“The Dead Fish's Tale”

DJM Troutrooper (#7656)

***

Complete mission success.

No.

No?

He's not dead.

With all due respect, you're wrong.

With all due respect, you see what you were meant to see. He is not dead. I would have felt his passing.

You could have missed it.

I was looking for it.

His battleteam was assigned to assault the mountain tower turbolaser encampment. He was with the battleteam when they drilled through the ice and entered the sewer line. He was with the battleteam as they ascended the supply lines. He was with the battleteam as they forced entry into the control room. He fought alongside the battleteam and helped them secure the control room for Arcona. When the shield was disabled by Sadowan forces, he suggested they leave, appearing to take point on the descent. However, appearances deceived Dark Forge. Instead, he remained behind after casting a powerful illusion. That was the last confirmed sighting of Troutrooper.

And our forces quickly destroyed the tower. Two bombers torpedoed the control room, two bombers bombed the exterior, all four watched as the tower—control room, turbolasers, and the mountain—cascaded to the frozen floor. While he could have escaped, the likelihood—

Exists. And if there's even a chance of him surviving, he did. He is alive somewhere. Until I see his corpse or his head, he lives. The mission is not over. Troutrooper lives. Find him and kill him. Properly this time, or this council may lose more members.

The council is losing more members: Xia Long and I are taking an extended leave from this group.

Membership is permanent and binding. There are no leaves, there are no vacations.

There are no other voices except yours, Raken and Pravus. So hear ours: we are departing and may return in the future. Perhaps.

Dangerous to anger us.

Troutrooper did, yet he seems to have thwarted this mighty body. Contact us when this council decides to return to its original, stated goal of furthering the Brotherhood and securing its long-term future. Until then, goodbye. Vexatus and Xia Long out.

I'm out, too.

Legorii...

I put this council's desires above my Clan's, and all I got from it was our only Dark Jedi Master dead.

He's no—

TT's dead until someone proves otherwise. Makes me sick thinking about it. Every celebratory drink tastes like rancor piss mixed with sithspawn blood. I'm not even thanked, just insulted and chastised for not completing the mission. I'm done with these missions. I'm done with this secrecy. I'm done with all of you. And, as a word of warning, don't come near Arcona territory. Any and all of you. Arcona Invicta.

Oberst?

Since I cannot and will not put the Dread Council's interests above Tarentum's, and you've shown that is what is required to maintain membership here, I hereby resign my seat on the Dread Council. Marshal Oberst out.

They are not wrong.

Not you, too, Raken.

Killing Troutrooper was an act of vengeance that weakened the Brotherhood.

I know. But he could not be trusted. We could not control him or predict his actions. We committed treason against the Brotherhood, the Iron Throne, and the Dark Council. We angered him. He has knowledge of our crimes. We want silent, covert change. If he takes what he knows to Muz, we might end up in a civil war. Dark Jedi choosing sides: Muz versus the Dread Council. Nobody wants that.

Correct. Since we lost everyone else, that scenario is the only chance we have at affecting change.

Then let's hope he visits Muz sooner than expected.

***

Grand Master Muz Ashen frowned as he reached his meeting locale. “A bank vault, Mr. Belac?”

The vault door opened. “I needed someplace secure. And since I paid for this hour of your time, a bank seemed apropos.”

“You're not dead.”

Troutrooper blinked. “No surprise. Perhaps a flicker of disbelief before the fact solidified in your mind.” His shredded robes adhered to the congealed blood of his many superficial wounds. He leaned back in the chair, stretching his limbs, rubbing discontented muscles.

“An iota of surprise. This is Taldyran territory now. Last I heard, you and the Brotherhood within a Brotherhood were not on the best of terms.”

“If anyone wanted me dead, it would be Taldryan.”

Muz kept his gaze even, unemotional. “I read the reports of your death. I did not trust them. I did not feel you die.”

“Maybe not, but we're not that close. Chi Long's death to me was a gentle tide that crashed softly before receding back into the depths. And all our presences were smothered on Ziost, so strong the pull of the Dark Side there. Would have been difficult to discern my passing...”

The Grand Master shook his head. “Why did you arrange this meeting?”

“Can't I be excited that my plan succeed? I mean, I can't tell anyone else what I did. Marick would rage and cast me out of his sight, the trust between ruined forever. Then he would tell Legorii.”

