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   Well, Rada thought, fighting off a yawn as endless, flat terrain swept past under her wings, they didn’t fly into a mountain like the last one did, that’s for sure.
 
   Commander Rada Lord Ni Drako rolled Night’s Claw inverted so she could look at the winter-wrapped landscape passing beneath the fighter. It looked no different upside down than right-side up, and she rolled upright again. White snow and dark green forest spread in all directions, “even unto the ends of the world” as one of the holy books phrased it, with grey-white clouds overhead. She suspected that that lack of variation had played a role in the half-hover crash she’d been called north to investigate. So many year-turns had passed since the last fatal half-hover accident that having the Lord-Defender present seemed like a good idea. That one of Great Lord Zhi-king’s sons had died in the crash also played a role in the Minister of War’s decision to send Rada north. 
 
   Rada shook her head, inadvertently activating her targeting software. Projections appeared on her visor, advising her of weapons load, combat-power fuel status (low), and range to target (none selected). She sighed and began reaching for the switch to turn the system from standby to off. Wait. What’s that? Rada twitched the muscles around her left eye and blinked twice, causing part of the display to shift and enlarge. Huh. Strange. A blue line rolled along the bottom of the screen, warning of a signal broadcast on the same frequency as one of the Defenders’ jamming packages.
 
   “Wings Two, Wings One,” Rada called.
 
   “Wings One, go ahead,” her wingman replied. 
 
   “Check your jamming gear, Wings Two.”
 
   Rada looked over and watched the second aircraft slide back and to the side, clear of her. “Wings One, negative jamming from Wings Two. Am receiving jamming broadcast.”
 
   “Roger. That’s what I needed to know. Wings One clear.”
 
   “Wings Two clear,” and he slid back into formation, close in on Rada’s left side. Rada ordered the computer to make note of the jammer, then toggled off the targeting system and returned to looking for Schree’s Rest. Sat-nav failed, beacons failed, but the Mark Three eyeball never failed. A bit of black smoke caught her eye and Rada eased back on the control stick, climbing enough to pass well above the settlement.
 
   Not settlement, city, Rada had to remind herself. The Imperial mapmakers had deferred to politics rather than geography when they labeled Schree’s Rest a “hamlet.” Once again Rada shook her head at Azdhagi customs and protocols. In her mind, the most northerly permanent settlement, with its Defender base and almost 75,000-soul population, far exceeded a hamlet. Rada peered ahead and found the landing area beside the Defender base, as well as the civilian strip. She banked to the right (weak-side) and reduced power to the main engines, slowing Night’s Claw and beginning the approach checklist. “Schree’s Rest Base, Wings One inbound.”
 
   A disembodied voice replied, “Rover Wings One. Winds are zero one zero at two, visibility twelve, temperature minus twenty, frostpoint minus twenty two. Braking action fair, ground visibility null, fine snow. No other reported traffic, over.”
 
   It took Rada a moment to process the information. “Zero one zero at two, braking action fair, null vis, understood. Wings One.” Two chirps on the radio frequency told her that her wingman also had the information. As planned, he slowed more, widening the spacing between the two aircraft so he wouldn’t land in Rada’s snow cloud. Rada ran through the checklists again, lowering the landing gear, tightening her safety harness, arming the ejection mechanism, and turning on the ground proximity alert system. Three red lights flashed, then reverted to yellow. Rada snapped the Claw onto its side in a very tight descending turn, confirming once more that her landing area remained clear. She slowed, pitching the nose up and changing her grip on the throttle. That allowed her to toggle the thrust vectoring system on, turning the Night’s Claw into a V/STOL aircraft. As warned, the instant the first exhaust reached the ground, a billow of white surrounded the aircraft and Rada locked her eyes on the altimeter and heading indicator. “Fifty, forty, thirty, twenty, ten, nine, eight,” she counted to herself. “Five,” and the proximity alarm began blatting. “Three, two, one, oof,” and the ship thumped onto the landing pad.
 
   Rada disarmed the ejection capsule, turned off the engines, and waited until Wings Two settled into his parking space before starting to unstrap and power-down everything. Most Azdhagi fighters, including the one flown by Wings Two, used anti-gravity systems to land. Rada’s antique, mammal-proof, temperamental, ugly personal fighter depended on vectored thrust for reasons that Rada and the engineers kept to themselves.
 
