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— One —

 

Aleksa Kine always knew her luck would eventually run out.  Undercover police officers rarely retired with an unbroken string of successful missions.  But surely not today of all days, after she’d spent months infiltrating the Saqqa Cartel, a major player in the horrific business of interstellar human trafficking.

Her work as a hired gun protecting the cartel’s legal and quasi-legal business interests and her obvious intelligence compared to the rest of the mercenaries had finally caught the attention of her cartel superiors.  They’d sent her to New Oberon, the frontier colony where she believed the cartel operated its main slave transshipment base.  There, she would join the inner cadre, people who worked on the most heinous and profitable business lines, under a boss by the name Rabmag Rafalko.

And what Kine discovered after entering the vast, isolated compound hidden away in a wooded valley far from New Oberon’s capital, Titania, chilled her to the core.  She was able to send one last report through the subspace net when Rafalko allowed her twenty-four hours of liberty in Titania alongside half a dozen other inner cadre prospects, sociopaths with whom she’d spent two weeks under the boss’ scrutiny.  One last outing before they took up new duties.  Or so she thought.

When the cartel first hired her, or rather a mercenary by the name Goldie Neves, a woman with a long and verifiable record, including a supposed stint in a military prison for almost beating another soldier to death, she faced a few weeks of probation, nothing more.  Time enough for a background check and to watch her performance.  Here on New Oberon, Kine expected the same — a week or two under evaluation by Rafalko so he could decide whether she and the others were a good fit.  

After all, she was a known quantity, a loyal foot soldier whose professionalism had been noticed.  And she’d impressed them without having to compromise her oath as a Commonwealth Constabulary officer.  The cartel’s outer layer of security kept strictly to the letter of the law, if not always the spirit, so it might avoid undue scrutiny by the authorities.  In that sense, her colleagues weren’t much different from the mercenary rent-a-cops prevalent on human colonies, especially those in frontier star systems.

Yet on the morning after their outing in Titania, Rafalko, a tall, whipcord-thin, olive-skinned man with a prominent nose and a hairless skull, assembled the prospects in the antechamber of a building that had been out of bounds until now.  He informed them they would undergo a rite of initiation to become full-fledged members of the Saqqa Cartel.  

Initially, Kine felt more excitement at the prospect of peering into the cartel’s dark corners than apprehension at what the initiation might entail.  Many of the oldest organized crime groups in existence practiced rituals, and they were almost always symbolic.  However, Rafalko didn’t describe what they would undergo.  He merely explained how they would go through the door behind him one by one.

Yet, as he spoke, a gleam of anticipation lit up his sunken eyes, and for the first time, a shiver of unease ran up Kine’s spine.  She already knew Rafalko and his inner cadre were murderous scum who deserved exile for life and slow death on Parth’s Desolation Island or better yet, execution.  But at that moment, an aura of depravity worse than any she’d ever sensed before seemed to surround him.

Rafalko pointed at the first man.

“You.  Follow me.”

Both vanished through the door, leaving them with one of the senior inner cadre, a stout, brutish woman called Adra.  Contrary to her boss, she didn’t seem possessed by a deeper evil or own much in terms of a soul and observed the prospects with a dead stare.  At an unheard and unseen signal, Adra gestured at the next man in line then pointed toward the door.

“Go.”

After a while, only Kine remained.  None of the others came back, and her apprehension grew, but she knew better than to show even a shred of emotion in front of the silent, stone-faced Adra.  Finally, it was her turn.

“Go.”

Kine found herself in an empty passageway pierced by metal doors every few meters.  Its walls were made of extruded concrete and painted a painfully institutional white that almost glowed under the harsh lighting.  If Kine didn’t know any better, she might think herself magically transported into a prison facility.  Which made sense, considering she’d seen enough evidence of human trafficking over the previous two weeks.  

Shuttles landing and lifting at strange hours; the feeling that the sprawling compound, especially those parts forbidden to the prospects, teemed with life; muffled screams in the distance; the occasional glimpse of bodies being taken out into the woods for disposal and large food shipments arriving from Titania in unmarked stasis containers.  

The only thing Kine needed was a glimpse into where she suspected the cartel held its victims before shipping them off to their final destinations.  Proof for the Shield Sector’s Organized Crime Division to swoop in and shut Saqqa down.  Or at least this part of their sprawling criminal empire.

Absent such proof, the Commonwealth Secretary for Public Safety on Earth, or rather his minions, wouldn’t allow the Constabulary to act.  As Kine knew from bitter experience, cartels such as Saqqa enjoyed the protection of powerful interests because they made those interests obscenely wealthy.  

If, in an alternate reality, the Chief Constable were to send his Professional Compliance Bureau investigators after the Commonwealth Senate and the senior bureaucracy, the population of exiles on Desolation Island would double.  But in this reality, law enforcement needed irrefutable proof to overcome the political protection keeping cartels in business.

One of the metal doors slid aside at her approach, and Rafalko’s raspy voice reached her ears.

“In here, Goldie.”