“Which is what you expected, which is how this plan started.”

Troutrooper blinked and gurgled a chuckle. “Of course. Step one was listening to people. Whispers of Ziost and Dromund Kaas echoed after the cheers following Kalusnor died away. Step two was Marick listening to me. Whispers of strategies, of plans, of lessons learned on other frozen battlefields. 'The Imperial Army won the day, yes, but it was the mechanized division that broke the rebel lines. The stormtrooper units assaulted the base, held the base, but were useless on the open field.'”

“Step three...?”

“Time. Time away. Time to let the ideas simmer. Time to let the ideas morph from mine to theirs. Time for 'their' ideas become information. Time to let information pass between parties.”

“Time to say goodbye.” The faintest tug of a smile grazed the Lion of Tarthos's lips.

“She's not dead!” The Dark Jedi Master snapped.

“Yet.”

A lash of lightning shattered a statue next to the Grand Master.

“You missed,” Muz said, hand on a saber hilt. “But I did not.”

The bluish-white electricity snapping across Troutrooper's flippertips faded. “Even I have my limits. Consider it a friendly reminder that although you could kill me, I won't go down easily. And, more to the point, if I wanted a fight, do you really think I'd start it by raging out of control after a nigh-casual and obvious goad, and launching myself headlong at a more powerful foe? No.” He lowered his flipper and waited until Muz's hand retreated from his saber. “Back to the subject at hand.”

“Step four, I assume.”

“Ah yes. Step four. Recon. I found several suitable targets on both planets. Strategic value, assaultibility, isolation factor, an—“

“Isolation factor?”

“Yes. I wanted them to see me alone and exposed; isolated.”

“Them?”

Troutrooper blinked. “Are you playing dense or must I explain myself?”

“I know to what you're referring. You know to what you're referring. But for communication's sake, tell me who they are.”

“The Dread Council.”

“Ah yes. Your 'little seven'. Seven powerful Dark Jedi who banded together during Zoraan's return to stop, not Zoraan, but me. And all you managed to do was kill a clone of the Headmaster and annoy my now-ex Hand.”

“Truly unfortunate that we did not kill the Headmaster, or Headmistress, if you will. Would have saved a lot of people—yourself included—a lot of hassle had we done so.”

“Tell me: what else has your blustery, august body accomplished since?”

“I would say, they killed me, but, uh,” the Mon Cal gurgled a chuckle.

The Grand Master was not amused.

“Nothing,” he said, all frivolity ceased. “We accomplished nothing, which is why I strayed from their plans. I lost patience with them. As you said, we were an august body full of bluster and, apparently, ourselves. Whatever grand dreams we—they had failed to materialize.”

“That, or I thwarted them by promoting two to the Dark Council, where I could keep them leashed and in plain sight.”

“Not even you can keep those two under constant surveillance. Even the big red one has means of vanishing. I will grant you that their ascension to the Dark Council hindered our plans, but not in the way you think.” Troutrooper paused, waiting for a response. None came. “You see, although most of us had served on the Dark Council prior to the Dread Council, none of us were Dark Councilors when the Dread Council was formed. Yes, some of us held leadership positions in our units, but we were, for the most part, equals. We all contributed, we all had voices, we all felt unified. Raken's and Pravus's promotions changed all that.”

“Ego inflation?”

The Mon Cal shrugged. “Something like that. The tone of the Council changed. Became their tone, their voice, their plan for your usurpation.”

“They still could. I am powerful, yet so is Pravus. And with Raken at his side...That would be a duel to record and behold.”

“They could, I suppose. However, if they were to do that, why not invite their five cohorts to the party? You might get one or two of us, but we'd get you in the end.”

Lord Ashen's hand yearned for a saber.

The Dark Jedi Master shook his bulbous head. “If they're unwilling to engage you in combat together, I'm certainly not going to.”

“What makes you think I won't kill you now? Finish their job? Or punish you for aiding and abetting the enemy?”

Troutrooper cocked his head.

“Did you think I would miss that? I have spies, too.”

The fish shrugged.

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“As I said, who else can I turn to? Marick is the perfect leader for Arcona, yet he is still too young and inexperienced for the games I play. Legorii was an accomplice in my murder as were Raken, Pravus, and Oberst. All four were my confidants prior to Horizons and the Dread Council. No longer. Perhaps Arion, but he seems to have vanished.”

