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Shake-up at the top
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CELIA WHITLEY FUMED. That... that bastard, Lord Piraneus. Trumped up, over himself, oily... prick. How dare he? She shook off the hand of the guard attempting to escort her out of the room. Nobody was going to throw her out. Nobody. She marched to the foyer and jabbed the call button for a car. Two of the uniformed lackeys slipped into the elevator with her before she could stop them. She faced the door, ignoring their presence, as the numbers counted down to the ground floor. Her heels beating a sharp staccato on the marble floor, she strode toward the front doors. The guards caught up with her, one on each side, but they didn't try to touch her. Senator Ackroyd came through the doors and recognized her, his lips curving into a smile which quickly disappeared. He'd also recognized what was happening. Of course he would. Soon enough, everyone would know. Celia swallowed the bitterness.

She reached the entrance, stepped through the auto doors and stood at the top of the flight of stairs leading from the senate building to the Imperial square. The guards stopped on each side of her. She glared at them, daring them to say something but, their faces impassive, they turned and went back inside. They didn't go far, though, as if waiting to see if she was stupid enough to try to return to the building.

She might have been sacked but she wasn't stupid.

Celia almost ran down the steps to the square which as usual, milled with people, some on business, many here to gawk at the Imperial palace directly opposite the senate building. Piraneus had made it clear she wouldn't be allowed to return to her office at the top of the Department of Alien Affairs building. The tower stood on her right, its plain edifice a stark contrast to the flamboyance of the Imperial palace with its sparkling crystal shards pointing to the stars. His Lordship had said 'someone' would deliver her personal belongings to her apartment. They'd no doubt get her secretary to do that. Celia had never liked the woman, but she supposed she did her job well enough.

A bunch of tourists dawdled around just where she wanted to go. Probably from some backward planet, here to drink in the opulence of the Empire. Good grief, there were even a couple of scaly, red-skinned aliens with them. She shoved her way through, ignoring the 'well really' from some fellow she would never see again.

Her blood still boiling, she let herself into her apartment, perched halfway up one of the more salubrious buildings in the district. At least they couldn't take this away from her, it was bought and paid for by her husband before he died. Gods, she still missed him. Randolf shouldn't have died, slaughtered by a band of Yrmak warriors that took his ship. He should have had the admiral's stars, not that red-eyed abomination. Kicking off her shoes she went over to the bar and poured herself a large brandy, rolling the amber fluid around the glass before taking a gulp.

Well... what now? She sank into an armchair, the glass still in her hand. This morning she'd been Celia Whitley, Director of Imperial Security, an hour later, Celia Whitley, Nobody. Oh, she was still on the payroll, just suspended from duty until an official investigation had taken place. But she was still Celia Whitley, Group Leader of Humans First. And that asshole Piraneus had given her even more reason to relish her secret role.

An alarm pinged. Someone at the entrance. She switched on the display which showed a tall, thin man in the uniform of an Imperial military colonel standing in the building's foyer. Kest. What the hells would he want?

"Whitley here. Why the visit?"

Kest pointed down at something she couldn't see. "I've got your belongings. I didn't think it was right, sending over your secretary."

That was nice of him. "Okay. Come on up. And thanks."

Kest brought in a hover pad carrying a crate with her few personal possessions. She'd never seen the need for much on her desk. A holo of Randolf, some personal records, three pieces of art – real art, signed paintings by Choseen, Ah Wong, and Smythe.

Celia swallowed. The remains of a career, in a crate. She didn't need the pity in Kest's eyes.

"Sorry, ma'am. I was shocked. And surprised. Astonished, in fact. I'm sure the investigation will clear you, and you'll be back in no time."

"That's life in the Empire, I guess. Thanks for doing this. Can I offer you a drink? Tea? Brandy?" She waved her empty glass. "I know it's early, but I needed it."

"Tea will be fine." Kest sat in the other armchair while Celia ordered tea through her kitchen dispenser, then poured herself another brandy.

"Did they tell you why?" Kest asked.

Celia leaned back in the chair. "Piraneus said the senate was unhappy with the way the business with the Chezahn cult had been handled. I hardly know more than the name. Why should we care if the Yrmaks want to kill each other? They've been doing that for... oh, ever."

