
        
            
                
            
        


	NO

REMORSE

Decker’s War — Book 6

[image: Laser Gun 300 dpi]

ERIC THOMSON


No Remorse

Copyright 2018 Eric Thomson

 

All rights reserved.

This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.

 

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

Published in Canada

By Sanddiver Books

ISBN: 978-1-775135-53-1

 

[image: Image]


— ONE —

 

 

The faint, almost imperceptible sound of muffled footsteps reached Major Zack Decker’s ears.  Alone in a rundown part of the city teeming with danger, the Naval Intelligence operative stopped and listened, trying to find the source of the furtive noise.

Small, rat-like creatures scurried around in the shadows, occasionally emitting high-pitched squeals that triggered an instinctive revulsion.  Or at least a queasy feeling all too common when faced with species native to ecosystems far different from Earth’s.

A thick, almost nauseating aroma of overripe sewers, rotting food and perhaps even rotting corpses assailed his nostrils.  No matter where humanity settled, it seemed to keep its knack for taking the worst problems along and repeating the same mistakes on new worlds.

This slum might be anywhere on one of the twenty or so habitable planets colonized during the first wave of migration after the discovery of faster-than-light travel.  But after almost four centuries of uncontrolled growth, those star systems were even now facing inevitable decay, especially in the social and political realms, since the two were always closely intertwined.

He heard the sound again, closer and distinct enough to tell him two humans were on his trail.  Were they footpads, muggers, or something worse?  Had he been spotted by an opposition ready to unleash assassins?  They had tried often enough in recent times, especially since he and Talyn broke the Black Sword conspiracy wide open.

That she wasn’t here to watch his back made Decker more vulnerable.  His enemies only needed to be lucky once.  He needed to be lucky every time.  Lucky and ready to terminate any threat with extreme prejudice, a fate about to befall the duo tracking him, even if they were merely after the contents of his pockets.  The local police rarely ventured into dimly lit alleys and didn’t much care about lowlifes killing each other or visitors doing the same.  It saved them the effort.  A self-correcting problem, as some would call it.

The corrosion eating away at the Commonwealth’s core hadn’t quite reached the outer systems yet, those colonized in the second great migration wave.  They had earned their right to self-rule two centuries earlier by winning a bloody war responsible for more deaths than every other human conflict since the dawn of time put together.

But the older worlds weren’t shy about exporting their undesirables to the more pristine frontier, whether or not settlers there were in agreement.  And so the sickness spread, helped along by forces wanting to restore centralized authority and dispense with the niceties of an often chaotic confederation.  Forces who’d prefer to see Decker and Talyn dead as punishment for thwarting them at every turn.

He slipped into a darkened doorway, careful not to touch the leprous concrete, so he didn’t leave traces for enemy hunters eager to spill his blood, and loosened the dagger strapped to his left forearm.  In an era of ubiquitous power weapons, even here where the dispossessed eked out quiet lives of desperation, the Marine preferred a silent blade.  Used by a master of the art, it could kill instantly and leave little, if any traces.

A hint of soft, human breathing came from around the corner, just beyond his reach, and he tensed.  Then, he heard the rustle of clothes.  Sloppy.  How did they expect to creep up on him?  Decker sensed, rather than saw the first of his two stalkers step into the filth-strewn alley where he’d taken shelter.

He freed his blade, reached out from the doorway with his left hand to grab hold of a tunic collar, and yanked the shadowy figure off its feet.  The Marine’s dagger flashed in the dim light and the pursuer, a man, went limp.  He dropped him and stepped out to confront the other stalker who briefly froze at the unexpected turn of events, torn between fight and flight.  Decker struck again, relieving the second one, a woman, of the need to choose.  Two for two.

“End scenario,” he shouted into the darkness.

Lights came on and his surroundings dissolved, leaving only tubular skeletons on which holographic projectors could build realistic scenes, such as an inner system slum.

The trainees at his feet looked up with sheepish expressions while they waited for their sim suits to reactivate so they might stand.  Decker shoved his fake dagger, another simulation tool, back in its sheath, and headed for the control platform, where Command Sergeant Rolf Painter, his chief instructor, waited.

“No improvement,” the latter said when Decker came within earshot.

“None.  Our friends Nikarov and Suli simply don’t have the right instincts, and I doubt they’ll ever develop them.  You’ll do the debriefing?”

“In detail, Major.  I took the most beautiful three-D rendering of their latest failed pursuit.  They’ll wish you’d sliced them up for real once I’m done.”

“Try not to enjoy yourself too much.”

“No promises.  Remember what you told the staff — if we can convince marginal cases to quit on their own, so much the better.  And those two are the least capable candidates in the current draft.  Best they figure it out themselves.  The real world isn’t known for giving second chances.”

“Especially not these days.”

“Roger that, Major.  I figure when they pull a guy like you from the field and make him teach the fine art of killing, it means the universe is giving birth to a whole new level of pain.”  Painter tossed off a salute.  “I’ll have an update for you later.”


— TWO —

 

 

A familiar voice cut through Decker’s empty-eyed stare at the training installation’s main quadrangle.  “Wool-gathering on duty, Major?  That’ll cost you.”

He turned away from the office window and gave his partner, Commander Hera Talyn, a mocking smile.  “What are you now?  The boss’ inspector general on top of being his temporary chief of staff?  Or are you slumming with us field pigs?”

“I needed a breather, a little getaway from the fog of treason permeating HQ.  So I figured why not visit my favorite Marine at Camp X where he’s having the time of his life while I’m trying to balance operations with rebuilding the division?”

“You could have taken a stroll through downtown Sanctum to clear your head instead of a long trip into the boonies.”

Talyn took the chair facing Decker’s desk and exhaled.  “Sanctum is just as foggy as HQ’s corridors these days, Big Boy.  You may recall we’re still hunting for Black Sword members on Caledonia.  There’s no telling how many of them are wandering around the capital, pretending to be loyal members or employees of the Commonwealth Armed Services.  At least here, I’m reasonably sure the air is clean and the people true to their oath.”

“We hope.  Considering Manfred Yang turned traitor on us, I’d say our vetting process has been compromised and is still full of glaring holes.  The only folks around here who clearly aren’t Black Sword come from the 1st Special Forces Regiment or the Pathfinder School.”

She gave him an ironic smile.  “The great Pathfinder family.”

“To which you belong, honey.”  His reply was devoid of its usual bantering tone.

Talyn examined him with concern in her eyes.  “For a man who’s been teaching our next generation of special intelligence ops people to kill and keep from getting killed, your mood seems strangely subdued.  This has to be a reasonably decent tour of duty, considering you could be riding a desk with me back at HQ.  What gives?”

Decker grunted wordlessly, his eyes drawn back to the window overlooking Naval Intelligence’s remote and highly secret training facility.  “Did I ever tell you that in my younger days, I nurtured delusions of familial adequacy?”