“What about your wife? Or her spectral guardian?”

Troutrooper looked away. “No.” He turned back. “I don't trust any other Brothers or Sisters. Mundanes aren't worth my time. And this little gambit of mine succeeded. Just like yours.”

The Lion of Tarthos cocked an eyebrow. “My gambit?”

“I wanted to discuss something with you, something that has been bothering me for a while.”

“...What? And remember, you only have an hour.”

“The timing of the sabotage.”

The Grand Master frowned. “The One Sith attacked when they thought us to be most vulnerable and when they had confirmation the plague was eradicated. We had begun to rebuild. Strike before we had rebuilt.”

“But four weeks? They knew the plague was gone sooner than that. Why not strike earlier? Why not sooner, before we had finished our bacta baths, before we had repaired our fleets, before we had secured and pacified our home systems.”

“They figured our warring was over and we had begun to relax. Seems like a perfectly reasonable time to strike.”

“Perhaps so. But why strike and do nothing? Clearly this was not a crippling sabotage. We suffered, yes, but we weren't cut down at the knees. No massive invasion force followed the sabotage.”

“The attacks were a goad. I am surprised you, one who claims to be so insightful, one who claims to see the deeper meaning of other people's actions, did not see that.”

Troutrooper blinked. “Did they goad us? If so, they succeeded. We flung ourselves at them with the subtlety of a lusty bull nerf spying a cow in heat. But what about the back end? Where were the traps? Where were the encouragements, the sirens calling us deeper and deeper beyond the point of no return? And, most importantly, where was the fatal end, the killing blow?”

“You describe our campaign almost flippantly. Apparently the trials faced during the Dark Crusade pale compared to the trials you currently face at home. We lost many Dark Jedi conquering these systems.”

“We did, but I was the only casualty above Dark Jedi Knight. No equite or elder—except me—fell in combat. Some wearied of the war and retired the field. A few journeymen did not survive. But I was the only veteran on the Killed In Action list.”

“Congratulations?”

“This was not a slog through treacherous waters,” the Mon Cal continued, ignoring the mock. “This was not a gentle lulling that ended with us caught in durasteel jaws. This was a stroll. Slow in places, faster in others, but, overall, a stroll. We're the attackers, the invaders. This should have been some of the fiercest, bloodiest, nastiest fighting we've ever encountered. The One Sith is well-funded, -trained, -organized; they are equal to or better than us. Yet we've conquered a dozen planets with nary a capital ship worth noting destroyed.”

“True, I suppose. But now that we've captured these dozen planets, we're stretched thin. We're ripe for a counter-invasion.”

“Are we? We have five systems, Plagueis and Taldyran have four apiece, and Scholae Palatinae nabbed one. Three units are on their way back home, their supply lines no longer than when this Crusade began. Not that anyone is surprised by these results. The three strongest units captured all but one system. Were I a betting fish, I would have put my credits on such an outcome. Scholae Palatinae may have some trouble holding Korriz. I know we're not having any logistic issues yet. I imagine Tal and Plagueis are faring as well as we are. Perhaps most importantly, the Dark Council's fleet was untouched, remaining in orbit here, protecting the system of greatest value to the Brotherhood.”

“This proves nothing except the Brotherhood is stronger than ever before. We have thrust deep into One Sith territory, rained destruction upon them, and now we solidify our holds on our newly-won prizes. But they could still try to cut us off.”

The Dark Jedi Master looked away for a moment before returning to the Grand Master's black eyes. “Since we're on the subject of possible plays the One Sith might make, let's discuss what might have happened. A hypothetical. What if the deep plants by the One Sith weren't their plants at all? What if the attacks were sponsored by someone else who wanted us to seek vengeance against the One Sith? If I'm a strategist for the One Sith, my thought process might be...Sacrifice the outer planets. Not enough time to properly secure or evacuate. Plus, we need to see how these invaders fight, learn their tactics and strategies. Would be worth giving two systems up if I can save more later. Reassess after the first conflict. How many systems can these invaders conquer given our current defensive alignment? Knowing that, decide on a new course of action. Do we bolster our remaining outer systems and try to hold them to their current gains? Do we establish a last line of defense and retreat? Do we try holding our systems, then, if we fail because the enemy is far more powerful than previously thought, send in expendable allies while our remaining forces flee to our home world?”