Her apprehension grew by leaps and bounds as she entered a room that suggested a pathology lab or abattoir rather than a prison cell.  Plasticized walls shone under artificial sunlight, as did closed cabinets lining one wall.  A metal table with raised sides occupied the center.  

On it lay an unclothed man, bound and gagged.  His terrified eyes met Kine’s, and her heart missed a beat.  Rafalko stood on one side of the table, near a tray of surgical instruments, watching Kine with sick fascination.  As her brain processed the scene, she fought back a surge of nausea.

“From time to time,” Rafalko said, “we receive cattle that are too dangerous or useless for onward processing.  They stay here and serve as training dummies or to cement a prospect’s entry into the cartel family.”

A detached part of Kine’s mind roared in outrage at his use of the word cattle to describe the human being lying on the table, trussed up and waiting for death while her thoughts raced in desperate circles seeking a way out.

“We can absorb the loss, in case you’re worried.”  He gestured at the tray.  “Prove your commitment to the Saqqa Cartel by disposing of this worthless specimen.  Use whatever method you wish, but you must spill blood because only through blood will I accept your oath on the cartel’s behalf.”

“What if I don’t want to kill that poor SOB?”  Kine was grateful her words came out in a normal tone instead of a strangled croak.  

She couldn’t murder the prisoner, not even to keep her cover intact.  Nor could she incapacitate or kill Rafalko.  The prospects were unarmed, and Rafalko was a deadly hand-to-hand fighter, as Kine knew from sparring sessions.  And even if she incapacitated or killed him, there was no escape from the building, let alone the compound.

“Well now, that would be a problem.”  Rafalko tilted his head to one side as his eyes narrowed.  “But surely you aren’t squeamish.  Your military record shows you possess a propensity for deadly violence and a noted lack of empathy.”

“I’ll kill if I’m threatened, but slitting that poor bastard’s throat for a promotion?  Not my style.”  Kine’s heart pounded in her ears while sweat broke out on her forehead.

“That’s how it works here.  If you want to join my inner cadre, I need to see you take a life.  Besides, you’ll be doing this one a favor.  If he doesn’t die here and now, we’ll ship him where his fate will be worse than death.  Ours is a hard business, but the rewards for our inner cadre are limitless, as are the cattle we round up and sell to the highest bidder.  No one cares about them.  No one will notice they’re gone.  You could almost say we’re cleansing the gene pool by disposing of the useless ones.”

“Let’s forget the promotion, and I go back to my old job.”  Kine already knew what he would answer but needed to say the words anyway.

Rafalko studied her in silence for a few moments.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.  Once you entered this room, your existence changed irrevocably.  There can be no going back.  I’m sure you understand why.”

“So, either I kill him, or you kill me.”

A bark of mirthless laughter escaped Rafalko’s throat.  

“Kill you?  No.  I will kill him myself because I find it enjoyable.  You will take his place in the next shipment and vanish forever like everyone who passes through here.”  He gestured at the tray again.  “One swipe across his throat with a scalpel and we’re done.”

Kine shook her head, not trusting herself to speak as she realized her life was over.

Suspicion suddenly creased his forehead.

“Damn.”  The word came out as a soft hiss.  “You’re a cop, aren’t you?  A fucking Constabulary infiltrator.  I should have known a mercenary with your combination of background and wits was too good to be true.  What are you?  Shield Sector Undercover and Surveillance Division?”

“I’m nothing of the sort,” she finally replied through clenched teeth.  “But I won’t murder a man in cold blood to join your club.  Give me another job, somewhere I can be useful, and you can make sure I don’t speak out of turn.”

Rafalko shook his head regretfully.  

“Sorry.  Either he dies at your hand, or you both die.  Only you will suffer unspeakable agonies before giving up the ghost.”  

When she did not reply, contenting herself with a murderous stare, or at least what Kine hoped was a murderous stare, Rafalko clapped his hands once.  The sound echoed off the bare walls like a gunshot.  

“Then we’re done here.  A shame.  You showed great potential, but I cannot trust someone who won’t kill on command.  Especially now that I think you’re a cop.  Oh, don’t worry, I won’t try to interrogate you.  There’s no point, and if you’re conditioned, then I’ll lose a healthy specimen who might amuse one of our best customers.”

He glanced over her shoulder.  

“Ah, Frayne, there you are.  Goldie decided she loved her scruples more than her ambitions.  She’s no longer one of us.  Put her with the cattle headed out in the next shipment.”

Frayne, who could pass for Adra’s male twin, wrapped a meaty hand around her upper arm and squeezed.  Hard.  

“Dumb fuck.  And I was beginning to enjoy working with you,” he growled in Kine’s ear.  “Now, you’re just another walking slab of meat.”

“Goodbye, Goldie,” Rafalko said.  “We will not meet again.”

Less than thirty minutes later, Frayne shoved her into a cage filled with despondent men and women clad in the same orange one-piece garment she now wore.  None of them paid her the slightest bit of attention, and she realized the cartel kept them in a drug-induced haze.  Probably via the food they ate.  And that meant she would join them in their vacuous state before the day was out.