“No.”  Talyn turned a curious stare on her partner, wondering where this was leading.

“A quarter-century ago, I married a lovely lady by the name Ingrid Lagman.  Together we produced an even lovelier child, Saga, my daughter.”

“I’m aware of that.  It’s in your file.  By the way, your girl has a pretty name.”

“It’s what they called the Norse goddess of poetry and history.  Ingrid always nurtured a deep attachment to her family’s ancestral culture.  Her attachment to me proved a lot shallower.  One year after I transferred to the 902nd Pathfinders, while the squadron was away on a six-month deployment, she packed everything up and took a starship home to Scandia with Saga in tow.  I found out via subspace message she petitioned the Scandian courts for sole custody, based on my inability to parent my child while I was chasing rebel scum light years away.  The courts, quite naturally, granted the motion, and Ingrid told me in crystal-clear terms I was to refrain from contacting my daughter — at least while she was still legally a minor.”

“Which she would no longer be today.”

Decker nodded.  “Saga is twenty-five now, and since she took after her mother rather than me, she’ll be a true Scandian beauty.”

“And you didn’t reach out to her when she turned eighteen?”

“If you’ll recall, I was otherwise occupied playing janissary for alien slavers back then.  After that,” he shrugged, “I was too busy keeping you out of trouble.”

“This is old news, Zack, yet you look as if it happened last night?”

Decker slumped in his chair, turned his gaze back on Talyn and let out an uncharacteristic sigh.  “I received a subspace message from Ingrid this morning, the first since she told me to fuck off and die twenty years ago.  Saga’s gone missing.  She was preparing for her orals — believe it or not, my girl is doing a doctorate in pre-diaspora political history…”

Talyn gave him a crooked grin.  “I can guess where she picked up that fixation.”

“But a week before defending her thesis, she simply vanished.  That was almost two weeks ago.  Neither Ingrid, nor Saga’s research supervisor, or her university colleagues for that matter, have seen her since then.  There’s no trace of Saga on the entire damn planet.”

“Surely it’s a matter for the Scandian Police Authority.”

The Marine’s hand rose in a dismissive wave.  “The cops are investigating.  But so far, zip.  They checked her apartment, and nothing was out of place.  Their forensics people did a scan and found no evidence anyone had been there since she was last seen at the university.  Her financial accounts remain untouched, and she’s not shown up on any surveillance sensors.  It’s like she evaporated somewhere between the university gates and her home.”

A surprised frown creased Talyn’s forehead.  “That doesn’t sound good, Zack.”

“Tell me about it.  I’m worried this isn’t just an ordinary missing person case.  Ingrid claims Saga is one of the most grounded people she knows and wouldn’t go walkabout on a whim, not with the culmination of her hard work in sight.  She has no dodgy friends, bad habits, or anything else that might attract unwanted attention.  Hard to believe she’s my daughter, but her studies are everything.”

“Why did your ex- contact you after such a long silence?”

“The inspector in charge of the investigation suggested advising me after he found out Saga’s biological father was a Marine.  I suppose that’s in case her disappearance is related to my work for the Fleet, or she’s done a runner and wants to look me up.  Never mind there’s been no contact in two decades, and Saga took on her mother’s last name.  And before you ask, Ingrid has no idea what I’m doing these days.  She addressed her message to the HQ communications center in the hope of them forwarding it as required.  But she sounded scared.”

“And you’d like to ask permission for a trip to Scandia?”  Talyn grimaced.  “Until the next few trainee classes are ready to graduate, I can’t spare you.”

“What if it’s the Coalition, either through Black Sword or the Sécurité Spéciale, trying to draw me out?  Draw us out?  By now they’re aware we’re the ones who uncovered Black Sword’s existence and triggered the great cleanup.  They’ll be looking for revenge.  Yang would have known about Ingrid and Saga since he could access my personal file at will.  Why not pass that sort of information to his asshole buddies?

“That’s the other reason I can’t spare you, let alone ask the boss to assign another victim as his temporary chief of staff.  We are unquestionably the biggest targets for termination with extreme prejudice.  The Coalition needs us dead yesterday, and to quote a certain Marine fond of historical trivia, eventually, even the most inept shooter will hit something.  Until we’ve rebuilt the Special Operations Division’s strength and barring emergencies, you and I are benched, whether it’s business or personal.”

Decker gave his partner the mulish stare she expected, but he nodded once.  “Got it.”

“Promise you won’t sneak off or go absent without authority?”

“Promised.”

Talyn examined her partner with sympathetic eyes.

“I understand you’re worried about Saga, even though you’ve not seen her for so long, but Scandia isn’t exactly next door.  Then there’s the possibility she might simply be hiding because she couldn’t handle the pressure of defending her thesis.  It happens to even the most grounded individuals.  She’ll re-emerge once she’s dealt with her issues.”  When he gave her a skeptical grunt, Talyn added, “Sure, sometimes paranoids have enemies, but most often, they only have fears.  Let the Scandian cops deal with it.  But if it makes you feel better, I can reach out to one of my contacts in the Constabulary and ask her to take a gander at the case.”

“How will your Professional Compliance Bureau friend on Cimmeria help?”

Talyn gave him a reassuring smile.  “Scandia is part of Chief Superintendent Morrow’s jurisdiction.  She’ll know who to ask and what to ask.  Besides, she’s a sharp lady.  You’d like her.”

“Fair enough.  I suppose I should send Ingrid an acknowledgment.  And then write the latest batch of evaluations.  Sadly, the only ones in the current class ready for the next stage are Markku and Fresal.  Unsurprising, I suppose, considering both came to us straight from the Special Forces and are already trained to fight dirty, unlike the desk analysts you recruited.  At least two of them won’t pass, no matter what I do.  They’re neither the right species of psychopath, or can’t shut out their emotions, which means they’ll always hesitate when it comes time to kill.  And I’d rather not put them up against the opposition’s best cutthroats — they wouldn’t live long enough to justify the investment.  The others will likely make it.”

“That’s precisely why I can’t cut you loose.  You’re best placed to tell me who won’t survive under real conditions.  Which two won’t pass your phase of the course?”

“Nikarov and Suli.  They’re bright, eager, fit, but they lack the right temperament to develop a killer instinct.  That’s not something I can teach.  It’s either in you, or it isn’t.  If it isn’t, I can’t help.  My evaluation will recommend they cease training and return to their previous duties unless they withdraw on their own first.”

“You’re sure?”

Decker nodded.  “I am.  But if you’re about to say we should keep them at it for a while longer in case they suddenly discover their inner sociopath, don’t.  We’ll only be wasting time and money.”

“Shame.  Suli, in particular, struck me as the sort with enough wiles to infiltrate the Sécurité Spéciale.”

