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— ONE —

 

“I have a lock on the beacon, Major.”  Mikado’s chief signalman glanced up at the tall officer standing behind him.  “But it’s broadcasting something strange.”

“Why am I not surprised?”  The Marine asked.  “After all, we’re dealing with some of the weirder folks from naval intelligence.”

“Did we get the bugger yet, sir?”  A gravelly voice asked from the door to the bridge.  “The guys are loading up.”

“If the message ‘try to remember north is at the top of the compass’ means our drop zone party is in place, then yes.”

A sound very much like a volcano about to erupt rumbled deep within the newcomer’s barrel chest.

“I’m going to guess,” Sergeant-Major Augustus Vanlith  said, “that Decker is sitting comfortably under a tree, making bets with his partner over how many of us are going to miss the tiny clearing he’s marked.”

“You may laugh all you want, sarn’t-major, just as long it’s secure, and he’s scouted out the target area properly,” Major Kal Ryent, commanding officer of the 251st, replied.

“I doubt spending time with intelligence has rotted Zack’s brains to the extent of forgetting where he came from, sir.  He’ll have us in the stockade and out again before dawn, with the Garonne rebels and the Navy’s undercover guy.”

Vanlith  fell into step beside his CO as they headed for the starboard hangar deck to join the assault group.

“Although,” he continued, “promotion to chief warrant officer sometimes does screw with an old command sergeant’s brains, I’ll grant you that.”

“Not for you then, that kind of promotion?”

“And do what?  I’m not a specialist, and I don’t want to become one.”

“Decker’s a grunt and still got a warrant,” Ryent pointed out.

They climbed down a circular staircase and stepped into a cavernous hold where troops in battle armor were boarding black stealth shuttles.

The compartment, configured as a flight deck, took up half of the extra space in Mikado’s belly.  Although at its core a fully armed frigate wrapped in a large freighter’s hull, the special operations Q-ship looked like nothing more than an innocuous merchantman.

“Scuttlebutt says he wasn’t given a choice,” the sergeant-major pointed out.  “Not for the warrant nor the detail to intelligence, and considering the route he took to get there, via the bottom of an endless whiskey bottle, early retirement and all, no thanks.  I’m just glad he’s back in the Corps and doing something he’s good at.”

“So I shouldn’t be worried about the drop zone or the target recon?”

“Not even for a second and if it makes you feel any better, remember that he’s got adult supervision with him.”

“Seeing as how I know Decker’s NILO personally, I’m not sure you’re giving me much comfort.”

 

***

 

The Naval Intelligence Liaison Officer in question checked their perimeter sensors one last time, to make sure none of them had decided to grow legs and walk away, or gone on strike; of course, sensors weren’t unionized, but one never knew with intelligent technology.

Satisfied, she glanced at her partner, who seemed comfortably ensconced between the gnarled roots of a tall tree, faced lifted towards the night sky, a satisfied smile on his hard face.

“You look uncommonly pleased with yourself, Zack.”

“It’s good to be on the ground for once and watch intrepid pathfinders fly down, trying hard not to crash into trees or other painfully solid terrain features.”

“Bullcrap.”  She smiled indulgently at him.  “You miss jumping out of perfectly good shuttles.”

“True, true.”  He nodded happily.  “But I can get sufficient gratification in other ways.”

She narrowed her eyes in suspicion at his pleasant smile.  Though a commander outranked a mere chief warrant officer like Zack, Hera Talyn knew better than to take control of an operation involving his beloved pathfinders.

Decker had laid out the drop zone markers himself which meant he’d probably done or would be doing something to amuse himself at the jumpers’ expense if the message he’d attached to the beacon’s carrier wave was any indication.

“What are you up to?”

“Nothing, sweetie.”  He smirked at her.  “Just keep your eyes and ears on the perimeter and I’ll look up at the stars.”

“Don’t fall asleep while you’re waiting.  You seem awfully snug.”

“No fear.  We got a ping from Mikado.  They have our signal locked in, and the drop ships are launching as we speak.”

“You were going to share this with me when exactly?”

“The ping came in two heartbeats before I told you.  If you weren’t so busy clucking over my comfort, you’d have heard it.”

Talyn glared at him.

“You’re an ass, Decker.”

“So you keep saying and yet we’ve been traipsing across the stars together for almost two years, knocking off the odd menace to the Commonwealth.  You want to change partners, I’m sure Captain Ulrich will be happy to oblige.”

“You think?  You’re my rescue project.  I’m responsible for you and likely will be until the day you screw up again and go for retirement part two or until one of us swallows a shot of plasma.”

“And I’m ever so grateful, commander, sir.”

She gave him the rigid digit salute and for some reason, that seemed to amuse him more than it should have, but he settled back into his carefully smoothed out hollow and dropped the eyepiece of his night vision sensor down in front of his eyes.  Then, he leaned his head against the rough bark of the exposed root at just the right angle to catch the pathfinders when they’d be on final approach.  Decker had learned long ago that any idiot could be uncomfortable.

 

***

 

Mikado ejected its stealth shuttles moments after it was hidden from the orbital station by the bulk of Marengo, a minor and not very profitable colony near the Shrehari frontier.  With the geosynchronous habitat out of sight, the assault force had little to fear from the civilian-grade satellites that encircled the planet’s equator.

The craft sped downwards on a shallow approach, cutting through the upper atmosphere without leaving a trace.  No light reflected off their black skins, no sensor wave bounced back to betray them.  They made a full orbit around Marengo before reaching the planned jump altitude, some fifty kilometers southwest of Decker’s position, at an altitude of twenty thousand meters, in a zone of rarefied air and intense cold.

Three pathfinder troops spilled into the night air, quickly pulling into a tight formation that would allow them to land near each other.  Wind howled over their helmeted heads, but their battle armor sealed them off from both noise and chill.

Decker heard brief clicks from the lead shuttle over his receiver, signaling they’d dropped their load, and he began scanning the sky in earnest.  Though only the pathfinders should be able to see the drop zone markers, it wouldn’t do to turn them on too soon.

“We’ve got a flock of birdies in the sky, Hera.”

Though his words were light-hearted, his tone had become deadly serious.  She could never tell when Decker would act the consummate professional Marine or when he’d be the sarcastic, if not cynical warrior who’d long since grown weary of the Fleet’s chickenshit.  Evidently, manning a drop zone warranted the former.

“Yeah, I heard that signal.  All is quiet on the perimeter.”

Finally, after a long period of silence, the short-range link came to life with a human voice.

“Rookie Trooper, this is Grey Goose.  I need a compass.”

Zack glanced at Hera.

“This is it.  Light up the markers and keep your eyes glued on the sensors.  If the opposition got wise and made us, now would be the moment to attack.”

Talyn touched her control pad and nodded.

“Done.”

She could have sworn she heard Decker laugh softly in the darkness.

 

***

 

The kite parachutes opened at one thousand meters out and up from the drop zone just as the markers came on.  When the command push crackled in Augustus Vanlith ’s ears, he knew exactly what his commanding officer’s words would be.

“Please tell me I’ve had a stroke, sarn’t-major.”

“Sorry, sir.  You’re no more confused than the joker who set those markers.  If it’s any consolation, there’s no doubt now that Decker’s in charge of the DZ.”

“Who in his right mind programs them to transmit a profoundly obscene sexual invitation in gutter Shrehari?”

“Decker?”

“He’s not in his right mind.”  Ryent sounded resigned.