Kine’s only hope was that her Constabulary colleagues would eventually come looking and pick up her implanted tracker’s signal.  If they figured out where the Saqqa Cartel intended to ship her.  

But since New Oberon was within a few hyperspace jumps of the worst techno-barbarian worlds in the known galaxy, that could well be somewhere beyond the remit of both the Constabulary and the Armed Services.  A place from which there was no rescue.


— Two —

 

“Atten-SHUN.”  Major Joshua Bayliss’ deep voice cut through the buzz of conversation filling the 1st Special Forces Regiment’s main lecture hall.  The officers, warrant officers, and command sergeants of ‘A’ Squadron snapped to attention.  

A tall, slender, middle-aged woman in naval uniform wearing a captain’s stripes and executive curl on the shoulder boards of her waist-length blue garrison tunic walked in.  She was trailed by ‘A’ Squadron’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Zachary Thomas Decker, Commonwealth Marine Corps.    The latter wore a black version of the garrison uniform, complete with a lieutenant colonel’s silver oak leaf wreath and twin four-pointed stars.

A senior officer such as the chief of staff of Naval Intelligence’s Special Operations Division traveling to Fort Arnhem from Fleet HQ in Sanctum, Caledonia colony’s capital, and briefing the Marines of what most now called Ghost Squadron wasn’t unusual.  Its primary mission was acting as the Division’s direct-action arm.   But Captain Hera Talyn, well known by most of the troopers assigned to the Special Forces’ home station, held a rare distinction for a naval officer.  

She’d earned the expert Pathfinder wings adorned with combat jump stars on her left breast, and many in the Special Forces community considered her one of Naval Intelligence’s deadliest and most effective agents.  Or at least Talyn had been when she and Lieutenant Colonel Decker, working as an undercover team, sought out the Commonwealth’s domestic enemies and terminated them with extreme prejudice.  

Stuck behind a desk for good since she would become the next head of the Special Operations Division when the incumbent, Rear Admiral Kos Ulrich received his third star, Talyn no longer found occasion to display her deadly skills as an assassin.  But no one with half a mind was about to check if they’d become rusty.  

One look into her expressionless eyes sufficed.  They were the only notable feature in a face trained over decades to appear bland and unremarkable, a must for a field agent.  Her shiny brown hair, longer now than it was back in the day, did little to soften a gaze that civilians might find disquieting.

“At ease.”   Talyn looked around the room, smiling.  She knew each of them by name, knew their strengths and weaknesses, and what they could do if given a chance.   “Nice to see you again.”

“Likewise, sir,” Bayliss, Ghost Squadron’s deputy commanding officer, another career Pathfinder commissioned from the ranks, replied on behalf of the assembled officers and noncoms.  “This must be a good one if you’re here in person.”

He glanced at his commanding officer, knowing that whenever Talyn visited Fort Arnhem, she normally stayed overnight and didn’t use the guest bedroom in Zack Decker’s quarters.  And that Decker spent many weekends in Sanctum, where he also didn’t use the guest bedroom in Talyn’s apartment.  They had been more than just work partners for years.

Lieutenant Colonel Decker, a big, muscular man rapidly approaching middle age, with short sandy hair and intensely blue eyes in a square face hewn from granite, gestured at the tiers of seats.  

“Park your butts, people, and let’s get this show on the road.  You can hoist a drink with the captain in the Pegasus Club at happy hour after we’re done here.”

Bayliss, who was almost Decker’s size, though darker complexioned and with silver-shot black hair, nodded to himself.  An overnighter.  He and Squadron Sergeant Major Teppo Paavola, another solidly built, albeit leaner Marine in his early forties, exchanged a knowing look. 

“Are you planning on re-qualification jumps this visit, sir?” Bayliss asked while Decker and Talyn made their way to the rostrum on the low stage.  “The School is running an advanced Pathfinder course right now, and I’m sure I can reserve a slot in one of the sticks tomorrow morning.”

“I’m sure you can, Josh,” Talyn replied, amusement dancing on her thin lips.  

Bayliss had been the Pathfinder School’s regimental sergeant major before taking his commission.  And as one of Decker’s oldest friends, he had taken it upon himself to keep their jump statuses current whenever Decker and Talyn were on Caledonia between undercover missions.

“But since I’ll never need to step off a perfectly good shuttle in low orbit again, I plan on allowing the qualification to lapse.  Consider my wings honorably retired.”

“If you say so, sir.”  Bayliss made a dubious face.

“Navy captains don’t jump, let alone make the extreme high-altitude sort.  Union rules.”  Talyn stepped behind the rostrum, Decker at her side.  “Good afternoon, Ghost Squadron.  I’m sure you’re recovered from the last mission by now and are ready to rip through the galaxy again.”

“Darn right,” one of the troop leaders said.  Talyn inclined her head toward Command Sergeant Q.D. Vinn, who led H Troop and had worked with Talyn and Decker on two separate occasions when they were running black ops for intelligence.

“Good to hear.  This mission will, however, be a tad unusual.”