Kest sipped his tea. "True enough." Putting down the cup, he said, "Did Lord Piraneus say anything about me? That investigation of the attack on Tian Axmar?"

So that was it. Offer condolences to Celia, eh? Not really, just protecting his skinny ass. "No. Don't worry yourself on that score. Axmar reported to you. It was an obvious supposition, but I never believed it for a moment." After all, she'd ordered the assault herself. "The investigation found no reason to blame anyone for what happened to her. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time, that's all."

The colonel straightened his position into his favored military pose. "That's good to know. She was a good operator, although we didn't get on. She didn't really fit in to my administration. Far too independent."

Yes, and far too interested in the activities of Humans First. "As you say, she was good."

But Kest had raised an interesting point. What if Axmar had found out something? Piraneus was known to be a supporter of Admiral Ul-Mellor. What If Axmar had discovered the attack on the Yrmak business had been carried out by Yrmaks in the pay of Humans First and she'd passed that on to Ul-Mellor? If she'd died, as she was supposed to, it wouldn't be an issue, but she hadn't. "Did you complete your investigation of what happened to Axmar, Colonel?"

"It's in your inbox, ma'am." He stopped. "At least, your successor's." He rubbed his fingers over his mouth.

"It was on my watch. Surely it's no sin to tell me something I would have known in an hour's time?"

He looked away for a moment, then shrugged. "Why not? She was held at a brothel, a place called Inferno." His lips turned down. "You will have heard of it."

Yes, she had. Weird sex any way you liked it. It was none of ImpSec's business. Neither was Celia's business interest in the place. "Did you obtain any vid from there?"

He frowned. "We did. It's disturbing."

Kest didn't approve of kink. Too bad, a lot of other people did. The vids sold well in the spacer bars. Never mind. "I take it she escaped. How did she do that?"

"The clerk at the desk was overcome by a man he assumed was a punter. His name is Brent Walker. They managed to make it off the space station, and then we lost track of them."

Celia placed her elbows on the arms of her chair and tapped her fingers together. Plenty to think about there. They would have had to remove the shock collar fitted on Axmar's neck. Walker must have done that. Otherwise the collar would have killed her well before she reached any of the station docking bays.

"Until she reached Admiral Ul-Mellor." The very name made her retch. Pumped-up, miserable, red-eyed demon. How the Emperor had allowed that alien upstart into the Imperial Fleet was beyond her ken.

Kest shrugged. "And there the trail ends."

He knew more, she recognized the gleam in his eye, waiting for her to ask him to continue. She sure wasn't going to ask.

He gave up after locking eyes with her for a little too long. "Fortunately, my Yrmak contacts could give me more. She and Walker turned up on Semla, asking questions about this." He pulled out his comm and pressed a control. A symbol floated in the air between her and Kest, three concentric circles with eight rays crossing over the center.

"I remember that. Axmar wanted to follow up on it and we couldn't see any point."

The colonel nodded. "I discussed it with the station's Yrmak chief of police when we found it on the wall of a destroyed Yrmak business. She said it was just a child's scrawl. That's when you told me to get her to follow up on the Brixton business."

Yes, and they were not going to talk about that. She waved her hand at the symbol. "That's the Chezahn thing?"

"It is. According to our Yrmak contacts it's a symbol for the Chezahn sect. The fellow was reluctant to talk about it, said it was Yrmak lore and none of Human business. But we did some follow-up with other sources. You'll know that the star representing the eye of their mother constellation has gone supernova. One of the fundamental Yrmak groups has decided it means the Mother is angry with them for straying from the path. The symbol is used to show that an Yrmak has been executed for deviant behavior, which might be as simple as associating with Humans. Anyway, after that, Walker and Axmar left the planet. Nothing was heard from them until they turned up again, with Admiral Ul-Mellor."

Celia tapped one finger on the arm of her chair. She hadn't known about the significance of the symbol until Ul-Mellor told her. Yrmak affairs were beneath her dignity. She left it to Kest. But while she was all for encouraging aliens to kill each other, she didn't want Humans First's interest in the matter becoming known. Which was why she'd decided to make sure Tian Axmar was... diverted. Not only was the woman good at her job, she was far too close to that demon mongrel in a Fleet admiral's uniform.

