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— ONE —

 

A fist like granite slammed into Decker’s side with such force that he gasped in pain, wondering whether the thug had managed to crack his ribs.  Another fist narrowly missed his head when he ducked, more by accident than design, thanks to the flare of agony spreading across his chest.

He dropped into a crouch and lashed out with his right leg, hoping to topple the hulking gangster.  Larger than Decker, and much uglier with a bare scalp, beetling brows, and garish body art, the thug belonged to that interstellar group of smugglers, tax evaders, and starship aficionados known as the Confederacy of the Howling Stars.  Nicknamed ‘Star Wolves’ by their admirers, Zack preferred to call them ‘Howlers’ or ‘Jackals.'

A big man himself, with a height of almost two meters and carrying well over a hundred kilos, most of it muscle, Zack looked just as disreputable as his opponent did.  He even sported a trickle of blood by the corner of his mouth, where an earlier punch had taken him unaware, although his body art, as well as his facial appearance, were temporary, courtesy of the Black Gang’s disguise specialist.

His leg connected with the thug’s knee, sending him off on a sideways stagger.  But before Zack could follow up with a roundhouse kick to put him out of the fight permanently, another fist, this one not quite as dense, rearranged his left kidney.  The second Jackal had come out of his Decker-induced stupor and rejoined the fight.

Zack turned to face this new threat, fingers folded over at the first joint, turning his hands into hard-edged tools of destruction, and aimed for the man’s throat.  He blocked the Marine’s thrust with ease and lashed out with a jab at his solar plexus.  Zack felt a brief twinge of relief as he managed to evade the strike, for it would have knocked him out of the fight, but he almost lost his balance again, saved only by dropping back into a crouch.

He lunged forward, grabbed the man’s right ankle, and pulled, sending him tumbling ass over teakettle, right into his partner.  Decker gained just enough breathing room to straighten and fall back into fighting stance, eyes going from one Jackal to the other, waiting for the signs that would tell him how they intended to bring him down.

Unlike some, Decker didn’t make the mistake of thinking the Confederacy of the Howling Stars hired brainless brawn.  They hadn’t grown from a few disaffected veterans at the end of the last Shrehari war into the largest quasi-criminal organization on the Commonwealth Rim without a lot of sharp dealing, good planning, and an incredible ability to skirt the edges of the law.

The smaller of the two, who was almost Zack’s size, shuffled to the left, while thug-mountain stepped to the right in an attempt to recreate the Battle of Cannae in a two-man version, but between them, they didn’t have Hannibal’s talent, nor did Decker have Gaius Varro’s fecklessness.

With a sudden burst of strength, he charged at the smaller Jackal, but instead of unleashing a flurry of punches, he grabbed the man by his lapels, swung him around, and turned him into a shield, just as his bigger companion struck with all the might he could muster.  A sickening crack filled the momentary silence, and the Jackal in Decker’s arms turned into a limp rag, his spine severed.  If the Confederacy didn’t have access to advanced regen therapy, they’d be short an enforcer before the end of the day.

Major Zack Decker, Marine Pathfinder turned intelligence operative and his partner, Commander Hera Talyn, weren’t supposed to inflict casualties during this mission, and the Jackals tried not to kill anyone unless it became an absolute necessity.  They didn’t want to give the law any reason to start ripping their operations apart.  But when brawlers like the two who took exception to Zack met up with something they hadn’t reckoned on, caution vanished like a fart in an ion storm.

He threw his temporary shield at thug-mountain and dodged to the left.  His right hand snapped up and connected with the side of the man’s head, slamming his skull into the sharp corner of a waste pumping module.  Bone crunched, and the Jackal went down like a sack of jelly, leaving a smear of blood behind.  When Zack reached down and pressed his fingers on the man’s carotid artery, he couldn’t feel a pulse.

Decker didn’t care much about the death of a man who had likely maimed and killed his way through a successful career as a Confederacy enforcer, but it would be a lot harder now to keep the Jackals guessing.  And if they became suspicious enough to wonder about outside intervention, their on-and-off patron and frequent employer, the Sécurité Spéciale, would become doubly so.

Naval Intelligence, and in particular the Special Operations Section, affectionately known as the Black Gang, didn’t need to give the SecGen’s civilian security service any additional reasons to spy on the uniformed branches of the Commonwealth government.  The low-level guerrilla war between them had already cost too many lives, including those of people close to Decker.

The Marine took a few moments to catch his breath.  He could feel every blow the two Jackals had dealt him, and they hurt.  Confederacy enforcers were no choirboys, and they knew how to fight, but this pair seemed to have given him a heck of a beating.  Thankfully, Decker had learned a few dirty tricks of his own during a long career mostly spent in special operations.

After a quarter century in and out of the Corps, fighting on planets scattered across the galaxy’s Orion Arm, he had become good at the job of killing, be it fellow human beings or members of any number of alien species.

With a groan, he heaved up the larger man's corpse by the shoulders and dragged it behind some rusting, greasy machinery.  He looked around for a way into the environmental recycling vats, where the body wouldn’t be found until the next maintenance shutdown which, judging by the state of the Chisger Mining Corporation’s Horus facility, could be years from now.

With none immediately identifiable, he settled for tucking him behind a pile of old parts still waiting for disposal long after they had been replaced.  He wouldn’t start to smell for a while, not in a place short on bacteria such as this artificial environment perched on the surface of an airless moon.

The other thug, however, presented Decker with a dilemma.  Though severely injured, he still lived and could be treated.  Zack had no qualms about killing a sentient being in the heat of battle, but cold-blooded murder clashed with his moral code, one of the many things that set him apart from most of the Black Gang.

Soft footsteps broke the silence, and he dragged the other man out of sight with as much gentleness as he could muster, then he ducked behind a block of machinery and pulled out his Shrehari-manufactured blaster.  The original, taken as a trophy during a raid many years earlier, had long since vanished into the hands of pirates, never to be seen again.  However, with time, this one had also become a natural extension of his right arm.

A woman with shoulder-length dark hair emerged from the gloom.  Like Decker, she wore nondescript spacer clothing, but the blaster in her hand came from a human gunsmith.

She passed through a pool of light, and he saw a tired face, lined with age and worry.  This wasn’t one of Hera Talyn’s more flattering disguises, but another worn-out middle-aged woman wouldn’t seem out of place in a mining facility on the edge of nowhere.  He stood and waved her over.

“Is everything good?”  He asked when she came close enough for a soft whisper.

“All is good on my end.”  Then, she saw the thug with the severed spinal cord.  “But obviously not on yours.”

“No.  Two Confederacy goons showed up without warning and decided they didn’t like my looks.”  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.  “The big one is behind the pile of junk over there, dead.  This one here is still alive, but he’ll need a regen tank soon.”

Talyn shook her head.