   Her assistant climbed out of his fighter, took a deep breath, and began coughing. “Whee!” Lt. Bisteel whistled as he got a muzzle full of bitterly cold air. “That’s refreshing.”
 
   Rada hid a smile as she climbed down the fighter’s fuselage. She pulled her heaviest coat and hat out of the miserable excuse for a cargo bay, along with an overnight bag, walking stick with ice-claw, and spare pair of boots. She turned around to find three animated bundles of winter-camouflage fabric and leather standing a safe distance away from the two aircraft. “Lt. Teelkan?”
 
   The bundle in the middle advanced several steps, paused, and saluted. “Welcome to Schree’s Rest, Lord Defender.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Lt. Bisteel trotted up to take his place at Rada’s right side. “I trust it will not upset any plans if we delay any outside activities you might have planned for today?”
 
   “No, my lord, not at all. It will be full dark in two hours, my lord, and I prefer not to run the lights more than necessary.” Teelkan pointed with his tail and Rada turned that way. The other Defenders fell in around her. 
 
   “Are you having power supply problems, Lieutenant?”
 
   A large cloud of steam puffed out of his well-shrouded muzzle. “Not yet, my lord, but we’re on geothermal power with generator back-up at the moment. It’s routine preventative maintenance, my lord, not a reactor problem.”
 
   “Ah.” Rada ducked under a very low doorframe, started to straighten up and almost hit her head. Behind the quintet, the door shut with a firm “thump.” Another door opened ahead of the soldiers and Rada heard, “’Ten-shun!” as they emerged from the short passage in to a bright, warm room filled to the edges with Azdhagi Defenders. The tight display impressed Rada. She handed her baggage to Teelkan’s aid and threaded her way between the rows of motionless reptiles, making note of equipment and markings. “Thank you, gentlemen,” she told the men. “Very good. At ease.” A rustling sigh followed her words as the troopers relaxed.  Rada wove a path back to Lt. Teelkan. “I’m pleased to see your men looking so well, especially given the conditions and recent events. Given the late hour, please dismiss them. I’ll continue the inspection later.”
 
   “Yes, Lord Ni Drako.” He turned to the room and bellowed, “Dismissed!” The ranks broke in an orderly fashion and as Rada watched, fascinated, the Defenders pivoted from the center and filed out of the room’s two interior exits in a rapid, neat flow. The room cleared in under a minute. 
 
   “I’m impressed, Teelkan. I trust that’s not for my benefit?”
 
   A gravely voiced sergeant made a gesture of negation. “No, my lord, begging your pardon. If we need to double out, it’s much easier to do it in formation, especially this time of year when more of the exits are weather sealed.”
 
   “Good thinking. Do you have to double out that often?”
 
   Teelkan swirled his weak-side forefoot. “No, my lord, but it is like deploying a fire blanket. When you have to use one, you really, really need to get it correct.”
 
   Rada grunted her agreement. After supper, she, Teelkan, Bisteel, and Sgt. Teelow claimed the officers’ ready room. “Tell me about the accident, Teelkan. Just your observations, not the official report; I have that already.” 
 
   The light-brown-blotched reptile shifted back and forth on his bench. “Lord mammal, the accident made no sense.” His tail swung back and forth just a little and Rada noticed his neck spines twitching as Teelkan hid his agitation and confusion. “Blackwing Four had been out on a resupply flight to one of the remote posts at the edge of the big snow. They came back at the right time, sounded fine on the radio, and then,” he swung his forefeet in and then up, mimicking a cloud billowing from the ground. “Boom; there’s a tangle of half-hover and five dead Defenders.”
 
   Rada drank from her container of hot tea. “Can you show me their route?”
 
   Sergeant Teelow walked over to the wall and tapped part of the paneling. A map appeared, and he gestured, activating a pointer. Schree’s Rest appeared in a red circle. “From here they went up here, to Watch Point Six, my lord.” A green line appeared, leading to a dot on the edge of the permafrost east and north of the city. “Then they flew back via Snowcrest One,” and the green line turned east before swinging southwest to follow a low-altitude training route. “The crash was here.” The green line terminated at a black square three qliqs south of the approach point for Schree’s Rest.
 
   Rada and blotchy green Bisteel looked at eachother, then back at the map. Rada tightened her grip on the warm tea vessel as she pushed, “You are certain that’s the path that Blackwing Four flew?”
 