“How many more rhetorical questions are you going to ask before you arrive at your point?”

“One: does this not seem like what we saw? The One Sith's defenses for Krayiss and Nfolgai were standard, good enough to hold against the occasional insurrection, but not good enough against a motivated invasion force. If they wanted to entice us further into their territory—“

“They succeeded.”

“—We would have encountered less forces. If you know your people are going to die, might as well save a few from becoming turbolaser fodder. If they wanted to stop us, we would have seen more defenses. If they did not know about the invasion at all, we would have seen a normal garrison. And that's what we saw.”

“What if that's what they wanted us to see? What if they knew we would be suspicious if we did not encounter a normal, full garrison?”

“Then why reinforce the next set of systems? If they wanted us to proceed further, they would not have improved the defenses of the next set of systems. Better commanders, better pilots, fiercer fighting. Before Svolten, I had not been shot down in years. Yet there I was, free falling alongside many other superb pilots. Every ring of systems closer to Ziost and Dromund Kaas has been more aggressively defended. Until Kalusnor, Korriz, and Jaguada.”

“They were defended,” exasperation and annoyance crept into Muz's voice.

“But not by One Sith members. Mercenaries held those systems. Yes, those were the best mercenaries credits could buy, but they were mercs, not Dark Jedi. They had evacuated their Dark Jedi. That tells me they panicked, they were unprepared for the eventuality of us winning all those battles. If they were unprepared for that eventuality, they did not plan the attack on our home systems. As stated earlier, if they are responsible for the attacks, they did not use the sabotages to soften us for a larger invasion because there was no invasion.”

“Not yet.”

“True. But if they have not birthed an attack after nine months, I doubt one is still gestating.”

“We cannot rule that out.”

“The likelihood decreases daily,” the Mon Cal said. “If not to weaken, then their attacks were meant to goad. If they knew we would attack, they would have had an approved plan for major eventualities, such as them regretting their hubris-fueled aggression and losing nine planets.”

“We've conquered fourteen.”

“Yes, but I mean, before the last five planets, before Kalusnor, Korriz, and Jaguada. An exit strategy would have been executed before then, or those planets would have been reinforced. We manhandle them nine times, we're pathing straight to the Sith holy systems, and what do they do? They pay a bunch of mercs to attempt to slow us down and flee. That's not a thought-out exit strategy, that's a panicked attempt to cut losses and regroup for the next war.”

“Apparently, Master fish, your short-term memory is a bit watered down. Ziost and Dromund Kaas did not fall easily.”

“While not as easy as plinking mynocks off power cables, these planets fell far more easily and quickly than they should have. We forget that claiming planets is far more difficult than holding them. Most Brothers and Sisters have never fought an offensive war; I cannot remember being the invader and not the invaded though my memory is a bit murky.”

“You just invalidated your hypothesis. They allowed us to stretch ourselves by appearing to fight us. When, in reality, it's a facade that they will burst through, punishing us for our stupidity.”

“Then why let us claim Ziost and Dromund Kaas? Why let us claim the two most valuable systems, their crown jewels? If they wanted to spring a trap, if they wanted to crush us, this would have been the time and place. We're overextended, we're exhausted, we're crawling to our goal. Yesterday was the day. Hit us here or at home. Hit us here and we retreat to our newly-conquered systems...which they would quickly reclaim for themselves. Hit us at home and our supply lines are bisected, our fleets and newly-conquered systems stranded in enemy space. And yet...nothing. They did nothing.”

The Grand Master nodded.

Troutrooper continued. “So if the One Sith did not initiate the attacks on our home soil, who did?”

“Our enemies are plentiful and resourceful. Perhaps none so much as the One Sith, who were proven to be the provocateurs. However, since you seem intent on pursuing this illogical line of reasoning, I assume you deny the many reports that found so—“

“Who wrote those reports?”

“Every Clan and House submitted extensive analyses and documentation, all of which confirm the One Sith is responsible for the attacks.”

“Who had access to all seven reports?”

“The Dark Council.”

“The Star Chamber?”

Muz canted his head forward. “Let's leave them out of this.”

“Fair enough. Wuntila gave me a copy of Arcona's report. The saboteurs all had problems—“

“A gross understatement.”