“Zack would be the first to admit it.  Intelligence work isn’t going to improve his sanity either.  I just hope he didn’t extend the prank to having us land in a fragrant cattle pasture or some reeking swamp.”

“You’d think his NILO would be able to stop him from going that far, but I’m not sure I trust her any more than I trust him.”

 

***

 

“Jumpers inbound.”  Decker climbed out of the comfortable hollow and grabbed his weapon.  “Turn off the markers when I give you a shout, then make them vanish.  I’ll go greet my little airborne buddies.”

“Zack?”

“Yeah?”

“You look much too pleased with yourself.  What didn’t you tell me?”

“Look at your controls.”

He grinned at her, teeth shining white in the shadows.

“Really?”  She said, shaking her head in disgust after scanning the readout.  “The day you decide to grow up, let me know.  I’ll have the Fleet Times there to record the blessed event.”

“It’ll never happen, sweetheart.  I may not be able to stay young, but I’ll always remain immature.  Besides, practical jokes are a tradition in the pathfinders.”

He blew her a wet kiss and then vanished between the shrubs at the edge of the wood line.

Moments later, she heard the soft rustle of kite parachutes and then the equally muffled sound of feet touching the ground.  Decker uttered a single word: off.

Talyn swiped the pad’s screen, ordering the marker array to self-destruct and leave nothing behind but mounds of dust that would disperse on the morning breeze.

Ryent saw a dark silhouette with the correct IFF patch emerge from the gloom.  By the size and the way the shape moved, it had to be Decker.  That was soon confirmed when he dropped into a crouch and whispered a few nonsense words – the pre-arranged recognition code.

“It’s Grey Goose, I assume?”  Decker asked.  “If it isn’t, you’ve got the wrong DZ and are going to have to move along.  I’m waiting for some sex tourists.”

“Rookie Trooper, eh?  Still a dumb name,” Ryent replied, grasping Zack’s hand, “but I suppose intelligence pukes need something to make themselves feel better about their sorry business.  By the way, don’t ever set the markers in a non-standard way for my outfit again.”

Zack chuckled.

“Doctrine says the DZ master can arrange them to transmit anything he wants, provided they mark the area correctly.”

“He’s got you there,” Vanlith  said, going down on one knee beside his commanding officer.  “The markers outlined the DZ magnificently.  How’s it going, Zack?  One still hanging lower than the other?”

“You know it, Gus.”  Decker thumped his old buddy’s shoulder.

“Et tu, sarn’t-major?”  Ryent shook his head.  “Okay, I get it: non-com mafia.  Subject closed and yes, it was funny in a stupid kind of way.  Continuing the theme, therefore, what flesh pots do you have on offer, Mister Decker, and why are you wearing the local militia uniform rather than something more appropriate to a Fleet spook?”

Talyn joined their little cluster before Zack could answer, while around them, pathfinders packed their chutes and spread out to cover the perimeter.

“Our esteemed NILO I presume?”  Ryent turned towards her.  “How are you coping with your rescue project, commander?”

“He has his moments, Kal, but he’s actually pretty good at it when he stops horsing around.”

“Glad to hear.  Perhaps one day, he’ll grow up and become an entirely reasonable adult.”

“I am here, you know,” Zack said in a mock wounded tone.

“So you are.”  Ryent’s mouth twitched.  “You were about to tell me how we’re going to liberate your colleague and his freedom fighter buddies, and also why you’re looking like rejects from the Marengo militia.  We thought of bringing you some armor, but the mission parameters were pretty clear.”

“That’s because we’re going to waltz right through the main gate and take it from the inside.”

“This, I’ve got to hear,” Vanlith  said, snorting.

“You’re going to love my plan, Gus.”

“The last time you said that we had to run for cover, but I’m willing to listen if the major is.”

“The major would like to listen.”  Ryent’s tone signaled that the time for banter was over.

“Yes, sir.  Here’s how I see it going…”

Decker went on to explain how he wanted to tackle the assault and when he fell silent, Ryent had to admit the plan seemed sound and unlikely to leave traces the local authorities could follow back to the Fleet.  Plausible deniability was one of the pathfinders’ unofficial principles of war.  It was a way of life for Naval intelligence operatives.

“You’re sure the sensor grid won’t trip?”  He asked, trying to poke holes in Decker’s scheme.

“We found a way to spoof them.  I won’t guarantee we found every single one, but the necklace close to the fence is definitely ours.  You can move up the squadron through the woods and no one the wiser.”

“Comms?”

“We’ve got a cutter charge on the landline and a jammer ready to turn the airways into white noise on command.”

“How about the relief force?”

“Ten klicks on the other side of the pass.  They come in at first light every morning to change the guard detail and always by road.  The militia has aircraft, but they’re back at the main base outside Treves.  We get in and out before sunrise, and they’ll be looking at an empty camp.”

Decker’s jaw tightened.

“I mean, empty except for the militia pukes who’ll get a taste of what they’ve been inflicting on the prisoners.  There’s just one wrinkle to work through.  Four out of the five, including Badhorn – that would be our guy - are on the wrong side of walking wounded.”

Ryent grimaced.

“And the orders say we need to keep Badhorn’s cover intact.  That means we need a pick-up on site.  I had hoped we could hoof it out far enough that the dropships didn’t have to come within sight of the prison.  If we were only extracting him, that would still be an option, but I don’t want to try carrying four of them through the jungle.”

“As it happens, the central courtyard is big enough for your four birds.  Where are they now?”

“Their glide path should have taken them to the off-shore island you designated.”  Ryent turned to his commo tech.  “Deran, get a link with Mikado.  Have them warn the shuttles that the pick-up will be inside the target perimeter.”

“It’ll take us about an hour to get there,” Decker said, “and maybe another half hour to finish the operation.  If your transport can loiter around the area starting in about ninety minutes from now, that’ll keep your time on the ground at a minimum.”

“Your time?  Aren’t you coming back with us?”

“Two off-worlders arrived on Marengo to conduct legitimate business.  Those same two will leave Marengo via Valeux spaceport, their business concluded.  The bastards might get wise to our involvement if we simply disappear with you and maybe then they’ll start thinking it was a Fleet op and not a mercenary raid on behalf of the Garonne rebellion.”

“Sensible precaution from your point of view, I suppose.  If you change your mind, there’s always room for two more.”  

Ryent rose to his full height.  “Let me brief my troops and we can be on our way.  Deran, you heard the chief.  Tell the Navy ninety minutes for the dropships.”
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— TWO —

 

“Where the hell did you get that thing?”  Ryent watched Decker and Talyn dig a battered military skimmer with Marengo militia markings out of the undergrowth.

“There’s not a quartermaster sergeant in the galaxy who doesn’t have a price.  This one came cheaper than I expected.”

Decker tossed a branch aside and heaved the vehicle around.

“Mind you, the kind of entertainment he likes is pretty cheap on Marengo, especially for a militia puke.”

“What kind of entertainment is that?”  Vanlith  asked.

“Trust me, Gus, you don’t want to know.  This shithole is one self-immolation away from turning into a three-dee copy of Garonne, and then we’ll be pulling Marengo freedom fighters from someone else’s stockade, just to balance things out.  Fucking Senate might want to keep a closer eye on colonial matters so we don’t have to yank their dicks out of the grinder all the time.”

The bitterness in Decker’s tone didn’t surprise anyone within earshot.  They’d all felt the same way at one time or another.

“And we’re here to help keep the crap from spreading,” Ryent said, “so let’s get going, folks.  Marengo isn’t going to slow down its rotation to accommodate us, and the shuttles are going to be inbound on schedule.  Decker, it’s your show.”