   “It is the path they filed, my lord,” Teelow replied, his gravelly voice quiet. “We lost our radar track when they dropped onto Snowcrest One, and the satellite repeater failed just after Watch Point Six reported the departure.”
 
   “What happened to the repeater?” Bisteel’s talon scratched over the top of his data pad.
 
   “Damn mammal rush got it.” Teelow and Teelkan both ducked when they remembered just what the Lord Defender was. “Ah, let me show you, my lord, no offense meant,” Teelkan ventured.
 
   The sergeant adjusted the projection as Lt. Teelkan called up a picture that showed a swarm of white-coated mammals. “They weigh two, sometimes three kilos each, and this time of year they swarm for mating. Someone failed to turn on the electricity to the fence around the satellite repeater receiver after maintenance and the swarm got into it. Between them gnawing the wires and the weight of three hundred of the little beggars, well my lord, it took several hours for us to get it all put back together.”
 
   Rada thought back to the meal she’d just eaten. “And they are fat and have lots of dark meat this time of year.”
 
   “Yes, my lord, they do. We should be done with the last ones, oh, next sixt,” Teelkan guessed.  Bisteel made a quiet gagging sound as he realized what he’d eaten, and would be eating.
 
   “Lieutenant Bisteel, no one in the Defenders is allowed to have hairballs but me. And I know better.” Rada sat back and studied the map of Blackwing Four’s supposed flight path. “Very well, gentlemen. Is there anything else I need to know?”
 
   Lt. Teelkan rustled a little. “My lord, try not to take offense if you go into Schree’s Rest and no one uses your title or pays proper homage. The locals are,” he looked to his senior NCO and gestured a question with his tail.
 
   Teelow grated, “The most independent pack of reptiles you will encounter on this side of the Gates of Hell, Lord Mammal. Not bad, just independent.”
 
   Rada made a gesture of understanding and smiled to herself, thinking, You’ve never been to Burnt Mountain, have you, Sergeant?
 
   After retiring for the night, Rada considered the problem of Blackwing Four. She’d seen the satellite track that the half-hover actually flew, and it bore almost no resemblance to the filed route that Teelkan showed. Rada closed her eyes and called the map up out of her mental files. Blackwing Four had made the supply run to Watch Point Six, true enough. Except that the half-hover had then turned south and west, not east, bypassing Schree’s Rest to the west before turning back to the east. Blackwing Four had turned north to intercept the approach to Schree’s Rest Base when it crashed. It should have been turning southwest. “What were you doing,” Rada asked the dead flight crew. “Why so far off your filed route? And why did you deactivate your flight recorder?”
 
    
 
   The next day Rada, Bisteel, and Sgt. Teelow visited the actual crash site. It had snowed since the crash but char remained on the twisted metal and shards of composite scattered around the site. Not that there was much scatter, Rada had noted when she’d first seen the pictures. Now she paced around the perimeter of the debris field. “I take it this clearing existed prior to the crash?”
 
   “Yes, Lord Mammal. It’s kept open for use as a timber staging area during logging season,” Teelow confirmed. He pointed with his tail back along the track their vehicle had come. “Snowcrest One intercepts the logging route here.”
 
   “Hmm.” Rada used a monocular to inspect the tops of the trees around the clearing. She pointed south with her stick. “They came in from there?” 
 
   “Ah, no my lord. Snowcrest One is that way,” and Teelow pointed to the east. Bisteel, taking notes for the Lord Defender, made a confused noise. 
 
   “Then why are the tops of the trees clipped to the south?” Rada waded into deeper snow, pushed through brush at the edge of the clearing, and found broken limbs and bits of evergreen all over the ground. 
 
   “I don’t know, Lord Mammal.”
 
   Another half hour of prowling around the crash site revealed nothing new. Not that Rada expected to find anything surprising; satellite coverage of this region was some of the most thorough on Drakon IV. Azdhag logic dictated that where there were fewer inhabitants, there should be more remote detection resources, unless the area was on the southern landmass. Rada rubbed an itch under her blind eye. The cold made her scars pull more than usual. Her leg also ached and she turned back to the ground vehicles. “Teelow, Bisteel, I’ve seen what I needed. Now I’d like to go to Schree’s Rest and make some inquiries.”
 
   Teelow gestured his understanding. “Yes, Lord Mammal.” 
 
