the office?"
Exiting the library and entering the office involved three more neutralized alarms or monitors. Inside the room Ferrel traced one of the latter to a bookcase.
"This is the wall it shares with the library," he mused, "Perhaps thicker than it should be, truth?"
Three minutes and another neutralized alarm and they found it.
"Bonusjack, my brother!"
Micah agreed completely. A niche in the wall behind the bookcase contained a very advanced terminal along with a fan of cores and a comm station far in excess of anything required for normal planetwide communication. On the wall behind it hung a monitor station showing the library, office and another room.
"Sweep the rest," said Ferrel, "This may take a few minutes."
Micah checked the rest of the open parts of the house and found no activity, electronic or otherwise. When he finished the easy parts he started unlocking doors. Most of them led to bedrooms with only a few of those occupied. The last locked door was in the kitchen and it was loaded with alarms and monitors.
Micah neutralized that door carefully, conscious of the time it took him and how quickly Ferrel would have done it. He finished in short enough order, though, and the door opened to a staircase leading down. Micah set his mercury to moderate gain and moved slowly down the stairs. At the bottom he found the last room they saw on the office monitors.
"Downstairs. Basement. Monitor," commed Micah.
"Don't worry, my brother," replied Ferrel, "I've squelched all the alarms at the source."
Micah powered down the mercury and began searching the room. The suit cooled instantly and didn't flash. Two of the walls contained wine racks. These held some small and multi-colored bottles obviously meant to accompany meals. Larger bottles of ceremonial wine made up the remainder; they all had labels consistent with Mekhajan import. Interesting. An anchored-down lockbox contained small bags of gems and jewelry, ingots and coins of precious metal, bundles of currency and a final, more precious treasure: IDs and crypcerts in Dhallac's name and several others. Interesting plus-plus! Next to the lockbox and also anchored to the floor sat a datacore with a cable leading up the wall and into the ceiling.
"I found another core down here," commed Micah, "Want me in it?"
"Is the 'transfer active' light flashing quickly?"
"Yes."
"Then I'm already in. Is it portable?"
Micah checked. "Yes, but it's locked to the floor. Umm... Yeah. I found the keyhole."
"Polar. It's a backup unit and I'm slirping it now. Look for another door."
Micah found it behind a wine rack. An inspection showed it wouldn't open with the rack in place so Micah left it alone.
"Thought so," said Ferrel, "That's an emergency escape. Located against the back wall and facing the direction of the starport. It's probably a tunnel or something similar. Don't worry about any more."
Micah planted a few spiders and carefully locked and re-armed the door. By the time he finished that Ferrel had finished his tasks and planted some bugs of his own. They left the house just as carefully as they entered, reset the security and paused only long enough for Ferrel to set up and conceal the feeder unit for their bugs.
"How long will it last," asked Micah.
"Well... Newer model so it can take a better signal and I stuck some extra storage in there. Hrm." Ferrel did some mental calculations. "Should be good for thirty-eight to forty-six hours."
"Polar."
Micah sent the recall and the two of them headed for the ship.
"Double bonusjack," said Ferrel while they shed and stored their mercuries, "Our suspicions are absolutely confirmed! If Dhallac isn't a Mekhajan agent I will eat his library without sauce!"
"It is the perfect position," said Ionoski, "An under-official in a secret government outsiders don't even know exists. Both power on his own and influence over one greater plus minimal risk of exposure. Add in the fact that the gentle clan of Dhallac has been serving Dhu and the government for centuries and you have the perfect recipe for strings and controls. Any blips, Charles?"
"Nak. But that's polar. I have data to keep me company."
"Slib. Don't sleep-deprive cracking it. Again."
While Ferrel worked Micah again called up the Lan'Quor. This time he worked to correlate what he learned from Dhallac's books with Dhu's writings. He found quite a few minor points of interest and two that piqued his interest completely.
One of the books Micah captured reported several massive near-battles within and between some of the Esavian worlds. The opponents had ample justification on all sides and Dhu wouldn't have minded the battles at all save that they never happened! There was great disturbance among the people but none of the warriors chosen to fight were held to account. Some unnamed sickness struck a few of them but none lost their marks. A few of them even went on to greater glory fighting other battles without incident.
That prompted Micah to dig into interpretations in the Lan'Quor. This time he focused not just on the words but on what they might mean under different circumstances. He started a systemic search on the altar of purity and the rituals concerning it. Every great endeavor or undertaking required rituals to purity and most decreed it first. That included combat, which required other altars for truth but none before purity and, if that ceremony failed, no others at all!
Armed with those facts, Micah dove back into the histories. Fatigue overcame him before he found any answers so he powered down and went to bed.
***
Beefy Brawler sat across the table from Micah and devoured his dessert with more enthusiasm than manners. Sneaky Weak Sally complained, at length and in detail, but he paid her little heed. Naughty Nicole sat beside Micah and across from Sally but every time Micah looked at her she looked away. She wore a yrran'qui hood and veil anyway, so Micah saw nothing of her features.
"This is good," said Brawler, "You need to dream us up more often. I could get used to this!"
"It's too rich for you," said Sally, almost whining, "It will dull your edge when you need to fight."
"I'm fine, woman! Stop nagging me."
"It might make you sick. You're not used to it."
Brawler sighed thunderously, licked a bit of icing off the corner of his mouth and rolled his eyes.
"If you think that's good," said Nicole in a sultry voice, "You should try something from Kandy's. I bet that will really..." She placed her hand lightly on his arm. "please you."
"You better shut your mouth, vix," said Sally, "Or else!"
"Else what, vix," responded Nicole, "You'll try to scratch out my eyes? You'll hit me with your handbag? For truth?" She looked at Brawler with open admiration and a touch of lust. "You can't control him forever, you know. You have to let him be," she squeezed his muscle, "himself. He's a sabrefang and not a lap-cat. If you stop a man from being a man you'll break him." She winked at Brawler, who blushed and tried to ignore it. "Then he won't be good for... anything. It's in their nature."
"I want to break him," said Micah.
"No, darling, that's not true," said Nicole, "If you break him he'll only come back stronger and madder than before. You thought he hit hard then, do you really want him worse?"
***
Micah sat up, fully awake and frustrated more than anything. He could feel the answers he needed hiding in the shadows of his dreams but he still couldn't grasp them! He checked his chrono. 05:47. Ionoski planned morning meetings with other merchants. Micah showered and headed to the lounge for some strong chog and breakfast. Ferrel arrived not long afterward, mostly awake and ready to tackle his data. Apparently he had slept, despite having a shiny new chunk of it to crack.
"No blather I slept," he said cheerfully, "Sharpens the mind. Besides, we'll have plenty of time today. Ted's flying without us again."
"With good reason," said Ionoski, "In case you didn't notice Vera and Katie extracted a lot of nice, juicy information. We'll need to cross-structure and value-check but my money's on good. We're also almost family now so I can't show distrust and disrespect by bringing a bodyguard. I want you to send the order for more wine.
"We should be able to sell ourselves out soon and I want to come back with more next time. We also need to offload what we have left. I rented a warehouse for longer than our stock will last, given our success so far. While you're about things, Charles, hurry up and collect us some blips."
"Working on it, O master of trade."
***
"Hurry up and get blips," grumbled Ferrel. He and Micah were busy moving crates of wine into their temporary warehouse. "In a perfect galaxy! What the hades does he think I've been doing?! This isn't an easy path, my brother."
"Then think of dessert," said Micah, "That usually..."
The sudden shrilling of Micah's comm cut off his words. He and Ferrel checked automatically: neither of them expected an emergency signal!
"Holy... It's from Ted," said Ferrel, "Level 6 evac?"
"There's increased activity at the port," said Micah, "Get aboard and get tight!"
The comms blipped again.
"Hell's frost! He's about to be captured," read Ferrel as he moved, "Status of Katie and Vera is unknown." He looked at Micah.
"Start prepping the ship!"
"Micah..."
"E-pre now! Do it!!"
As Ferrel complied Micah scanned for locations on Ionoski, Kidwell and Siffai.
"Blip from Vera," said Ferrel, "She's not sure where she and Katie are. They're on the run and giving us the wave-off."
Feces! And the activity in the port had increased.
"Button up," said Micah, "Charlie, how are GC sensors and ground-track?"
"Primitive but adequate. We can't leave them, Micah!"
"Prep, burnit! David, make sure we're secure!"
As he stepped through the emergency preflight Micah considered his options. Ionoski ordered emergency evacuation. If he could loft the ship right now they'd probably make it. If. Preflighting a ship, even under emergency protocol, took time. Or allowed it! If he tried anything the Esavians would fight. Given. He had three troops plus or minus Kidwell and Siffai, well-armed past anything they would face. The Esavians had overwhelming numbers and that made an effective force multiplier. Still...