“Roger that, Major.  We’re ready.”  Zack jumped into the driver’s seat and switched on the power plant.  He grinned at Talyn and patted the passenger seat.

“If you’re ready for a little fun, hop in.  Otherwise, I’ll do it by myself, and you’ll miss out on what promises to be a wonderful session of militia bashing.”

When she’d settled in beside him, Decker gave the major an ironic wave and set off towards the stockade on a narrow road hemmed in by thick vegetation on either side.

He knew there was a squadron of the toughest Marines in the galaxy behind him, waiting for his signal, but damned if he could pick up the slightest trace of their presence, be it through his night vision gear or the sensor he’d propped up on the dashboard.  He felt unaccountably proud of that.  The bastards wouldn’t know what hit them.

“Is the IFF working okay?”

“It’s working, though I can’t guarantee that we’re sending the right codes,” Talyn replied.

“If that quartermaster dipshit sold us the wrong ones, I’m going back to rip his guts out and turn them into guitar strings, while they’re still attached to his stomach and asshole.”

They emerged from the forest into a wide glade, and there it sat, brooding under the starlit, moonless sky.  The stockade might have been primitive by most standards, but it had one redeeming feature: it was well hidden from the few Commonwealth officials who roamed Marengo.

“Nothing stirring,” Decker whispered.  “It’s quiet.  Almost quiet enough to give me a bad feeling about this.”

“Stop the dramatics and remember to brake before we slam into the main gate.  Unless they’ve been tipped off, and that’s pretty unlikely, the guard shift is half-asleep, happy they don’t have to patrol the jungle at oh-dark-thirty.”

Zack brought their skimmer to a halt a bare meter from the main entrance to the enclosed compound.  On either side, a compacted earth berm topped by opaque fencing faded into the darkness.  They knew from their earlier recon that a double barrier system encircled the camp, with some nasty automatic devices between the inner and outer fence.  Sensors festooned the perimeter, but these were now in thrall to Talyn’s spoofer.

“I hope you remembered to power up the jammer, because we’re on.”

“No worries.”  She glanced down at the pad in her lap and tapped its screen.  “And the land line’s now cut.”

A querulous voice rang out.

“Who are you?”

“I guess someone’s awake in the guard hut,” Zack said loud enough to be heard by whatever microphones were pointed at them.  “A good start.”

“Major Yang and Warrant Officer Klebs from the Inspector General’s office.”

“Inspector General?  At this hour?”  Outrage mixed with incredulity.

“You know what they say: no one ever expects the IG.”  Decker let out an evil laugh.  “We do our best business when folks don’t think we’ll show up.”

After a moment’s silence, a different voice came on.

“I’m Captain Beore, officer of the watch.  May I ask for your ID and orders?”

At least he had the presence of mind to be polite.  It was the same everywhere in the galaxy, no matter the organization.  Never piss off the IG.

Decker and Talyn held out small data wafers and waited for the unseen guards to scan their fake IDs.

“Here you go, Captain.  Take your time and match them with our ugly mugs; security’s always the first thing we check whenever we visit our victims – sorry, I mean the unit we’ve been detailed to inspect.”

As he spoke, Decker felt the tiny hairs on the back of his neck prickle, and he knew that the pathfinders were creeping up to the stockade, unseen by either the spoofed sensors or what few eyes looked outwards.

He had to fight the urge to turn his head and scan the low brush on either side of the road.  Talyn, who’d also felt the presence of the assault force, did her best to look like a bored and increasingly irritated field grade officer.

The IDs must have passed muster because the gate slid aside with a tired rasp, revealing an inner barrier, also opening wide.  They now had a direct route into the darkened camp.  A few shadowy figures stood to either side of the entrance, weapons slung over their shoulders.

Decker gunned the skimmer’s fans, and a horrible screeching noise erupted, followed by the sound of blades disintegrating.  The vehicle lurched forward, almost throwing both operatives through the windshield and came to rest across both gates, effectively jamming them open.

He jumped out, cursing loudly in the local patois at the infernal gods that had made the motor pool give him a defective piece of crap.  Three guards rushed up to take a closer look at the scene.

“Can you believe it?”  Decker shouted angrily.  “Why does the militia always get crap the National Guard doesn’t want any more?  Now we’re stuck here until the bastards in Larolle can send up a mobile repair team and you know how lazy they are.”

Talyn climbed out of the grounded skimmer and calmly walked up to the cluster of guards surrounding an increasingly unhappy Decker.

“Perhaps,” her voice cut through his rant, “we should move this wreck out of the way so the gates can close.  We’ll investigate the motor pool soon enough, Mister Klebs.”

Zack snapped to attention.

“As you wish, Major.”

He turned to the guards.

“You heard her – let’s get your camp secure again.”

Pointing at the surprised men, he barked, “You three, on that side, you three on the other and get ready to heave.”

They were anxious to comply and didn’t notice Talyn stroking the screen of her small pad.  It would take a few minutes for the watch in the control room to figure out all comms were jammed, but they’d not need much longer than that.

Nightmarish shapes emerged from the brush on either side of the road and silently ran towards the open gates.  Further shadows came out of the wood line to join them.

Without warning, Talyn and Decker each struck a guard hard in the midriff and then on the back of the head.  They fell down, out for the count, with no more than a brief grunt of pain.  That sudden, unexpected attack was just enough to ensure the remainder didn’t hear the pathfinders behind them.  Seconds later, they’d joined their comrades in unconsciousness while Marines flowed through the gateway and spread out across the compound.

“The ops center is over there,” Decker pointed at a small building when Ryent stopped beside him to get his bearings, “and the guard barracks is the one beside it.  The other two huts are for the prisoners.”

Captain Beore must finally have figured out something was wrong because a siren rang out over the stockade, but the garrison never stood a chance.  The Marines quickly rounded the militia troopers up, disarmed them and shoved the disoriented men into small boxes reserved for prisoner punishment.

Decker and Talyn entered the ops center after the pathfinders had secured it, to find Beore sitting on the ground, hands bound behind his back, a mixture of shock and anger twisting his face.

Zack squatted down beside him and grinned.

“No one ever expects the IG to not be the IG, eh?”

“Who the fuck are you?”  Beore demanded.

“How cute.”  Zack patted him on the head.  “It still growls even though it’s totally screwed.  We’re just some private contractors hired by concerned families to liberate folks held illegally by your government, son.”

He rose to his full height again and waved at the Marine sergeant by the door.

“Make sure he’s in the nastiest box they have.  If he stumbles a bit along the way, I won’t be overly sad.  I watched him use prisoners as practice dummies for what he thinks is proper aikido.”

“Will do, chief.”  The pathfinder grabbed Beore by the arm and hauled him to his feet.

Talyn pointed at a bank of expensive consoles against the far wall.

“Shall we cost the militia a bit of money?”

“You have some explosives hidden away in that ugly uniform?”

“Always.”  She held up a small device.  “Don’t you know it’s a court-martial offense to go on a mission without a little something to turn big stuff into small stuff?”

“Good.  I didn’t think my stash of detcord would be enough.”

Something caught Talyn’s attention, and her head snapped around to stare at one of the screens.

“Shit.”  She studied the readout.  “We have company coming.  They just tripped the sensors covering the pass.”

“Militia?”

“No – pizza delivery.”  She made a face at him.  “Of course, the militia.”

“It’s too early for a watch change.”