She touched the rostrum’s surface, and a large display behind her came to life with a woman’s face.  Lean, almost hungry looking, with short black hair, hazel eyes, and prominent cheekbones framing an aquiline nose, she appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties.  

“Warrant Officer Aleksa Kine.”  Talyn pronounced the last name Kee-neh.  “Commonwealth Constabulary.  She’s a twenty-year veteran of the service and has spent the last ten in the Shield Sector Group’s Undercover and Surveillance Division.  From what the Constabulary told me, she’s the best undercover officer in her unit.  Dozens of successful missions, hundreds of arrests, and a lot of bad guys spending what remains of their lives in maximum security on Parth or other penal colonies.  Those who weren’t executed that is.  Her latest mission was infiltrating a suspected human trafficking organization.  Everything was good for the first few months.

“She sent regular reports to Shield Sector HQ until two weeks ago.  By then, she was on New Oberon, which, as you might remember, is on the wild frontier between the Commonwealth and our beloved techno-barbarian friends in the badlands.  Shortly after making her first report from New Oberon, she vanished without a trace.  The New Oberon Constabulary detachment tried but couldn’t pick up her tracker implant when Sector HQ put out a quiet call to its commanding officer.  At that point, Kine’s superiors asked Naval Intelligence for help, fearing she stumbled into a situation she couldn’t handle.  Based on her last report, the human trafficking operation could be larger than anything the cops have seen in living memory.”

Major Bayliss’ hand shot up.  

“Why contact your lot, sir?  This is a missing person investigation, a police job.”

“Thank you for being my straight man and asking, Josh.  At first glance, it seems to be a police problem, not one for intelligence, let alone Special Forces.  What frightened — and I use the term with great care — our Constabulary cousins is the extent of the human trafficking operation Warrant Officer Kine hinted at in her final report before vanishing.  Our analysts agree.  This may be a Commonwealth security issue rather than a simple police matter.  Hence my being here with you.”

“Glad the gray-legs are showing a spirit of inter-service cooperation,” Bayliss replied, using the nickname for the Commonwealth’s federal police, on account of the color of their uniforms.

“Times are changing, Major.  We recognize the same enemies and share the same interests nowadays.”

Bayliss nodded, remembering his first encounter with the sort of black ops Decker and Talyn used to handle.  

“True, Captain.”

“We, meaning my division, sent a pair of operatives to New Oberon.  They’ll look for Warrant Officer Kine.  But if she’s right, those agents can’t do anything beyond recon work.  I already briefed Colonel Decker on the matter, and he agrees.  This is a mission for Ghost Squadron.”

“With unlimited, albeit unofficial authority to pursue, in a way that would piss off Earth, the Senate and the SecGen,” Decker said in a low growl.  “But fuck ‘em.  As the captain will tell you, we won’t be facing nice sophonts.  Human trafficking has been a thing since before our species bothered wearing loincloths, but someone figured out a way to take this beyond anything seen before if Warrant Officer Kine’s findings can be trusted.”

The image of a planet replaced Kine’s face on the main display.  A red dot pulsed inland from the largest continent’s eastern coast.  Talyn touched the rostrum’s controls, and the image dropped from high orbit to low altitude in a breathtaking zoom.

“This blurry spot, north of Titania, the planet’s main settlement, is where the Constabulary’s surveillance satellites last picked up Kine’s tracking implant.  As you can see, the satellite feed has been tampered with to obscure any details. But beneath is a sprawling country estate belonging to one Allard Hogue, a big man on New Oberon.  He comes from the Hogues who’ve been providing one of Arcadia’s two Commonwealth Senators for the last three decades.”

“Which makes sense.  New Oberon started as a colony of Arcadia before coming under direct Commonwealth rule after a rather contentious Senate vote a few years ago,” Command Sergeant Kaori Nomura, Ghost Squadron’s intelligence noncom said, nodding.  “Leave a Hogue there to protect the family’s interests and make sure the colonial government does as the Hogues want.”

Talyn inclined her head.  

“Precisely.  And that’s another reason this is a Ghost Squadron op.  Neither the local police nor the Constabulary would make progress investigating Kine’s disappearance.  If the Hogue compound is a staging area for human trafficking along the frontier and into the badlands, it will be one of the most protected sites in the entire star system, both physically and politically.  The New Oberon authorities will not dare listen to accusations against Hogue or set foot on his property unbidden, even if a federal judge issues a warrant.  Assuming the Constabulary can find a judge in the entire Shield Sector willing to sign off on one.”

“What’s the degree of confidence that bad shit is happening on Hogue’s property?”  Bayliss asked.

“Warrant Officer Kine’s last report.  A known psycho called Rabmag Rafalko was evaluating her along with six other mercenaries as prospects for the Saqqa Cartel’s inner security cadre.”  

When she saw eyebrows go up at the mention of the cartel’s name, she nodded.  