"Gravitics."
"Online."
Micah correlated Ionoski's location against the city map. Current position close to the vizier's mansion and moving toward it. That meant they wanted to question him and not over khav and cakes.
"Thrusters."
"Minus fifteen," said Ferrel, "Twenty if you want them at full."
Kidwell and Siffai weren't far from the mansion and they hadn't moved in the last few minutes. No blips meant they were grounded and hiding.
"Comm and sensors."
"Online."
Micah made his non-decision. He composed quick blips to Kidwell and Siffai directing them toward the mansion. He marked and locked several locations on the map. He tapped in three emergency codes.
"Give me fifty percent thrusters in three," he barked.
Three minutes. One hundred and eighty seconds and he need every one of them to count now. He ran to the auxiliary hold. If one of the walls was lumpy and thicker than it should be, well, it was an old ship. It had been repaired. Micah undogged four pop-bolts and hit the release. One hundred ten seconds. Easy money! He donned his armor as quickly as ever he'd trained. Thirty-two seconds and back to the control room.
"Strap down, Charlie. David, do your best in engineering!"
Both acknowledged automatically then Ferrel caught sight of Micah. Before he could say anything Micah hit the gravitics, thrusters and one other button.
The ship's mining pods, gutted, sealed and covered for extra cargo space, blew open to reveal the truculent cargo they carried. As soon as Micah lofted above the level of the building in front of him seven short-range missiles fired. Three control points on the port's periphery exploded and caught fire. The other four missiles sought targets within the town.
When Micah cleared enough distance he fired another dozen big-smites against the port and two more into the town. Four pillars of fire and smoke marked the first four as masses of shocked Esavians scurried around their burning temples, trying frantically to contain the blazes and extinguish them. Micah blew the other mining pod and started charging the pulse cannon within it. Though at best a light weapon for ship-to-ship combat it would more than suffice against soft targets! As Micah hovered over the town he blasted any tempting targets that presented themselves.
The vizier's mansion sat at the border of a large park. Not his private property since Dhu would frown on that, but close enough for him to enjoy a day of fresh air and sunshine when he so desired. Micah worked out the optimal spot and pointed the ship toward it.
"Micah..."
"Give me twenty minutes or first serious threat and blast for orbit. Microjump orthogonal and notify the League." Micah knew the helmet distorted his voice but Ferrel understood the words and Micah didn't want to think too hard right now. "You're in charge once you jump." That would keep Ferrel from trying something foolish!
Ferrel took the ship as close to the mansion as he could. Micah opened the ramp, hooked on a drop line and jumped.
Chaos!
Esavians milled in the distance and not-too-distance, some leaving and others vying for a good view. Some few of them drew their blades but Micah didn't waste time laughing at them. He kicked in his myoboosters and loped toward the mansion's outermost wall. Halfway there an explosion blasted a large breach in it. He had four smites just for such things but Ferrel saved him one! He heard the hiss of the pulse cannon and another pair of big-smites launching.
Micah's hud blipped and he started along its line. The pulse cannon cut a path before him and he decided Ferrel had lied about his true piloting ability! The vizier's troops finally started to react and Micah saw four of them trying to return fire as he cut them down. The pulse cannon blasted a hole in the mansion and Micah followed it in. The vector in his hud showed a point on the other side of the building itself.
Micah's hard-learned, hard-trained combat reflexes kicked in. More guards and troops faced him now but they stood little chance against him. Pulse bolts, plasma and lasers flashed in the area around Micah but, unlike his opponents, he had no worries of friendly fire. Nothing mattered now but the mission and whenever something moved aggressively he blasted it by reflex. The mansion itself had caught fire and occasional wafts and wisps of smoke occluded Micah's vision. He did take a pair of hits but nothing serious. He lingered a bare moment in a relatively calm hallway to patch himself and his armor.
When Micah blasted through the building's opposite wall he saw a group of guards around a hover. The opened fire and Micah dropped, lobbing a plasma grenade as he did. It landed short, as he planned, and when it detonated it sprayed the men with plasma but didn't destroy the hover. By the time Micah reached it several of the men had extinguished themselves and tried to return fire. Micah cut them down.
Ionoski lay in the back of the hover, bruised and cut but conscious. He mumbled something, or shouted, but Micah ignored it.
"Scan alpha. Scan alpha. Clear me a path, Charlie."
Huge parts of the mansion exploded. Micah lay across Ionoski as the fragments peppered down around them. When they stopped Micah stood, draped Ionoski across his armor and kicked his myos to full emergency. More guards appeared and tried to stop them but to Micah they moved in slow motion.
Two figures stood on the ramp when Micah broke through the other side of the building. He raised his blaster and fanned shots, full open and wide.
Siffai screamed, then choked it off as the shots sizzled past her and Kidwell and into the guards massing behind them. They scrambled up the ramp with Micah close behind, facing backward and firing. When the ramp closed he handed Ionoski to Siffai and ran for the control room.
Micah launched the last of his big-smites as he gunned the balky ship toward orbit. A few reds showed on the panels but he had no time for troubles now. He heard Ferrel chattering constantly but none of the words really penetrated. The sky around them darkened and stars started popping out.
"Microjump ready!"
Micah heard that. He hit the button and reality faded around them. Micah heaved a sigh of relief when the scanners beeped and cleared. He unstrapped and headed back to the lounge where Siffai and Kidwell tended Ionoski.
"How is he," asked Micah.
"Battered and bruised," said Kidwell, herself pale and shaking, "How are you?"
"I'm polar."
Micah began pulling off his armor. Pain flared as parts of the armor took parts of him with it. Perhaps he'd taken more than one or two bad hits.
Kidwell looked up. "Heaven's flames! No you're not, Micah. Charlie. Charlie!"
"I'm coming. Phase down. Hang on, my brother."
"I told you I'm all right," said Micah as he pulled off his chest armor.
Unholy pain a hundred times worse than any of the rest shot through him. His vision dimmed a moment. His eyes teared and his jaw clenched before he could stop either. Siffai looked up and horror washed over her face. Puzzled, Micah examined the armor. Slippery. Red with bits of...
***
Pain! Horrible stabbing pain!
Micah told the Esavians pounding him to go away but they didn't listen.
"Told you so," said Naughty Nicole, "I told you but you didn't want to listen."
He still didn't but she gave him no choice. The Esavians made way for Beefy Brawler to take his turn. Micah tried to fight but with his injuries he couldn't. True to Nicole's words he did hit harder now, thanks to some egregious insult Micah must have served him. Now every time he hit Micah it hurt and every time he hit the Esavians cheered and celebrated.
"More," cheered Sally, "Hit him more, my pet!"
Now the Esavians gathered around Beefy Brawler. They drank wine as he slammed Micah hard onto the altar of pain and pounded him. They drank again and Brawler slammed him on the altar of sacrifice. They drank again, and again, and again. Brawler pounded Micah again, and again, and again. He tried everything he could to make them stop but they never did.
Finally, blessedly, darkness fell. The fists pounding Micah turned into a continuous litany of pain and he heard Nicole whispering to him as the darkness overcame him.
Finally. Finally! Things started to make sense!
***
"Agent Stone."
Something about that voice.
"Agent Stone! I suggest you wake up."
Something troubling about that voice.
"Now!"
Micah snapped his eyes open. Dim shapes blurred into focus. Something about the room was wrong. Too wrong. Too clean. Too much equipment.
Ionoski stared down at him, bruises and recently-healed cuts adorning his face and arms.
"I said wake up!"
Micah mumbled something no one could understand.
"I don't suppose you want to tell me why you disobeyed a direct order, mister. I told you to leave!"
"I did... sir. Lev... six. Got out. Didn't leave... behind."
Micah struggled to force himself more awake and alert.
"Burnit, Micah, as grateful as I am..."
"Not," interrupted Micah, "Not... leave... behind... assets. Never... leave..."
"Blather!"
Micah winced and that set off a multitude of accumulated pains. Something hissed and whirred and he felt lighter. Ionoski's expression relaxed and he walked away muttering.
"Ruddy dim jarhats."
Micah might have smiled but the medicine took him away.
***
"I sent Blankenship to monitor traffic around Barrhi Esav," said Ionoski, "They should be there before long. I also have the Nerissa en route here. My ship will need extensive repair and renaming but that's not a priority."
Micah and the others now occupied a facility on Goshairin. The contingency ship with Davies aboard should arrive in one or two days. Ionoski tried to dress Micah down for disobeying orders but Micah let it slide off. He'd accept whatever discipline Ionoski chose to impose but only after the mission.
"If he orbits close to the port he might be able to receive the blip collection data," said Ferrel, "For what that's worth now, burnit."