“And die the moment things go sideways.  She’ll never get off the first shot or slit a throat before the other guy knows what’s up.  I’ve seen her sort before.  Their brains can’t override the social conditioning that says thou shalt not kill.  They’re usually the ones who freeze in a firefight or can’t seem to hit the side of a starship even though they’re dead accurate during training.”

“What does Pavlik say?”  Talyn asked.

“Commander Hineman and I don’t necessarily see eye to eye on certain matters, Hera.  He’s not seen real action for years.  The game has changed since he last ran a mission.”

Decker’s tone told Talyn everything she needed to know about her partner’s relationship with the man in charge of the division’s training wing.

“Maybe I should chat with Pavlik, old-timer to old-timer.  What does he think about Nikarov and Suli not having the killer instinct, as you put it?”

“He hasn’t shared his opinion with me.  But I’ve told him if he passes anyone I consider unfit, and they die in action, their blood will be on his hands.”

Talyn winced.  “I see you’ve lost none of your forthrightness, Zack.  How did Pavlik take it?”

“Like someone shoved a super-heated tungsten rod up his ass because he knows I’m right.  If I tell him Nikarov and Suli won’t pass the close quarters combat phase, then he’ll wash them out.  He can’t afford to watch me and the guys I borrowed from Fort Arnhem walk out on him.”

She snorted.  “And I know you well enough to believe you’d bundle your Pathfinder buddies into a skimmer, take the controls, and head for home.  After asking Josh Bayliss to hide you from anyone not of the tribe, like Pavlik.  By the way, how is our distinguished Pathfinder School sergeant major?”

“Looking for any excuse to come down and help me train our fledgling operatives in the fine art of assassination.  And he’s not the only one wanting in on the action.  When I spoke with Josh the other day, he mentioned Ari Redmon might volunteer to join our merry bunch.  She’s finding life as a senior instructor on the command Pathfinder course too tame for her liking.”

“I hope you told him Ari getting entangled with Black Sword, no matter how unwittingly, makes her a lousy candidate for intelligence work.”

Decker raised a placating hand.  “Let’s not stumble over the past.  You realize she’ll never fall for that trick again, right?  I’d say it makes her twice as safe as anyone we recruit from elsewhere.”

“But her involvement with the late Colonel Wynt’s schemes means she doesn’t qualify for a high enough security clearance to work with us.  It’s why she’ll never go back to the Special Forces Regiment either.”

“Commodore Ulrich can waive the restriction on her eligibility for a clearance, Hera.  And if we ask, he will.  After all, Ari helped us blow the Black Sword mess wide open.  It’s what got him his first star, and his command expanded into a division.  Which resulted in yours truly teaching at Camp X instead of doing dastardly deeds out there in the big, bad galaxy.”

“That and our losses to Black Sword treachery.  And the fact you and I have targets painted on our backs.  So I need not speak with Pavlik?”

Decker shook his head.  “Unnecessary.  We don’t agree on several issues, but Hineman is no idiot.  He won’t overrule me if I stand my ground, especially with the guys backing me.”

Talyn laughed.  “As if your Pathfinder buddies would disagree with you in front of a Navy officer foolish enough to challenge the tribe’s unity.”

“Our Pathfinder buddies, honey.”  He blew her a kiss.  “Even though you keep forgetting or you pretend to do so, you’ll always be one of us, whether or not you want it.  And that reminds me — we’re both due for a refresher in the next couple of weeks.  I should book us a room and find space on a few of the School’s training jumps.”

She groaned theatrically.  “You’re just looking for an excuse to hold court at the Pegasus Club.  The grand old man of the Pathfinder branch surrounded by an admiring multitude.  A multitude that can’t quite fathom how an old, evil-tempered noncom ended up as a major working some of the most hush-hush missions ever.”

“Sure.”  He grinned at her.  “And maybe recruit a few likely candidates while we’re there.  I’ve noticed smart Pathfinders with combat experience need less time than career intelligence officers to learn the fine art of doing what we do, me being a case in point.  If the boss wants to make up for our casualties and grow the Special Operations Division, we can’t put people through the long course you took.”

Talyn shrugged.  “Perhaps.  But your sample size is still small while your pool of candidates in the Special Forces community is deep.  We’re skimming off the top percentile.”

“That still doesn’t change the fact every single Pathfinder coming through Camp X finishes the course faster than career spooks.  And that’s because our job is direct, covert action rather than intelligence gathering and analysis.  It means anyone with a few years in the Special Forces has an advantage.  Again, if the boss wants fast growth that won’t leave us with dangerously under-trained operatives, we should focus our recruiting efforts on Fort Arnhem.  Looking for likely candidates inside Naval Intelligence doesn’t give us the same rate of return, let alone searching the Fleet at large for recruits with the right psychological makeup.  People like you are surprisingly rare.”

“I’ll run it by the commodore when I’m back in Sanctum.  If he agrees and you can afford to leave for a few days, we’ll take a drive up the valley and join the other lunatics who enjoy jumping out of a perfectly good shuttle from low orbit.”

“And Ari?  In case she approaches us to volunteer while we’re at the fort?”

“I’ll ask the boss about that as well.”  She climbed to her feet.  “You need to work on your evaluations.  I should make my manners with Pavlik and observe a few classes.  Do you think I can stay overnight?”

Decker grinned at her.  “Sure, we have guest rooms if you’re after a few hours of sleep.”

“I wasn’t exactly thinking of sleep, buddy.”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say.  How about I show you to my room instead?”

“When both of our working days are over, and I’ve sampled the Camp X cuisine.”

“Good thinking.  We’ll both need our strength.”


— THREE —

 

 

Talyn’s hand traced the old scars on Zack’s bare chest as she lay in the crook of his arm, one leg draped over his.  “I didn’t sense you were fully there just now.  At least not with your usual intensity.  Would that be related to your daughter’s situation, perchance?”

Decker grunted.  “What do you think?  Twenty years without a word and Ingrid’s first message after all that time is to tell me my daughter’s missing.  Considering who I am and what I’ve done in the last few years, it’s hard not to wonder whether there’s a link.  Kidnapping an opponent’s child to coerce him is a story as old as humanity.”

“In that case, rushing to Scandia headlong would be inadvisable.  I sent a message to Chief Superintendent Morrow before the evening meal.  Maybe in a week or so, we’ll hear more.”

“In a week it could be too late,” Decker snapped back.

“My, my.”  Talyn raised her head to stare at his stony face.  “That message from your ex- really got to you.”

“Those of us who aren’t dead inside can still fret about our children, even if we haven’t seen them since they were five years old.”