“I leave you alone for what, half an hour?  And you start a new body trail.”  She sounded more amused than disgusted.  “This was supposed to be a quick in-and-out mission.  Now the Jackals might guess that someone with malicious intent came here and they’ll start searching to find what we might have done.  We can’t have that, now can we?”

She knelt down beside the man and reached out to grasp his head in her hands.  Then, with a quick motion, she snapped his neck, killing him.

“No witnesses.  Have you found the environmental sludge vats yet?  I’d rather we kept their bosses wondering.  If nothing else, it’ll give us more time to escape.”

“I didn’t see any way to access them.”

“Let me take a look.”  She stood up and scanned the area, then indicated a catwalk near some large, circular constructs.  “There, I think.”

After a few minutes of heaving, followed by the bone cracking strain of prying open a hatch that hadn’t been used in years, both bodies vanished without a trace.

Decker wiped a sheen of sweat from his forehead.

“Why do I always have to do the grunt work?”

“Because you’re a grunt,” she replied with a playful punch on his arm.  “And because I still outrank you.  Besides, those two were definitely out of my size range.”

“And I’m not?”  He leered at her.

“Later, big boy.  Let’s leave this dungeon and make our way off Horus, preferably before someone misses your two buddies and decides to call a lock-down.”

Decker grimaced.

“The next shuttle to Kepri isn’t for another ten hours, which gives the Jackals plenty of time to decide that Thug One and Thug Two are overdue.”

“You should have thought of that before inviting them to play, honey.”

“If I recall correctly, you told me to make sure your escape route remained clear.  I did.  It’s a little late to regret not being more explicit with the rules of engagement.”  He shrugged.  “Why don’t we see if they have a hot-sheet pod available for a few hours?  It’ll keep us out of sight, and you can use the time to explain why the Jackals were too big for you, but I’m not.”

 

*

 

The Nugget, a typical miner’s bar which also rented sleeping pods, took up a fair chunk of the facility’s second highest level, below the one where management schemed to keep the operation profitable through means fair or foul.  And like the mine, it operated non-stop, and at a volume, both in noise and drinks served, that would have classed it among the highest performers on a typical colony.  However, on Horus, one of the gas giant Amun’s airless moons, it had no competition.  That meant the industrial decoration, combined with some of the worst reconstituted food Decker had ever eaten, and high-priced, low-quality booze, didn’t put a dent in the profits.

Vast and dark, it struck Zack as being a place where one could get lost for a few days, surviving on leftovers.  Naturally, the Confederacy of the Howling Stars owned a controlling interest in the Horus Nugget and used its own enforcers to keep the peace, all with the tacit support of Chisger Mining’s in-house security.

The Corporation didn’t much care about what went on in the bar, as long as it received a share of the profits.  It did care about the proper functioning of the ore extraction operations and happily employed the Jackals as unacknowledged auxiliaries.

Which, of course, meant that the only place on Horus where transients like Decker and Talyn could stay for a few hours without looking out of place would be heavily seeded with Thug One and Thug Two’s friends.  They rented a pod, because a man and a woman spending ten hours together in the bar, sipping drinks that seemed to last forever, would eventually attract the kind of attention they didn’t need, especially as newcomers to the isolated mine.

Knowing that management had rigged all of the pods for sound and video because their primary use involved the bar’s more specialized entertainers, they took turns napping, fully clothed, instead of scratching the itch that usually followed high adrenaline action.  That would have to wait until they were on a ship headed back towards the more civilized parts of the Rim, from where they could make their way home again.

When they returned to the bar for a last meal before the flight off Horus, Decker nudged his companion.

“Is it me, or do I sense tension in the air?”

“Paranoid, are we?”  She let her eyes roam over the patrons and the many enforcers recognizable by their watchful eyes and colorful body art.  “You might be on to something, Zack.  The Jackals seem edgier than before our nap.”

“Which could mean a lot of things that probably have nothing to do with us.”

They bellied up to a dispenser and waited their turn.

“True,” she said, still eying the Jackals sprinkled around the room.  None seemed to take a greater notice of the pair than they did of anyone else.

They took their trays to an unoccupied table near the main door and sat, backs to the wall.  Decker took a sip of his ale and made a face.

“I’m surprised the folks here don’t revolt over this swill.”

“A deep space miner’s pay is so good, they’ll put up with a lot of crap.”  She took a bite of her sandwich, eyes never resting on a single spot for more than a second or two.  “Spend enough time in a place like Horus and you can afford to take several years off before the money runs out.  Besides, they can have the good stuff shipped in on a personal consignment.”

“I suppose.”  He ate in silence, then drained his bulb and belched softly.  “There.  Now I can last until we’re on Kepri, where the catering’s bound to be better.”

“You hope.”  She finished her own food and was about to stand when something caught her attention.  “I hate to say this, but your paranoia might have been right again.  Three o’clock, near the main bar.”

Decker glanced in the indicated direction without moving his head.  

“I make three goons, one of them presumably female.”

“Yep.  They’re going from table to table, checking faces.”  

“And the presumed female has a pad in her hand with a mugshot or two on it.  Like I said, it could be unrelated.”

“But why take chances.  Let’s pretend as if we’re heading out for a stroll in the soft Amun light.  We have an hour or so to kill before departure.”  Talyn stood in a fluid movement and headed for the nearby door.

Decker winced as he rose, the bruised parts of his anatomy still screaming outrage at their treatment by Thugs One and Two, and followed in her wake, glad to leave the Nugget’s harsh sounds and rank odors behind.  He resisted the urge to look behind him just before they walked around the corner, feeling a twinge of relief that they hadn’t heard any shouted orders to stop.

Taking on a pair of Jackals in the bowels of the machinery compartment would seem like a short round of fisticuffs if they had to evade the whole pack up here.

They merged with the foot traffic, Decker slouching to reduce his apparent bulk until they peeled off the main passageway and headed down a less crowded corridor leading to the shuttle pad.  The few people they met came from the recently landed shuttle and ignored the agents, preferring to stare at the anonymity of blank walls and scarred floor.  Horus was that kind of place.

A Chisger Mining Corporation cop stepped out of an alcove and blocked their way.

“Leaving us so soon?”

“What’s it to you?”  Decker asked.  “We did what we had to do, and now, we’re getting out of your hair.”

“Strangers passing through the Alpha Cephei system are interesting,” the man replied.  “Especially since visitors come in two flavors around here.  Either you had business with the Corporation, or with the Confederacy.”

“So?”  Talyn shrugged.  “We’re leaving on the next shuttle.  I’d say it’s a little late for a customs and immigration interview.”

“I know you didn’t come to talk with management.  They usually let us know about visitors.”  His hand hovered near the open hip holster holding a short-barreled scattergun.

“Again, what’s it to you, since we’re leaving?”

“Maybe the Confederacy would like a word with you.”

“Not interested,” Decker growled.  He took a quick glance up and down the corridor, then gave the rent-a-cop the evil eye.  “And you shouldn’t be either if you want to enjoy the nightly entertainment at the Nugget once the shuttle has lifted off.”