"Burn it indeed," said Ionoski, "For truth I'd give a platinum arm for a good monitor on their LINC beacon. I don't know exactly what I did but I'll wager my next paychit there's a cargo ship of traffic to the Mekhajan."
"Sucker bet," said Siffai, Like Ionoski she'd tried harsh words on Micah but given his condition she couldn't put any punch behind them. "What about Dhallac's data?"
"Burned and archived," said Ferrel, "Names and planets. Lots of each. They're all code names and blind-keyed for a single specific recipient. Looks like eyecryption but I can't say six-sigma. He also had some logistical notes on upcoming operations, again blind-coded. I've got some solid probables on those, though. He had a lot more than Charraud."
"Esavian activity is spiking in the Federation," said Barstein, "Sorry, Micah. It started about ten hours plus LINC time after we recaptured Ted."
"They also tried the Unity," said Kidwell, "They bombed several public buildings but no one was injured. Orris reported that they stopped several more attacks before they developed, mostly thanks to our advisors and what they did there."
Ionoski nodded.
"Did they make the connection," asked Micah, "On Triumph?"
"Not that Orris mentioned," said Kidwell, "He said there was some anti-outsider noise but not a lot of that. Interestingly enough none of the noisemakers considered the League or Semids as outsiders. There's progress on your plate."
"Truth pure and platinum there," said Ionoski, "So. Any plans?"
"I have an idea," said Micah, "It's squelch for detail right now but it has an unshakable foundation."
***
Micah cleared his mind, focused on his germinating thoughts and started his workout. He didn't press his body too hard. Federation medics, he discovered, were just as bad as their League counterparts and less open to reason. Perhaps with some justification since he didn't remember two of the hits they had to patch. Serious hits.
Micah let his mind roam but kept it lightly tethered to his realizations. His idea might work, it might fail, it might have no consequence or it might backfire tragically. As he worked through his routines he nudged and moved pieces of plans and let them settle into place. He considered each one against the four possibilities then worked to optimize the first. At long last one clicked into place that gave a higher optimal and lower improbables. It would require frightening amounts of planning, critical skill in execution and even a measure of luck.
Davies eyed Micah critically.
"Yes, I can do that," he said, "even fast. I'm probably the most qualified person this side of the Sylvan Reaches, for truth. Am I allowed to know why?"
"You don't want to," said Micah.
"Fair coin, then." Davies nodded. I already have most of what I need but I still have to find a proper weaponized carrier. Are you concerned about any other side effects?"
"Not particularly, as long as they're within the parameters I specified. If you can keep them down it would help greatly."
"Help your mission?" Davies said that with a spike of sarcasm.
"It will help my conscience. And yours," said Micah, "I do believe that's worth some extra time to ensure. Believe or doubt, I'm not suggesting this lightly. It's at least a dozen kinds of horrible and every other word like it you care to use. Don't think I don't realize that, but look at the lives it can save and the ones it could have stopped from being lost."
"Slib. I guess it is best me. I do have the training and I'm willing to take that extra time. At times like this the irony of life is hard to live with."
Micah nodded. With Davies firmly on his side he sought out Ionoski. He found him working in his room.
"Idea time?"
"Yeah. Turn on your garble. I don't want this leaving this room. Yet."
As Micah spoke Ionoski nodded in agreement and occasionally asked for clarification or detail. When he reached the final part Ionoski's expression turned grim.
"I hope you're not trying to earn some misplaced glory or atonement, Micah."
"You know better, Ted. I agree it's hades' own risk but I will assume that personally. Weigh that against the lives it will save."
"You're assuming I haven't."
Micah shrugged. Ionoski sighed and his expression gained ten years.
"We'll proceed, then. I should be able to request at least a few more agents to help. Blankenship and his crew, minus Davies, will comply. It's still a damnable risk, though. What about an alternative?"
"Absolutely! Six-sigmas on the beam. Plus-plus! Give me a better one and I'll gladly take it!"
Ionoski smiled wanly. "At least we do have a little time."
Micah handed him a datacube. "Contingency."
After a moment Ionoski accepted it and nodded.



Chapter 14. The Meaning of Spice
 
al'Vooshi cringed as Elshid snapped his comm shut.
"You try the patience of more men than myself and the Vizier, truth-finder. What stale excuses do you offer up now?"
"His will is unbelievably strong, Moha. I have tried him many times and still he resists. No other man has ever withstood the question for so long!"
"So you claim, fool. Perhaps the Vizier should assign another this task. He has many truth-finders and little patience left."
al'Vooshi clamped down his rage carefully.
"None other has my skill, Moha! Dhu smite me, any of my fellows would have the infidel dead and with less information than I have extracted!"
Elshid blew his nose in a fine but already-soiled cloth.
"Perhaps you will tell Dhu yourself. Many fateful things are happening beyond your foul lair. You may well find ample displeasure should you look."
"Moha, I..."
"Silence, you idiot! Perhaps the Vizier's will is unclear. Break this infidel or die! The Feast of the Flight starts at sunrise. Count your hours carefully!"
al'Vooshi bowed, left and made his way to the infidel's room. He lay suspended above a bench with many complex and painful devices attached to his joints. As al'Vooshi watched the man flexed his arms, lifted his chest up a few centimeters and breathed in. The tension would not let him breathe otherwise and by now his arms must certainly burn in agony.
"You are a fool, infidel." al'Vooshi spoke the words without heat or hatred. "Your suffering has cost you nothing save pain before your death. Why? Tell me that if nothing else. The Fest of the Flight begins tomorrow and you will not live past its end. Why?"
The infidel lifted himself to breathe again. This time al'Vooshi saw his muscles quiver as he held himself there.
"Not... Not... for... you."
Shocked and enraged, al'Vooshi raised his hand to strike. Then, slowly, he lowered it. The infidel gasped for breath again and remained silent.
"Very well, infidel. I shall leave you for now."
Before he walked out al'Vooshi loosened the bindings and let the infidel rest limp on the hard bench.
***
Micah and Siffai sat at a table near the corner of the dim and drab port club on Zuvi Minor. Their forged credentials got them secure storage and billeting at an only mildly outrageous price. Now they sat across from a captain and his steward.
"Aye," said the captain, "I trade Esavian space. Trickier than meltin' thermex without blowin' it but profit's profit." He took a pull of the ale Micah furnished. "What's yer interest?"
"Trade," said Micah, "And profit, of course."
The captain and steward both laughed. "Aye, an' profit too. Just what d'you have that they might be wantin'?"
Micah opened the complex and advanced lock on the armored case beside him. He extracted a pair of crisp wafers and handed them over. The steward managed to swallow without choking but the captain spat his on the floor.
"Flamin' feces! That's worse than wet wooden bilge water! What the bloody hades is it?"
"Spice," said Micah coolly, "You don't have to like it to know they might. I can sell you..."
"Nar! Burn me floppers if I'll have aught of it! Yer ruddy doofy with it an' I'm not riskin' my profit or my parts tryin' to sell it! Nar!"
The captain rose and strode away and the steward followed, but returned ten minutes later.
"That dirt is ruddy bad but I've made profit on worse. Be here tomorrow an' I'll take two kilos of it. Five platinum."
Micah and Siffai exchanged shocked looks.
"It's worth three times that here, spiker! Per kay!"
"Nar, mate. I got to make money an' keep it out of the cap'n's nose. Nar. I'll give you six for both kays."
"Ten," said Micah, "Ten each and it's yours."
"I'll give y' ten total. Not a shard more."
Micah looked at Siffai hard. After a glance to the steward she nodded microscopically.
"Done," said Micah, offering his hand.
The steward left and after a short time three more men approached. For such an insular people the Esavians attracted an unbelievable number of independent operators willing to risk doing business with them for a hopeful profit. These three didn't buy any spice but others had, and would. It didn't hurt business that Micah accepted any currency, either. Between them he and Siffai had exchequers from no less than six nearby governments. When one buyer paid in talo Micah ordered a meal.
"How many words have we verified," asked Siffai.
"I make it fourteen plus three possibles."
"My count as well, dosha. Shall we retire for the evening? I'm not feeling well and I doubt you are either."
"No blather there. Sounds polar to me and I still need to check on those tickets."
Micah walked back to their sparse room with considerable cheer, despite the mild fever they both had. It was more of an annoyance than anything and of more concern was LINC time. That cost a lot here but Micah didn't need much of it. He received a message from Ionoski who had sold a lot of their spice through his business on Mek-Bellos. Kidwell, Ferrel and Barstein also reported success as did Blankenship and the other agents assigned to work through him. No doubt the had some overlap and duplication of effort but that didn't matter at all!