“Five points for stating the obvious, Zack.  They might have picked up Mikado or the shuttles, or maybe the battalion commander had a pricking in his thumbs.”  Talyn tapped her communicator.  “Grey Goose, we need to get out in the next couple of minutes, or we’ll have to expend some ammo.”

“Shuttles are about to land.  We’ve got the detainees ready to load.”

Decker stuck his head through the open doorway and listened.

“Yep, they’re right above us.  Ryent and his boys will be okay, but we won’t have time to blow this place up and still get out from under the relief column’s nose.”

“I think that we might have to reconsider the plan and hitch a ride with your buddies.  Ulrich won’t be happy, but it beats spending a few weeks dodging patrols in the jungle only to show up at the spaceport looking like we were raised by wolves.”

Zack shrugged.

“I never pass on the chance to avoid walking.  C’mon.  They’re loading.  If we don’t want to get left behind, we have to move now.”

She nodded, then quickly armed the explosive package and tossed it over her shoulder at the consoles.

“Ten-second detonator.  Time to go.”

Once out in the open, they ran towards the shuttles, two of which were already in the air while the other two were preparing to raise their ramps.

“Hang on,” Decker shouted, “we changed our minds about leaving with you.”

They scrambled into the last shuttle and realized there was nowhere left to sit but on the floor.  A stocky figure removed his helmet and laughed.

“Can’t stay away, can you, Zack?”

“It’s your charm that keeps me coming back, Gus.”

“Strap yourselves in.”  The sergeant major nodded towards restraints hanging off the forward bulkhead.  “We’ll be flying hard, and you’re not exactly dressed to bounce around.”

“Considering the renegades you have driving your crates, I’m going to agree just this once.”  Decker staggered when the craft lifted and banked hard to follow its companions on a steep path towards orbit and the waiting Q-ship.

He grabbed hold of a jump strap and wrapped his other arm around Talyn’s waist to keep her from sliding towards the rear.

“Or you could stand there for the entire flight, looking like a caveman ravishing his intended.”  Vanlith  shrugged.  “Your call.”

“I’ll just wait until the cowboy in the cockpit finishes learning how to drive this thing before I move.”
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— THREE —

 

“Your rescuees are housed in a segregated passenger pod.  They haven’t had a chance to see much of Mikado during the transfer, so I think it’s safe to say they have no idea the Fleet rescued them.”

Captain Stodola pointed at the image on the conference room’s main screen.

“As you can see,” he continued, “we’ve got them in separate cabins, each tended by one of my medical staff.  Your agent is in my real sickbay where my surgeon will give him his full attention.  He’s in pretty bad shape, but you’ll be able to speak with him shortly.  No one, present company excepted, knows who he really is, so I’d say his cover is still intact.”

“Thank you, Tom.”  Talyn patted his arm.  “It’s always a pleasure working with you.  At this point, other than the relief column showing up a few hours early for some reason, I’d say it was a successful operation.”

“Do you have any idea why one of your spooks was in a prison camp with a bunch of freedom fighters from a backwater colony on the edge of sweet fuck all, sir?”  Vanlieth asked.  “And why we took all of them with us and not just him?”

“Command chose not to tell us, sarn’t-major,” Talyn lied, “though I’m sure we can all speculate until the heat death of the universe.  It’s best not to dwell on it.  If we aren’t going to be involved in whatever’s going on, then it becomes none of our business.”

Decker grunted.

“Buddy down in sickbay is one of ours, and he was playing footsie with the rebels.  Beaten up as he is, the boss will be looking for fresh meat to take over the mission.  Somehow I think we’ll end up in the Garonne mess, you and me, Hera.  I’m willing to bet a month’s danger pay on it.”

“Fancy-pants spies get danger pay?”  Vanlith  sounded incredulous.  “All you do is live in the best hotels, sipping cocktails at all hours and shagging each other non-stop.”

“You know how it is, Gus.”  A broad smile split Zack’s face.  “The amount of shagging we have to do has been determined by the Navy’s surgeon general to be a severe health risk.”

“Only if you catch the Halterian clap, my overeager friend.  Full spectrum immunization doesn’t cover that one yet.”

“I think we should move to the saloon,” Talyn made a helpless face at Mikado’s captain, “and leave those two to argue who has the tougher job.  I have a feeling it’ll go downhill faster than any of us wants to witness.”

She tapped Decker’s shoulder.

“Don’t forget we need to debrief Badhorn the moment Mikado’s sawbones gives us the all-clear, so don’t go on an all day trip down memory lane.”

 

***

 

“How are you, Josh?”  Talyn smiled at the battered face framed by a large white pillow.

The agent tried to smile back, but his contorted face mostly showed pain.

“I’ve been better, and I’ve been worse.”  His vocal cords sounded raw, abused.  “Doc tells me I’ll mend.”

Decker ran his eyes over the regen sleeves covering Badhorn’s arms and legs.

“Sure, but will you ever be able to swing a golf club again?”

“Never was able to break a hundred, so I don’t think it’ll make much of a difference.”

“Do you feel ready to talk?”  Talyn pulled up a chair and sat down by the bed.  “I’ve made sure no one can listen in on us.”

“No, but I doubt Captain Ulrich would care about my feelings.  He’ll expect my preliminary report on his desk before we leave this system.  Go ahead.”

“Alright, then.  Tell me how you ended up in a stockade on Marengo.”

“We left Garonne on the Tigris Maru, captain and sole crew by the name of Hasaka.  I was traveling with four of the rebellion’s top specialists, all ex-military, all highly experienced in guerilla warfare.  We were on a mission to procure advanced weaponry and other supplies, and had traveled about three parsecs when a pair of needle ships appeared out of nowhere while we were sublight, spooling up for the next jump.”

Badhorn paused to catch his breath.

“Hasaka locked up the passenger deck, and before we knew what was going on, we were fighting off a boarding party that had found its way in with the bastard’s connivance.  That’s how we got most of our injuries.”

“Any idea who the attackers were?”

The agent tried to laugh but coughed painfully instead.

“You’ll never believe me.”

“Try.”

“The Confederacy of the Howling Stars.”

“What?”  Decker’s eyebrows shot up.  “Since when are the Jackals playing pirate?  I thought they made sure to stay on the clean side of organized crime laws.”

“If Hasaka let them come on board, and then they let him go unharmed, it wouldn’t be piracy, strictly speaking, just unlawful detention of Josh and the rebels,” Talyn pointed out.  “The Jackals have been known to dabble in kidnapping for hire, among other things.”

“It was for hire,” Badhorn confirmed.  “They didn’t mistreat us, even though we gave them a lot of black eyes.  After five days, we were transferred to another ship.  It looked civilian from what I could see, but I’d swear it was an Avalon Corporation sloop in disguise.  They brought us to Marengo where the militia took over.”

“Any attempts at interrogation?”

“Plenty,” the agent confirmed.  “That’s when we got beat up all over again.  They didn’t dare try mind probes for fear that we’d been conditioned and die on them.  I’m sure someone well above the Marengo militia commander’s pay grade was pulling the strings, and they didn’t dare disappoint whoever that was.”

“Sounds likely.  Getting the Confederacy to openly kidnap folks off a starship either takes a lot of juice or a lot of money.”

“Or both,” Decker added, “and it takes someone to finger this Tigris Maru as your transport.”

“Did you at least get a chance to pick up the trail on Garonne?”  Talyn asked.

“No.  The only good news is that no one’s found out we’re interested in what’s happening.”

Zack snorted.

“I’ll bet you I know who’s going to be thrown into that mess next.”