   Once they’d joined the main vehicle track and the sergeant engaged the vehicle’s auto-nav system, Rada pulled out her personal datapad. “Teelow, other than their dislike of nobility in general, is there anything I need to know about Schree’s Rest?”
 
   “It is very old, Lord Mammal. Dates back to a little before the Great Relocation, and the locals are very determined to remain independent of outside control. They’re loyal to the King-Emperor,” he assured the officers as Rada raised an eyebrow and Bisteel frowned. “Several families have members in the Imperials and Defenders, but the settlers do not like having to go through Lord Norli and Nightlast to have their voice heard on the Planetary Council.”
 
   Bisteel added, “Lineage Daesarae is the closest estate, and they’ve been at odds with Schree’s Rest since the Great Relocation.”
 
   “Mmm.” Rada could see that. Why challenge another noble when you can pick on the commoners with near impunity, she half growled, half sighed. Even after the reforms over the centuries, it seemed as if someone in each generation just had to aggravate the old wounds. 
 
   An alert chimed and Teelow resumed manual control of the vehicle as they entered the city limits. Enormous walls of ice-glazed snow already surrounded the town and four moons of winter still remained. Rada shook her head. I’ll quit whining about winters at Singing Pines, promise. The snow walls helped break the wind and kept drifting down within the city, Rada recalled. She’d used similar techniques at some of the Adamantine Division and Komet’s temporary camps.
 
    The vehicle trundled to a stop in a large parking area. Rada opened the door and tested the footing with her cane before getting out. She did not care to break either her tailbones or her dignity.
 
   “My lord, do you have a destination in mind?” Bisteel asked.
 
   “Yes. I want to speak with someone from Lineage Tarlek. I understand that they have a major timber-harvesting business here,” Rada told him. Then she wrapped a scarf over her lower face, leaving only her eye visible. “Their offices are at 12 South, 25 East.”
 
   The few Azdhagi out on the streets gave Rada curious looks but left the three Defenders alone. Bitter cold discouraged gawking: no one with functional mental wiring lingered outdoors any longer than absolutely necessary. Azdhagi suffered terribly in extreme cold, despite wearing heated cover suits, boots, and protective goggles and muzzle-masks. Even Rada felt the chill through her multiple layers and she thanked the closest passing deity that the wind remained calm. Soon Rada and her escorts found Tarlek Timber. Long, open-ended metal sheds surrounded the main building, all of them full of wood in various stages of cutting and curing. “This is the most activity I’ve seen today,” Rada noted, watching the loaders, anti-grav lifters, and other equipment moving around the giant wood lot.
 
   “Once the lake and river freeze, we cut a hundred qliqs off the transport,” a deep voice informed them as a good-sized male wheezed up to meet them. “You got business or just staring?”
 
   “I need to speak with someone from Tarlek Lineage about their clan member, Flight Sergeant Leeshi.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “Commander Rada Lord Defender Ni Drako.”
 
   The supervisor grunted, “This way and don’t touch anything.” As he pivoted, Rada discovered that the wheezing came from bellows and joints on his artificial hind legs.
 
   “Log slip?” Rada inquired.
 
   “Yup. Idiot didn’t set the bottom log on a secure ground and the pile shifted while I was locking the straps. Hurt like hell.” He looked back at Rada. “You know timber?”
 
   “Some. I’m from Singing Pines.”
 
   “Bloodwood area. Good stuff when you can find it. How was fire season?”
 
   “Not bad this year, probably nasty next year. Lots of duff.” Teelow and Bisteel gave up trying to follow the cryptic remarks and concentrated on dodging log ends and wood movers. Teelow trotted ahead once they reached the main office building, an attractive stone and wood structure with a bright orange metal roof. He made sure the door stayed open as Rada ducked and entered after the supervisor.
 
   As she undid her layers of scarf and hood, the big male bellowed, “Rori, got company. Big mammal, knows trees.”
 
   “Tell him to tell Daesarae to take a pine and stuff it up his elimination orifice,” a voice called back. The soldiers’ eyes bulged but Rada pretended she didn’t hear the comment. A wiry Azdhag in a blue coverall and wearing a pink mourning scarf appeared from around a corner. “I’m Rorik of Tarlek. What can I do for,” he stopped, looked up, and farther up. “For you Commander Ni Drako?”
 
