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“Just checking in, boss,” Francie
Gossett said as she entered Paolo Chelini’s office.

For the longest time,
ever since he’d hired her as the engineer for Tradecraft, Paolo knew her just as “Francie.” Her last name was on
the hiring form, and was on every document since she’d come to work
for him. But she didn’t want anyone to call her anything but
“Francie.” It wasn’t even her proper first name. But that’s what
she wanted to be called, so that’s what he always called
her.

She was running the
ship full-time and sharing ownership of Tradecraft.
She’d been doing that a couple years now, and still she was just
Francie to him. And he was still “boss” to her. He’d wondered more
than once if somehow he had to give complete ownership to her, or
they sold the ship to someone else, if she’d continue to call him
“boss.”

He looked up, smiled, then his eyes widened. “You
cut your hair.”

She nodded as she sat down in front of his desk. “I
thought I’d go dark and short for a while.”

“Any particular
reason?”

“Maybe that this makes me look
older.” She grinned. “More like I’m in charge of a
ship.”

He grinned back. “Maybe.”

Francie was tall for a human woman with a slender
build. Years of working on a variety of starship systems had toned
her arms. Combined with her new shorter and darker hair, and the
fact that she was approaching middle age, like he was, did make her
seem more like a responsible adult.

“Hopefully this new look will keep
certain clients in line.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Certain clients? What are you
holding out on me?”

She shook her head. “Nothing like that. A couple
long-time clients still want your hand-holding. You’ve been busy
every time. I’m hoping a more stern look, with my new stern
expression, will put a stop to it.” She flattened out her lips and
glowered.

“You’ve got me
worried.”

“Good.”

“Maybe you can also use that on
Derek.”

“He never changes.”

“I’d have said the same thing
about me five years ago.” Paolo spread out his arms over his desk.
“Now look at me.”

“You’re still not in a proper
suit.”

“It’s a little warm around here
for jackets.”

“I thought you had influence over
that sort of thing.”

“My influence on Central Station
tends to be way overplayed. I get along well with the command
staff. The Chief Medical Officer is my partner. I’m liked by a
couple of the Ambassadors to the Station. That’s as far as it
goes.”

“And being director of the
Interstellar Transport Merchant Association?”

“Gets me an office, office
furniture, and paperwork. Which the new heads of the Galactic Arts
Guild and the Interstellar Union of Musicians are going to learn
pretty damn soon. So, Francie, you came to check in.”

“Right. This time around we’re
taking a shipment of clothing and paint to Nihang.”

“For the rebuilding
process?”

“The paint is. The clothing is
more cultural rebuilding than physical rebuilding.”

Until a few months ago, Nihang had been ruled by a
dictator. The man had come up with a strange ideology to get the
fringe world’s economy back on track. Nihang had been one of the
fringe worlds that had profited from the activity of raiders
preying on merchant shipping. When the raiders had been brought
down Nihang suffered. The man, Sursok, promised to bring prosperity
if he was elected Chairman.

His view of “prosperity” was taking away the rights
of his citizens. Not just their civic rights like freedom of
speech. He also took away their right to determine what they’d do
for a living. He commanded them to do away with frivolities like
clothes and personal media.

He’d been brought down by a coup. The new government
was working to roll back Sursok’s policies as well as make certain
the corruption that had come from dealing with raiders never
returned so another Sursok could exploit it. That mean restoring
the color to the planet, both in terms of buildings and in what
people wore.

“Our contribution to the effort,”
Paolo said.

“Sort of. Seems like we could be
doing more.”

“Tradecraft isn’t a
big cargo ship. You know that. There’s no way it could hold
construction material or large quantities of food. We do what we
can.”

“If you say so, boss.”

“I do say so. Say, Francie, have
you see any ships lurking in the transitional systems while jumping
from here to Nihang?”

“It’s been clear. Why?”

“Chairman Rostov called me a few
days ago, after you’d started for here. He has some
concerns.”

“Concerns? Not about
Stellar?”

“Of course not. Stellar Minerals
and Manufacturing has had to swallow the fact that their credits
paid for an honest coup, instead of the coup they wanted. They
can’t get what they want from Nihang cheap liked they’d hoped. But
it’s either pay or let another company get in on the opportunities
of a reforming fringe world.”

“So what’s he worried
about?”

“He told me that some of the ships
that have come to Nihang have reported seeing unidentified
starships in the solar systems they were in, just before jumping to
Nihang.”

“Raiders?’

“Maybe.”

“Any members reported
anything?”

“No.”

“Then why worry? Maybe they were
private ships that didn’t want anyone to know they were
there.”

Paolo shook his head.
“There’s only one Association ship going to Nihang other
than Tradecraft. The rest
of the rebuilding supplies are either coming in government ships or
corporate freighters. The rest of the Association members haven’t
been near that part of space since the coup. Since our ships
haven’t been in the area, and there are only a few private ships
that aren’t in the Association, those sightings probably aren’t
private merchants or commercial ships.”

“But raiders? They’re all
gone.”

“Maybe, maybe not. When Rostov
contacted me, he asked if there was any traffic in that part of
space he ought to know about. I told him what I just told you. I
wasn’t certain he or anyone else ought to be nervous, so I did some
research.”

“What sort of
research?”

“Into the raiders. Since it’s been
a number of years since the fall of that Elsora House tied into
them, some of the data the League governments gathered is now
public.” He leaned forward. “From what I could gather, Francie, as
many as a quarter of the ships that were believed to have been
involved in raiding the previous five to ten years may never have
been found.”

She looked at him for a moment. “Never found? What
happened to them?”

“Hard to say. I imagine some of
them went to ground.”

“Where?”