“Doubtful.”  Talyn shook her head.  “I’m sure the boss already has another operative making his way into the rebellion.  We are under orders to return home with Josh.”
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— FOUR —

 

Decker stepped through the open door and met a wall of stagnant hot air that nearly took his breath away.

This deep inside a box canyon in the middle of an endless desert, the slightest breeze would have been a miracle.

Two months had passed since the rescue on Marengo and their return to Caledonia.  Captain Ulrich had immediately given them the Garonne mission, as Decker expected, but with a twist neither of them had anticipated.

Turning to look back the way they’d come, he felt a stab of regret for the enticing coolness of the underground naval station.  They’d arrived on this minor colony world only two days earlier, but he’d developed a fondness for the quirky and very secret installation, suspecting that he’d soon come to miss its clean, wholesome atmosphere.  The engineers who maintained and refurbished ships for naval intelligence had turned out to be his kind of people.

“I should have forced you to take the bet,” he grumbled, sizing up their new home.

“So you keep saying,” Talyn replied, sounding distracted, her attention on the worn, shabby-looking spaceship squatting beneath a shimmering camouflage net.  Its sleek lines seemed eerily familiar though she couldn’t quite figure why.

“Getting involved in a rebellion never turns out well for anyone, mark my words,” Decker continued.  “We’re going to regret poking our noses into the Garonne business.”

“So you keep saying,” she repeated.  “Zack, does this tub remind you of anything?”

“What?”  Decker frowned while he ran his eyes over the pitted and blackened hull.  “It’s an old sloop.  Something the Navy took from your standard down-market pirate and kept for spook work.  I’m more worried about you flying the thing out of here.  Unless I’m mistaken, you don’t have much time at the controls of a starship, especially a lander.”

The big Marine ran a calloused hand through the mop of sandy hair covering his skull, wishing his current cover identity didn’t require him to wear it so long.

“Why do you think I spent so much time in the simulation tank after coming home from Marengo?”

She turned to look at him with a raised eyebrow.  Talyn, in contrast to Zack, wore her hair short, and that gave her a harder, leaner appearance than usual.

“You were bored enough to play first person shooter games?”  He shrugged.  “I was too busy to pay attention.”

Talyn snorted.

“I’m sure your companion of the moment found you busy alright.  Come on, let’s climb aboard and fire her up.  Neither of us is getting any younger just standing here.”

Duffle bags slung over leather-clad shoulders, they walked up the ramp into the belly of the beast, inhaling the sharp tang of metal, lubricants and all the other familiar scents of a starship.

“You know,” Zack said, looking around at the bare corridors, “now that I think about it, this tub does feel familiar, but there’s something missing.”

He stopped by a closed door.

“I’m going to venture that this is the main cabin.”  It slid aside at his touch, revealing a plain compartment but one that was, by the standards of a small ship, rather spacious.  “We can leave our gear here unless you want to take separate quarters.”

“And miss hearing you whine about the mission in your sleep?”  She chuckled, then tossed her bag inside.  “I’ll decide once we’re under way.”

The bridge had that same aura of familiarity, though it seemed as well used and strictly functional as the rest of the vessel.  Talyn sat down at the helm console and touched its screen, sending power through dormant systems.  Within moments, they came to life, and she scanned the data on the readout before looking at her surroundings again.

“Zack.”

“Hmm?”  Decker, at the tactical console, was busy running through pre-flight checks and didn’t raise his head.

“We’re on Syrah.”

“Amali’s yacht?  The one we stole at Nabhka?  I thought the Navy planned on returning it to his heirs and successors.  How do you figure?”

“She has the right feel.  I sailed her long enough to remember.”

“Well, if it is the bastard’s ship, the Navy’s given her a serious upgrade.  Remember the mercenary sloop that ran us down by the Talkin array after we stole this thing?”

“Sure.”

“Next time, we’ll be the ones chasing the mercs away.  It’ll make up for the engineers taking out all the beautiful luxury fittings it used to have.”

“It would have been difficult pretending to be rogues if our ship looked like a high-class brothel.”

“The old Syrah was comfortable, though.”  Decker sounded wistful for a moment, eyes raised to the deck head.  He sighed theatrically.  “But I’ll grant you that I wouldn’t be able to pass for a pimp and you sure as heck wouldn’t pass for a working lady.”

“Why would I be the entertainer?  I’m willing to bet I could pimp you out easily enough, big boy.”  She smirked at him over her shoulder.

“I’m willing to try if you are.”

“No doubt.  Now how about you get your mind out of the gutter and earn your pay?”

“All systems are up and running,” he replied without missing a beat.  “The Navy did a good enough job that I might just stop complaining.”

“That’ll be the day.  Give me some time to sort myself out.  It’s not like we have much leeway getting out of this slot and I’d rather not scrape our nacelles on the way up.”

“It’ll add character.”  He touched his screen.  “Incoming from the station, they’re ready to withdraw the cammo net.”

“How kind.  Tell them I’d like a few more minutes.”

“Sure.  Just don’t let us get too old sitting here, will you?”

Talyn mumbled something that might or might not have been obscene, and he smiled fondly at her back.

“I’m ready to go,” she finally announced, flexing her fingers.  “They’ve put a good AI aboard, so I’ll not be flying her alone.”

“Glad to hear that.”  He touched his screen again.  “Control, this is Chimera.  We’re ready.”

“Overhead retracted,” a voice replied moments later.  “There’s no traffic in any direction for a thousand kilometers and nothing in orbit above this location.  Godspeed and good hunting, Chimera.  Try not to damage her too much.  We put a lot of hours into the conversion.”

“No promises,” Talyn replied absently, her attention on the controls.

Though she seemed calm, Decker could read the tension in the set of her shoulders and the hard lines marking her face.  There was nothing he could do to help, so he simply sat back and tried not to think of all the things that could go wrong lifting out of a tight space in a large thing with the flight characteristics of a slab of granite.

“I hope you’re strapped in, Zack.”

“Why?  Are you going to perform aerobatics to amuse the folks on the ground?”

“Strap in, Zack.”

“Yes, ma’am.  You concentrate on flying.  I’d like to keep the nice engineers who gave us this toy happy, so don’t dent it.”

She briefly scowled at him over her shoulder, then pushed the thrusters to full strength.  Chimera’s lift-off rumble echoed through the canyon, and the rock walls began to drop away.  The little ship felt steady to a degree that surprised both operatives and within seconds, it was free of the mesa and gaining altitude fast.

“Remember to retract the landing gear,” Decker said.  “We might need it some other time.”

“Done.  The AI in this thing is impressive.  I thought we’d sway like a boat in a storm until we were out of the canyon.”

“Thank you.”  A disembodied voice startled the two agents.  They looked at each other, then Decker shook his head.

“Oh no.  Not happening.  I’m not having it speak to us, especially in that voice.”  He called up the relevant subroutine and entered a command string.  “That should do it.”

This time, a soft chime sounded.

“Much better.”  Zack smiled at his partner.

 

***

 

Gradually, the blue of the sky faded to purple and then to black when they passed through the upper atmosphere and into the vacuum of space.  Talyn chose not to spend any time in orbit and broke out immediately, headed for the hyperlimit.  With nothing else to do, Decker spent his time productively by compiling a detailed inventory of the ship’s systems while happily humming a marching song.

They’d almost reached the point where they could go FTL when his tactical screen flashed an insistent warning.

“A Navy sloop just lit up, and it’s targeting us.”  Pause.  “We’ve been ordered to heave-to and prepare to be boarded.”

“No reply,” Talyn said, shaking her head.  “We can outrun her.”