Kest's voice cut into her thoughts. "Will she be coming back?"

"To ImpSec? It's not my problem anymore, is it? At least for the time being. I expect it's all going to be investigated again, by whoever gets the job." She sat back in her chair. "Thank you so much for coming, Colonel Kest. I appreciate your concern."

Kest read the 'dismiss' signal correctly and rose to his feet. "Well, I'd better be going. Best of luck, ma'am. For what it's worth, I think you were hard done by."

Celia stood, shoving away the welling in her eyes. "Thank you, Colonel. All the very best. Do you know who my replacement will be?"

He nodded. "Admiral Kanrizz has been shifted out of military intelligence. He has already moved into your office. He will be in charge of the new investigation."

How very bloody nice. It sounded to her like somebody had it in for her, and she didn't have to look far for a candidate. She saw Kest to the door, then went into her home office. The connections to ImpSec were gone, of course. That was okay. She had even more secure connections to her Humans First account.

Her new project wasn't something she wanted ImpSec to know about. It was going to be messy for a little while, but eventually everyone would realize the end result was worth a little pain.
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A smugglers' meeting
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THE NICE THING ABOUT an asteroid mining operation was that you could guarantee it would be easy to find somewhere to hide. Brent tucked Vagabond behind one of the larger moons beyond the circling moonlets in the ring girdling the nameless gas giant. The blazing point of light on the edge of the rings was Rhubitar, the system's star, and the planet was recorded in the star charts as Rhubitar eight. The planet didn't really matter. They were there for the only object in the asteroid belt with angular lines. The abandoned Yrmak mining platform.

"Looks like we've got some movement." Tian nodded at the nav system, which displayed the surrounding area in 3D above the nav console. A speck moved between the brighter points of the planets and asteroids, coming in from beyond the system's outer reaches.

The ship's signature rolled across the screen, although at this distance no real detail was available. Strange. Brent had been expecting Tubman's FB-40 and this looked a lot bigger. "I don't recognize the ship."

Tian shot him a glance. "Should we be worried?"

Should they indeed. "Maybe. But if it isn't Tubman, it's somebody else wanting weapons. I doubt the boss will be picky." Brent eased Vagabond out of her hiding place and set course to bring her closer to the mining rig, then stood. "Over to you, sweets."

Grinning, Tian beckoned him to her and pulled him down for a swift kiss. "Be careful, you hear? I don't want to have to come down there and rescue you."

He straightened. Her eyes had narrowed, her lips tightened. She was worried about him. "I'll be fine. Tubman and I are old mates."

"Yeah, sure. I wouldn't put it past him to blow you away and avoid paying you the rest of what he owes."

"Relax. He might be a smuggler and a crook, but if he can't get merchandise he can't make money. I've been useful in the past." He hoped. But he wasn't certain and she would know that. "See you soon."

Brent adjusted the controls on his envirosuit for space conditions and checked the connections to the air packs. It was out of habit, really. He wouldn't be in any danger. In the cargo hold, the landing shuttle looked like a beetle squatting on four short legs, its compartment stacked with four crates of Kuhlman SX-200 assault guns. Brent swung himself into the cockpit, opened the bay doors and set the lander drifting off into space. Vagabond hung behind him, a bit battered, in need of some new panels, scored and streaked. The mining platform was little more than a shape in the darkness, translated into a solid target on the shuttle's screen.

"The ship is one of Narvak's, a heavy freighter. Name's Lady Narvak". Tian's voice came over the intercom.

"Check." Narvak, eh? Would this be Narvak himself? Probably not, he tended to keep out of the direct line, too much risk of getting caught.

Tubman's ship was a larger spot on the nav screen, coming in fast. Brent came in closer to the mining rig, aiming for the landing platform. No lights came up to meet him, no voice spoke from control. But the anti-grav still worked. Brent picked his spot, off to the port side of the platform where he could easily head off into space should the need arise. He waited in the cockpit, gazing at the massive hauler coming into position off to one side of the mining rig.