   “Well, I’d like some of this as paneling,” and she reached out to stroke the beautiful wood showing between the stones in the wall. “But since that would mean pulling down your offices, I need some information instead.”
 
   “The timbers date to the Relocation and I’d hate to lose them,” Rorik agreed. “Buhla, is the break room open?”
 
   “Yup. This way,” and the supervisor led the visitors into a comfortable room, sweeping some file readers out of sight as he did. Rada suspected the top files were not copies of “Timber Harvest Quarterly” and “WoodsWorld,” but kept her grin to herself and found a seat on the end of a sturdy bench. “Tea or broth?”
 
   “Broth please, and don’t stay on your feet if you don’t want to.” If they were going to treat her as an equal, then she’d return the favor, despite her troopers’ unhappy looks and noises.
 
   Rorik flopped onto a second bench as the soldiers found places. “You need information, Commander?”
 
   “Yes. I regret having to ask, but I’m investigating the crash last sixt and as you know, Flight Sergeant Leeshi, the pilot in command, belonged to Tarlek Lineage. Is there anything about him I should know, any problems he may have been having that the family knows about?”
 
   Rorik and Buhla swirled their forefeet in identical negations. “None, Commander,” Rorik assured her. “Tarlek Lineage and all of Schree’s Rest are having problems with Daesarae, but not Leeshi personally. He’s my brother’s son, and we told him to stay clear of politics until he finished his duty term. Was a good lad. We’ll miss him.”
 
   “Had a knack for spotting colored woods,” Buhla added.
 
   Rada had lowered her shields and felt nothing but honest sorrow from either Rorik or Buhla. Well, drat, that’s not what I wanted to hear. She’d hoped for some emotional distress or feud or other distraction. 
 
   Rorik swirled his tail. “Since you are here, Commander Ni Drako, can you fill us in on Court politics?”
 
   “Anything specific?”
 
   “Is Daesarae petitioning for more timber lands? His harvesters are encroaching on land assigned to Schree’s Rest, even inside our borders, and when we challenge them, they say the Crown is going to transfer the land and so they are just doing surveys.” He didn’t bother trying to conceal his anger.
 
   “The last schedule for the Planetary Council and Imperial open petition days included nothing from Great Lord Daesarae other than a notice about his youngest daughter’s mate-gift price.” 
 
   Buhla snorted and Rada caught a glimpse of what might have been a rude hind-foot gesture, if he’d had a functional hind foot. “We’ve asked Lt. Teelkan to tell us if his people notice illegal logging, even though the Defenders can’t do anything about it. Can they?”
 
   Rada swirled her left hand. “Not unless you formally petition the Throne to have a peacekeeping group added to the base here. It can be done, but you will have to pay half of their expenses.”
 
   “Not worth it,” Rorik grunted. “I’ll tell the city council, but they won’t want to pay. And begging his Imperial-Majesty’s pardon, most of the time we rather like being ignored.”
 
   That makes two of us, Rada thought. “I understand, Rorik, and I will mention your border problem to the Prince Imperial if I get a chance.”
 
    
 
   That evening Rada and Bisteel planned a flight. “All the way to Watch Point Six, my lord?”
 
   “No. I want to intercept Blackwing Four’s route here,” and she pointed to a closer point. “That leaves us with enough fuel that if the weather turns bad, we can get to TreeView with a safe reserve.”
 
   The two pilots worked separately, then compared their figures to see if they had missed anything. Rada pointed to a line on her wingman’s flop screen. “No, my fuel burn will be higher because of the armament weight.”
 
   “Oh.” Bisteel ran the numbers again. “Is this high enough?”
 
   “Yes. How bad is the weather forecast for tomorrow?”
 
   The green-blotched pilot called up the data. “If you are planning an instrument flight, my lord, not bad except for the temperatures. Visual is not recommended due to intermittent snow showers.” He tipped his head to the side. “This is very close to the weather during Black Wing Four’s flight.” Rada waited as the lieutenant put the pieces together. “We’re recreating Black Wing Four’s flight.”
 
   “Correct.” 
 
    
 
   They entered Black Wing Four’s flight track just before midday the next day. Instead of close formation, Wings Two flew in a loose trail position behind Rada. She concentrated on visual navigation and looking around while he monitored their track and the instrument readings. Trees, snow, and more trees covered the ground, interrupted by a few tracks and a river that led to a snow-covered lake. The horizon blurred into the clouds and on more than one occasion Rada had to remind herself not to go with what the seat of her breeches told her. The two aircraft had been airborne for half an hour, flying at low cruise power, when Rada saw movement.
 