***
Micah, Siffai and their crates of spice made the trip to Saddireb Libre aboard a dingy free trader whose captain had a letter-of-passage and agreed to a no-questions trip. Not the most pleasant voyage Micah had ever made but also far from the worst. He and Siffai alternated watches and the crew left them alone.
Despite being the most advanced world the Esavians boasted, Saddireb Libre was still far below even Jengiil standards. Micah found a hostel for himself and Siffai. The Esavians still showed little welcome but at least Sadarra, the capital city, had a small downzone between itself and the port. Micah walked past the League mission there but nothing else. Rumor said the League used the place to express disfavor with diplomatic officers. Still, it felt good to have in place.
Micah didn't try to rent a spot in a warehouse or merchant's complex, instead choosing to operate from their house. A small monetary consideration secured them a small, single-room building barely big enough for them and their cargo, but sufficient. The residents of Saddireb Libre might hate outsiders but they had no problem separating them from their money. So, Micah began acquainting himself with the people in the downzone. Whenever he made a new contact he brought samples of his spice. Some liked it and others didn't but he still managed to sell a good portion of their stock to traders bound throughout Esavian space.
"Not bad for a pair of near-broke spice mongers," said Siffai over khav, "What are the chances they will discover what it truly is?"
"Effectively zero. It's very popular on a few worlds in the Sandriss sector but nowhere else. They're eager to export it but nobody wants to buy it."
"It is pretty foul. Is there a chance the Esavians are from there?"
"Not even on League Day! They all just have defective taste buds."
"With the exception of khav. Are we ready for tonight?"
Micah fed a few coins through his exchequer and verified them. "Always and ever. I owned a few boxes earlier today but they're not in the same galaxy with what we need."
"Impressive, my dosha. It seems Charles does not own the market on skills!"
"Selahay."
The two of them walked purposefully through the not-deserted streets. After a decent meal from a man who complained about taking League coin Micah and Siffai stated a desire for a pleasant walk before Sentinel Call. When it sounded they ducked behind a shadowy building, waited, and emerged as a pair of yrran'qui. From there they easily found their target and waited once again.
The presence of a comm and broadcast center surprised Micah but made their mission several orders of magnitude easier. After Sentinel Prayer most of the crew there left but not all. Micah picked the lock quickly and, once inside, he and Siffai searched for a high-res datajack. She found one and Micah wasted no time jacking in.
The building net established the connection slowly and, slowly, began verifying protocols and parameters. By the time it finished he knew why Ferrel always complained about primitive boxes! Micah searched as quickly as he could. He knew within broad tolerances what he wanted but given the primitive nature of the hardware and software here he didn't know if he could find it. He did find enough warez to do what he needed, potentially, but it took time to adapt his data to them. Siffai kept watch while he worked and he finally finished what he needed.
Micah's terminal beeped and flashed red. The net's primitive dogz finally noticed him and attacked. He neutralized them easily enough but that roused more security, and more after that. He hoped to escape notice completely but planned around discovery if it happened. He launched two Ferrel-potent modules, flattened most of the system and slirped money and data from several sensitive areas. That set off the rest of the security warez. Micah triggered his crash-trap, jacked out and he and Siffai departed quickly.
Outside the building the audible alarm started. Micah and Siffai climbed to an adjacent rooftop quickly and removed their robes. They had noseemes beneath them and after a harrowing journey jumping from building to building they built enough distance from the now-active broadcast center to drop to street level and don their robes again. They reached the edge of the downzone well before any pursuit, changed back to appropriate garb and made for their house.
"That was a good workout," she smiled, "Now I wish we had more khav to celebrate it."
"I would buy it if someone would sell after Sentinel," said Micah.
They packed their illicit gear carefully and sat back with bulbs of tea to celebrate.
"I have one question," said Siffai, "Given our supply of spice," she tapped one of their remaining crates, "will we be able to stay long enough for the effects to spread and the broadcast to start?"
"We should, but by now it isn't critically relevant. They don't have the tech here to stop it and even if they did it's spread too far by now. We could leave tomorrow and only shave a few points off the optimals."
"Slib, then, as you say. Finish your tea, dosha, and let us rest from our exciting evening."
Micah nodded. "Fair coin! I just have one detail to finish before we do."
He prepared his report, included the necessary data and details and blipped it to the League mission, heavily encrypted. The officer there would know what to do with it if the two of them had to leave early.
***
"INFIDELS!!"
Micah and Siffai jumped to their feet as the front door crashed open. In swarmed a crowd of dour-faced Zehbol'ach Dhu along with two hooded ammi. Three drew knives and rushed Siffai while the rest concentrated on Micah.
Chaos!
Micah fought with all the deadly force he possessed. He had no time to count the fallen as kicks and punches rained on him. He blocked most of them and most of the ones throwing them didn't have a second chance. Time slowed as his reflexes took over. The Zehbol'ach spoke and shouted but he paid it no heed. Occasionally he heard Siffai shout and a crash or pained grunt usually followed. Though Micah dropped his enemies more than one connected before he did. He blocked the pain automatically but every punch or kick that hit did affect him.
After Micah knew not how long they ran out of enemies. Besides the ordinary Zehbol'ach one ammi lay on the floor where Siffai rested on all fours.
"We need to leave," he said, "Now!"
When Micah pulled Siffai to her feet he saw the knife handle protruding from beneath her ribs, her blood staining the clothes and floor.
Medikit! Micah knew he had one but it took precious seconds to locate. It took years-long seconds to prepare a patch of instaskin and slap it over her wound.
"Katie. Katie! We have to leave now! Hurry!"
She coughed out blood, drew a shallow breath and looked up at him.
"Go, Micah. Your path... is not mine... now."
"Katie no! Come on! We can make it! Just move slowly. Let me do the work."
"No, dosha." This time her cough brought up more blood. Too much blood! "No, my dearest dosha... I will not... burden you. Go."
"Katie..."
She smiled up at him, her eyes growing dim. "Micah... dosha... Kiss your woman... for me. She... She has..."
She drew a much shallower breath then coughed and bubbled it out redly.
"Katie..." He barely whispered it.
Footfalls. Heavy ones.
Noise at the door.
With a primal shout of wordless emotion Micah went berserk! He no longer cared how many Zehbol'ach Dhu came through that door. His world, his universe, his entire reality focused on the fight. Only the fight! His mind snapped into clearer focus than it had in weeks. A small, detached part of it calculated the odds but he didn't care. Only the fight mattered! He struck with deadly accuracy now, heedless of any fist or foot that struck him! Pain and fatigue vanished! Micah knew he'd not survive this fight but by the stars and galaxies, even though these Esavians might hate him they would sing his praise on the altar of pain for centuries to come!
Amusing. That thought carried Micah through the next five enemies. When the last fell he saw a line of four ammi rushing him. He dropped one with a broken neck but the other three connected. Though he finished another and connected again they had him in nerve grips and solid locks. Two more Zehbol'ach joined the fray and, fight though he might, Micah hit the floor and darkness took him.
***
"You, my not-friend, have caused a great deal of trouble."
Pain woke Micah. He sat, bound in a comfortable chair in a finely-furnished room. A man who matched both stood in front of him with a steaming mug of khav in his hand. Micah felt a thousand points of pain but none severe. His ribs hurt mightily but when he drew a breath none felt broken. Odd, he knew he'd taken many hard hits there.
"We tended your injuries, not-friend," said the man, "We used medical methods... not readily available to most of the folk here. But I forget myself. I am Franc Elshid, First Assistant to the Vizier Erri Benjamin al'Ahmas. We are in his palace and there are mobs outside demanding your blood. This very second they would gladly rip you to small, bloody tatters, did I wish it. I do not."
Elshid sipped his khav with relish.
"Make no mistake, stranger. You will die here. It will be a long and painful affair. Before you do, though, you will divulge all of the secrets within you. You will reveal everything you know and wish with all your heart and soul that you had more to tell. You will beg my questioner to allow you to tell more. I do not know how you came to be here but I soon shall. I suggest you enjoy this last time of pleasant conversation you will have in your life. Your speech from now until your death will be much less so."
"You... Mekhajan."
"Indeed I am. Very impressive, not-friend. I have lived among these Esavians for years and a hundred or more will swear I am the scion of the first blood to set foot on this planet. Even my most staunch opponents do not suspect that fact. How did you manage to discover it? No? Never fear. You will tell me soon enough."
"Why?"
"Why? Why what? There are many 'whys.' Which do you ask?"
"Esavians."
"Ah. Them." He spoke with disdain as he sipped his khav again. "Although we appear similar to the outside eye we could not be more different. We are a people who appreciate the fine art and life of trade and profit. Were it not for the accursed League - is that your blood, not-friend? - we Mekhajan should all be kings and princes of it. That is our birthright and our destiny.