“That’s right.  The Saqqa Cartel.  Which means our confidence is high.  Those would be the not nice sophonts Colonel Decker mentioned.  It’s a well-organized, tightly run operation that uses legal or gray zone business ventures as a cover for their nefarious activities.  Law enforcement can’t indict Saqqa’s members for their crimes, mainly because they enjoy political protection.  Like most of the large criminal cartels, Saqqa generates a lot of tax-free wealth and can pay its sponsors handsomely.  If they’re indeed trafficking humans into the badlands, the amount of money they can make is almost limitless.  The techno-barbs will gladly exchange massive amounts of precious metals and gems for trained engineers, scientists, or anyone who can help them bootstrap their preindustrial societies into the modern age.  As Colonel Decker can attest.”

The latter grunted once. 

“If it were up to me, I’d wipe the barbarian bastards out.  But since that’s not an option, we’ll see about taking Saqqa off the board.  Permanently.”

“Kine reported that the other six mercenaries were some of the worst characters she’d ever met.  Soulless creatures who would torture or kill anyone without feeling a shred of empathy.  In other words, the same sort as this Rafalko, who is well known to the Constabulary as an extremely violent individual, one who has so far eluded arrest.  Although Kine didn’t directly witness any activities proving human trafficking or see people held against their will, she picked up enough signs that a large-scale operation was using the Hogue property.  

“My agents will check the place out and tell you what’s what by the time Ghost Squadron reaches New Oberon.  The final go-no-go decision will rest with Colonel Decker.  If illegal activities are occurring, then you will end them with extreme prejudice.  If those activities include human trafficking, you will rescue the victims, destroy the compound, and terminate every Saqqa Cartel member.  Then, you will find Warrant Officer Kine and bring her home.”

“This will be a sterile operation,” Decker said.  “Should we rescue any victims, they will be told we’re mercenaries hired by anonymous benefactors interested in fighting slavery.”

Most in the auditorium nodded.  Sterile meant making sure they left no evidence that could point at the Commonwealth Armed Services.  They would not wear Marine uniforms or insignia, nor identify themselves as Marines.  Their equipment would be unmarked, and they would travel on a Navy starship disguised as a freighter.

“Mikado is inbound as we speak,” Talyn continued, naming one of the Q-ships belonging to the Fleet’s Special Operations Command.  “You leave in thirty-six hours.”

“And that means no one gets shit-faced at the Pegasus tonight,” Sergeant Major Paavola said.  “The boss and I will inspect the squadron in sterile gear no later than fifteen hundred hours tomorrow.”


— Three —

 

“Do you regret you’re not coming with us, Captain?”  Major Bayliss handed Talyn a glass of gin and tonic and raised his beer mug.  “Sláinte.”

“Your health, Josh.”  She took an appreciative sip.  “Well mixed as always.  To answer the question, part of me misses being at the sharp end, using my stiletto as it was meant to be used.  But even if I want to join you on this operation, I can’t.”  

Talyn tapped the side of her head.  “I carry too much in there that would interest our enemies.”

“Don’t I recall hearing you’re conditioned against interrogation?”

A thin smile tugged at her lips.  

“You of all people should remember a true artist can break conditioning.  I’m not the only one with that skill.  There are others and some work for the opposition.  Besides, what I’m doing now is just as important.  Perhaps even more so.  And it is interesting.  I see the Chief of Naval Intelligence at least weekly and brief Grand Admiral Larsson once a month.  Admiral Ulrich wasn’t kidding when he said he’d prepare me to take over the division once his third star comes through.”

“And what are we talking about?”  

Zack Decker, ale in hand, joined his deputy commanding officer and their guest at the far end of the Pegasus Club’s polished, brass-adorned, wooden bar.  The club, named after the mythical flying horse which had long been a symbol of airborne troops, was an all-ranks facility serving the units, Pathfinder and Special Forces, who called Fort Arnhem home.  

They were in the main lounge, a space larger than most outdoor sports fields yet with a strangely intimate feel, thanks to easy chair groupings scattered under soft lights and a carved beam ceiling designed to absorb the noise of several hundred separate conversations.  An equally well-designed dining hall matched it on the sprawling structure’s far side.  In between, smaller rooms allowed for more intimate gatherings, private dinners, or simply places where Fort Arnhem’s various lodger units could gather away from the rest.

“Josh is trying to convince me I should come with you.”

“But apparently, the captain is having too much fun prowling the Puzzle Palace’s corridors of power,” Bayliss said, using the less than respectful nickname for the Armed Services Headquarters complex on the outskirts of Sanctum.

“We who scheme in the palace’s darker corners also serve the greater good, Josh.”  She winked at him.  “Without me, you’d be on your own looking for missions to keep the troops sharp.”

“True.  I suppose you are our procurer, so to speak.”

Decker, who was about to take a sip, snorted into the silver mug inscribed with his name.

“Careful, Josh.  She may no longer kill with a blade but annoying someone capable of dismembering your career is never wise.  You’re fortunate our Hera has a sense of humor.  It’s a bit strange yet fitting for a staff officer who lurks in the shadows ready to pounce on unsuspecting Marines.”

Talyn cocked an eyebrow at her partner.

“Remember, I always carry a stiletto somewhere on my person.”