“Can I ping her with my targeting sensors, just for shits and giggles?”

“That’s probably not a very good idea.  We might show that we’re stronger than we look.”  She glanced at her screen.  “Besides, we’ll be jumping out sooner than you might think.”

“Aren’t we still twenty or thirty minutes away from the hyperlimit, even in this little tub?”

“Only if we follow Navy rules.  You can jump a lot closer to a gravity well than is generally assumed but it’ll take years of usable service off a ship’s lifespan if you do it too often.  We don’t have to follow those rules.  The sloop behind us does, and only a life or death situation would warrant breaking them.”

“They’re becoming insistent,” he said, “but I get the feeling they’re not really trying hard to catch us.  Their rate of acceleration is pretty anemic.”

“Ah.”  Her face lit up with understanding.  “A little misdirection then: anyone watching will assume we’re not exactly honest if the Navy takes too great an interest.”

“I hope that you’re right.”  His jaw clenched.  “They just fired two rounds, and they’ll graze us enough to feel real.”

Bright balls of plasma streaked by on the starboard side and a voice on the radio warned them that the next shots would be aimed at their engines.

“A few more seconds,” Talyn said, “though we’re still a tad closer than I like.”

“In that case, keep your hand right on the controls, ready to punch it in.  The moment I see their gun barrels begin to glow again, we need to be out of here.”

“You sound a little stressed, Zack.”

“I have a healthy dose of paranoia to work with, and I don’t like being shot at, sham or no sham.  The last time I was on the receiving end of a few salvos, my life went to hell.”

“Understood,” she replied, remembering the chain of events that had brought Decker back into the Corps as an intelligence operative.  “But the Navy won’t sell you into slavery, you know.”

“I’m already in a state of servitude, thanks to you, what with my involuntary recall to active duty.”

“And here I thought you were happy.  Goes to show you how ungrateful some folks are, eh, chief warrant officer?”

“Was I complaining, commander, sir?  No.  I was merely stating a fact.  And they just fired again.”

Talyn’s hand came down, and the universe went sideways, forcing Decker’s stomach in the opposite direction.

“Tell me I didn’t just break something,” she said once the jump nausea had passed.

“Nope,” he said a few moments later.  “Everything seems to be working the way it should.  How long are we on this leg?”

“I figured we’d do about ten hours, to see how she handles.  I don’t want to find out that they forgot to tighten a widget when we’re five light-years from the nearest left-handed spanner.”

“Lunch?”  He asked, putting the systems console on automatic before rising to stretch his massive frame.  “And then a game of strip poker?”

“Lunch and no strip poker.  We need to spend some time crawling through the ship so we can memorize where everything is.  Studying schematics and fooling around in the simulation tank for two days just doesn’t cut it.  We can play grab-ass when that’s done.”

He gave her a mock salute.

“Aye, aye, Captain Bligh.”

“You can have a drink with lunch.  One bottle only, though.”

“Do you really think they were kind enough to stock the booze locker with good stuff?”  Decker rubbed his hands in anticipation.

“You do know that you’ve developed quite a reputation in the intelligence branch, right?”

“You make it sound like that’s a bad thing.”  He put on a mock-wounded face at her acerbic tone.

“Perhaps not for you but for me, seeing as how I’m your partner and the one who brought you in.”

She led the way aft to the small saloon, which now looked nothing like the luxurious salon it had been when Chimera still sailed under the name Syrah.

“See, that’s the problem when you’re working in black ops.  We can’t boast about the stuff we do to the same extent as the rest of the branch, so they figure all we do is screw and drink our way through a mission.”

He opened one of the cabinets and grinned broadly.

“This is one of those times where I’m glad my reputation precedes me.”

Decker held up a purplish bottle with a label inscribed in alien runes.

“T’Klach vintage at that, top shelf Shrehari ale.  They must have found a few cases on one of the prize ships brought in to be reconfigured.  No one in their right mind would pay the freight to bring this nectar all the way to the ass-end of the Commonwealth.”

“Enjoy the good stuff while it lasts.  The whiskey is so-so and the gin not much better than rotgut.”

She closed the bar cabinet and winced.

“Wine?”

“Dordogne mass-produced plonk.”  She shook her head in amazement while she watched Decker enjoy his first sip of the potent brew.  “Either you have fans among the station’s engineering crew, or you’re the luckiest bastard alive.  You get good stuff while I have to make do with booze I wouldn’t buy for myself.”

“I’ll quickly point out that it’s free, so that should add a few points to the quality score,” he replied, mischief dancing in his deep blue eyes.

“Food seems to be prepared trays,” she said, ignoring his comment, “civilian versions of the standard navy rations; not gourmet, but tolerable.”

“Provided we don’t have to eat rat-bars, I’m happy.”

“We seem to have a supply of those as well if ever you get nostalgic for your pathfinder days.”

She shoved two slim packs into the autochef and touched a screen.

“What’s on the menu?”

“I don’t know.  I just pulled two trays out from the lunch stack at random.”

“So it might be mystery meat on a shingle with hot sauce.”

“Or it could be duck à l’orange.”

The autochef chimed softly and spat out the trays.

They sat down and peeled back the lids covering their now hot meals.

“Chicken product with green stuff on noodles,” Decker said, examining his food with a jaundiced eye, “or more likely, some product not containing meat made to look like chicken.”

“Why should you care what it is if it feels and tastes like chicken?”  She took a tentative bite of her fish and smiled.  “I don’t care if this is cleverly disguised tofu.  It tastes pretty good.”

Zack shoved a morsel into his mouth and chewed slowly, his facial expression on the wrong side of skeptical.

“Okay,” he finally said, after swallowing, “it’s not nearly as bad as I feared, but I’ll tell you what.  If we get the chance to buy some fresh food, I’ll cook.”

She considered him for a moment and then chuckled.  “I do believe that’s something I’d like to witness.”

 

***

 

“Okay,” Decker said, wiping his hands on a rag, “those spanner monkeys knew what they were doing.  This ship is in perfect condition under a believable veneer of hard use and abuse.  I’m impressed with how they managed to fit full-sized anti-ship missile launchers in there.  We might not have much of a magazine, but it’ll be enough for any asshole wanting to do us grief.  And the guns - much better than what she originally carried.”

“We should still be wary of who we let aboard.”  Talyn stripped off the coveralls she’d found hanging in the engineering compartment.  “The wrong person with the right knowledge of starships might see there’s more than advertised.”

“True, especially if it’s someone who knew her when she was called Syrah.  You got the vibes, and we only spent a few days in her a year ago so you can imagine a long-term crew member.”

“Another five hours until we emerge,” she said looking at the nearest screen.  “Supper?”

He was about to reply when his stomach rumbled loudly.

“Traitor,” he muttered at the offending organ.

“Supper it is.”  She laughed, knowing exactly what Zack would have proposed they do instead of eating right away.

 

***

 

“So,” Decker asked, slumped back in his seat now that his appetite was sated, “what do you think Ulrich is going to do with the guys we pulled off Marengo?  I mean the real rebels, not our guy.  He won’t be in any shape to go back out for a while yet.”

“No idea, but if I had to bet, I’d say he’ll keep them out of circulation until we find something.  Letting them go back to Garonne now would just make our job harder.  Our boss likes to be in control of as many variables as possible.”  She picked up the empty trays and tossed them in the recycler.  “Coffee?”

“Sure, though I should probably stay off the hooch until we’ve gone through the emergence cycle.”