"That you, Walker?"

Brent recognized Tubman's voice with its Estorian nasal twang. "It's me. Nice to see you."

"Yeah. Got the goods?"

"Of course."

Tubman grunted. "Hang ten. I'll come down."

Lady Narvak's shuttle, larger, but just as dented and scarred as Vagabond's, settled on the platform beside Brent. Its ramp came down and Tubman's minder appeared, a massive Yrmak warrior wearing his distinctive armored space suit, all spikes and angles. A human figure dressed in an envirosuit clambered down behind him. Brent walked out to meet the smuggler, bringing along one crate of weapons on a hoverpad.

Flanked by his Yrmak bodyguard, Tubman stepped closer, a slight sneer on his face. "I see you've still got that piece of crap," he said, rolling his eyes up toward space. "Want to sell it for scrap?"

"Vagabond? Yes, I've still got her. She's an old friend."

Tubman smirked. "Old's the word. Whatever. I can get you a good deal with a scrap merchant."

"Is that what you did with your ship? This is one of Narvak's isn't it?"

Tubman's lips twisted. "She's in overhaul. Narvak owes me a favor. And he needed a skipper for this ship. Win-win." His eyes flickered and he swallowed.

The true story was probably rather different, but it didn't matter. "Let's get down to business."

The smuggler pointed at the crate at Brent's feet. "Open that. Carefully."

Brent unsealed the crate. The Yrmak took a step closer. Brent wasn't surprised. Yrmaks would have wet dreams about these little beauties – always assuming Yrmaks had wet dreams. He lifted one of the guns, much lighter in this low gravity than it would normally be. In the Imperial Fleet, these guns were what it said on the box – heavy assault weapons. But an Yrmak could use one as a hand gun.

Tubman's eyes glittered behind his helmet's plasteel visor. "Check it."

The warrior plucked the gun from Brent's hands and inspected each component. He flicked the weapon's power gauge, tested the trigger. "Want to try," he said to Tubman. Brent got a good look at the weapon's blank muzzle aimed at his face. Not long ago his nerves would have jangled, but if the Yrmak even thought about pressing the trigger, Brent would have the gun out of the alien's hands before he had time to blink.

"Don't be stupid." Tubman jerked his head at a derelict crane hanging at a drunken angle from the back of the rig. "Give it a go at that."

The muzzle swung away as the Yrmak lifted the assault gun in both hands, aimed and fired. Green energy spurted and the crane disintegrated. The Yrmak growled a remark that he wouldn't know Brent could hear and understand. He was happy. Very.

"Okay. He approves. Where are the rest?" Tubman asked.

"Where's the money?" Brent countered.

Tubman pulled a card out of a pocket on his suit. When Brent reached for it, the smuggler pulled his hand away. "After I've checked the goods."

"Okay." Brent turned to the Yrmak. "In the cargo hold."

Spurning Brent's offer of the hover pad, the warrior was back in moments, carrying all three crates. Tubman opened each container and searched through the layers.

Brent folded his arms. "It's all there."

"Hm. Looks like it." Tubman handed over the credit chip, which Brent checked with his comm before sliding it into a pocket.

Tubman gestured at his shuttle. "Get them on board." While the Yrmak worked he said, "Can you get more? I've got a client wanting this sort of equipment."

"Narvak?"

The quick jerk of the muscles around the smuggler's mouth confirmed the guess. "Not necessarily. And just remember, Walker, it's none of your business."

Brent grinned. Smuggler's rules. "Okay. I can get more. But they come out of the Imperial weapons stores. My contact can cover up for a few crates, but not too many at once."

"Your contact's trustworthy?" Tubman watched closely, examining Brent's response. In his position, Brent would be doing the same thing.

"Far as I can tell. And it's not your problem."

Tubman swallowed a chuckle. "Yep. Get me some more of these and I'll pay you double." The Yrmak returned, a looming presence at Tubman's side. "Okay, we're done. Contact me."

Searchlights speared down, lighting up the platform like a performance stage.