Decker glanced at Bayliss with a leer.  

“I love staff assistance visits from HQ, especially when I sense a scavenger hunt in my immediate future.”

Bayliss raised his hand in a restraining gesture.  “Let’s back away from this particular topic, shall we?”

“Yes, lets.”  Talyn jabbed Decker in the midriff with her elbow.  “What’s your sense of the mood, Josh?”

“There’s nothing Marines hate more than slavers, which means they’re looking forward to taking out the trash.  That we might execute a few of the bastards along the way won’t bother anyone.”

“Good.  We can’t afford prisoners on this mission.  The opposition will suspect the Fleet’s involvement, but without proof, such as Saqqa Cartel members moving through the legal system, we keep plausible deniability.”

Bayliss nodded.  

“Roger that, Captain.  And since we’re on the subject, there’s a question I didn’t want to ask in front of the command team.  What if we face the need to violate the Senate’s edict forbidding military operations beyond the Commonwealth sphere?”

Talyn pointed at Decker.  

“That’ll be Zack’s call as the mission commander.  Since this operation will never be acknowledged or recorded, Mikado’s log won’t show her sailing into the badlands without permission from Earth.”

“I assume Sandor Piech still has Mikado.  Is he good with that possibility?”

“Yes, and yes,” Decker said.  “Sandor won’t argue.  If nothing else, the mission to Pacifica we ran just before I took command of the squadron gave him a taste of true black ops.”

“Good.”  Bayliss noticed movement out of the corner of his eyes.  “Curtis and Emery are coming to make their manners, so I’ll shove off and discuss the loading plan with Jory and Hovan.”

Captain Jory Virk and Warrant Officer Hovan Kondou were respectively, Ghost Squadron’s operations officer and adjutant.

“Sir, welcome back to the holy of holies,” Captain Curtis Delgado, the officer commanding Erinye Company, said, smiling at Talyn.

“Glad to be back, Curtis,” Talyn replied.  “And how are you, First Sergeant?”

“Just grand, sir.”  Emery Hak dipped his head in greeting.  

A dark-haired, olive-skinned man in his late thirties, Hak seemed carved from the same granite as Decker and Bayliss, though his was a more taciturn disposition.  Delgado was First Sergeant Hak’s exact opposite.  

A few years younger than his company top kick, Delgado was lean, almost rangy, with sharp features and a pale face beneath copper tinged hair.  He possessed an easy, open personality and was quick with a grin.

“That’s an interesting mission you laid on us, Captain.  Putting a bunch of traffickers out of business will be a balm for my soul’s salvation, and guys such as me need every bit of positive karma they can get.”

Decker gave Delgado a knowing look.

“What Curtis means is that he’s still the love ‘em and leave ‘em type.  How many are pining for you down in Carrick these days?”  He asked, referring to the provincial town a few kilometers outside the Fort Arnhem military reservation.

Delgado put on an air of exaggerated innocence.  “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re referring to, Colonel.”

“Like hell you don’t.”  Decker glanced at First Sergeant Hak only to see the ghost of a smile on his lips.  “Even Emery knows what I’m talking about.”

“It will take Captain Delgado a lot of rescue missions to make up for the tears,” Hak said in a somber tone.

“Well, it seems I’m outnumbered here, and if I learned anything in this outfit, it’s the ability to spot a losing proposition.  Again, nice to see you, sir.  Come on, First Sergeant.  Let’s go while the going is good.”

Decker and Talyn watched them head for the cluster of ‘A’ Squadron officers and command noncoms on the other side of the club’s main room.

“Curtis will go far in this outfit, mark my words.  He’s well ahead of the other company commanders when it comes to figuring out the deeper intricacies of black ops.  Besides, any man who earns Emery Hak’s trust and loyalty is worth watching.  Shall we join our flock or stay here and pretend to be aloof?”  

Talyn arched an eyebrow at Decker.  “Oh, definitely join them.  Your aloofness is no match for mine, and I’d rather you didn’t look inferior compared to a naval officer in this sacred Pathfinder shrine.”

 

**

 

“How is ‘A’ Squadron?”  Rear Admiral Kos Ulrich, head of Naval Intelligence’s Special Operations Division, asked when Talyn poked her head into his office at Armed Services HQ the following afternoon.  A bald man in his sixties with a boxer’s square features, he had recruited Talyn into Naval Intelligence as a field operative several decades earlier.  Ulrich waved at the chair in front of his desk.  “Sit.  There’s nothing that can’t wait a little longer for your undivided attention.”

“Decker’s Ghosts are ready, willing, and able, as usual.”  She dropped into the chair.  “They should lift off in about twelve hours.  If Mikado hasn’t arrived yet, it won’t be long before she’s in orbit.”

“Good.”

“Is the boss aware this mission may see Fleet units operate beyond the Commonwealth sphere?”  Talyn asked, referring to Admiral Kruczek, the Chief of Naval Intelligence.