   “Weak side, two marks, low,” she reported.
 
   “Affirmative.” 
 
   Rada toggled the visual on her targeting system and zoomed in on three logging vehicles. Two of them bore Lineage Daesarae’s markings and she rolled her eye. They were not even trying to hide their identity, even though her chart said the area lay well within Shree’s Rest’s land. “Wings Two, confirm that we are still outside Daesarae lands.”
 
   “Twenty qliqs at the closest, Wings One. I have two more tree cutters, weak side, three marks.” 
 
   Rada twisted her head until she could see the second crew. “In sight. Remain on track, Wings Two. Wings One will rejoin.” She reduced power and banked, dropping as low as she could go and still be safe and legal. She felt her mouth spreading in a snarl under her oxygen mask. She did not like poachers of any kind. Rada shoved the throttle forward just before she crossed over the loggers, shaking them with her exhaust and accelerating. She pulled back on the control stick and the Night’s Claw screamed up and over as she rejoined Wings Two.
 
   Neither pilot saw anything else unusual until they approached the point where Nigh Wing Four began descending to join the Schree’s Rest approach. “Wings One, Wings Two is losing my outside nav.”
 
   Rada activated her combat displays. “We’re being jammed. On me.” She turned back to the south and west.
 
   “On you. Wings Two.”
 
   As Rada tracked the signal, warning lights flashed and a recorded voice urged, “Nav signal compromised, revert to internal nav. Nav signal compromised, revert . . .”
 
   “Oh shut up,” she told the computer, taking her hand off the throttle long enough to kill the voice. She selected an air-to-ground missile and initiated the targeting sequence. “Arm four,” she ordered. Green lights appeared on the display. 
 
   Rada switched to the military general broadcast frequency and civilian emergency frequencies. “Anyone receiving this broadcast, this is Commander Ni Drako. Cease and desist jamming, repeat, cease and desist jamming immediately or you will be shut down. Repeat, cease jamming or you will be shut down.” She’d warned them, had warned anyone in the area, and if they failed to obey, it was on their heads.
 
   Now she could see the familiar outline of an old-style portable jammer and Rada flew over the facility in warning. “You have ten seconds to cease jamming and power down or you will be shut down, over.”
 
   She heard a burst of static but the signal remained on. Rada banked hard into a climbing turn, Wings Two in tight formation with her. They rolled out and turned again. The targeting solution appeared on her visor. This close, she set the targeting to visual, shifted her head very slightly until the three marks aligned, and pulled the trigger. Night’s Claw shuddered as the missile launched and Rada followed it with her eye. She had time to see reptiles scattering from the jammer’s housing before the missile hit. The jamming stopped. 
 
   “Back to Schree’s Rest, Wings Two.”
 
   “Schree’s Rest. Am negative sat-nav, Wings One.”
 
   Rada frowned. “Understood.” She was too. Well that’s a pain in the ass. What had Daesarae’s people done to the equipment, she wondered. That model should not have taken out her instruments once the signal broadcast ceased. I wonder. If Black Wing Four and lost the horizon and began leaning on his instruments, he could well have lost control if he tried to engage the autopilot per standard approach procedure, especially if something went wrong with the internal nav and he no longer had sat nav back-up. She’d never be able to prove it, but Rada’s gut told her that she’d found the answer to the mystery.
 
   Rada and Bisteel downloaded their planes’ data recordings and sent them to the Palace as soon as they landed at Schree’s Rest base. After hurried consultation with Defender Korli and Minister of War Lord Shu, Rada cut short her inspection tour and returned to the Palace that night, a portable nav computer stuffed between the top of the instrument mounts and the bottom of the canopy. 
 
   She found Shu and Korli waiting in her quarters, along with Prince Scheelk. “Your Highness, Great Lord,” Rada acknowledged, dropping to one knee. 
 
   “Rise, Lord Defender,” Scheelk ordered. “I will be brief. Your report is damning. Daesarae had no call to have such equipment on his lands. And I want to know what happened to your navigation system.”
 
   “As do I, your highness. Several safety circuits appear to have failed on both aircraft, suggesting a feedback and overload. That jammer should not have done that, even when it was factory new.” 
 