“Are you threatening me?”  His hand grasped the scattergun’s hilt, but he didn’t quite draw it.

Decker fished a handful of cred chips from his trouser pocket.

“More like offering to bribe you so we can have some fond memories of Horus.”  He held out a stack thick enough to look a lot like the officer’s monthly pay.

“You want to give me a bribe now?  And why shouldn’t I run you in for trying to corrupt a lawman?”

“Because we both know you’re a greedy sonofabitch, not a lawman.  Now you can take this and forget you saw us or…”

“Or what?”

“Ever tried doing EVA work without a pressure suit?”  Decker asked in a conversational tone.  His left hand reached down and seized the man’s right wrist, preventing him from drawing the scattergun.

The security officer swallowed hard at the pain of Zack’s vise-like grip.  He shook his head.

“I can forget.”

“Good man.”

Decker released his wrist, then drew the gun and flipped it around to remove the power pack and ammunition case.  He pocketed both and stuck the now harmless weapon back into the holster.  Then, with a flourish, he tucked the cred chips in the guard’s tunic pocket and patted him on the shoulder.

“Have a nice pitcher of swill on me, and try to forget you ever saw us.”

Watching the security officer scurry away, Talyn chuckled.  “For a moment, I thought we’d have to look for the nearest maintenance hatch, but well done.”

“I do try to leave as few bodies as I can in our wake, sweetheart.  I’m not a fucking sociopath.”

“But you do like fucking sociopaths.”  Her innocent smile drew the expected bark of laughter, and she blew him a kiss.

“Not now.  First, we get to Kepri, then aboard a ship out of this system.”

Not long after, as they walked down the gangway tube to the spaceship sitting in the middle of the pad, they heard loud voices somewhere on the station side of the airlock, but the pressure hatch slammed shut and cut off the commotion before they could make out any words.

It was an even bet whether the Jackals had finally figured out they were connected to the disappearance of Thugs One and Two, or whether the Chisger Mining security officer had decided the bribe didn’t quite salve his wounded dignity.

The gangway snaked back into its housing moments after Talyn and Decker had taken their seats and strapped in.  This left the pilot free to lift off and escape Horus until the next scheduled flight, which he did with as little concern for his passengers’ comfort as for his fuel consumption.

Decker leaned over and stared through the porthole at the rapidly dwindling mining operation perched on the edge of a dark canyon and grunted.

“If I never see that place again, it won’t be too soon.”

Talyn smiled at her partner.

“That’s what you say every time we leave a place where they didn’t have enough good booze and too many goons who couldn’t find their ass with both hands.”

“Well, pardon me for having standards.”  He gave her a mock-wounded look.  “In this outfit, one of us has to.”
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— TWO —

 

“Welcome home, Major Decker.  I see that you’re none the worse for wear.”

Zack could hear a smirk in Commander Yang’s tone, but the man’s face remained as sphinxlike as ever.  If Yang hadn’t been Captain Ulrich’s number two, the Marine would have found creative ways to express his opinion of the Special Operations Section’s chief of staff.

“I haven’t yet found the critter who could wear me down, sir.”  Decker tossed his beret on the desk he shared with agents currently out on their own missions.  “Although I’ve found a commanding officer who tries really hard.”

He winked at Yang and had the satisfaction of seeing a brief spark of disapproval in the latter’s dark eyes.

“Speaking of which, where is Commander Talyn?”

“Search me.”  Decker shrugged.  “We went our separate ways after landing.  I assume she took a suite in the transient officers’ quarters like I did, but I didn’t see her in the mess hall this morning.”

“I have a few questions concerning your after-action report, and it would be best to have both of you present.”

“She’s a big girl, Commander.  She’ll eventually show up.  It’s not like we have set working hours in this outfit.”

He touched the screen sitting in the center of the desk and called up what he knew would be an extensive backlog of mail and other mundane messages deemed vital to the operations of a headquarters.

Decker could feel Yang’s icy stare drilling through the back of his head.  They held each other in mutual dislike.  Yang believed Decker to be a dangerously loose cannon, an amateur in a business of stone-cold professionals, and Decker thought Yang represented everything he loathed about officers, notwithstanding the fact that he had been made one himself over Yang’s strenuous objections if office gossip held even a smidgen of truth.

“Anything I can do for you, Commander?”  He asked without turning around.  “I can try to conjure up Hera, but she’ll just get mad and take it out on you.”

“That would be Commander Talyn to you, Major, at least within the confines of this headquarters.”

Decker raised a mental rigid digit salute, but his partner’s arrival stopped him from giving Yang a reply both of them might regret.

“Looking spiffy, Zack.”  She beamed at him.  “The new rank insignia suit you.  Is your arm sore from returning salutes yet, or are you still basking in the glow of being one of those rare majors with a bigger fruit salad and more qualification badges than the average HQ general?”

“Would you like me to salute you?”  He growled, waggling his middle finger.

“No need.  I’ve had enough of that from you lately.”  She finally deigned to notice Yang.  “Hi, Manny.  Is the boss still riding you hard and putting you away wet?”

“Nice of you to join us, Hera, and you know I prefer that people use Manfred, not Manny.”  Yang had repeatedly warned Captain Ulrich that Decker was rubbing off on his partner, and not in a good way.  He used to get along just fine with Talyn before she decided to make the Marine her rescue project.  However, since she started working with Decker, their relationship had deteriorated.  “As I told Major Decker, I have some questions concerning your after-action report that I’d like answered before you meet with the captain.”

“Did you find any multisyllabic words needing an explanation?”  She managed to look perfectly innocent, but Decker saw the devilish gleam in her eyes.

Yang sighed.  “I really must find a way to separate you two.”

“Why?”  Decker asked.  “We’re one of the most successful teams in the entire Black Gang.”

“And yet we still have no definitive answer concerning the Coalition’s involvement in the Garonne uprising.”

“And yet,” Decker parroted, “we no longer have a Garonne uprising.  Give it some time, sir, the Coalition’s reach will exceed its grasp soon enough and give us another way in.”

“Be a good boy, Zack,” Talyn chided.

“This is me being nice.”  He winked at her.  “Shall we answer the commander’s questions before I dig myself a hole so deep that I’ll end my career reaming out sludge vats?”

“Or,” he turned to look at Yang, “you could have me returned to a proper Marine Regiment.”

“For some reason,” the man replied, “Captain Ulrich seems inordinately fond of you, so that will not be an option in the near future.”

“No accounting for taste, I suppose.”  Talyn sat on the corner of Zack’s desk and blew him a kiss, something she knew would irk Yang.

“Taste has nothing to do with it,” a voice boomed from the open door.  “If you two are quite finished being unkind to my chief of staff, I’d like to hear you tell the tale.  Perhaps you’ll be able to fill in the blank spots Manfred found in your report.”