She snorted. “The way you metabolize alcohol?  I’m touched at your considerate attempt to deprive yourself in the name of safety, but if you want a dram with the coffee, be my guest.  We’ve got a little over three hours left.  That’s plenty of time.”

“In that case, sure, don’t mind if I do.”  He was about to get up, but she waved him down.  “Thanks.  You’re a peach, and with that haircut, you’ve got the fuzz to prove it.”

“I know that Ulrich is convinced the Coalition’s somehow behind the doings on Garonne,” she said after sitting down again, “even though our man and his traveling companions were taken by the Confederacy of the Howling Stars.  It’s a shame he couldn’t find any evidence.”

“What interest would the Coalition have in fomenting unrest on a colony owned by Celeste?  I thought its government was thoroughly infested by assholes wanting a return to the glory days from before the last Migration War.”

“Or maybe assholes who want to bring about an Empire that’ll make the Shrehari look like amateurs, but I take your meaning.”  Talyn took a sip of the bitter brew and scrunched up her face.  “I’m going to guess this isn’t one of the top shelf brands.”

“Ulrich is the last of the big paranoids,” she continued, “I think you got that from the few times you met him; that’s why he lasted so long in this business and got black ops to himself, but his instincts are uncanny.  If someone could distil them and create a vaccine, we’d all get a dose.”

“True.  The good captain is one of the few officers who actually scares me, and that’s saying a lot, but it baffles the brain to think about buddies of the Amali clan supporting rebel movements against colonial governments owned by their political allies.”

“And yet, the boss thinks that’s the case, which is why we’re on this ex-Amali yacht.”  She pushed her cup away in disgust.  “He was one of my instructors when I got recruited into the intelligence branch, by the way; he was an uncanny bastard then and still is one now.”

“You know,” Decker said, washing the lousy coffee taste from his mouth with a shot of cheap whiskey, “I think it’s not the grounds but the machine.  Let me take a look.  They might have forgotten to clean it properly before they installed it.”

“You mean we’ve been drinking lubricants and the like?”

“Yep.”  He downed his glass.  “You should take a shot; it cleans the palate and your ability to metabolize booze isn’t bad either, so you’ll be completely sober when we drop out of hyperspace.”

He shook his head.

“The damn Coalition again.  Well, maybe it’ll give me a chance to take down the rest of the Amalis and then get a head start on the second and third cousins.”

“Watching Harmon Amali get eaten by sand sharks on Nabhka wasn’t enough for you?”

Decker shrugged.

“I’m two for two with both him and his cousin Walker.  Why stop now?”

“You know Ulrich won’t sanction a hit without a good reason,” she warned.

“It doesn’t mean I can’t kill any in the heat of the action.  A little double tap to the head and no regen tank’s going to save them.”

“Plenty more of their kind out there, Zack.  You can’t get them all.”

“So long as I make a dent in their numbers, I’ll die happy.”

“The only way you’ll die happy is in the middle of a hot session with a young lady.”

“Yep.”  He smiled contentedly at the thought.  “Though I’ll take a hot session with an older woman too.  I have very flexible standards.”

“Don’t I know it?  Well, come on, Marine Boy.  We do have three hours to kill.”
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— FIVE —

 

“Does the Fleet know the station exists, officially I mean?”  Zack stared at his sensor readout.  “They’ve done a good job at hiding the place, but it’s not like Tortuga, stashed away inside a nebula.”

“A private colony like this on the Rim has its uses,” Talyn replied, her eyes glued to the navigation screen.  “We ignore them provided they don’t cause trouble.  Collecting taxes isn’t the Navy’s business.  Mind you, they start to dabble in things we don’t like, and a visit by your friendly neighborhood frigate soon sets them right.  The folks operating this place know that and tend to police themselves pretty well, better than some officially acknowledged colonies of your acquaintance.”

“Nice.  It sounds like a great spot for subversives to plan and prepare for the revolution.”  Decker scowled at the station’s image.

“If they’re not subverting the Commonwealth itself, we don’t care.”  She shrugged.  “The Fleet might even nudge a few useful idiots in the right direction if it’ll help keep the peace within our sphere.”

“They’re hailing us.”

“By all means, feel free to reply,” she said with a touch of asperity.  “Try to remember that I’m Dyne, and you’re Gant.”

When he’d done so and listened to the reply, he frowned.

“The docking fees they just quoted are on the wrong side of extortionate.  I’m assuming those were taken into consideration when the boss handed out our covert funding.”

“They were.  Look at it this way: they can keep out the riff-raff by charging a lot for one of their slips.  Only those who have profitable business on Kilia or have money to spare are going to bother docking.  Anyone else either buggers off or keeps at a distance and shuttles in; though I have no doubt the hangar fees are equally eye-watering.”

“Makes sense.  I’m glad we’re spending the taxpayer’s money and not our own.  Back when I was sailing aboard Demetria, we wouldn’t have been able to afford it.  Margins were much too thin.”

The memory of life before his return to active duty didn’t hurt quite like it used to, but he nonetheless felt a brief stab of pain in his gut.

“There,” he said a few minutes later, “we’re being welcomed by the Kilia Station cooperative.  I hope the AI has been programmed for funky docking maneuvers.  We’ve been assigned an outside docking arm and that thing is using spin for gravity.”

“No fears.  I ran simulations to train for a situation like this.”

“That makes me feel so much better.”

“Why don’t you take the controls then, Mister Sarcasm?”

“I’m a Marine.  We don’t sully ourselves by driving vulgar starships.”

She snorted with suppressed laughter.

“More like driving a starship is beyond a Marine’s limited abilities.”

Decker was about to utter a few pungent words in reply when the sensor readout drew his attention again.

“I think it might take a bit more than a frigate to scare these guys into obedience, Hera.  That’s some heavy ordnance they’ve got pointing at us.”

“It wouldn’t do them any good against a volley of missiles.  The station’s a sitting duck.  A few kinetic strikes from a stand-off position and they’ll be singing the Commonwealth anthem with feeling.”

“True.”  He nodded.  “But I don’t see our chances as being good if they decide they don’t like the cut of our hull.”

“We’re not a frigate.  Now, kindly keep any fantastic observations to yourself and let me dock, so we can get some fresh food.  Then you can demonstrate that you’re good for more than just fighting and fucking.”

“Aye, aye, Captain Dyne, sir.”  He tossed off a mock salute and went back to his detailed scan of Kilia.

A hollowed-out asteroid with a spin to approximate one standard gravity, the station blended in with the other remains of what had once been a major planet, destroyed in a cataclysm hundreds of millions of years earlier.  Only close up did the marks of human habitation become evident.

Chimera’s naval grade sensors were able to pick the details out from a decent range but most civilian vessels passing through the system without knowing that Kilia existed would remain in blissful ignorance.  Of course, if one didn’t know about the station, there’d be little incentive to visit this particular system since it had no habitable planets.

“Oh goodie,” he muttered when he finally got a clear look at the other ships docked along the asteroid’s rim.

“What?”

“I thought you told me to keep any observations to myself.”

“I know that tone, Zack.  It means you’ve seen something I might wish to know about before we dock.”

“There’s a Shrehari trader in the slip next to the one we’ve been assigned and in these parts, it’s a given that he’s doing some commerce raiding on the sly.”

“If they’re docked, they have money and aren’t causing problems.  If we run across any Shrehari on the station, we’ll give them our best snarl and go about our business.  The war ended seventy years ago.  Now hush.  I need to make sure we line up with a thin docking arm stuck into a big rotating rock.”