“If I weren’t dead inside, my feelings might be hurt right now.”  She gave him a light kiss on the cheek.  “A wise man once said it’s futile to tie yourself in knots over things you can’t change.  You’re here, on Caledonia.  Saga is on Scandia.  How many light years between those systems?  And how long would the trip take, considering there’s probably no direct connection via civilian passenger shipping?”

“Did I ever mention how much I hate it when you go all logical with me?”

“When one doesn’t experience normal human feelings, logic is pretty much it.”  She gave him a sad smile.

“You sure were feeling things a short time ago.”

“I was.”  Talyn let her fingers dance across Zack’s muscular abdomen again.  “But that’s not the same thing.  Mind you, I’m ready for a rematch when you are.”  When he didn’t immediately answer, she added, “It might take your mind off things and tire you out enough to sleep.”

Later, well after Caledonia’s moons had set, and nocturnal silence blanketed Camp X, Talyn said, “I didn’t think to ask earlier, but was the message from Ingrid text, audio only, or audio and video?”

“Audio and video.  Why?”

“And it was the Ingrid you remembered?”

“Sure.  Twenty years older, of course, but still the same woman I used to love.  Her voice and mannerisms were unchanged.  If you’re wondering whether the whole thing is a fabrication to lure me out into the open for an assassin’s knife, I’d say it’s possible but unlikely.  The person in the message felt real, with none of the telltales that betray even the best artificial intelligence avatars.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll send a copy of the message to the lab for analysis.  If it’s a simulation, they’ll figure it out.  And if it’s a real person coerced into feeding you a load of horse manure, they’ll catch that as well.”

“How about we ask the damned Scandian Police Authority if they’re investigating Saga Lagman’s disappearance?  None of this beating around the bush bullshit — just an open and honest question.  That’ll confirm whether it’s real and lay to rest the late-night musings of an oversexed spy.”

“This oversexed spy wonders if they’ll tell you anything about an ongoing investigation, especially via a subspace packet.”

“Can’t hurt to try.  I’m Saga’s father, even if she grew up without me.”

“Fair enough, but let’s take our precautions, okay?  Stick to a text message transmitted via the central HQ communications node.  If we’re faced with unholy doings, the less information on your whereabouts we let slip, the better.”

Decker turned his head toward her and smirked.  “Please.  I wasn’t about to record a video message with Camp X as a scenic backdrop.”

“Just making sure, darling.  In fact, come morning, why don’t you write it and I’ll bring it to the communications center myself.  That way we’ll be sure no inadvertent routing tags make the trip to Scandia.”

“That’ll work.  When are you headed back to Sanctum?”

“After breakfast.  The boss was nice enough to let me slip the leash for a day, understanding enough to let me turn it into an overnighter, but he’s not generous enough to make it two.  Besides, whether or not I’m there, the administrative work keeps coming.”

Decker chuckled.  “Everyone has a cross to bear.  Make sure you thank the commodore on my behalf for the loan of his chief of staff and suggest he should send you on an inspection tour of Camp X more often.  It would improve my morale immensely, and a happy Zack means well-trained, happy little spooks.”

“How about I don’t and let him keep the illusion we’re nothing more than co-workers?”

The Marine’s uproarious laughter shook their bed.  “Commodore Ulrich hasn’t nurtured illusions about anything since before you and I signed up for a life of fun and adventure in our fine, interstellar Fleet.  And now that Mannie Yang’s no longer around to spread a puritanical damper on everything, the boss might loosen up.”

 

***

 

A few days after Hera Talyn’s visit, as Decker watched his close quarters combat instructors put the last of the slow learners through their paces, his communicator vibrated in a particular pattern.  It signaled the arrival of a message via the secure channel between HQ and Camp X.

With a nod at the command sergeant leading the exercise, Decker excused himself and left the training range.  Once in his office, he called up the message only to see a miniature holographic Talyn materialize over his desk.

“I figured you’d be busy with trainees, so I made this a recording rather than a direct call.  If you want to talk after I’m done, feel free.  But I’ll be leaving the office in thirty minutes and I’d rather we didn’t discuss this over anything other than the secure channel.  We’ve heard from the Scandian Police Authority.  They confirm investigating a missing person case about a Saga Lagman, daughter of Ingrid Lagman.  However, the individual who wrote the reply expressed curiosity at your query, considering Ingrid Lagman stated for the record you’ve been out of the picture for twenty years.”

Decker paused the recording and sat back in his chair with a thoughtful frown.  Perhaps the reply didn’t come from the officer in charge of Saga’s case — the one who supposedly suggested Ingrid tell him — but from someone unaware of the investigator’s advice.  Knowing how bureaucratic organizations worked, Decker was willing to bet on it.  He brought Talyn’s image back to life.

“The lab has done its thing with Ingrid’s message, and your instincts hit the mark again.  It wasn’t an AI avatar but a real human, although without a baseline image for comparison, they can’t confirm it was indeed your ex-wife.  They also ran a stress analysis on her choice of words, voice, gestures, and eye movements.  The technician said she exhibits the signs of someone under considerable emotional strain, which is to be expected, I suppose.”

She paused.

“So that’s it.  Saga’s disappearance is real, at least as far as the Scandian Police Authority is concerned.  If you’re sure it was Ingrid in the message rather than a professional grade doppelgänger, then I’d go with what your gut says.  As to the technician’s impression, your guess is as good as mine.  He’s been doing this for a long time but has experienced the occasional false positive, because even under identical circumstances, behavioral clues will almost always differ between individuals.

“And before you ask, no, I can’t clear my calendar for another visit to Camp X.  But the commodore, who is aware of your affection for his chief of staff, by the way, authorizes you to visit Sanctum the next time you find two days to spare between classes.  Just make sure you practice the tradecraft you’re teaching our trainees, so you don’t pick up any vengeful parties along the way.  Talyn, out.”

The hologram faded, leaving Zack to stare at the desktop, lost in thought.  Even the fastest aviso, capable of outrunning anything with hyperspace engines in the known galaxy, couldn’t transport him to Scandia in much under a week, assuming he could commandeer one in the first place.

The Navy used the tiny FTL starships with the oversized drives to move high priority people or cargo.  Sometimes, they even carried information too sensitive for the most secure subspace encryption algorithms, but their assignment was controlled at the highest levels, well beyond the Chief of Naval Intelligence.

Once he reached Scandia, then what?  The local cops wouldn’t want him anywhere near the investigation; Ingrid likely wouldn’t want him to hang around her; and since routine missing person cases were rarely referred to the Commonwealth Constabulary, even Hera’s contacts were of limited use.  A knock on the door jamb snapped him back to reality, and he looked around.

“Hey, Rolf.  How are they hanging?”  Like everyone at Camp X, Command Sergeant Painter wore an unmarked and unadorned battledress uniform.

“I thought you’d like to know Tatya earned herself a pass at last.  She made it through the urban simulation without a scratch.  Something in her brain switched on at one point.  Surprised the heck out of us.  Unfortunately, her partner Bree failed just short of the safe line.”