“—that made them susceptible, amenable to radicalizing suggestion. If memory serves, 'disillusioned', 'disenfranchised', 'abused' among many other polarizing adjectives were used in the reports to describe the attackers. 'Stupid' and 'rage-blinded' were not.”

“Report writers prefer more elegant, if less accurate language.”

“Be that as it may, these attacks were planned, coordinated.”

“Yes, by the One Sith.”

“Why would the One Sith plan the attacks on the front end, yet not plan on the back end? No, someone planned this, but not the One Sith.” He paused. “Whoever planned it had to have access to all systems.”

“Not hard for someone with resources and drive to slip through the borders.”

Troutrooper shook his bulbous head. “Good luck bypassing Tarentum security. I will grant you that a skilled infiltrator could pass through our border patrols two, maybe even three times undetected. But that's the easy part. In addition to infiltration is infrastructure. Establishing safe houses and secured communication, identifying and recruiting potentials, organizing, planning, maintaining everyone's silence...These types of long-term infiltrations are not easy nor simple. Even my best agents would be caught.”

“Your best agents failed to do anything about the Seven and the Exodus.”

“My best agents left in the Exodus.” He coughed. “To run one operation of this size and scope is risky. To run at least seven across all the Clans' and Houses' homeworlds...one would have been uncovered. Accidents happen. A security officer chases an unrelated criminal into a safe house. A potential recruit gets drunk and blurts out what he knows. A sleeper agent gets divorced, and his soon-to-be-ex-wife's lawyer discovers coded messages he thinks are to a secret lover. Instead, the messages detail the next clandestine meeting location for the cell.”

Lord Ashen rolled his eyes. “I'm sure anything could happen.”

“And that did. The lawyer went to the meeting spot, but did not return. My agent met a similar fate for his sloppiness. The point is, all the logistics required to accomplish what the One Sith is said to have accomplished is beyond their abilities, beyond any intelligence agency's abilities. We forget that all this was done during wartime, or just after. Most homeworlds operated under martial law during and shortly after the Horizons plague. Any suspicious activity would have been resulted in one's arrest at the very least.”

“So who arranged all these sleepers cells if no intelligence agency could?”

“Someone with unfettered, unmonitored access to all Dark Brotherhood systems. Someone with the means to fund projects while operating inside our space, and to do so quietly. Someone who already had eyes and ears in every unit.”

The Lion of Tarthos narrowed his gaze. “Are you suggesting—“

“Let's examine the sleepers,” Troutrooper interrupted. “Many were Dark Jedi for whom the permanent effects of the Horizons plague were an opening of the eyes and the realization that they were just another line on the roster, nothing more. The Erinoses who assaulted our temple, for example, were journeymen who felt betrayed when we imprisoned them for the crime of being a journeyman infected by the plague. Yes, they are Dark Jedi. Yes, they are members of the Brotherhood. No, they will never forgive or forget the slights and scars they believe we gave them. We cannot exile or execute them as that is strictly forbidden by the Dark Covenant. We can never fully regain their trust as they have seen the reality our leaders try to hide. We are stuck with a generation of members that are near or at open rebellion against the Dark Brotherhood hierarchy. Someday, they will explode.”

“They did explode. The One Sith recruited them into their ranks after feeding them these insidious and seditious lies.”

“The One Sith would not have known whom to talk to. They may have known we had some internal unrest, but exact individuals? Unlikely. And all the unruly individuals were under our surveillance. We knew whom they spoke to. Unless, of course, they talked to someone who did not need to be physically close to the person in order to communicate with them.”

“We know the One Sith has powerful Dark Jedi in their intel division, including their head of intelligence, Sith Lord Esoteric. He would not need to be anywhere close to the target in order to converse.”

The Arconan paused. “Speaking of Sith Lords, before the Dark Crusade, we knew for a while that the One Sith felt pressured by us. Our two organizations were destined to clash eventually.”

“And we did. They struck first, we struck last.”

“But obstacles remained. We could not attack them unprovoked. The Clans and Houses would not unite without a reason. One unit would not commit and would hold back its fleet. The other units would pull back and reinforce their homeworlds for fear of attacks from that one dissenting unit. Now everyone is back at home, yet still hungry for war after answering the call but not seeing it through. Not long before someone blinks and the Brotherhood is at war with itself again. Even if all the Clans and Houses united and headed to war together, we could not do so carrying so many fractious journeymen.”