"The Esavians are foul-smelling, uncultured, uncivilized, ill-mannered and stone-minded barbarians who do not see the dunghills in which they wallow. They eschew all that is good, decent and pleasurable in life, all for the sake of their precious Dhu.
"Still, they make excellent tools. Insult one and all will fight you. Whisper to one that this person or that spits upon Dhu and planets full of them will swarm into battle. Yet still they proffer us the respect and regard they deny so many others."
Bonusjack! Micah wished with all his soul for a hidden datacaster.
"But do not let their plight trouble you, not-friend. You cannot impugn me or mine because we understand them as do no others in the universe. Did you speak ill of me even the most suspicious and xenophobic of their ammi would show you your heart the instant before you died. Do not think to escape, either. Your only escape will be the sweet embrace of death and you will beg her to take you before finally she does."
"Why... Semid?"
"Their Peace Spire? Yes. Yes, that was beauty and perfection incarnate. A telling blow against their wretched Federation and the League besides. All who hate must have a target for their hatred. The Jengiil and Vezieri show that only too well! They bicker and squabble with each other and vie for our attention.
"The Semids bore us with their so-vaunted trade and laughable skill at it. They are so very easy to strike and humiliate and when we smear mud in their faces it also falls upon the League. For all their might and size and power they were helpless to save their friends. Helpless! How many will now abandon them for a more... capable partner? Why should we deny such a mass of imbeciles so eager to die for our goals?"
Elshid checked his chrono and finished his khav in two gulps.
"You must forgive me now, not-friend, for our time of conversation is at an end." He pressed a button on his comm. "I am certain you will find my questioner an adequate companion."
"Wait. How... find me?"
"Yes. I suppose we do have a moment more. All strangers' quarters are equipped with highly secret and sensitive detectors. I do not know what you blipped or to whom but it will benefit neither you nor them."
Micah heard a door open.
"al'Vooshi," said Elshid, "You certainly took long enough! No! No excuses. Take this infidel away and do not kill him until after you have learned his every thought and secret. Go!"
***
al'Vooshi roused the infidel by the simple expedient of a nerve lash. He caught his breath and pulled against the restraints. Incredibly, he didn't struggle with them! He simply stretched the muscles and bones whose injuries should have paralyzed him!
"Well, infidel, Dhu grant that you are willing to talk now. I am told that secrets bourne past death weigh heavily upon the soul."
"In... infidel."
That puzzled al'Vooshi. "Yes. Infidel. The Feast of the Flight has started and its end marks your demise. You fought well, infidel. I shall speak a prayer for you on the Altar of Sacrifice. It is an honor I have granted no infidel before you. May you find happiness in it."
The man smiled! Dhu strike blind the eyes of Ben al'Vooshi the infidel smiled!
"Bring down... bring your master."
This time al'Vooshi couldn't stop himself from striking the man. Such blasphemy!
"Fool infidel! Dhu is the master of all men an no other such is!"
The infidel's gaze sharpened at that.
"Bring me one... who has marveled at... waves... of the Sea of Clouds."
Shock numbed al'Vooshi else he would have smitten the man fatally.
"Who spoke those words to you, infidel? Speak his name and you will die quickly."
"Have... Have you walked... past... shadow of Mount Sai'hon?"
al'Vooshi fell backward into his seat. "What..."
"I have... spoken to one who... spoke to one who... walked... sands of Khra'vul Desert. Name... name me not... infidel."
The infidel's words struck al'Vooshi harder than any man he'd ever fought! Could it be... No! The man was infidel! His words, his speech, his acts... No! Impossible! Still, he felt a nagging doubt.
***
"What is it," demanded Elshid, "Speak quickly, fool. Did the infidel break?"
"No, moha. I... He will speak to you. He demands it."
"Demands?!" Two steps put Elshid in al'Vooshi's face. He slapped the fool down. "You waste my time and the Vizier's, questioner! Only to say the infidel demands me?"
al'Vooshi stood, wiped the blood from his mouth and spat at Elshid's feet. Four Zehbol'ach Dhu stood quickly, ready to draw their blades.
"Dhu strike you dead from the Altar of Martyrs, whore-son of Yrran! I have bourne from you in humility acts for which boer'khai Dhu would kill you twice!" al'Vooshi put a hand on his own blade.
Now the Zehbol'ach relaxed, though none sat. One offered al'Vooshi a bare wisp of smile. Elshid looked at them and the back to al'Vooshi.
"The Vizier himself will spill your blood, fool."
"Show now your honor else I shall spill yours first!"
al'Vooshi saw the calculations running through Elshid's eyes. He always felt the man a coward, now he knew. He smiled inwardly. This would lead to one path only.
Micah marshaled what energy he had when he heard the door open. Elshid, al'Vooshi and four guards walked into the room. Elshid's nose wrinkled and contempt dripped from his pores but his eyes held a hint of unease.
"Well, not-friend. I see you are still alive. Perhaps Dhu will grant you..."
"Infidel." Micah tried for some punch behind the word but managed little. "Do not profane the name of He Who Spun the Stars with your unworthy lips!"
Elshid's jaw dropped and the Zehbol'ach gasped as one!
"Yrran-whelped son of..."
"Silence!" Micah drew a shaky breath. "I will not... waste words on... blood cursed of Dhu. Summon your... moha'mii and... cut out your tongue."
Elshid drew his blade with a scream of inarticulate hatred. He raised it high with eyes filled with death for Micah. Then, before Micah could blink, Elshid's eyes glazed and his dagger clattered to the floor.
al'Vooshi pulled back his blade and wiped it on Elshid's robe. Elshid staggered back and collapsed flaccidly on the floor. al'Vooshi looked at the Zehbol'ach ammi, his dagger held ready.
"Sheathe your blade, younger brother. Your blood is not ours this day." Then the ammi spoke to Micah. "Stranger, you speak words you should not know. By the Path we should spill your blood and burn your carcass."
"Do you think... think the eyes of Dhu... see only... children of Esav?" Micah struggled to get the words out. "Did... Esav ride... Black Horses of Kai'in... alone? Do only... Dwellers in Esav's Robe... await Moa'Dhu?"
Micah saw shock in the man's face. He didn't bother to hide it. The other Zehbol'ach looked between him, their ammi and al'Vooshi. The ammi finally spoke.
"Tend him! Tend him now! Succor him, questioner! If he dies now all our souls are forfeit!"
al'Vooshi worked quickly but carefully. Dhu strike him deaf, dumb and blind! Dhu break his arms and legs that Ben al'Vooshi might be forgiven! The man was woefully weak, nearly dehydrated and certainly three-quarters starved. Dhu grant him life enough to survive! al'Vooshi, burdened with his task, gave only a minimal bow when the Vizier himself walked in accompanied by three Ammi of many Marks.
"I have heard words of great blasphemy came from this infidel," said the Vizier.
"Do not... malign me... Brother in Dhu."
"Speak with care, stranger! Your life means nothing to me."
"I shall... forgive," said Micah, "your ignorance. Brother Ammi. Gaze... upon me. I stand humbly... with marks of great suffering... I have known... pain. I have made... sacrifice. I have given... blood for purity. May Allhai'Dhu... welcome me to the... Table of Ancient Wood... upon my death."
The Vizier gasped. No one spoke those words save to celebrate the death of one truly beloved of Dhu: senior Ammi or Ammi'duz. The Passages of Shadows stated many times that Dhu would welcome even the least of His children to the table in His paradise. For this stranger to claim that...
The four Ammi whispered busily. At times the words were heated and the Zehbol'ach Ammi, the least senior among them, spoke the most vociferously.
Micah drew a breath, closed his eyes and relaxed. Whether he lived or not he'd completed his mission! He had strewn the seeds and now, with or without the help of Dhu, they would grow and spread! He called his best memories of Jennifer, which meant all of them, into his mind and concentrated on them. I love you, he thought. He tried to send that simple message across the stars to her.
A semi-polite cough interrupted Micah's reverie. All four Ammi stood before him, faces stern and somber. Then, one by one, they bowed.
***
Two days and nights of rest, food and water worked wonders on Micah. He was still weak but no longer near death. The Vizier bade his personal medic to tend Micah and al'Vooshi stayed close when the others left. He spoke pleasant words but none deep, save to apologize frequently and profusely. That soon reached the point of annoyance but Micah held his tongue with amusement. Then, with the announcement that a League vessel would soon arrive, the Vizier al'Ahmas had Micah brought to him.
"This was not the path of my choosing, but Dhu's, may he be praised," said Micah, "Grave tidings yield deep Marks."
"Of what tidings do you speak, Micah Stone?" The Vizier himself offered khav.
Micah took a courtesy sip and set the khav down. He couldn't take the spicy brew yet.
"The Children of the Brothers of Esav have strayed from their path."