“So it wasn’t a complete pass.  Tatya gets points for surviving, but I want to see both make it together before I sign off.  Put them through the simulation again.”

Painter glanced at his timepiece.  “Today?  It’s getting close to the evening meal, and they’re worn out.”

“There’s no time like now, Rolf.  If Tatya’s pass isn’t a fluke, she’ll be able to run the course once more this afternoon.”

“And Bree?”

“Too many failures.  Easing the pressure won’t do her any favors.  If she can’t switch into kill mode even when she’s tired, then there’s no point continuing.  Let her know she’s on the bubble.”

An approving smile tugged at Painter’s lips.  “You’re a hard man, Major.”

“Train hard, fight easy, live longer.”  Decker let a grim chuckle escape his throat.  “I like that.  Perhaps we should write it on the camp’s main gate, to remind the professional spooks that life isn’t an endless round of cocktail parties, with the occasional search through underwear drawers.  One more run through for Tatya and Bree before supper.  Let’s see if they want it bad enough.”

“Will do.  What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right, Major?”

“Except Pathfinders.  We will kill you.”

Painter grinned and pumped his fist in the air.  “Ooh-rah, sir.”

Moments after the noncom left Zack’s office to put their two laggard trainees through the urban survival simulation one more time, the communications system chimed softly, announcing an incoming call.  He touched the controls.  A holographic Talyn materialized again, this time as part of a live connection and not a recording.

“You received my message?”  She asked without preamble.

“Yep.”

“A second subspace transmission just arrived from the Scandian Police Authority, this time signed by the inspector investigating Saga’s disappearance.  I guess the first one came from their public affairs division, which probably funneled your query to the case officer, a man by the name Jakob Harms.  Inspector Harms would like us to transmit Ingrid’s missive.  He hasn’t been able to contact her for several days, and neither friends, nor family knows where she is.”

Decker sat back, eyes on his partner’s hologram and rubbed his chin while a grimace split his square face.  “Did this guy say how many days?”

“No, but he obviously assumed you sent your message right after receiving Ingrid’s and calculated the time required for a round-trip subspace transmission.”

“Meaning the Scandians lost track of Ingrid before she contacted me.”

Talyn nodded.  “That’s what I figure.”

“Crap.”

“For what it’s worth, Ingrid’s message had the expected tags for a transmission from Scandia, including the city, Kollsvik.”

“Right on the edge of the Great Northern Ice Sheet.  That’s where Ingrid was born.  It means Saga was probably studying at Kollsvik’s Jökul University.”  Decker exhaled with an air of frustration.  “Give Inspector Harms what Ingrid sent me and ask him to keep us abreast of his investigation.  If both vanished, we’re no longer talking burnt-out doctoral candidate hiding from her orals.  We’re looking at enemy action.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions with both feet, Zack.  There likely still is a rational and benign explanation.”

“Bull!  You and I set off Black Sword’s implosion, damaging if not outright destroying schemes long in the making.  As a result, we’re removed from operations for our own safety, because Commodore Ulrich thinks the Coalition’s foot soldiers are keen on terminating us before we cause even more damage.  Then, a few months later, both my ex-wife and my daughter vanish.  Tell me that’s not an attempt by the opposition to flush us out for a kill.  And don’t give me your once is happenstance and twice is coincidence crap.  That only works in spy stories, not real life.”

“It’s actually your quip, not mine, honey, and your life is a spy story.  Or did that fact escape your notice?”

Decker gave Talyn the rigid digit salute and received a blown kiss in return.

“I love you too, Zack.  But we’re still not traveling to Scandia.  Let the Police Authority do its work.  They know how to find people.”

“And we don’t?”  He snorted with derision.  “What’s their success rate compared to ours?  If this is the opposition’s handiwork, Inspector Harms and company don’t stand a chance.”

Talyn didn’t immediately reply, but when she spoke it was in a gentle tone.  “If it is the opposition’s handiwork, Zack, you should face the possibility Ingrid and Saga are already dead.  Or that they will be the moment you set foot on Scandia and the bad guys take a bead on your thick skull.”

“Don’t you think I know that,” he snarled back with uncharacteristic vehemence.  “Too many of the people I love are dead already because these Coalition assholes want a piece of me.  They won’t take my only daughter as well, and should they make the mistake of killing her, I will go to Pacifica with a tactical nuke in my rucksack.  The ComCorp tower in downtown Hadley desperately needs to be turned into a parking lot, along with every other Amali holding around it.”

“I won’t argue with the sentiment, but working yourself into a rage based on the evidence we’ve seen so far won’t help your blood pressure.  Go for a run around the camp, spar with one of your Pathfinders, get shit-faced on cheap whiskey, whatever will help bleed off the stress and worry.  You won’t do your trainees or the rest of the staff any good stomping around like a maddened carnosaur.”  She absorbed his ferocious glare with her usual equanimity, then said, “Besides, we don’t hold the tactical nukes, and those who do are smart enough to keep them from the grasping hands of half-crazed spooks.”

“Then forget cleaning up Hadley.  How about I take a bunch of my Pathfinder friends from the 1st Special Forces Regiment on a paid vacation to see Scandia’s ice age wonders?  Or perhaps hook up with the Scandia Regiment for a little cold weather training?  I’m sure I could convince Colonel Martinson to loan me a few troops, perhaps even an entire squadron.  From what I remember, the Scandia Regiment is a solid outfit, always ready for a new challenge.”

Talyn’s hologram emitted a low chuckle.  “That’s the Zack I prefer.  Thinking like a trooper rather than a nuker.  Tell you what, I need to brief the commodore on this anyway, just in case there’s a Coalition angle.  I’ll suggest we might want to think about a contingency plan or two.  If the opposition has decided families are fair game, we can’t just let it pass without brutal retaliation.  They’ve obviously forgotten the lessons we taught them when we eliminated both Harmon and Walker Amali, meaning we need to stomp on their ugly faces again.”

An unexpected grin lit up Decker’s face.  “Stop it, darling, you’re turning me on.  I might feel the urge to chat up one of the lovely trainers from the cryptography wing.”

“Or I could be at Camp X in two hours.”

The Marine’s face brightened even more.  “Really?”

“No.  I’m chief of staff to the flag officer commanding the Special Intelligence Operations Division, not your designated bed warmer.  Run four laps around the camp and take a cold shower.  I’ll call you when I have news.  Until then, nothing has changed — you keep on turning normal people into soulless assassins.  And stay away from the crypto trainers.  They’re a little too strange for my liking, especially the women.”

“Be nice, Hera, there’s a difference between someone who’s strange and someone who’s a cipher.”