“I told him this morning.  He said he’d mention the possibility to Grand Admiral Larsson the next time they met.  No one will bat an eyelid if that happens.  Provided everyone involved makes sure they leave no evidence our esteemed senators from the Centralist Coalition can use to further push for Larsson’s dismissal.  They aren’t happy with his plan of reducing military garrisons in the Core Worlds so he can strengthen the frontier sectors.”

“Between handing the Senate’s Out World caucus a victory and being forced to beef up their planetary defense forces in the core, I’m not surprised they might want his head on a platter.  But I’m pleased politics on Earth aren’t forcing us to put a leash on Zack and his folks.”

“Yet.”

“They won’t leave any evidence, Admiral.  Suspicions, sure.  The opposition will know we did it, especially if Zack brings back victims eager to talk about mysterious private security troops on an errand of mercy.  Do you think there’s a chance they might make us scale back our activities to avoid the risk of a scandal that might cost the grand admiral his job?”

An expression of vague uncertainty creased Ulrich’s face.  “Since I won’t take counsel from my fears, I doubt it’ll come to that.  Any potential successor would carry through with Larsson’s plans.”

“Unless the SecGen appoints Admiral Bavadra.  She’s in favor of the current dispositions, which make her 1st Fleet the largest in the Navy.”

Ulrich shrugged.  “Command of the 1st Fleet is a political appointment controlled by the Centralists, though they think we don’t know, which is why Larsson is reducing it.  No one here would accept Bavadra as commander-in-chief, and the SecGen knows it.  He’s also smart enough to understand alienating the Out Worlders in the Senate would cause no end of problems for his administration.”

“Once a few more colonies achieve the status of sovereign star systems, the next SecGen’s nomination won’t be decided by the Centralists.”  A cold smile briefly lit up Talyn’s features.  “Where would we look for entertainment without politics?”

“We wouldn’t exist.  Politics permeate every facet of human existence, even though we may not wish it were so.  The only thing we can strive for is keeping the worst aspects under tight control, so we don’t experience a third civil war.”

Talyn grimaced.  

“And that’s heading in the wrong direction these days, isn’t it, if we’re continually forced to intervene in violation of Commonwealth law.”

“We are the lesser of two evils, Hera.  Until the situation changes, we can either let matters deteriorate or act to keep the ship of state on an even keel just that much longer.  But a reckoning is coming.”

“You think?”

“It’s been coming since Grand Admiral Kowalski’s day, but I get a feeling in my bones the process is accelerating.  The bad blood between the core and outer star systems is getting worse by the day.”

“In that case, we’d better be the ones shaping the outcome, not the Centralist Coalition and their minions in the federal government.”

Ulrich cocked a bushy eyebrow at his chief of staff.  

“What do you think we’re doing in this division if not shaping an outcome?  Just because we work on the micro level doesn’t mean we’re not affecting the macro level.”

“I understand that, sir.”

“The last operation you and Zack pulled on Pacifica before coming in from the field is still causing ripples in political circles, largely because it warned our Centralist friends we wouldn’t let them decide the Commonwealth’s future anymore.  That’s about as macro as it gets short of a shooting war.”

“Yet, you think the shooting war might still come.”

Ulrich nodded.  

“I’m afraid it’s becoming increasingly unavoidable.”

“Hence Grand Admiral Larsson reducing the size of the Fleet formations in the core star systems, in case their commanders decide they would rather take their orders from Geneva than Sanctum.”

“Now you’re getting it, Hera.  We’ll make a strategist out of you yet.  And yes, Sabine Bavadra would obey Geneva in a heartbeat, as would the generals commanding the 1st and 2nd Marine Divisions as well as those commanding the 1st and 2nd Army Corps.  That’s why the grand admiral is drafting orders to reduce those formations in size by shipping the best of their troops to new duty stations in frontier sectors.”

“Good thing the Commandant of the Marine Corps and the Army Chief of Staff are not only on Larsson’s side but sit in office suites next to his.”

“That was the genius of Grand Admiral Kowalski’s reforms.  She might not have anticipated the current situation, but she was savvy enough to know the Commonwealth would need a full-scale political reset sometime this century.”


— Four —

 

Decker squinted at the night sky as his eyes spotted several moving lights among the stars.  Mikado’s shuttles.  Twelve of them.  Enough to lift the three hundred and fifty Marines of ‘A’ Squadron, 1st Special Forces Regiment, and their gear in one go.  He, along with those Marines, stood at the edge of Fort Arnhem’s vast parade ground, which would become a landing zone for the occasion.  

Since it was easier to transport body armor by wearing it, Ghost Squadron’s troopers, armed and in full fighting order, including backpacks, looked as if they were ready for combat and not a trip across interstellar space.  Each company also had several containers of collective gear and other supplies sitting on anti-grav pallets, waiting to be loaded.  Marker lights at regular intervals outlined the rectangular area while a two-person ground control team from regimental headquarters sat in a command post van.  

Soon, a distant whine of thrusters reached his ears, telling him they were on final approach, and he fancied he could make out their shapes as they occluded the background stars.  Single yellow markers in orderly rows and columns lit up on the parade ground, giving each craft its assigned spot, so they landed per Josh Bayliss’ plan.  The troopers knew their shuttle assignments, and when Decker gave the signal, they would embark in a matter of minutes and be off before anyone in the nearby barracks could complain about noise at three in the morning.