The three officers stood and snapped to attention in unison.

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“By the way, Zack, your mail stack contains a coded message that’s been driving the analysts insane,” Ulrich said while he ushered them into his office.  “I’d like to hear about that as well once you’ve had a chance to read it.”

He waved them towards a round table occupying one side of his office.

“You’ll be glad to know,” Ulrich continued, “that as a result of your work, the Horus operation is down, if not permanently, then for months or, more likely, years.  They had time to evacuate everyone, but the facility itself is no longer usable, its systems destroyed.  The other six mines around Amun fell within days of each other, and as of right now, Kepri is the only outpost still in operation, though its production has dwindled down to almost nothing.”

“Chisger Mining Corporation’s stock value dropped by seventy-five percent since the news filtered back from Alpha Cephei,” Yang added, “and even the Honorable Commonwealth Trading Corporation, which owns a controlling interest in Chisger, took a fifteen percent hit.  All of that will put a serious dent into profits, especially those not reported before they’re diverted into numbered accounts.”

“In other words,” the head of the Fleet’s black ops organization sat back with a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes, “another success.  Well done.  Since our analysts are of the opinion that the Amun mining constellation generated a lot of the Coalition’s covert funding along the Rim before your sabotage, this will hurt them deeply.  It may even force the leadership to overplay its hand.  When that happens…”

“Then, the game of whack-a-mole continues, sir,” Zack replied.  “There are more of them than there are of us and they have better connections.  Some days I wonder whether this is a game we can win.”

“If we don’t win,” Ulrich replied, “then we’ll have the unique chance of watching our democracy, deeply flawed as it is, morph inexorably into an empire run by the worst possible people.  I’d rather that didn’t happen on my watch.”

“No arguments here.”  Decker held up both hands, palms outward.

“Perhaps you two need some leave.  You’ve been going on mission after mission with a few days or at most a week’s break between them for how long now?”

Talyn shrugged.  “I can’t say that I remember, sir.”

“That settles it.  Manfred, I believe you don’t have anything urgent lined up for them.”

“Well…”  The chief of staff looked uneasy.  “A few loose ends need tying up.  Commander Talyn and Major Decker are the only ones available right now.”

“Can these loose ends wait for a few weeks?”

“I suppose.”  He pressed his lips together, the only expression of disapproval he allowed himself in front of others.

“Then it’s settled.  You have the rest of the day to catch up on your personal administration, and then I want you on leave.”  He caught Zack’s eyes.  “Don’t forget to let us know about that coded message you received.  But first, let’s go through Manfred’s questions, so we can wrap up the Horus mission.  Considering the results, I’d say manually planting a destructive virus directly in the core of a target’s computer system is a tactic we might want to reuse.”

“It certainly worked this time,” Talyn replied.  “But once the opposition figures out how we sabotaged them, the next time will be a lot harder.  I only managed to penetrate the Horus computer core thanks to lazy security and poor maintenance, and because no one had considered the possibility.”

She glanced at Yang.  “Let’s get your questions out of the way, Manfred.”
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— THREE —

 

“Coded message?”  Talyn asked once they had returned to the bullpen where agents temporarily on HQ assignments labored under Yang’s gimlet eye.

He shrugged.  “No idea, though it’s nice of them to read my mail before I do.”

“Standard procedure, Zack.  I thought we went over the fact that you have no private life once you join the Black Gang.”

“Hey,” he put on a mock-angry expression, “I didn’t volunteer for this, remember?  You shanghaied me.”

“And it earned you a major’s billet.”

“I was perfectly happy as a chief warrant officer.  Heck, I was happy as a command sergeant.”

“Sure.”  She winked at him.  “But the day you come across one Captain Sarratt, late of the 9th Marines, and watch the sheer horror in his eyes when he’s forced to salute Major Decker, you’ll bless the day I took you on as my special rescue project.”

Zack smiled beatifically.  “I feel shivers just thinking about it.  Perhaps I should dig into the system and figure out his current duty station.  With any luck, it’ll be in the basement of the main HQ complex, amending regulations.  I could take a stroll across the road for an unannounced security inspection.”

His air of joyful anticipation made her laugh.

“Let it happen naturally, Zack.  It’ll feel so much better.”

“You heard the captain,” Yang interjected.  “Wrap things up and then scoot.  The sooner you’re out of my hair, and on some beach, the sooner I get your well-rested asses back here for the next round of Coalition hunting.”

“Out of your hair?”  Decker fought to suppress a sudden onset of the giggles.  Yang, of course, had a scalp as smooth and shiny as a cue ball, without even the hint of a working follicle in sight.

Talyn smacked him on the arm.  “Behave.  I promised the boss you’d gained enough maturity to pass for a field grade officer.  Don’t turn me into a liar.”

“You lie for a living, sweetheart.”

“Never to the man who controls my destiny.”  She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the now closed door to Ulrich’s office.  “Do as you’re told.  Even though the Corps finally saw the sense in giving you a commission, you’re still the most junior officer in this room.”

He stuck his tongue out at her.

“And the least mature,” she added, amused by the disgusted expression on Yang’s face.

“Fuck,” Decker said after a few moments spent scanning his mail stack.  The heartfelt emotion behind the curse drew Talyn’s attention from her own perusal of accumulated mail and useless directives.

“What?”

“That coded message the boss kept referring to is from Hal Tarra, my old troop sergeant in the 902nd and one of the best friends I’ve ever had.”  He stared at his screen.  “It’s three damn months old.”

“So Hal Tarra is a crypto genius?”

Zack snorted.  “He’s good at a lot of things, but coding?  Never.  This is a case of sclerotic analyst brains seeing something that isn’t there.  The message is in plain Anglic and in simple words any noncom, sober or otherwise, can understand.”

“Let me guess,” Talyn said, “any noncom provided he’s called Decker, sober or otherwise.”

“Well, yeah.  Hal can pack a lot of meaning in a couple of words, but you have to know how he thinks to appreciate the full flavor.”

“And what did your pal Hal say?”

Then she saw something in his eyes that gave her pause.

“Are you all right, Zack?”

“Not particularly,” he replied, the corners of his mouth drooping.  “In fact, not at all,” he added, feeling a sudden surge of anguish twist his guts.  It must have shown on his face.

“Honey, you’re scaring me.  What’s going on with my usually happy and frequently irreverent partner?”  She jumped up and walked around his desk to stand behind him.

“She is alive,” Talyn read.  “A three-word message?  You’re going to have to lay this out for me.”

A long, heartfelt sigh escaped the big Marine’s lips.

“She can be only one woman, Elyce Sakal.  Doctor Sakal, the one we couldn’t rescue, Hal and me.  We actually witnessed her abduction before she vanished somewhere beyond the Rim and couldn’t do anything to stop it.”

“Oh.”  Talyn laid a gentle hand on his shoulder.  “I always thought the old saw that each Marine had a story like that was so much bull, but you really do have one of those.”