“Your hour is nearly over.”

“The attacks surprised everyone, including the One Sith. Whoever coordinated the attacks had access to all Brotherhood systems. We knew we could defeat the One Sith only if we united, but we would not unite without a reason for doing so. We knew we could not defeat the One Sith until we cleaned the mess the Horizons plague made on our rosters.

“Somebody enticed our disgruntled Dark Jedi to serve them” the Mon Cal continued. “And that person's goal was not to cripple the Brotherhood, but to eliminate what was holding the Brotherhood back. In doing so—and here comes the true brilliance of this plan—the sabotage simultaneously cleaned the roster and gave the Clans and Houses a reason to unite.” He stood and applauded. “Fantastic work, maestro. A move ingenious yet simple. Sublime. Could not have done it better myself.”

Lord Ashen tapped his chin, eyes studying Troutrooper.

“I'll say it for the record: you planned, organized, and coordinated the sabotage attacks that led to this invasion of the One Sith. You, Grand Master Muz Ashen, violated nearly every article of the Dark Covenant to push us into war.”

The Lion of Tarthos glowered and drew the Dark Side currents emanating from the planet itself to him. “Your next few words will determine how long you live. Remember, you're already dead and no member of Taldryan come iif you call.”

“First question,” the Dark Jedi Master continued, “what's your motive? Why would the Grand Master savage his charges? You knew the One Sith would eventually turn their eyes toward Antei. If they had struck, if they had sent their fleet towards Antei or any of our homeworlds, 'dire', 'grim', and 'acceptable losses of personnel and territories' would have been the phrases of the day. We had to take the fight to them. We had to invade. We had to preempt their strike with one of our own. But, as mentioned, we had to unite to defeat them. Problem one.”

The Lion growled.

“Problem two,” Troutrooper gave himself the prompt, “were the disaffected, the ones preventing the Clans and Houses from rebuilding. You wanted—needed them to die so the units could restore themselves to their previous glory. You needed to prepare us for the inevitable war with the One Sith, a war we would lose with these malcontents still moping around. If I wanted to send a suicide bomber to take out a building, I'd find the nearest mundane, torque his mind, shove some explosives up his backside, and Force Push towards the building I wanted demolished. No. You chose those saboteurs specifically, intentionally, knowingly.”

“If I did this—and I am not implicating myself in any way, shape, or form—why did all the reports state specific, conclusive evidence that the One Sith carried out the attacks?”

Troutrooper frowned. “We discover what we want to discover. I don't know what you told all your cell commanders, but I'm guessing you met them dressed in One Sith-looking robes—which are very similar to our robes—and introduced yourself as a member of the One Sith. A little Illusion concealed your identity: a mind desiring to discuss revenge blinds itself, all you had to do was project something into that fertile, combustible mind. You knew which disaffecteds to target. You knew whom to promote to cell leader and whom to merely recruit. Then comes the easy part for you. Funding, transportation, logistics, all the infrastructure for these missions is already in place. No one would question the Grand Master about his doings or wanderings.”

“My doings and wanderings are tracked. Perhaps not as closely as others, but I am watched. If I did what you claim I did, someone would find out. You did.”

“Not necessarily,” the fish said, holding up a flipper. “The attackers hit every unit, including the Dark Council. Another smart move. Had you not attacked yourself, we might have considered the possibility the Dark Council attacked its own herd. But because the Great Hall was included in the assaults—I still enjoy that line in the official report, 'They expected Vodo'—we assumed the attackers had to be external. We looked outward and identified possible organizations. Then when we found evidence pointing to one of them, we affixed them in our sights and blinded ourselves to other options. We saw what we wanted to see.”

“Then how did you come to your hypothesis?”

Troutrooper shrugged. “I was blind.”

Muz raised an eyebrow.

“I saw what I wanted to see. I, uh...” he gurgled a chuckle. “I was not your biggest supporter.”

“Go on.”

“I wasn't thrilled with your appointment to Grand Master. I heard plenty of good things about you, but I was skeptical. Naga Sadow isn't exactly the birthplace of Grand Masters. You were a great Herald and a decent Deputy Grand Master, but Herald isn't a leadership position and I attributed your successes as Deputy to your master, Sarin.”

“You wanted the throne for yourself?”