"Brent! Get back here! A battle cruiser has just uncloaked. Hurry! Hurry!" Tian screamed the words so loudly Brent was sure Tubman could hear. He certainly reacted, sprinting for the ramp into his own shuttle. But it lifted off before he could get there, the engines flaring red as the squat shape rose off the platform toward Lady Narvak, a black bulk blotting out the stars.

"Come on, Tubman." Brent grabbed the smuggler's arm and dragged him up the ramp into his own shuttle. Leaving Tubman in the hold, Brent dived into the pilot's seat. Too late. Imperial marines using jetpacks surrounded his ship. Several of them had hand-held missiles, nick-named 'ship destroyers' – and they were aimed at the shuttle.

A voice came through the standard emergency channels all ships accepted. "Don't touch the controls. Come down with your hands in the air."

An Imperial battle cruiser sitting just inside the orbit of the moon where Vagabond lurked took up most of the nav system's display. Three troop transports drifted in the space between, with the dots of fighter escorts darting in accompaniment.

"You okay, Tian?" he asked, as he shut down the shuttle's engines.

"I'm okay. But there's a turbo laser aimed right between my eyes." She sounded calm. But then, she usually did.

Brent unbuckled his harness, raised his hands and headed for the ramp. "I've been arrested."

"Yeah," she said. "I figured."

Spotlights glared down on the mining rig, casting weird multiple shadows on the deck. Brent couldn't make out the number of marines. Ten? More? The Yrmak bodyguard lay still, a hole in his armor. The SX-200 assault gun lay on the deck beside his hand. He would have put up a fight. Yrmaks were like that. Such a pity Brent had made sure the gun only had enough energy for a single firing.

A marine jerked Brent around and told him to put his arms behind his back. Bands tightened on one wrist, then the other. "Don't be a hero, buddy. Some of the boys would rather shoot than talk." A shove between his shoulder blades sent him over to where Tubman stood, similarly constrained, his lips twisted in impotent fury.

"Walker, if you set this up, I'll have your guts—"

"Oh, chill it, Tubman. I'm in binders, too. And my mate says the Imps have dragged my ship into their docking bay."

"You're breaking my heart," growled Tubman.

A marine smacked his rifle's butt into Tubman's back. "Shut your mouth and get into the shuttle. You, too." He pointed the weapon at Brent.

Tubman sat opposite Brent in the troop shuttle's passenger compartment, a marine on each side. The troopship jolted as it took off for the short trip to the battle cruiser. The ship jolted again as it went through docking procedure in the warship's air lock.

Now for the interrogation.

Brent and Tubman were marched to the detention cells and separated. A guard removed Brent's binders, stripped him of his envirosuit, shoved him into a cell and sealed the door. The place wasn't luxurious, but Brent had been in worse places. This one at least had a waste unit in the corner. Not that he needed it.

Brent lay down on the cot in the corner and waited.

After about an hour an armed guard came to collect him, gesturing him out of the cell with a wave of his hand gun. He marched between two guards to a turbolift, which took him to a higher level. From there he was directed along an anonymous gray corridor lined with doors, until the marines finally stopped. The door slid open at the touch of a hand. "In here." The guards made no move to follow him into a room containing a desk and three chairs. Two of the chairs were occupied.

Tian grinned at him, wiggling her fingers in a sort of wave. "Hey."

Brent grinned back, then turned to the man sitting at the desk beside her. "Admiral."

Ul-Mellor smiled, his teeth gleaming against the ebony blackness of his skin, his eyes the red of hot coals, the only Jort officer in the Imperial Fleet. "You've done well, Mister Walker." The smile faded but the admiral gestured at a chair. "Sit. Taking possession of one of Narvak's heavy freighters is an added bonus. A pity he didn't come himself."

Brent sat. "He never does, for these small deals. Too much risk of getting involved in a fight."

Ul-Mellor's eyes brightened for a moment – his body language for amusement. "Understood. I'm sure the loss of this ship will hit him hard. Especially since she is carrying a lot of equipment, no doubt meant for Yrmak armies."

It sure would. Lady Narvak wasn't pretty, but she was designed with cargo capacity in mind. "Oh, that'll upset him, all right. It'll cost. Did Tubman spill?"