“Yeah.  Hal, me, and the rest of Third Troop, 902nd Pathfinder Squadron.  And the crew of Ruddigore, the Q-ship we were assigned to, I suppose.”  He shrugged.  “For the squids, it was just one more distress call that came in too late.  Not for us.  Hal took it especially hard for some reason.  Truth be told, so did I.  We weren’t used to the idea of standing there helplessly while watching reivers kidnap civilians.  Usually, when we arrive somewhere too late, we haven’t had time to establish a personal relationship with any of the victims.  That time, we spent hours speaking with Doctor Sakal offering what advice we could, while those damned mongrels pounded away at the research station’s defenses.  But no amount of praying would get us there any faster.  The laws of physics didn’t care.  When we finally landed on Troy, that was the name of the airless hunk of rock where they’d built the station, we found nothing more than a lot of dead bodies, looted supply rooms, missing scientific equipment and three people unaccounted for.  Doctor Sakal, whom we saw taken by the reivers, a Doctor Antoine Mazkow and a Sister Anca.”

“Sister Anca?  What would a monastic be doing on a research station?”

“I have no idea, and we had nothing to indicate which order she belonged to.”  Zack’s grim expression matched his mood.  “Ruddigore tracked the two reiver ships and we initiated pursuit while reporting back via subspace radio.  After the first jump, we received a message from HQ.  Abort, return to Troy and erase all traces of the research station, and then wipe all references to the incident from the ship’s log.  It never happened.”

After a moment of silence, Yang asked, “Should you be discussing this, Major Decker?  It sounds to me like your story is something that’s been classified beyond top secret special access and buried in archives that won’t be reopened before the heat death of the universe.”

“No, and yes, Commander.”  Zack didn’t sound contrite.  “On the other hand, Hera asked, and I answered.  If I can’t trust either of you with this piece of my past, then life really has no meaning.  Just take care to erase your organic memory banks before going home tonight.”

Talyn returned to her console and touched the screen.

“Nothing about a Troy Research Station in the classified data banks,” she said after almost a minute.  “What system?”

“31 Aquilae.  It has no habitable planets, nothing worth mining, nothing at all, really.  The place is one of the Commonwealth’s most useless possessions.”

“Which makes it perfect for a secret facility.  Did you say it was Fleet?”

“I didn’t, but yeah, I guess the Navy owned the place, which means the order to erase it came from the rightful proprietor.”

“Nothing,” she said after a moment.  “The database has all of the standard astrographic information and navigation data, but doesn’t list any military installations, not even a refueling stop, even though 31 Aquilae has three gas giants.”

“As I said, we were ordered to forget that the incident ever happened and that Troy station ever existed.  It wasn’t the first bit of sanitizing I’ve witnessed, but doing so when HQ knew reivers had taken at least one, if not three survivors really stank.  So you’ll understand that we were damn mad.  And it stuck with us.”  Decker took a deep, calming breath, proof of his inner turmoil.  “I can still see Doctor Sakal’s face the moment a pair of the scum seized her and dragged her out of the station’s commo room.  Heck, I still have nightmares about the incident.  If I never see that kind of fear and despair ever again, it won’t be too soon.”

“And now your buddy Hal Tarra thinks that Doctor Sakal is still alive.  Are you certain that’s what he meant?”

“There’s only one ‘she’ that he and I will remember until our dying day.  Yeah, I’m sure.  Hal hasn’t been in touch since I left the 902nd, so for him to reach out to me now is pretty significant.”  He paused, and then shook his head.  “Not exactly right now, I guess.  That message came in shortly after we left on our last mission, so it’s almost three months old.”

“If I have the right Hal Tarra,” Yang said, “the records show him retiring from the Marine Corps just about three months ago.  He left no forwarding address.”

“What?”  Decker sat up straight and turned to face the chief of staff.  “Hal’s a lifer.”

“There’s more,” Yang continued.  “I can’t find any record of a Sister Anca…”

“If she belonged to the Sisterhood of the Void, that wouldn’t be surprising.  They’re notorious for avoiding the authorities,” Zack interjected.

“But Doctor Elyce Sakal is listed as having died in an accident while vacationing on Marengo six years ago, while Antoine Mazkow vanished at around the same time, steps ahead of an arrest for fraud.  He’s presumed to have fled the Commonwealth to avoid facing up to his crimes.”

“Very convenient.”  Decker’s words bathed in sarcasm.  “It’s a fine thing they can’t erase what actually happened from my memory, or from Hal’s.  I wouldn’t be surprised if they listed every single person killed on Troy as having left this life in a manner that can’t be traced back to the raid.  Unfortunately, those three names are the only ones that stuck in my memory, so we’ll never know.  Without a record of Troy in Fleet files, there won’t be a trace of them anywhere.”

“It’s the way of these things, Major.”  Yang didn’t quite sound sententious, but Zack had to suppress a surge of irritation nonetheless.

“You don’t have to live with the memories, Commander.”

“True.”

“That’s all nice and well, Zack.”  Hera gave her partner a sad half smile.  “But I don’t see where this is supposed to lead.  Your buddy thinks Elyce Sakal is alive, turns in his uniform, and goes traipsing across the vast galaxy.”

“Isn’t it obvious?”  He asked.

Uh-oh, Talyn thought, recognizing the mulish glint his eyes.  “Not to me, no.”

“We need to find Hal and figure out what’s going on.  If Doctor Sakal can be rescued, even after all this time, we have to try.”

“I don’t see where we have to do anything.”  She shook her head.  “Command shut the file on Troy, Sakal, and the rest six years ago.  It’s not about to open a discussion of the incident without a direct order from the Grand Admiral herself, and short of the CNI taking up the matter, we’re pretty much done.”

“Then let’s ask Captain Ulrich to speak with the CNI.  He has coffee with him at least once a week.”

Without waiting for a reply, he stood and, before either Yang or Talyn could stop him, knocked at Ulrich’s door.

“Come.”

Decker stepped across the threshold and came to attention.

“You wanted to know about that message in my stack, sir.”
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“Interesting as your story might be,” Ulrich said once Zack finished speaking, “I don’t see how it concerns this section or even Naval Intelligence for that matter.  The Troy Research Station never officially existed.”

When he saw the Marine stare at him, one eye half-closed, the other radiating anger, Ulrich raised a placating hand.

“I do understand, Zack.  We’ve all had missions that went sour and wish we could go back to fix things.  But your friend Hal Tarra is no longer the Fleet’s concern.  If he’s decided to go off on a quest because he believes Doctor Sakal might still be alive after all this time, that’s his concern and his alone.”

“So the cover-up continues,” Decker growled.  “What about the risk of Hal falling into unfriendly hands once he goes beyond the Rim and into the Protectorate badlands?  He spent most of his career as a Pathfinder and has a lot of classified stuff locked up in his head.”