Talyn’s parting grimace at his pun left Decker with a smile, but it vanished soon after his partner’s hologram.  With nothing else on hand to relieve a growing sense of frustration, he pulled on his scout armor, complete with helmet, and swung a heavy pack over his shoulders.  Then, he headed for the camp’s perimeter road and a long, hard run.


— FOUR —

 

 

“Traveling to the fleshpots of the big city, Major?”  Command Sergeant Painter poked his head through the open door to Zack’s room two days later.

“Business, mostly.  The commodore wants to speak with me in person.  Besides, I figure I earned a break.” Decker tossed his packed overnight bag aside before hauling his favorite Shrehari blaster from the issue battledress holster lying on the table.  “That last class was just one shaky student after the other once Fresal and Markku made it through to the next phase.”

“At least Bree passed.”

“By a micron-thick margin.  I’m not entirely convinced she’ll survive her first contact with the opposition, not with the nastiness going around these days.  She can do it, but I don’t think she’ll ever fully embrace her dark side.”

“Bree still managed better than Nikarov and Suli.”

“Which isn’t saying much.  Those two should thank us for saving their lives instead of giving Commander Hineman grief because we washed them out of close quarters combat and recommended a return to their regular duties.”

Painter nodded.  “True.  And maybe one day, they’ll understand this business isn’t the sexy fun and games they make it seem in bad fiction.”

“Let’s hope we’re given the green light to increase recruitment of our guys.  At least they’re already trained not to hold back when it’s killing time.”

“Is that why you’re going to Sanctum, Major?  So you can convince the commodore this outfit needs more Special Forces operators?”

“That, and other matters.”  Decker’s fingers, moving of their own volition, checked the blaster’s ammunition supply and power pack before tucking the large-bore weapon into a shoulder holster under his left arm.

He shrugged on the waist-length black leather jacket he preferred when out of uniform, one in a long succession of similar garments either lost, stolen, or destroyed over the years.  It hid his blaster while allowing easy access.

“I’m signing out one of the unmarked combat cars pretending to be staff skimmers.  If you, Lara, and Ejaz want to spend forty-eight hours on parole, I can give you a lift.”

“Thanks for the offer, sir, but we plan on taking it easy and stick around the area.  Lara wants to visit Thurso tomorrow, and Ejaz is trying to convince us we should hike up Mount Caravel so we can clear our minds.”

Thurso, the nearest town to Camp X, boasted a famous mineral spa, while Mount Caravel was one of the highest peaks in the area.  Decker could understand the allure for people with no one to visit in the big city, unlike himself.

“Enjoy.”  The Marine slung his bag over one shoulder and, once Painter backed into the corridor, he pulled the door to his room shut.  “I’ll be back by oh-eight-hundred on Monday at the latest.”

“Give Commander Talyn my best.”

Decker smirked at him.  “Why should I give her your best, Rolf?  It’s not even in the same dimension as mine.”

The command sergeant chuckled with delight.  “You want to compare dimensions, Major, sir?”

“Enjoy your day at the spa with Lara, my friend.  Try not to feel inadequate beside Ejaz.”

Decker left a grinning Painter in the hallway of the staff quarters and stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine.  The lengthening shadows of the mountains surrounding Camp X told him it would be full dark by the time he reached Sanctum and the staff officers’ quarters where he kept an apartment next to Talyn’s.

The skimmer waiting for him in Camp X’s motor pool looked like something with decades of hard use.  The boxy ground effect vehicle would blend with the sort common in the backwoods, hollows, and small-hold farms that dominated this part of Caledonia’s main continent, well away from Sanctum.

Once in the city, however, it might attract the attention of bored police officers looking for entertainment in the form of a traffic inspection on a dreary Friday night.  But there was little Zack could do about that.

At least the thing was hardened against small arms fire beneath the dull, dinged outer hull, and boasted most of the same sensor gear and ordnance as a combat car, albeit hidden.  The driver’s door opened at his touch, proof the motor pool had already keyed the skimmer to his biometric information.

He tossed his pack on the passenger seat and switched on the power plant.  After watching the telltales come to life on the primary display, he walked around the vehicle and inspected every square centimeter visible to the naked eye.  Decker was looking for anything that might come loose or otherwise cause him mischief while he sped down the main strip to Sanctum.

Satisfied the worn appearance was nothing more than cosmetic, he slipped in behind the controls and donned the safety harness.  Then, he made his way to the main gate at a sedate pace, mindful of the posted speed limit.

There was no point in giving Camp X’s commandant any more reason to look askance at him whenever he entered the staff mess.  The commandant, a Navy captain, wasn’t known to be fond of Marines in the first place, and the influx of Pathfinders destined for intelligence’s Special Operations Division filled him with dismay.

Once past the automated sentry post and through the chicane preventing anyone from ramming the gate at high speed, Decker accelerated.  He quickly vanished down a winding road almost entirely hidden from view by native foliage growing on either side of the mountain pass that connected Camp X’s secluded nest with the rest of the planet.

The peaks around the camp were part of a restricted-access military reservation surrounded by a fence and sensor perimeter.  He therefore passed another automated sentry post upon emerging into the Thurso Valley.

To his left, the lights of Thurso already sparkled in the premature twilight brought on by the sun setting behind Mount Caravel and its equally massive neighbors.  But the road leading to the Nestor Valley and thence to Sanctum skirted it.  So after a quick, almost wistful glance at the town’s welcoming glow, he focused his attention on escaping the highlands altogether and reaching the plains where he could push the skimmer’s drives.

Once past Thurso, he merged with regular traffic and switched on his transponder so he could join the controlled network and travel at the fastest allowable speed without attracting attention.

No one knew the Coalition’s most wanted man was aboard and by acting like any other anonymous, law-abiding traveler, he aimed to keep it that way.  Hera Talyn wasn’t a prissy pain in the ass like the late and unlamented Manfred Yang.  But she wouldn’t hesitate to reprimand him for taking unnecessary risks just so he could shave half an hour off the trip home.  The Black Sword traitors turned double agents in the counterintelligence branch were clear about the threat still hanging over his and Hera’s heads.

Once out of the Thurso Valley and in the lowlands surrounding Sanctum, Decker left the secondary road in favor of the main north-south highway and let his AI take control.  He settled back in the driver’s seat, hands folded in his lap and wondered how he could persuade Commodore Ulrich to authorize a training mission on Scandia along with a troop or two from the 1st Special Forces Regiment.

Joshua Bayliss, the Pathfinder School’s sergeant major, could easily take Zack’s place as head of the combat and explosives training section at Camp X for a few months.  He’d relish the chance to escape Fort Arnhem and dabble in black ops again, even if it was at a remove.  

With the last rays of the setting sun vanishing in the west, leaving nothing but a purplish band above the mountains, Decker’s thoughts strayed deep into the past.  He dredged up memories of the few happy years he’d enjoyed with Ingrid and their precocious daughter.