 

***

 

“I’m pretty sure the last fifteen minutes took a few years off my life,” Decker commented, switching Chimera’s systems to standby mode, now that they were securely attached to Kilia Station.

“Everyone’s a critic.  Tell you what: you can dock us the next time.  I’ll bet you’re going to make way more adjustments than I had to.”

“Like I said, Marines don’t lower themselves to driving the damn things.  There,” he stood, “we’re all set.  Shall we sample the local wildlife?”

“The only sampling on the menu is fresh food and of course finding out whether or not this is the right place to start snooping.”

The airlock shut behind them with a finality that pleased Zack.  Short of using high explosives, no one would be able to break in, and if they did manage to overwhelm his security measures, they wouldn’t make it through the inner hatch in one piece.

He sniffed the air cautiously as they climbed up a spiral staircase inside of the docking arm.

“Not rancid like the last unregistered station I visited.”

“That’s probably because Kilia is trying to stay on the lighter side of the gray zone.”

A barrier at the end of the slip slid aside after its sensor had determined they were who they said they were and carried nothing more worrisome than personal side arms.  They passed through several additional airlocks before emerging into the natural cavern that had been enlarged and sealed to create the small colony.

“Not bad,” Zack stepped to one side and stopped to get his bearings.  “I hate places that have been set up like a spinning cylinder.  Looking up at the other side’s down always makes me feel queasy.”

“Give it time,” she replied.  “It’ll eventually get big enough to build entirely around the axis.”

A trio of Shrehari, looking every millimeter the pirates they probably were, walked around the corner of a nearby building, apparently headed for their ship.

Although not military, they had the bearing and arrogance of warriors, right down to the crest of stiff hair on their bony, ridged skulls.  They examined the two humans, and the nearest one said something to his companions that caused visible mirth.

“My understanding of their damned tongue might not be the greatest, but I get the feeling I’ve just been insulted,” he muttered in an aside to Talyn.

“He wondered whether a weak human like you was warrior enough to handle that stolen Imperial Armaments blaster on your hip.”

“Figures.”

Zack turned his head to look over his shoulder and shouted an imprecation in broken Shrehari at them.  One of the humanoids made an obscene gesture at the Marine before they vanished through the open airlock.

“I wish you hadn’t done that,” Talyn said, amusement dancing in her dark eyes.

“Why?  Some of the bastards never got over the fact that they didn’t win the war, even if it was seventy years ago.”

“Problem is, you told them to have sexual relations with their fusion reactors.  I’m afraid they’re laughing even harder right now.”

“Meh,” he shrugged, “fusion reactor, mother, they both sound like a constipated raptor giving birth.  Bloody barbaric language, that.  Speaking through the business end of my gun used to get the point across just fine.”

“Brush up on your Shrehari if you’re not going to ignore them.  Shouting out an invitation to commit acts of fornication with a power source won’t get you any respect.”

“Although it might be fun to witness the buggers do it.  Crispy Shrehari.  Sounds just about right.”  He scanned the immense cavern again.  “Where to?”

“The bazaar.  It’s in the middle of the cavern.”

She stepped off so suddenly that he had to take long strides to catch up.  They made their way between low buildings painted in a bewildering array of colors, dodging humanoids from a dozen species.

Decker’s eyes kept scanning his surroundings for threats, something that had long since become second nature for the Pathfinder.  A quickly glimpsed face caught his attention before it disappeared again into the crowd.

He grunted softly.

“What?”  She didn’t slow down but glanced sideways at him.

“I’m sure I just saw one of the sector’s head Jackals, the man our analysts figure was behind the little hijacking that had our guy and his rebel buddies end up in the Marengo stockade.”

“One of them on a semi-legal Rim station?  Shocking.”  She nudged him.  “Next thing you’ll tell me is that they have their thumb on the local government.  By the way, do try not calling the Confederacy of the Howling Stars by that name in public, okay.  It’s not worth the trouble that’ll ensue.”

“I sure won’t call them Star Wolves.  That would be giving the bastards a compliment they don’t deserve.”

“Then don’t mention them at all.  It’ll be better that way, for us and the mission.”

She slowed her pace when they emerged from the side street into a large plaza dominated by a tall, central pyramid.  The construct’s top tier seemed to merge with the cavern ceiling as if it were supporting the weight of the spinning asteroid.

“I think we’re here.”

“Your bazaar reminds me of the underground Casbah in Hadley,” Zack said, a sad smile twisting his lips, “except cleaner and less aromatic.”

“And safer.”  She pulled him out of the way while she scanned the perimeter.  “Or to be more accurate, it’s safer if you stick to the station’s rules.  The policing here tends to be a bit harsher than elsewhere.”

“Personal experience?”

“I try to learn from the experience of others.  You should try it someday.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

“To each his own I suppose.”  She nodded towards the left side of the plaza.  “Let’s try over there.”

“Any reason why there and not in the other direction?”

“Was that an idle question or do you want a lesson in field craft?”

“Both.”  He matched his stride to hers, heedless of people stepping out of their way to avoid being run down.

“Then pay attention, Ser Gant.  I’ll explain this only once.  See the rather subdued sign for a ship chandlery over there?”

“Sure.”

“That’s where we’ll order the fresh foodstuff you’ll need to cook me some gourmet meals.”

“Thanks for that completely unneeded reminder, funny lady.”

“And it’s bound to be the place most starship officers visit when they touch port, so the owner likely knows more of what’s going on along this part of the Rim - at least when it comes to dodgy business - than the average tavern proprietor.”

“I see,” Decker nodded, “a local and very informal intelligence hub.  That does make sense for once.”

“Careful, big boy.”

“I am that.”

“Careful?”

“No, big.”

She jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow by way of reply.

They were halfway to their destination when a uniformed security officer stepped across their path.  He wasn’t particularly menacing, but he did have a holstered blaster and a shock stick hanging from his belt.

“You are Dyne and Gant of Chimera?”  He asked, looking from Talyn to Decker.

“We are,” Hera replied pleasantly, smiling.  “I’m Captain Dyne and the big boy here is Gant, my first mate.”

“The port controller has asked to see you.  If you’ll follow me.”  He gestured towards the pyramid.

Hera looked at Zack, eyebrows raised, then she shrugged before nodding.

“I’d ask you what this is about, but I’ll bet your answer is going to be that you don’t know.”

“Correct.”  The man replied, deadpan, and set off without looking back, confident that the two newcomers would follow him.

 

***

 

The port controller’s office turned out to be a relatively austere thing: a few pieces of furniture, the expected terminal, large view screens and not much more.  The woman behind the desk seemed to be cut from the core of the asteroid itself: hard, craggy, and topped by hair that bristled like a steel brush.

She didn’t waste any time on niceties, merely waving towards two hard chairs in front of her desk by way of greeting.

“You’re Dyne and Gant of Chimera.”  It wasn’t a question.  She glanced at her terminal and back at the two operatives.

“We are,” Talyn confirmed.

“And you own Chimera?  Or is it owned by a third party?”  Her tone was matter-of-fact, emotionless.  It matched her expression.

“We own it.”

“You have the appropriate documentation to prove ownership?”

“Indeed.”  Talyn nodded.  “May I ask what this is about?”

“As a law-abiding entity, we keep a lookout for vessels reported to have been taken through illegal means.  Chimera is of a tonnage and configuration that approximates a ship called Syrah, stolen in the Nabhka system approximately one year ago.”

She paused, looking for some sort of reaction, but if she had hopes of witnessing a guilty glance between the two spacers, these were immediately dashed.
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