Ulrich shrugged.  “How much can a retired command sergeant know that affects Commonwealth security to the point where it becomes our problem?  Not much if anything, I dare say.  Pathfinders are tactical creatures, and the bad guys already know all about our tactics.”

“So we let Hal risk his life to fix a mistake the Fleet made years ago, with no support, no backup, nothing,” Decker paused just long enough to make it noticeable, before adding, “Sir?”

“We don’t even know that he has something more concrete than a notion.  You said the mission affected Tarra deeply.  Why couldn’t he have gone off the deep end?  He’d hardly be the first special ops trooper to lose perspective after too much carnage.”

“I’ve seen as much as him, if not more, and yet here I am, as sane as you or Commander Yang.”

“And not Commander Talyn?”  Ulrich asked with the hint of a smile.

“She wasn’t sane when I met her, and it’s been all downhill since then.”

“Hey!”  Hera smacked his upper arm with the back of her hand.  “Show some respect.”

“Sir, my point is that I think Hal Tarra’s onto something and if it involves the survivor of a research facility so secret we were ordered to sterilize the site after the raid, then it should concern us.”

“Sorry, Major.”  Ulrich shook his head.  “It’s not in our bailiwick.  The best I can do is pass this along to the analysis section and let them surf the data streams to see if there’s actually a threat somewhere along the line.  I don’t intend to bring this up with the CNI so he can petition the Grand Admiral to reopen the Troy file.  Few missions tossed down the memory hole have ever resurfaced.”

Decker sighed.  Though a soft sound, it conveyed enough sentiment to alarm Talyn.

“Zack,” she said, “tell me you’re not about to do something all of us are going to regret.”

“Me?”  His face took on an injured expression.  “Never.  If that’s your final word, sir, then I’ll sign off and take those months of leave I’m owed after running my ass ragged for the Commonwealth over the last few years.”

“By all means, Major.  Try to enjoy yourself.”

“Oh I will, sir, I will.”  He drew himself to his full height and saluted with the crisp, but almost mocking precision only a senior Marine noncom can carry off when he wants to convey his utter disappointment with a superior’s decision.  Then, without waiting for a word of dismissal, he marched out of Ulrich’s office and through the special operations section’s bullpen before vanishing into the hallway.

“He’s about to go rogue on us,” Talyn warned.  “Marines have a thing about leaving someone behind.  In this case, I’m convinced Zack sees two people left behind, Elyce Sakal and Hal Tarra.”

“He’s about to go on leave,” Ulrich replied, straight-faced.  “While he’s on leave, we have no say over his actions, so long as they remain lawful and don’t injure the Service.”

“Hah!”  Talyn’s sharp bark of laughter overflowed with skepticism.  “The man has a burr in his boot, and he’s determined to do something about it, lawful or not.”

“If that’s the case, I hope he’s prepared to face the consequences of his actions.”

“Knowing Zack, consequences are the least of his worries, sir.”  A grimace of dismay twisted her lips.  “My partner’s far from dumb, but he’s the most headstrong man I’ve ever met.”

“I understand it’s a requirement for members of the Marine Corps, Hera, but for the last time, Sakal and Tarra are none of our concern, nor is anything Zack does while on leave.”

When he saw the glint in her eyes, he shook his head.

“No.  As of right now, I’m dissolving your team.  We can do without Zack for a few months.  I’ll need you back in fourteen days at most.”

“That’s hardly fair, sir.”

Ulrich laughed with delight.

“My dear Hera, we’ve known each other for how long?  Twenty years?  And you still don’t understand the word fair isn’t part of my vocabulary?  Major Zachary Thomas Decker is no longer your concern, understood?”

She held his eyes for several seconds before acquiescing.

“Aye, aye, sir.”

 

*

 

The next morning, Talyn stormed into Ulrich’s office, her face a mask of fury under a barely discernible veneer of worry.

“He’s gone?”

“Who is gone?”  Ulrich’s expression didn’t change, but she suspected him guilty of gently mocking her.

“Zack, of course.  He’s ignored my calls since he left your office and when I went to his quarters this morning, they told me he’d checked out yesterday.  It appears that he placed his personal effects in storage and vanished after signing out of the headquarters precinct.  There’s no trail of him since late last afternoon.”

“He is on leave and not subject to our control, Commander.  And since you’re no longer his commanding officer, Major Decker’s movements aren’t your concern.”  Ulrich shrugged.  “Besides, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already left Caledonia, if not the system quite yet.  And no, you do not have permission for a side trip to the orbital station to find him.  If he has gone off on a fool’s errand, I’d rather not lose one of my star agents on top of losing my most unusual and entertaining operative.”

“Just like that?”  She asked with flared nostrils.  “You’re going to let Zack go?  After everything he’s done for the Black Gang?”

“For the last time, Commander, Major Decker is on furlough and expected to report back once his leave runs out.  Until then, he is his own man.  Now if there’s nothing else, I believe I told you to take a breather for fourteen days, but do stay on the planet.”  He locked eyes with her.  “That would be what we in the Navy call a direct order.”

Talyn snapped to attention.

“Aye, aye, sir.  Is the commander dismissed, sir?”

“The commander is.”  He waved towards the door.  “And please don’t pick up too many of Zack’s bad habits, will you.”

Still furious, she took one of the desks in the bullpen and ran a trace on Decker’s last use of the computer.  Not unexpectedly, he’d searched for Tarra’s whereabouts over the last three months, finding a very short trail leading towards the Rim before it vanished.  First Sakal, then six years later Hal Tarra, and now Zack Decker.  She’d give a lot to know what kind of research this Elyce Sakal had been doing on an airless planetoid orbiting 31 Aquilae.

Later that day, with Talyn long gone, Yang finally had a chance to ask the question that had been burning on his lips since the previous morning.

“Was that really a good idea, sir?”

“We won’t know until it’s over, Manfred.”  Ulrich took a sip of his tea and stared at the star map on the far wall.  “Unfortunately, I couldn’t think of anything else in the spur of the moment.  This was before your time, but I had some involvement in the matter back then and disagreed with the decision to call off Ruddigore’s pursuit and make the Troy Project vanish.  If Sakal and her research are still out there somewhere, it could pose a danger to the Commonwealth.”

“May I ask what that research was, sir?”

Ulrich shook his head.  “Sorry, Manfred, but that particular detail isn’t coming out of the memory hole on my watch.”

“Understood.”  Yang took no offense.  After a long career in intelligence, he was acutely aware of the need to know principle.  “Are you going to clear Decker’s unacknowledged mission with the Chief?”

“No.  Or at least not until I have to.”

“And if Decker gets into trouble?”

“In that case, he’ll have to find his own way out.  Remember that the man is as resourceful as he is stubborn.”

“A polite way of putting it, sir.”