Saga had been so pretty, so gentle, and so damn smart he couldn’t believe he was her father.  But her intense blue eyes matched his, and whenever he stared into them, he knew there was no mistaking her for anything but a Decker, even if she’d grown up with her mother’s name.   And she’d developed the same love for pre-diaspora history, to the point of choosing it for her doctoral dissertation.

The AI’s soft chime pulled him from the depths of his mind palace, signaling the skimmer’s imminent arrival in Sanctum.  Decker hadn’t even noticed the glowing lights of the capital as they neared it in the early evening darkness.  

He took over the controls again and directed the skimmer onto the ring road rather than cutting through downtown even though it added several kilometers to his journey.  The fewer eyes, both human and electronic who saw him, the better.  

Finally, he left the highway and soon found himself at the main gate to the sprawling Armed Services HQ installation.  Here, armored military police troopers backed up the automated sentry stations.  They subjected his credentials to careful scrutiny, ensuring the biometric data on file matched the man in the old car before letting him into the most secure facility on the planet.

He found an empty spot for his vehicle near the door to the senior officers’ apartment complex, a utilitarian building that appeared, at least outwardly, to be no different from any other on the base.  Polarized windows prevented any light from escaping and kept curious eyes from prying, but Decker nonetheless glanced up at where he knew Talyn’s unit to be.

Was she still sitting at her desk in the Naval Intelligence wing of the main HQ complex, or was she home and ready to make Zack’s forty-eight-hour pass memorable?

The Marine let himself into his suite next to Talyn’s and opened his side of the doorway connecting both.  He tossed his jacket on a sitting room chair before hanging his shoulder holster and blaster on his bed’s headboard.  Then Decker called up his music collection and selected a piece by a late twentieth century performer he’d recently come across during his idle evenings at Camp X.  The beat and lyrics suited his mood, now that he was in the only remaining place he could call home, and about to spend quality time with his partner.

When the music started, loud enough to make whiskey glasses on the sideboard vibrate, Decker belted out the song, eyes on the connecting door.  With one side open, the soundproofing no longer protected Talyn’s unit from stray decibels.  If his partner was home, she’d appear momentarily, no doubt shaking her head at Zack’s antics.

So it proved.  Talyn’s door opened, and she leaned against the frame, arms crossed, one eyebrow cocked in mock disapproval.  However, a fond smile appeared when Zack pointed a thick finger at her while singing the song’s main refrain.  Then, he motioned her to enter and join him in an impromptu dance session.  Though still in uniform, she sashayed toward her partner, snapping her fingers to the beat of the song and a broad grin split his face.

When the music finally died away, Decker gave Talyn a bear hug and kissed her with enthusiasm.  After releasing her he said, “Honey, I’m home.”

“I heard.  A new discovery?”

“Late twentieth century.  The guy’s stage name caught my attention while I was trawling through the historical music database at Camp X one lonely night when I was probably a bit hungry.”

“And his name was?”

“Would you believe Meat Loaf?”

Talyn snorted.  “That’s my partner all right, attracted to musical acts named after food, and not just any kind, but comfort food.”

“That was a rip-snorting song, admit it.  There’s more where it came from.  Marvin Lee Aday, also known as Meat Loaf, is now on my favorite classical musician list.”

“Only you would go looking for five hundred-year-old tunes.”

“What can I say?  Artists were talented back then.”

“You need to find yourself a rogue wormhole and travel back to the pre-diaspora days, honey.  You’re obviously too cool for the twenty-sixth century.”

Decker winked at her.  “I’m too cool for any century.  Besides, time-traveling wormholes are a myth.”

“They’re not, as I found out since taking over the chief of staff role and reading my way through files everyone thought memory-holed.  Would you believe Admiral Dunmoore found verifiable evidence of their existence during the Shrehari War?”

“Bullshit.”

“Hardly.  That incident is just as real as your ability to communicate mentally with Sisters of the Void.”

“I should read those files when I’m alone and bored back in the wilds of Camp X.”

“Volunteer to do a stint as the commodore’s chief of staff, and you can read whatever you like.  Otherwise, find something else to keep you from chatting up cryptanalysts.”  She studied him for a moment.  “You seem incredibly cheerful for a man whose only daughter went walkabout.”

“Just trying to keep my spirits up in one of only two ways I know.  And now you’re here, I can indulge in the second one.”

“Let me hang up my uniform before you get frisky.”

“No need to slip on your civilian clothes just yet.”  

His stomach rumbled without warning, and she laughed.

“I’m about to put on something nice instead, as are you.  Then we’ll join the commodore for supper at the HQ officer’s mess.”

Decker glowered at her.  “That sounds less than thrilling.  After months in the boonies, I was dreaming of L’Habitation’s five-course table d’hôte.”

“And how did you expect to reserve seats at such short notice?  Not to mention we shouldn’t spend more time than necessary where an assassin can find us.”

“I was counting on your ability to beguile the maître d’ as usual.”

“Sorry.  The boss is expecting us.  Besides, it’ll be a working supper, something else we can’t do out in the open.”  She glanced at Zack’s clock.  “Time to make ourselves respectable.  And before you even think of it, no you can’t ask the chef to prepare meatloaf.”


— FIVE —

 

 

The Fleet HQ officer’s mess occupied a building resembling nothing so much as a substantial Victorian mansion transplanted from Earth to Caledonia.  Even its interior seemed seven hundred years out of date although the quaint decor hid the latest of twenty-sixth-century technology.

When Decker and Talyn checked in with the AI in the vaulted lobby, it directed them to a private alcove off the main dining room, which was large enough for an entire wing of assault shuttles.

Raucous noise from the bar taking up almost half of the ground floor created a background buzz that pursued them up the winding stone staircase.  On a Friday evening, officers with no families waiting for them at home celebrated the end of the week in traditional happy hour style.  By imbibing generous amounts of ethanol while noshing on mounds of free finger food.  Mercifully, sound dampeners kept the upper levels safe from the perils of second-hand revelry, which suited Decker just fine.

They found Commodore Konstantin Ulrich, head of the Special Intelligence Operations Division, already seated at a table set for three with a glass of red wine in hand.  As soon as he spied Talyn from the corner of his eyes, his head snapped up and the tablet he was reading vanished into a pocket of his sober civilian business suit.

“Good evening, sir.”

“Commander, Major.”  He nodded in greeting.  “Thank you for joining me.  Please sit.  And welcome home from the back of beyond, Zack, even if it’s only on a forty-eight-hour pass.”

“Camp X has its charms, sir.”  He took the chair to Ulrich’s left.  “But the entertainment leaves much to be desired.”

At an unseen signal, a serving droid appeared, bearing a glass of gin and tonic for Talyn and a bottle of vintage Shrehari ale for Decker.