The Vizier gasped and a flash of anger crossed his face.
"Do not your warriors choke on their wine," asked Micah, "Do not your children vomit forth their Passage into Manhood? Do these things happen here alone?"
The Vizier actually jumped at this. Here and there, yes, but all who knew the truth kept hidden the same things happening across the Esavian worlds.
"They do, strange friend. Not only here."
"Dhu is displeased with His children. He demands sacrifice."
Now the Vizier's eyes lit up with emotion and conviction.
"Praise be to Dhu! So shall it be, then. We shall fly forth from our worlds and..."
"No! No, brother," said Micah, "That is what you must not do!"
Now the Vizier gazed at Micah with suspicion. By Dhu he'd not doubt the words of four Ammi but they were, after all, only men.
"Do you think the Gaze of Dhu does not see beyond the worlds of the Children of Esav? Is Mount Sai'hon on these worlds? What of the Sea of Clouds? Whose awe-filled eyes gaze upon them now?"
The Vizier looked at him hard, then dropped his gaze.
"I do not know, strange Ammi."
"Neither do I," said Micah, "May Dhu forgive my desire to do so, I have traveled among the stars as none here have. May Dhu forgive the desire I felt to find even one. To cast my unworthy gaze upon even the Stone of Breaking."
"You speak as though Dhu is praised among the stars, Strange Ammi."
Micah smiled wanly. "The name of Dhu, may He be praised, is known to some. It is not praised as it should be, I will not lie to you so, but there are brothers not of Esav who hold to the Paths of Dhu, may he bless our unworthy feet."
"Do you say that not all outside are infidel?"
"That is not my place to say," said Micah, "Dhu alone, may He show mercy, is the sole judge of that. I say merely what He sent me to say."
The Vizier nodded, then his shoulders slumped. Grave tidings indeed.
***
Micah rode through streets packed solid with screaming Esavians. Some wore expressions of shock and disbelief, others of awe. Here and there someone shouted Ammi'duz but those didn't spread. The Vizier sat beside him with al'Vooshi on the other. A double-line of Zehbol'ach Dhu ringed the vehicle, more for crowd control than danger prevention. Finally Micah saw a single shuttle shining in the distance. It wouldn't drop its ramp until he arrived since Esavians packed the starport as well.
"What are we to do, Strange Ammi," asked al'Vooshi.
"I do not know," said Micah, "My blood is not that of the Children of Esav. I know only the message I brought. May He be praised, whatever plans Dhu has for Esav's sons and daughters He has not shared with me."
"It is said that Dhu no longer speaks to His warriors. It is said that more boy-children now face the Madness of Dhu upon their Passage. What must we do?"
"Again I do not know. My heart tells me you should go to your wife and children. Cherish them. Hold them. Past that I have no words."
"The words you have given are sufficient, Outside Brother," said the Vizier, "The children of the Brothers of Esav are not weak! Nor are we blind. We have suffered hardship before now and Dhu, may He be praised, has guided us true. He will guide our unworthy steps now, no less. If He has no words for us today, perhaps He will tomorrow."
"May it be so," said Micah, "Praise to Dhu and His wisdom."
Micah cared nothing for the words but now al'Vooshi looked comforted. The crowd at the port parted, the vehicle approached the shuttle and its ramp finally dropped.
Micah wobbled when he stepped down. al'Vooshi was there instantly, supporting him, and Kidwell was almost as fast to his other side. She held him firmly with her face a mask of shocked horror.
"Not too bad," said Micah, "I've had worse."
"Feces!"
Ferrel, Ionoski and Barstein met him at the bottom of the ramp. al'Vooshi spoke words of kind parting and turned his burden over to Ferrel.
"Did you get..." started Micah.
"Yes," interrupted Kidwell, "We have her. What did they do to you, Micah?" She tried to keep the quiver out of her voice. And failed.
"They asked me some questions."
"We received Katie's body yesterday," said Barstein, "They washed her and wrapped her in fine white silk."
"Honor," said Micah, "They honor her in prayer for Dhu's forgiveness."
The ramp and hatch clanged shut and Micah decided he'd never heard a sweeter sound.
***
After a less-than-comfortable trip to orbit Micah found himself in the contingency ship's sickbay. Davies and several other medics tried to restrict him there but Micah refused adamantly. They finally compromised and let the others visit and stay.
"Bastards," said a still-upset Kidwell, "Why did we wait for the crowd to clear?! One good sweep with the engines and..."
"Steady hon." Micah patted her hand. "I'm alive, which is both surprising and gratifying. I'm also among friends and well away from that soggy ball of sewage!"
"And very welcome so, my brother. Are we now allowed to know the fine details of your plan? Ted was less than inclined to speak much on them. What, exactly, was that despicable spice of yours?"
"A cure," said Micah, "in more ways than one. I asked Mike to splice me up a vaccine to counteract the mental affects of that wine. Rather, the bacteria-virus in it. Once he had a workable counter-virus he implanted it in a hardy, long-lived, highly contagious and compatible host. The carrier bacteria have an affinity for that particular spice. The actual infection is mild. Low-grade fever and sniffles for a couple of weeks."
Kidwell's expression sharpened. "So that's what we had! Mike told us not to worry about it, that he'd just boosted our inocs for what we might find on the Esavian worlds."
"He did," said Micah, "That's what you all and Katie got. I got the live version. He just added some fever and sniffles so I wouldn't stand out."
"Sorry," apologized Davies, "Ted swore me to secrecy."
"What about side effects," asked Kidwell.
"Possible but inconsequential," said Micah, "If combined with the wine it increases the possibility of a skin rash. If left untreated there's a high likelihood of scars."
"What about the canceling effect on the wine," asked Barstein, realization dawning on his face.
"That's permanent," said Micah, "Dhu won't be speaking to his kids any more when they drink to him. For truth, unless the Mekhajan manage to splice up another chemical mixture and sneak it past us Dhu won't be speaking ever again. He especially won't be giving his warriors and terrorists his blessing to go out and slaughter innocent folks."
Kidwell thought on that a long moment, then spoke softly. "Heaven's flames, Micah! That... That will break them! You've taken away the foundation and core of everything they believe. You've shattered their faith and taken away their comfort all at once. That's... That's..."
"That's no less than they deserve," said Ionoski harshly, "They still have their Lan'Quor and Dhu Lan. They will survive the cure, physically. Once things settle down we'll help them with the rest. It won't happen soon and it won't happen quickly but it will happen.
"Now we'll be able to infiltrate agents. Especially now that they've seen an ammi from outside their worlds. Now that those seeds of doubt are planted we'll nurture them and make sure they grow. I don't know for truth but bet me ten standing some of their more radical sects don't trace their roots back to a Mekhajan agent. Bet me another ten we won't have sects of our own in a few years."
"I know that, Ted, I just feel dirty right now."
"It will save countless lives," said Barstein, "Both theirs and ours. I, for one, can live with that and I can also take a shower. If it brings the Esavians kicking and screaming into modern civilization then so much the better!"
All truth and no blather!



Chapter 15. The Price Paid
 
Off in the distance, barely above the horizon, hovers and other aircraft swarmed small as bitemes. Micah wished a blessing on them as the worked diligently to cleanse Shalim City of the dangerous radioactive debris left from the Peace Spire bombing. Someone spoke not far from Micah but he found watching the aircraft less painful than listening to their words. A sadness sharper than any knife stabbed his heart, his very soul, worse than any wound he'd taken. Tears trickled down his face but he took no shame in them.
When Micah and the others arrived on Iarru he was amazed to find Joshua Orris, his sister Jilli and Trevor Maas there. Orris spoke words of Siffai, though he lamented that he hadn't known her as well as she deserved. He spoke words of calm certainty and comfort to her family and friends, and though his beliefs differed from theirs, still they found solace.
"... and so we commit Kate-Lynn Eleana Siffai to peace and blessed rest among the spires of Heaven," said the man speaking, "Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust."
Seven Semid soldiers standing at stiff attention brought concussion rifles to their shoulders. Three times they fired in perfect unison with a long pause between each. Four more soldiers stepped forward and lowered the casket containing Siffai reverently into the impersonal ground. They withdrew when they finished and an officer stepped forward to present Siffai's sister with a cased flag. He saluted, held it, then lowered his arm slowly. Micah and Ferrel both did likewise.
The officer walked away and the crowd rose in ragged order. They began filing past the grave, each dropping a small flower into it. Some spoke, others didn't.
"Goodbye." That was all Micah could say.
As Iarru's sun dropped toward setting the hover carrying Micah and the other League members approached a building Micah didn't want to enter. Kidwell on one arm and Ferrel on the other left him little choice, and Barstein and Orris waited there.