Ulrich smiled.  “There’s no need to be rude or crude, even about people who get up your nose.  Enjoy not having to worry about our loose cannon for a few weeks or months.  In fact, I’m going to make it an order that we do not refer to Major Decker and his story in any form or fashion unless it becomes absolutely necessary.  That being said, please put out feelers to track whatever cover identity he took from the custodian.  It wouldn’t do to let him operate entirely without some sort of oversight.”

“And Hera?”

“We should take advantage of the fact that she’ll be solo for a while.  Give her a few days to decompress, and then read her in on the matter of the Shrehari trade delegation’s visit to Aquilonia Station.  She’ll be ideal for that one, though I’m afraid we’ll have to tackle it with more overt force than we’re used to, and we’ll need the intervention of our friends from the Constabulary’s Professional Compliance Bureau.”

Yang made a face.  “She’s going to love that.”

“She’s a pro.  Whatever the mission requires, in this case compromising herself, Hera’s up to it.”
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Picking up Hal Tarra’s trail didn’t prove to be difficult for Decker.  Like any good Pathfinder, Tarra knew how to arrange matters so the folks he trusted could reach out to him.

Zack hadn’t told anyone about the second message he found on the Pathfinder community node, in the dark corners of the deep net, directing him to Kilia Station, where he and Talyn had spent a few hours not all that long ago.

He had checked the board shortly after leaving Ulrich’s office, and there it sat, the next clue, written in a way only Zack and a few others could understand, addressed to someone whose name wasn’t Decker, from someone whose mother didn’t baptize Hal.  Unfortunately, the indication that he had gone to Kilia dated from more than two months ago, a lifetime for someone planet hopping in pursuit of an elusive woman who vanished six years before.

After begging for a cover identity and the means to change his appearance from the section’s custodian, on the pretext of an upcoming mission — wink, wink — he packed a light bag in which he could hide his blaster and ammo, along with his dagger.  He then placed the rest of his belongings in the storage depot set aside for agents who spent most of their lives away on operations.

A few hours later, he sat on a shuttle headed for the orbital station and soon after it docked, he found himself at a terminal, looking for a berth on a starship headed towards the Rim.  It would have to be something inexpensive where a rough-looking spacer might not seem out of place.

He knew there wouldn’t be a direct connection to Kilia, a station built inside a hollowed-out asteroid.  It lived in that gray zone between rogue colony and legitimate outpost.  As long as it stayed sufficiently clean, the Navy didn’t bother with more than the occasional patrol through the system, to remind everyone it still belonged to the Commonwealth.

He found a shared cabin on a mixed freighter headed for Marengo but grimaced at the price tag.  This time, he didn’t have access to the almost unlimited black fund and every single cred he spent came from his own savings.  Yet, the ship would take him to the Rim sector well before any of the others, and he knew he could find something headed for Kilia at Valeux Station.  He had seen enough sketchy operators docked there when he had passed through on a previous mission.

That thought, unbidden as it might have been, made him feel curiously empty and alone.  Talyn had been his constant companion for long enough that her absence bothered him.  It wasn’t just the lack of someone to tease, talk to, or have fun with; it was not having someone he could trust at his side.

For a brief moment, a small voice emerged from his subconscious and asked him to reconsider this headlong rush to follow in Hal Tarra’s footsteps.  It was swiftly silenced by his resolve to have Hal’s back, no matter what, and he paid for a berth on the ship in question, an old tramp by the name of Giglio.

It wasn’t just because Hal was his oldest and best friend, a man who had fought at his side on more occasions than either of them cared to remember.  He still recalled all too vividly the haunting image of marauders dragging Elyce Sakal away to suffer an unknown fate.  The subsequent orders to erase her very existence had piled helpless rage on top of a sense of failure.

Though the incident still galled him whenever he thought about it, his work in the darkest corners of naval intelligence had made him appreciate that matters tossed down the memory hole sometimes came back unbidden and with disastrous consequences.  That, as much as the chance to rescue Elyce Sakal and stay true to the Marine Corp’s creed of ‘no one left behind,’ drove him now.

The station had no exit controls, leaving each shipper to ensure they didn’t take aboard anyone they shouldn’t, and he soon found himself facing Giglio’s middle-aged, plump purser after a short stroll down a gangway tube.

“Jack Lorenzo.  I just booked myself a shared berth to Marengo.”

He held out his ID chip.

The dark-haired woman took it and glanced down at her pad.  When his particulars appeared on the screen, she gave the chip back and indicated the stairs to her right.

“Cabin ten, one deck down.  Welcome aboard, Ser Lorenzo.  I hope you enjoy the voyage.”

He stepped past her and sniffed the air.  Fresh, with no hint of overworked scrubbers or sludge vats past their empty before date.  The passageway, though merely painted metal with conduits running along the ceiling, seemed clean enough to show him Giglio’s crew cared for the ship, or at least for its appearance to paying guests.  Without a companion, he couldn’t make his usual caustic comments about new surroundings and felt curiously unsatisfied.

Cabin ten’s door opened at his touch, and he stepped into the kind of quarters he had expected.  Bunk beds to one side, facilities behind a door to the other, a table, two chairs and not much else.  The bed coverings, though worn, felt freshly washed to his touch.  He tossed his pack on the lower bunk, figuring that any roommate would take one look at him and decide it would be preferable to sleep above and not beneath a hundred and ten kilos of hard muscle.

To his relief, Giglio undocked a few hours later without any befuddled latecomer stepping into his refuge to claim the top bunk.  He spent the trip mostly in solitude, tearing through the ship’s entertainment library, doing what physical exercise he could and missing Talyn’s presence to a degree he hadn’t expected.  On more than one occasion, he caught himself having mental conversations with her, trying to explain why he had left so abruptly and why chasing down both Hal Tarra and Elyce Sakal was so important to him.

The Hera Talyn inhabiting his mind had never experienced the deep attachment that forms between Marines repeatedly sharing adversity and peril, and the sense of obligation that arose from it.  Whether Hal had gone off on a futile quest or not didn’t really matter.  He had called for Zack’s help to deal with unfinished business, and that’s all there was to it.

You don’t deny the man who had always stood by your side, whether it was in combat or when it came to dealing with the idiocies of the military bureaucracy.  Hal had been one of his most vociferous defenders after the incident involving Captain Sarratt put an end to Decker’s life as a Pathfinder, to the point where he was ready to risk his own career.

He found it harder to explain the rekindled obsession with Elyce Sakal, though the Hera in his imagination wondered whether he saw it at least in part as a way to get his own back on a Navy that had failed, in his eyes, to fulfill its obligations.

When they finally docked at Valeux Station, he took great joy in striding down the gangway tube and through the docking area to the customs and immigration barrier.  Decker doubted he and Talyn had left enough of a trace during their last visit to Marengo that the local law would be looking more closely at middle-aged men of his stature.

After a cursory ID check, he found himself on the promenade deck, inhaling the aroma from a dozen restaurants.  After selecting one where he could sit with his back against a wall, hidden in the shadows and with a perfect view of the passing parade, he enjoyed his first decent ale in a week.