“No. Well...” the gurgling trailed off. “No. Different topic. We can discuss it someday, but, in short, no, I did not and do not want the Iron Throne. I wanted someone else on the throne, someone not you.”

“Who?”

Troutrooper shook his head. “Such details are not worth retaining. In short, I disdained your appointment and was unpleasantly proven correct time and again. I saw the Brotherhood floundering, stagnating as one surprise war came after another. Fight, rebuild, fight, rebuild. A never ending cycle.”

“I would have thought a Dark Jedi Master like yourself would understand the cycle of war and combat that looms above us, that is the Dark Side of the Force.”

“I do. But while other organizations fight, rebuild, and expand, we never progressed. Just another Grand Master keeping the Brotherhood afloat, not soaring. I distanced myself from the Brotherhood, took some time away to avoid doing, saying something I would regret. I enjoyed my retirement.”

“Then Pravus said hello...?”

Troutrooper chuckled. “He wasn't first to call, but I answered his call. He did not need to say much to sway my mind. 'Something something revolution. Something something Muz must go. Something something join us, fishy.' I should have been more skeptical, critical. But...”

“You wanted me gone.”

“Yes. And we seven could have made that happen.”

The Lion's eyes narrowed. “Do you still?”

The fish's brow furrowed. “Do I need to answer that? I will if only to make my thoughts known. No. This war changed that. Whereas the Dread Council spoke of change, you enacted change. For the first time, we went to war instead of having war brought to us. You united the Clans and Houses—albeit loosely—and departed Dark Brotherhood space to conquer a worthy foe. The Dread Council, including my long-time friends and allies, tried to disrupt the Brotherhood's progress, tried to undermine the gains you made. I began to realize you worked—work to further the Brotherhood, that you push us forward when opportunity arises.”

“But, according to you, I made that opportunity. I didn't take what was given, I made it happen.”

Troutrooper smiled. “And, when I discovered that fact, I respected you all the more. A cunning gambit designed to propel the Brotherhood forward. And it worked, successful beyond imagining. Well done, sir. Well done.”

“So your loyalty can be bought through respect? Whoever has your respect has your allegiance? Strange and dangerous currency, fishy.”

“Not quite. I am for the Brotherhood. I will always chose the Brotherhood. Regardless of which unit's symbol is on my shoulder, I fight for the Brotherhood. I was expelled from the Emperor's Hammer for insubordination because I tired of the stagnation and opened my mouth. I left Tarentum because the Tarentae stymied every step of progress, every act that would push the Brotherhood. I joined House Revan because it was progress, we showed that Brothers and Sisters could unite and do more than quibble about long-past imagined slights. I joined Arcona because maybe, just maybe, I can pass my desires and ideals to this young group. We can be more. We should be more. You have proven that you are willing to do what is necessary to see the Brotherhood become more than it is. And because of that, you have my loyalty.” The Dark Jedi Master closed his eyes and bowed.

“Stirring,” the Grand Master said with more than a hint of disdain. “Practiced and polished. I am the Grand Master. I should have your loyalty regardless of what direction I move the Brotherhood.”

“You may have my obedience, but not my loyalty unless your direction is forward. Since forward is the direction, you have both my obedience and loyalty. The Brotherhood has been sharpened. The weak have been culled, the survivors have been strengthened. We are now prepared, ready to face the full might of the One Sith. You accomplished what you wanted, your plan succeeded; congratulations.”

Muz sneered. “What does your obedience and loyalty get me? What do you have to offer besides far-fetched, paranoid notions?”

“Whatever you desire so long as your desires propel the Brotherhood forward.”

“And what do you get out of this? You play a long game.”

Troutrooper shook his bulbous head. “No longer. My past is dying, and I am powerless to stop it or myself. My future marches closer, and I can only do so much to prevent it. I live in the present so long as I live.” He emphasized his last word.

The Grand Master nodded. “I hear there will be a funeral for Arcona's deceased in four days. I would check my schedule, but I am guessing a Mr. Belac already has purchased a significant portion of my day.”

“Mr. Belac, as he did today, bought one hour. If you note, he requests that you meet him on Selene.” Troutrooper bowed. “Mr. Belac appreciates the time the Grand Master has given him today. Thank you, sir. Now, if you will excuse him, Mr. Belac has a flight to catch.”