"This is our way," explained Barstein, "To celebrate the life and love and happiness of the one who has departed."
"No different from ours," said Orris, "She is gone, Brother Micah, and her soul has found peace. Come and find yours among those also seeking it."
Again Orris spoke with certainty and calm assurance, but this time personally to Micah. He couldn't help but admire the man he'd seen become First of the Circle, and to feel grateful for it.
The majority of the men and women in the large room wore military uniforms, and not all of them Semid. Holos and flat pictures of Siffai adorned the tables there and a holovee played images and anims of her through her years. Wherever he looked Micah saw her smile, even in the ones where she was being obviously silly.
"Will you speak to her family," asked Barstein.
For truth Micah wanted anything else but he let the other man lead him through the crowd.
"You were the one with her when she died." Melanie Eleana Siffai-Longstein looked so much like her sister it made Micah's heart ache.
"Yes. I... I tried to save her." Micah swallowed hard. "I tried..."
"Of course you did, dosha'kin." Melanie smiled with only a tinge of sadness. "You were truly her friend and such friendship leaves its mark. Katie was very particular in whom she offered true friendship. She honored you with hers."
Micah tried hard to speak but no words came out.
"Grieve over her, Micah Shale, then let it crumple with the leaves. Do not let her death poison you. She lived. She lived her life as though each day was her last. Our lives are measured by those we touch and hers was better for touching yours."
"Mine too." He finally managed those words.
"Then go and live! Go and live and honor her memory so."
Micah hugged her long and hard, and though grief still tore him he felt the truth in her words.
***
Micah watched Azure grow in the monitor. His thoughts whirled in a tempest but he had no desire to calm them. After departing Iarru they stopped in the Unity of Triumph to drop off Orris, Adarra and Maas. Orris spoke to Micah many times on the way. It helped. They also found news waiting for them on Triumph.
Based on the information Ionoski's team gathered, Strategy and Planning had developed plans to infiltrate the Esavian worlds and to neutralize their threat completely. The report's author opined that, given time and patience, the Esavians might just civilize into a group of decent neighbors. It also noted that the League planned to increase its monitoring of the Mekhajan and their activities. Micah saw turbulence and trouble on that horizon, but not his problem. Not yet.
That left Jenn. The tempest whirled strongest there. Once Micah completed his recovery Ionoski returned Micah's letter to her. After considerable thought Micah blanked the cube. Then he melted it.
"You look lost in thought." Ionoski sat down beside Micah.
"Rough mission."
"All truth and no blather there. But that isn't what has your brain in linkdrive. Jennifer?"
"Yeah."
Ionoski remained silent a moment. "Talk to her."
"You know I can't do that, Ted. Everything we do is..."
"Necessary," interrupted Ionoski, "We have the harshest, meanest, nastiest and dirtiest job the League has to offer. You know any mission can be your last. Talk to her. I know you, Micah. You're the strongest man I know and I'm not talking about those lumps on your arms. Trust me. Trust yourself. Talk to her. I know you'll find the right words to say."
With that Ionoski rose and walked away.
***
Micah opened his door and entered his apartment quietly. He knew Jenn would be asleep and he didn't want to wake her.
Foolishness. No sooner had he unbuttoned his coat when the lights came on.
"Micah. Micah! You're home! Finally."
He barely had time to open his arms before she swept him into a long, hard, warm and wonderful embrace. Any coherent thoughts he might have had fled as soon as she started kissing him. She felt so good, looked so good, smelled so good...
"I'm so glad you're back, baby!"
Micah tried to speak but she pushed him to arm's length. She finished removing his coat, tossed it at the rack, missed and began unbuttoning his shirt. Words failed again. He knew what she saw. She touched him here, and there, and there, all the while finding and tracing.
"These are new, darling. Did those diplomats have a suborbital food fight?"
The concern behind the smile in her eyes melted his heart. Again. And his resolve. Again.
"I... Baby, we need to talk."
She pulled him to her table - too big for the room but exactly what she wanted so how could he refuse? - and sat.
"So talk to me, pumpkin," she said. Then she leaned over, kissed him again and waited.
Micah tried mightily to gather his thoughts.
"Sweetie, do you remember what I said on Caustik? About how you helped me?"
"You said a lot there, baby. More ways than one." Her smile returned and brightened. Then it faded. "Sweetie, before you torture yourself too much... I know about the 113th. I know the real stories. Not the ones they brag about there or even what LNN and ENW reported. I know the real ones."
"But... How..."
"The day we left Caustik behind," she said, "Ted gave me a couple of cubes to read. I know he's your friend and you work close with him but sometimes he scares me. He said 'Signora Harling, Micah has been through a lot since you two were together. I know you said you love him but you need to read these. Try to finish them before we hit Azure and then decide whether you want to be with him or not.'
"I said 'I do love him! He's the kindest, sweetest most wonderful man inside the League or anywhere else! If you think for one milli I'm going to leave him just because I can you are no-blather insane!' 'Fine,' he said, 'Humor me. He's ruddy good at what he does and what he does is dangerous. He's also my friend and I no-blather do not want to see him hurt.'
"I guess you know what was on those cubes." She lit a drugstick, took a long draw and a tear trickled down her cheek. "Baby, I don't see how... how you made it. I always knew you were way more than you thought but that... that was horrible. Horrible! I don't know how you... Then I remembered 'You don't know it but you kept me sane.' I knew you loved me, baby, but until that I didn't know just how much. I wanted to go down to the equator and rip those sorry bastards to pieces."
Jenn wiped her eyes. "All of that. All of that and you still loved me. I knew it the second you came back. I knew it but I was afraid. I was too scared, baby. Caustik was all I ever knew and it wasn't good or nice and it didn't care about anything but itself. Except you. Except for you, my darling Micah.
"Then when you walked out of my billet I realized just how much that hurt you. How much I hurt you. I never said I was sorry for that but I was. I was, baby, but I couldn't tell you. After I learned... that... I knew I could never tell you enough and I just had to show you."
"All this time... you knew?"
"Yes! Yes, my dear, darling, sweet, precious, Micah. That's not all, either. Ted also showed me your service record. I knew it would be perfect but what happened at Ceto didn't make sense. Protocol? I knew that wasn't you, baby, even though you were flawless at it. I knew that person wasn't my pumpkin."
Micah tried to speak but she put her finger on his lips.
"Don't, baby. You don't have to tell me. I know whatever you do is deadly dangerous. I also know you're the best at whatever it is and you're the only one who can do it right. I know, sweetie. I know." She crushed out her 'stick. "Baby, every time you leave me I know you might not come back. I know it and it hurts like hades every time, but I know it's something you have to do."
Micah looked through the water in his eyes and saw the truth in hers.
"You deserve better, Jenn. You're right. Every time I leave might be... might be the last. You deserve better than that. You deserve..."
"Hush!" She reached up and grabbed his ears. "You listen to me with both of these, Micah James Stone! I love you! I. Love. You. You! Nobody else anywhere or anyhow! You!
"Every time you leave I'm afraid, but I know with all my heart and soul that a planet full of armies won't stop you from coming back to me! If all of you doesn't make it then I'll love whatever does just as much." She cupped his face in her hands. "If you don't bring back anything but your head I'll sew a special pack and carry it with me wherever I go. I'll feed you and love you and kiss you from the time I wake up till the next time I wake up, then I'll start all over again!"
Micah wanted to speak but he could only hold her. And hold her, and hold her some more. When the mountain in his throat finally gave him his voice back he slid down on one knee and took her hand.
"Will you marry me, Jenn?"
She slid down in front of him and took his other hand.
"Of course I will, silly. I was just waiting for you to ask." Her smile turned impish. "But I will have a proper wedding! I want your family there and Charlie and Vera and Ted, and we will have it in proper time. I will not be hurried along like some pregged-up highcarder tart."
She pulled him in for a years-long kiss. Then, after two more, she stood and pulled him up and they sat again.
"Now that I've bared my soul, my love, tell me why this happened now."
"I... I lost a friend." Micah recounted what he could, heavily edited, and finished with Siffai's death. "She... She died in my arms, baby. I couldn't save her. I tried... I tried... Th-the last thing she said... was to kiss you for her. As hard as I tried I couldn't save her!"
Arms around him. Arms holding him as he wept like a child. Soft lips kissing his face while he calmed down.
"Then we'll visit her family on our honeymoon, baby. She sounds like a friend I'd love."
"I love you, Jenn."
"I love you too, baby. Now why don't you take a shower and finish up what she asked you to start."
Then she smiled and the last of Micah's burdens dropped away.
 
* * * The End * * *
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Chapter Y: Preview
 
This is an excerpt from my next book, working title A Crown of Stars. Enjoy!