His helmet radio came to life with the voice of the senior ground controller.  

“Two minutes, Colonel.”

“Roger.”  He changed his frequency to the squadron net.  “Ghosts, this is Niner.  Stand by.  They’re two minutes out.”

Seconds later, those who’d left their helmet visors up sealed off their suits.  Decker waited until the last moment to close his before a miniature storm created by twelve shuttles descending with their thrusters at full power roiled the air above the parade ground.  

He watched as they dropped vertically, slowed until they were only a meter above the ground, then settled in unison, light as feathers, precisely on the twelve markers.  It was nicely done, and the Navy pilots’ way of letting their Special Forces passengers know they were just as professional and capable.  Twelve aft ramps dropped as one, and a new voice sounded on the traffic control net.  

“Ghost Niner, this is your flight commander.  You are free to board.”

“Thank you.”  Decker turned to Josh Bayliss and pumped his gauntleted fist above his head, the signal to move.  “Mount up.”

He remained in place and watched his Marines file into the waiting shuttles by team and troop, taking the anti-grav pallets with them until only he, the company commanders, Bayliss, and Sergeant Major Paavola remained.  The three company commanders raised a hand above their head to signal their companies were loaded, then headed for their assigned craft.

Decker, with Paavola on his heels, boarded the one piloted by the flight commander, while Bayliss, the last to leave, took another of the three squadron HQ shuttles.  Once aboard, they shoved their packs behind the netting strung across the compartment’s center for that purpose.  Then, Decker headed for the cockpit while Paavola took a seat on one of the two inward-facing benches running along the outboard bulkheads.

“We’re good?”  Decker asked, slipping into a jump seat behind the pilot who glanced over his shoulder.

“We are, Colonel.  Traffic control just gave us the go-ahead, and everyone is buttoned up.  Welcome aboard.  I’m Lieutenant Rhada Adjeng, Mikado’s assistant combat systems officer, and for my sins, the senior shuttle pilot.”

“That was nice precision work, landing in perfect unison, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you for noticing, sir.  We rarely fly twelve craft at once.”

“I’m sure you’ll get the chance a few times on this mission.”

“Excellent.”  Adjeng turned back to his console.  “Ko-Ko Flight, liftoff in twenty seconds.”

“Ko-Ko Flight?”  

“You know where the name Mikado comes from, right?”

“Sure.”  Decker felt the vibration of thrusters spooling up through the soles of his armored boots.  “The Fleet names its Q-ships after pre-diaspora stage productions, the sort where nothing is ever as it seems.”

“Right.  It goes back to the Shrehari War last century when they built the biggest Q-ship ever, Iolanthe.  Anyway, one of the roles in the comic opera called ‘The Mikado’ is Ko-Ko, the Lord High Executioner of Titipu.  Using character names to designate shuttle flights is a Q-ship tradition that started after the war.  If you’ve ever looked at the list of names in ‘The Mikado,’ you’ll understand Ko-Ko is among the least strange of them.”

Decker felt the shuttle rise, and a glance through the starboard porthole showed the lights of Fort Arnhem dropping away.

“Who chooses those designators?”

“The captain.  If ever he’s annoyed with me and I’m stuck leading a flight, he might assign the name Yum-Yum or Pooh-Bah, which makes talking with traffic control a bit of a pain in the ass.  So, I try to stay on his good side.”

“No doubt.”  The Marine chuckled.  “Perhaps I should find myself a good comic opera and use its character names as company call signs when we’re operating incognito.  Ghost Squadron is, in many ways, the ground pounder version of a Q-ship.  Heck, maybe I’ll even start a new tradition.”

“You should find plenty of time to sift through our database during the trip, Colonel.”

Decker sat back and smiled to himself.  An amusing idea, though perhaps not for the company commander who annoyed him in some fashion.  Although knowing his people, they would probably take a perverse pleasure in the most outlandish call sign.

 

**

 

Mikado wasn’t a small starship, but she still wasn’t big enough for Ko-Ko flight’s spacecraft to land in unison, as they’d done at Fort Arnhem.  The shuttles filed through the two space doors one at a time before landing on their assigned spots.  

Once the space doors were closed again, the inner airlock opened, and a stocky, silver-haired man wearing a merchant captain’s uniform entered the hangar deck, followed by spacers in unmarked civilian garb.  Simultaneously, the shuttle pilots dropped their aft ramps, allowing the Marines to disembark with their gear and form in three ranks.  Decker emerged from Ko-Ko flight’s lead shuttle, flipped up his helmet visor, and headed toward Mikado’s skipper.

He didn’t offer his hand as he greeted Piech.  The armored gauntlet could crush bare knuckles.

“How’s business, Sandor?”

“Judging by the orders I received, it must be booming.  But then, things are never quiet around you, are they?”

“Story of my life.”

Piech gestured at the spacers behind him.  
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