“Is this your doing, Commodore?”  Decker asked, taking the proffered drink with something approaching reverence.  “Or has the mess somehow programmed its AIs to anticipate our requests?”

“Look at the vintage, Major.”

Decker examined the label with a connoisseur’s eye.  “A five-year-old T’klach bottled on Shrehari Prime.  The mess doesn’t normally carry it; I’ve never asked for it here, and the only one who knows I consider this to be the best vintage ever is Hera.”  He turned to his partner and blew her a kiss.  “Thank you, sweetie.  This almost makes up for not greeting me in the accustomed manner.”

Talyn cocked an eyebrow.  “Almost?  Careful there, Major.  Lack of proper gratitude could make your weekend feel rather chilly.”

“In that case,” Decker bowed his head in thanks, “may a thousand blessings rain on your head.”  He uncapped the bottle and inhaled the pungent, alcoholic aroma.  Then he sighed with contentment.

Ulrich raised his glass.  “I propose a toast.  To my deadliest team of operatives.  May they be back in the field as soon as possible.”

“I’ll drink to that.”  Decker, a wolfish smile on his face, brandished the green, twisted alien bottle.

After a solemn sip, they sat back in their chairs and Ulrich said, “Pavlik Hineman speaks well of your efforts in training our prospective agents to fight dirty and win.”

“I didn’t know Hineman spoke well of anyone, least of all me.”

“And yet he does.  Pavlik’s not been in the field for years, but you’d be wrong to think he can’t appreciate that the game has become deadlier.  He knows it now requires a more ruthless, less refined approach to survive and win.  Pavlik therefore understands that’s where the training you and your Pathfinders dispense takes on added importance.  In fact, Pavlik would like to see you permanently assigned to Camp X, but I can’t afford to waste one of my best officers training others while he can still strike fear in the hearts of the opposition.”

“Glad to hear you say it, sir.  I’ll go stir crazy up there in due course.  Any experienced Pathfinder can teach my stuff.”

“Minus what you learned through experience by running covert ops,” Talyn said.

Decker glared at her.  “I thought you were on my side, Commander.  While I won’t deny the experience I amassed working with you nice psychopaths is useful, I wouldn’t overstate its importance.  The instructors I poached from the Pathfinder School are doing most of the work now.  Under my supervision, of course.  And they’re better at it than Pavlik Hineman’s staff.  Someone like Sergeant Major Bayliss, for example, could do pretty much everything I can.  And he’s not the only old-timer kicking around Fort Arnhem with a bagful of dirty tricks in his pocket.”

Ulrich nodded.  “I’ll take the suggestion under advisement.  Hera tells me you think we should also look to the 1st Special Forces Regiment for new operatives rather than recruiting likely candidates from within Naval Intelligence.”

“It’s easier to teach trained killers the weirding ways of spookdom than to take analysts and turn them into killers, sir.  And it’s faster than combing the Fleet at large for people like my kind, compassionate, and saintly partner.  The pass-fail statistics prove it.”  When Talyn made to speak, Decker raised his hand.  “Admittedly, our sample size is small, but it points at a trend.”

“Did you discuss the matter with Commander Hineman?”  Ulrich asked.

“No, sir.”  Decker shook his head.  “I didn’t think he’d be interested, considering I’m only an adopted member of the intelligence tribe.”

“You’re as much an intelligence officer as anyone under my command,” Ulrich replied in a dry tone, “and you’ve earned the right to speak up, perhaps more so than many in this organization.  Without you risking your life to find Major Redmon, Black Sword might be well on the way to destroying us.  You think we should recruit more Special Forces operators?  Done.  Work something out with Hera and make the next training serial a Special Forces only group.  Then we’ll see if your theory is valid.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me.  Prove that we can shorten the production pipeline and put enough agents out there to regain the upper hand.  Who knows what the Coalition and its imps are doing while we’re rebuilding our strength.”

“They’re probably busy kidnapping a Naval Intelligence officer’s daughter and ex-partner,” Decker said, deadpan.

“Ah, yes.  Hera briefed me on that matter.  And we will discuss it after we order our meal.  The mess is offering a fixed menu five-course table d’hôte tonight that might not rival your favorite restaurant’s, but it’ll beat whatever they’ve been feeding you at Camp X, Major.”

Decker shrugged.  “Since I’ve been forbidden to order comfort food, I guess I’m in.”

Ulrich gave the Marine a curious look, then glanced at Talyn who responded with a mysterious smile.  The head of the Special Operations Division shrugged.  “I suppose that comes under the heading of don’t ask, lest you hear things you’d rather not.  Three tables d’hôte it is.”

“Now that we’ve committed ourselves, what are the courses?”  Decker asked.

“You’ll find out as each is brought in, Major.  Enjoy the mystery.”  The serving droid reappeared at that moment, bearing three plates.  “And here is our first taste.”

“Fast little bugger, isn’t he?”  The Marine remarked as the droid carefully placed an artistically arranged serving of smoked fish in front of him.  “You were that sure we’d go with the fixed menu, sir?”

“Let’s just say I took a chance based on my chief of staff’s knowledge of her long-time partner.  Bon appetit, my friends.”

Decker took a bite and said, after swallowing, “Very nice.  I could almost fancy myself at L’Habitation.  Did the kitchen staff take cooking lessons while I was in the boonies?  This is fancier than anything I’ve ever eaten here.”

“It’s a matter of incentive.  Grand Admiral Larsson is hosting a private dinner in the VIP room, and we’re the unintended beneficiaries of a highly motivated executive chef who likes his job.”

“You mean everyone eating in the mess tonight gets the five-star treatment?”

Ulrich chuckled as he shook his head.  “No.  Only the Grand Admiral’s party and us.  As I said, the executive chef likes his job.”

Zack took another bite, then glanced at Talyn.  “Remind me to keep the boss happy.  Not only does it help prolong life, but it also gets us fancy food at a fraction of what they charge in town.”

“Or it could be a condemned man’s last meal.”

“And what fresh hell are you condemning me to now?  I’ve done the slave soldier thing; spent quality time in exile with the Commonwealth’s worst criminals; fought giant insects; overthrew a government or two; redid basic training as a convict recruit, and tangled with psychotic mind-meddlers.  Not to mention that these days, I put my life at risk every time I try to teach a wide-eyed intelligence analyst how to slit throats without making a big, noisy mess.”  Decker swallowed the last of his fish and sighed with contentment.  “I don’t think there’s anything left for me to experience.  Other than good food.  That was incredible.  Hopefully, the remaining courses will be just as fantastic.  Now, can we discuss my daughter?”

Talyn said, “I heard from Chief Superintendent Morrow this afternoon.  She confirms through her sources that the Scandian Police Authority is treating Saga Lagman’s disappearance as a missing person case.”
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