----------
Thompson sat beside Kidwell, both of them in Fallstar Lines' main office. Ostensibly Kidwell was checking the shipping status of some merchandise she expected soon. In reality Thompson had no idea what she wanted, but she cackled gleefully over several of the items Stone furnished them.
"This is odd," she said.
"Odd?!"
"Odd, lover. Don't go suborbital on me, hon. It's nothing I did or that can be traced here. There's already a compromising factor in the 'net here and I've no idea how it got there. This is seriously more Charlie's orbit than mine."
"What exactly do you want," he asked.
"I'm looking for any information concerning the defective parts. We know at least two shipments came through this company. I've already located most of the rest, now I'm just digging."
"Ruddy dangerous digging here."
"Less so than you think, dear," she assured, "The information I want isn't public but it's a long way from highly confidential. Besides, we're inside their outer security and that's the tough one."
Thompson eyed the lobby crowds warily. She might think the security lax but the long time he'd spent 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. They all originated exactly here! There are three warehouses where they transferred, but no record and I mean absolutely squelch as to where they were beforehand!"
"Wait," said Thompson urgently, "They were League certified from the manufacturer! How did that happen?"
Kidwell shrugged. "My guess, the certified units were shipped here as something else. Not hard to do if you own the company and the planet."
"But..."
"I'm not saying they didn't have help, darling. Fallstar the company does business with every House that ships, into the League or out. How hard would it be to conceal that evidence under a tonne of mundane transactions?"
"We'll never find that," said Thompson gloomily.
"Don't need it, luv. That's something the Guild auditors can track. And will, once we tell them what to look for."
"Polar! What now?"
"We get this to Micah. And... Other places. I'll message him now; he'll probably want to meet soon."
They walked as Kidwell blipped Micah her message. He returned it not long after they walked through the doors. He did indeed want to meet but it would be later that evening. Much later, he sent. Outremin received a message from his Laird and he'd not slowed since then.
"Double-plus cryo," said Thompson, powering up their hover, "It's about time we..."
Something burst loudly inside the hover. Kidwell smelled a sweet, sour scent just before the world around her faded to blackness.
***
Micah observed the house closely as he drove by. He'd viewed it from several angles with nothing out of the ordinary to show for it. After Kidwell acknowledged his meet point he'd heard nothing from either her or Thompson. That went past unusual and into dire, especially when neither they nor anyone else appeared for the meeting.
Micah parked the hover, wriggled into a noseeme and crept toward the house. It lay between two others, neither overly large nor small, with nothing whatsoever to indicate that Kidwell and Thompson were inside. Nothing save the locator blip he'd fired earlier.
The house showed occasional signs of activity. A light came on or went off or a shadow passed beween it and the window. Still, Micah would assume the place full of well-armed hostiles and act accordingly. The back fence had no alarms Micah could detect so he crossed it cautiously. He had a blaster and several varieties of grenade but he'd not use them unless forced. He held his stunner drawn and had a needle pistol within easy reach.
Micah slunk to the back door. Still nothing but he did detect a trivial alarm. Bypassing it and unlocking the door offered no challenge whatsoever. The doorway opened into a kitchen with one person sitting sleepily at the table. He slept even sounder after Micah stunned him; Micah left him slumped over the table exactly as if he'd fallen asleep there.
Moving quickly now Micah cleared the rest of the house. He swept the rooms and stunned three more people and still found no sign of electronic security gear. Mentally muttering profanity he re-checked the entire house. Still nothing!
Micah risked a locator blip. It returned immediately and exactly here!
Now Micah searched more slowly, investigating every possible nook and cranny. Back in the kitchen he noticed the cryobox firmly sealed to the floor. The thing was not locked, nor was it a cryobox! It opened onto a small, tight stairway leading down.
Micah took the stairs quickly but quietly. He gave a cursory scan for electronics but speed was his best friend now! At the bottom and around a sharp turn he caught a brief glimpse of four people raising weapons. He fired four times and they all slumped. A heavily-locked door sat in the middle of the opposite wall. A small thermex capsule settled that matter and he kicked the still-hot door off its anchors and into the room.
Chaos! The six mobile people in the room didn't really have enough room to fight nor did they have the skill for it. Several tried stunners but succeeded only in felling two of their own. Before long Micah had the room to himself, with only a bound Kidwell and Thompson for company.
"Micah, loverrrr," slurred Kidwell, "Knew you'd be here sooooooon." She smiled sloppily.
Thompson appeared much more alert but bore several bruises. Micah wasted no time freeing him and Kidwell.
"I'm sorry, Sergeant Stone. They... They bombed our hover. I didn't get a chance to..."
"Don't worry, Thompson," said Micah, "You did enough. What did they do to her?"
"Babbabble. Bull," said Kidwell.
"They gave her something. I don't know what. Shouldn't we be leaving?"
"As of right now," said Micah. He carefully examined the people strewn about the room and began collecting items.
"Those two were the ones doing the talking," said Thompson, pointing to a man and woman, "They seem to have had us under watch for a long time."
"They were gooooooood, toooo," added Kidwell.
"Fight it, hon," said Micah, "You know the drill!"
Kidwell swallowed hard twice, then giggled. Thompson stared at Micah as though he'd been stunned.
"There are three hovers in the garage here," said Micah, "And mine's not too far away. Help me get these two up there. Vera! Come on, darling. Time to leave."
"Leeeeeeavingg," she said, "Good. No fun here."
Virtually certain he was under scrutiny now Micah brought his hover to the house. After some shuffling and muttering, he kept his surroundings deliberately dark, the hover whooshed away.
Back inside the garage Micah quickly disconnected the locators and other electronic nonessentials from the hovers there. Then he levered the two still-sleeping forms into the trunk of one and motioned Thompson to put Kidwell in the back seat.
"Give her this," said Micah, handing over a hypo from his kit, "It's a Marine-strength Purgee."
Not long afterward the garage door opened and the three hovers there whooshed away. Even through the darkness it was easy to see that none were occupied.
"Where are we going," asked Kidwell, alert and sweating now, "League base?"
"Nak," said Micah.
The three of them crouched on the hover's floorboards, well out of sight.
"The house guards here have one or two sport houses," said Micah, "They keep them under the garble for... activities they don't want known. What happened?"
Kidwell recounted their story swiftly. Thompson looked nervous at the end but Micah dismissed his concerns out of hand.
"Everybody gets firsted now and again," said Micah, "Worry about what's next."
***
Three or four men, off-duty guards for House Varl, swore as the strange hover sped into their garage. One of them strode angrily toward Micah when he got out but Micah simply shut the door quickly.
"Hoy, now," said the guard, "I don't know what you ruddy..."
"Quiet!" Micah put a command snap into his voice. Then, spotting one of the guards he recognized, "You, there. You know me, yes?"
"Aye..."
"Then help me, man!"
The others, more than irate now, made no move as Micah opened the boot. Two of them stepped back as Micah pulled out the first body.
"Now listen, cully," started the first speaker.
"You listen, cully," snapped Micah, "We all know why you keep this house! Now I have need of it and you will help me." When the other man started a bluster Micah continued with exasperation. "These... persons are enemies to the Great House Varl and likely traitors to the crown! I intend to discover the extent of their crimes and see to it that... justice... is visited upon them. You can either help me or join them!"
The speaker actually paled when Thompson and Kidwell pulled the man's limp form out.
"Polarize, Guardsman," he said to Micah, "That one... He has the look of nobility about him."
Micah eyed the body critically then turned back to the speaker.
"Not to me."
Several other guards joined the ones in the garage. One looked angrily at Micah only to be silenced by another. Thompson and Kidwell had the man clear of the boot now and were dragging him toward the door.
"Spike me, boy, he is noble," said the speaker.
"Then he should talk easily with the right... persuasion," said Micah, now shouldering the lady's body. None of the others moved to help. "If you're not going to help, then, you might as well leave. We should be done by tomorrow; when you clean the place use something that will degrade blood. And if you don't have the pizzle for questioning, at least make sure we're not disturbed!"
***
Micah sat back and sipped tea, comfortable now in the house's basement. The others, only too eager to help now, gladly furnished the tea and an assortment of nibblers. And an aid kit for Thompson. The two prisoners now lay across a very large and soft bed, fully equipped with straps, shackles, and other apparatus Micah didn't want to contemplate.
"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 flaming good bluffs, over cards or otherwise, and something tells me you were serious."
"As serious as necessary," shrugged Micah, "Can you two handle things from here?"
"Of course," said Kidwell, "I can manage our allies, and these two... Let's just say I don't like Babble when it's used on me."
"Polar," said Micah, "I didn't give Sir Beau much of a reason for leaving and I'll need a flaming good one when I get back."
"Do what you must, darling," winked Kidwell, "We'll have these whistling fish singing soon enough."
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