   Defender Korli raised his tail slightly. “Lord Mammal, I can mobilize the base at ThreeTrees. They are closest to Daesarae.”
 
   Both Rada and Prince Scheelk swirled their forefeet. “It sets a bad precedent if we were to act without a proper hearing including other Great Lords,” Scheelk warned.
 
   “And if I were to seize Daesarae’s armaments, I’d have to go through every other holding and take whatever the Defenders found. I do not want to do that.” She knew damn well that Beerkali had armored vehicles in various states of functionality, and that other Lineages kept heavy weapons. She’d prefer to keep turning her blind eye to those “antiquarian collections.”
 
   Lord Shu tapped his talons on the floor tiles. “Daesarae will be here in two days for the next Court session. I can arrange a private gathering where the matter of his equipment and territorial ambitions can be discussed.”
 
   Scheelk gestured his assent, adding, “This fight between Lineage Daesarae and Schree’s Rest has been going on since the Great Relocation. Tradition is vital to the Empire, but enough is enough.”
 
   Lord Shu’s preparations proved unnecessary. Great Lord Daesarae stormed into the waiting area outside the lesser throne room, rose onto his hind legs, found the Lord Defender and charged up to her, his two largest bodymen close behind. “You! What do you mean by threatening my people and destroying property without provocation or cause?” His bellow drew the attention of everyone waiting for the doors to open.
 
   Rada tipped her head back so she could see his eyes as he loomed over her. “After hearing rumors of timber theft, I needed to confirm that the people cutting trees twenty qliqs within the Schree’s Rest borders had proper identifying marks on their vehicles. They did not. And jamming aircraft navigation and communication systems is an act of war, great my lord. What if it was the first step in an invasion attempt? After repeated warnings the jamming did not stop, so I acted to protect civilian air traffic.”
 
   Lords Blee and Ro-diit gave Daesarae speculative looks. As Daesarae inhaled to snarl an answer, Ro-diit inquired, “Signal jamming, Lord Defender?”
 
   “Yes, great my lord. Someone on Daesarae lands targeted my flight with a navigation jammer. It is probable that the jammer also affected an earlier flight, contributing to a crash that killed five Defenders.” 
 
   “The crash that took the life of Zhi-king’s third son?”
 
   At Ro-Diit’s words, Daesarae dropped back onto all four feet. Rada could almost see the impact of the thought striking him: if he pushed the matter, he could be held culpable for the death of another noble’s offspring. “Ah. You were on an accident investigation flight, Lord Defender?”
 
   “Yes, Lord Daesarae.”
 
   “It is good that the jammer failed to cause more problems,” Prince Scheelk observed, walking up to the group. They bowed and he continued, “The damage to the Defender aircraft’s electrical systems is serious enough as it is. Enough so that there is some speculation that ‘foreign’ parts had been added to the antique equipment.”
 
   “Indeed? I have not read the latest report, your highness.” Rada knew there had to have been something very strange about the jammer. That or the lowest bidder had struck again when it came to the Defenders’ on-board navigation equipment. 
 
   If Daesarae could have paled, he would have. Instead he made a hissing-choking noise and shifted his weight backwards, as if preparing to flee. “Fascinating, your highness. I had no idea such a thing was on my property.”
 
   Rada couldn’t resist poking the greedy lizard. “It could be related to the timber thefts, great my lord.” As he twitched, she cautioned, “They could well have been trying to hide from your border patrols as well as from the Defenders and others. Have you checked to see if you are missing any timber?”
 
   Prince Scheelk met the eyes of all the watching nobles before informing them, “His Imperial Majesty had expressed some concern about falling tax revenues due to resource wastage and border disputes, to the extent that he is considering at least a partial re-survey of the northern landmass, in order to confirm all current lineage holdings and their boundaries.” 
 
   Somehow Rada managed to hide her glee at the dismayed twitching and tail rustling that followed Scheelk’s words. The opening of the throne room door forestalled further discussion. Rada stepped aside to let her superiors enter first. Heh. How many people have expanded their holdings onto crown lands, I wonder? At least eight of those walking past her, if she read Azdhag body language correctly. She did wish that Daesarae could be charged with something, but if the crown chose not to pursue matters, then she could not. Win some, lose some. She rumpled her tail in a shrug before taking her place with the other mid-ranked nobles.
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