Finding a ship bound for Kilia would be more complicated than walking up to a terminal and scanning the list of departing vessels.  It would also take time, so he might as well settle in for a few days, until he could ferret out someone who might steer him in the right direction, such as a ship chandler, or someone living on the shadier side of the law.

Sadly, even the cheapest sleeping pod would chew up a fair chunk of his personal funds, as he found out later that day, when he tracked down the most anonymous transient hotel available.

It took him less than twenty-four hours to figure out none of the chandlery businesses were interested in steering an unknown visitor to a ship making the run into the wildest parts of the Rim, either out of choice or out of ignorance.  So much for Talyn’s notion that they could be informal intelligence hubs in these parts.

The evening of his second day on Valeux saw him in a booth by the back door of the most disreputable tavern on the promenade, which wasn’t saying much, since Valeux’s management enforced only minimum standards.

The clientele gave it that down-market feel and later on in the station’s ‘night’ he began to see people with the distinct aura of membership in the largest unindicted organized crime group on the Rim. 

He knew the Jackals had a steady hand in Kilia’s affairs and likely controlled much of the shipping going in that direction, but from that to figuring out how he could approach one of them in the hopes of hitching a ride represented another order of difficulty.

They, more than any other group, personified some of his worst enemies, thanks to their sideline doing wet work on behalf of the Sécurité Spéciale, the SecGen’s secret police and reputed action arm for the Coalition who had done so much to make his life a misery.

Decker studiously avoided looking at any of the men with the barely visible tattoos and yet, precisely that distinct lack of interest from a large, powerfully built man with the seedy look of a mercenary between jobs or a hired killer on the run, attracted their attention.  One of them pulled up a chair and sat down across from Zack without so much as a by your leave.

“I’ve never seen you on Valeux before,” he said, confirming the Marine’s suspicions.  A typical lowlife would have used something like ‘here’ or the name of the bar, but by using Valeux, the newcomer established that he had interests all over the station.

“I stepped off a ship yesterday,” Decker replied, looking up to meet the man’s eyes.

“Passing through?  Or are you looking for work?”

“Mostly passing through, though I wouldn’t say no to a short-term gig so I can replenish my stack of creds.  This place ain’t cheap.”

“Orbital stations never are.”  The man stretched out his hand.  “Gavin Bevaqua.  I run a few of Valeux’s business interests.”

“Jack Lorenzo.  I have no business interests at the moment.”  Though he’d rather grab Bevaqua by the throat and squeeze, Decker accepted the proffered handshake, unsurprised when he felt the grip harden, as if to test him. 

The two men stared into each other’s eyes as they sought to break bones, then Bevaqua relaxed, smiling.

“Pleasure, Jack Lorenzo.  If you’re passing through, mind me asking where to?  Marengo’s almost the ass end of the Commonwealth.  Ain’t much beyond this system other than places no human should visit.”

Decker shrugged with disinterest.  Playing the drifter came easily.  He had been one for a time after the Corps tossed him out, in the days before he became Hera Talyn’s rescue project and ended up doing Naval Intelligence’s dirty work.

“I don’t rightly know, to tell the truth.  One planet is as good as the next.  Maybe when I find somewhere that has opportunities for a guy like me, I’ll stop moving for a spell.”

“And what’s someone like you when he finds an opportunity?  Muscle?  Triggerman?  Stevedore?”

The Marine let a slow, lazy grin spread across his craggy face.  “I can be all of the above and then some if the pay’s right and the chances of ending in a military prison are slim.”

“You have something against stockades?”

“Only whatever anyone who’s spent quality time on the inside has — a deep desire to never return.”  He sized Bevaqua up for a few seconds.  “Have you ever been in one?”

“No.”  He laughed.  “I’ve always avoided anything to do with uniforms.”

“Probably smart.  When you’re being shot at, you figure out the pay’s not worth the aggravation.”

“What put you inside?”

“A stupid officer, what else?”  Decker clenched a ham-sized fist until his knuckles turned white.  “Damn near cost me and my buddies our lives.  He didn’t like me telling him about it, and I lost my cool.  I did a quick stint in a disciplinary battalion to find it again, and now I have a lifetime on a crap pension to regret it.”

Bevaqua smiled.  “I figured you for ex-Fleet the moment I saw you walk in.  Any combat experience?”

“Plenty.  What’s your interest?”  Decker raised his glass and drained it, to hide the fact that he was more interested than he let on.

“Business and some of it can always use a man who’s good with his hands.  Tell me, Jack Lorenzo, if I query the Fleet’s personnel archives, what would I find?”

Decker snorted.  “Nothing.  They don’t talk to civilians.”

“Humor me.  Assume they decide I’m a nice guy looking to do a solid for a Fleet veteran down on his luck.”

“You’ll find what I told you, and a lot of other fun details besides, like how I did during boot camp, what I shot on my last annual qualification, that kind of crap.”

And he would.  The Lorenzo identity, like all those doled out by the special operations section custodian, had a complete and verifiable legend backing it up.

“But like I said,” Decker continued, “they don’t do reference checks.  The Fleet gives us a copy of our service record to carry around for when we’re looking for our next job, which I’m not, thanks just the same.”

“Okay, Jack.”  Bevaqua stood.  “You can’t blame a guy for checking out the newcomers, right?”

“No harm no foul.  I’ll even buy you a drink for your trouble.”  He held up his glass and caught the human bartender’s attention, then raised two fingers.

“Very kind of you.”  The man nodded with approval.  But when the waiter delivered their beers, he took one and walked off to rejoin his friends by the bar.
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“What’s his story?”  A slim, hard-faced woman asked Gavin Bevaqua, pointing at Zack over her shoulder with an extended thumb.

“Ex-Fleet jailbird, he says.  Moving around until he finds something to keep him amused.”  Bevaqua shrugged.  “Claims he’s not looking for a job.”

“Too bad.  Big, rough-looking guy like him could be fun.”  She pouted for a moment before continuing.  “And useful.”

“Down girl.”

“Variety’s the spice of life, Gavin, and I’ve pretty much run out of new playmates on Valeux.”

“You want to try him on, be my guest.  Just lay off the pillow talk, in case he’s not actually taken his retirement papers, or still has scruples about violating his oath.”

“The only thing he’ll ever hear from Ros is gimme more,” one of the men joked.

“How would you know, Piet?”  She asked.  “You can’t even give a little without falling down on the job.”

When the gales of laughter had died down, Ros asked, “You want me to try, Gavin?  The bosses have asked us to keep an eye out for folks with military experience and no ties to hold them back.  Big boy over there looks like he’s right on the money.”

“Fill your boots, Ros, and whatever else needs filling.”  Bevaqua grinned at her.  “And if he’s not biting after you’ve taken your all, let it go.  Another prospect will drift through soon enough.  Fresh meat for your appetites, so to speak.”
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