"Oh yes. He was to see a Dron called Vherriik, who will no doubt have the contacts to the Yrmaks buying the weapons."

Oh, great. More aliens to talk to. Still, he could understand their speech, a distinct advantage on his former life.

Tian was amused, her eyes twinkling. "There'll be talk in the taverns, Brent. There always is."

"Yeah." Didn't he know it?

"Before we go any further, I want you to come with me on an inspection tour of Narvak's ship. I've had people checking it, of course, but you two might pick up something unexpected. You'll both be lieutenants. I have uniforms for you. When you're dressed please alter your appearance." Ul-Mellor stood. "I'll wait outside. Call me when you're ready."

Brent waited until the door closed, then huffed, "Lieutenants, eh?" He'd never wanted to be part of the military — too restrictive.

Tian fingered the uniforms lying at the end of the desk. "Fair enough. There are so many of them on a ship this size, nobody will realize they've never seen us before."

Dressing was easy. The black uniforms fitted well. Now for the other transformation. Brent had only done this a couple of times, to practice. It felt weird willing his skin into different shapes. Of the different identities loaded into his systems he chose the dark-eyed, black-haired fellow with the aquiline nose, and started the process. His features would be squirming, changing, just as Tian's were. Her hair shortened and thickened on top of her head while her eyes lifted at the corners, the eyelids changing shape. Chin, lips, cheeks all slewed around. It was like watching a reflection in oily water. Only that didn't sound too bad, and the first time he'd seen her do this, he felt squeamish, even though he didn't have anything to feel squeamish with.

And then it was done, the squirming stopped, and somebody who didn't look like Tian but was Tian smiled at him. "That's your Tom Court persona, isn't it?"

She knew it was. "And you're Sue Ling, aren't you?" He held out his hand. "Pleased to meet you."

They shook hands and he dragged her in for a brief kiss before they opened the door for Ul-Mellor.

He stopped just inside the doorway, appraising them both. "Excellent. I don't know how the doctors do this sort of thing."

"I did ask, sir," Tian said. "They said it's just a matter of telling the molecules to rearrange our outer layers into a different pattern." She lifted her hand. "Easy."

Ul-Mellor chuckled. "It worked. I would not have recognized either of you. Well now, let's take a look at Mister Narvak's freighter."

They took the turbolift down to the hangar bays filled with fighters, troopships, and shuttles. Brent was a little surprised when Ul-Mellor walked past his fancy V-90 admiral's shuttle and opted for one of the workaday vehicles.

Tian's lips lifted in a slight grin. "Why advertise?" she said in his head. "He doesn't need to impress anybody. Oh – and just remember your place. You're a very junior officer accompanying the admiral, got it?"

Brent nodded. Normally all that military hierarchy stuff got up his nose, but Ul-Mellor had an aura about him. Judging by the responses of his crew and troops, he was respected, if not necessarily liked, by all of them. He wouldn't mind betting some of them still called him the Demon Admiral behind his back. He followed the admiral up the ramp into a shuttle and took a seat for the short hop to Lady Narvak, now tethered to the battle cruiser.

The officer in charge of the crew on the freighter was waiting in the hangar bay when the shuttle landed, offering Ul-Mellor a brisk salute, which the admiral returned.

"I'd like a look around myself, Commander. Seems we've made quite a haul."

The officer grinned. "We certainly have. There's enough hardware in the holds to fit out a battalion." He gestured toward the back of the hangar. "If you'll come this way."

Lady Narvak was a big freight hauler, not a military ship. The differences were stark after having just gone through Starburst's hangar bay. The haulers and shuttles were battered and dirty, the bays clean, but untidy. But Brent supposed everything still worked well. He'd never heard of Narvak having major technical problems. Smugglers never did.

Commander Lestreen ushered them into a large elevator car, its interior scratched and battered. The door hissed open at the freighter's top cargo deck. Brent and Tian trailed along behind the two senior officers as they inspected the compartments. Just as Lestreen had said, there was enough stuff here to arm a battalion. Boxes of munitions, small arms, spare parts for laser guns. Brent stopped in front of one compartment, eyes wide. Self-propelled rocket launchers, brand new in the original, untouched containers.
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