“Good question. Nihang wasn’t the
only fringe world in bed with raiders. There could be a handful of
worlds that they might have gone to.”

“And done what?”

“Park their ships, for one. You
and I both know the raiders were able to land well away from
spaceports, if they had inside help from the local
government.”

“True. But so they land and
somehow hide their ships. Then what?”

“The raiders were doing what any
good criminal organization does. They’d take the credits they made
from stolen property and put those credits into legit businesses.
I’d be surprised if some of those businesses weren’t an insurance
policy. If things got too hot, they could put a hold on attacks and
still earn a living. If the raiders themselves weren’t all found
and dealt with, than any of those businesses would still be
around.”

“Lie low, look legit, and wait.
What do you think they’re waiting for? You think they’ve stopped
waiting?”

“They’d be waiting for the furor
to die down.”

“It’s been, what? Four
years?”

“Something like that.”

“Is that long enough? Too long?
Nowhere near long enough?”

“It would be long enough, but the
galactic situation has changed. The League powers aren’t as
isolated as they used to be. The Elsora Imperium has a more ethical
leadership structure, even if it’s still an empire. We have the
Association to report incidents to each other and to
governments.”

She leaned back. “This is me you’re talking to. I
know you think about things. What’s your thinking?”

He leaned back and shrugged. “I tell you, Francie,
it’s odd. I could see the surviving raiders creeping back into
action. Maybe not preying on Association ships, but the holdouts.
Or ganging up on one of our members.”

“But that hasn’t
happened.”

“That’s what’s odd. You’d think by
now the raiders who escaped the net would have either gone back to
their bad old ways, or would have given up that life for something
else, legit or not. So, if these unknown ships lurking in
transitional systems, watching who jumps in and who jumps out, are
former raiders, what’s the plan?”

“Gathering information on
potential targets?” She frowned. “Nah. Why not try to hack for
that?”

“Right. Bribe someone for that
data. Force your way into a government system. Hell, maybe get in
touch with your old contacts, if they’re still at
large.”

“I suppose does make more sense.
You think there’s some other plan at work? Something entirely new
from what the raiders used to do?”

“If it is new, I can’t see what it
might be. All the same, Francie, once you get to Nihang, ask to see
Rostov. And Wasson. I’ll send my research you so you can pass it
along with them.”

She nodded.

“Ask them if they’ve heard
anything more. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open.”

“What about the
Association?”

“I want to send out a general
caution, but I need something more substantial. Ask if Rostov or
Wasson have contacted any other fringe worlds. If I can get a few
people on the record, I’ll send out that caution to the
membership.”

“Should I ask the few members I
know who have gone that way?”

“Sure. It’ll save me the trouble
of sounding like there’s something to worry about.”

“You mean there isn’t?”

“When things quiet down I start to
worry, Francie.”

“Uh-huh. So how are you and Kelly
getting along?”

“All is good on the domestic
front.”

“Not making it formal?”

“Not yet. We both have almost no
interest in a family, so that reason’s out. We’re busy from time to
time, not always, but enough that a legal commitment might feel a
bit like tying ourselves down when we don’t have the time to be
that serious.” He smiled. “It’s been four years, or just about. If
we haven’t felt rushed to go to the altar so far, there’s no good
reason to rush now.”

“Not even thoughts? Conversations?
Subtle hints via her vlog?”

“No, no, and Kelly is sneaky but
not that sneaky. Not with relationships anyway. How about you? This
new look for someone special?”

“Still looking, boss. It’s more
for me, and for some of our clients, than for that special someone.
I was thinking, though, that depending on what I head from the
government, on Nihang, about what else we can do, that maybe we
have enough saved up to go offline for a month or two.”

“That’s a thought. Derek probably
doesn’t need the time off, but I’m sure you and Dayel could use a
vacation.”

“Her more than me. She doesn’t fit
in with other Elsora. You know how they are about independent
females of any race.”

He sighed. “Tell me about it.”

“I was thinking of taking her on a
grand tour of the Human Alliance.”

“A grand tour of historic sites or
party spots?”

Francie grinned. “Guess.”

“Uh-huh.”

“She’s gotten way more comfortable
about humans. I’m wondering if maybe she ought to consider a
relationship with an alien.”

“Well, ask her first. And I want
to hear from her, alone, not with you egging her own.”

“Okay.”

“Is that all?”

“I think that’s it,
boss.”

“All right. Let Rostov and Wasson
know we talked about these mystery ships. Let them know what I
found out. If they need to get ahold of me they know where I am.
Otherwise, report in once you get back. Fair winds,
Francie.”

She stood up. “Don’t get too fat sitting behind that
desk all the time.”
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Chelini shook hands with Rostov. “It’s good to see
you again.”

“The same,” Rostov
replied.

What Chelini didn’t say, because it was probably
redundant, was that Vladimir Rostov was looking far better than he
had when Chelini had first seen him. That was when Rostov and four
others had escaped from Nihang in a shipping container. They’d all
been thin to the point of gaunt. Now the man appeared sturdy,
solid, and tanned. His clothes, though plain, were clean and fit
him perfectly. He was no longer a wild-eyed refugee but a
clear-eyed leader.

Kelly Maris shook his hand. “I’m glad you’re well,
Vladimir.”

“Thank you, Doctor. You’re too
kind.”

Chelini shook hands with Wasson. “I see you’ve
settled down.”

Wasson shrugged. “Job security. Who can resist?”

Mickey Wasson, on the other hand, hadn’t changed at
all since she’d first walked into Chelini’s office on Central
Station. She was still on the tall side of average, well-endowed
but also muscular, with brown eyes and close-cropped dark hair. The
only real change was that she wore a gray uniform jacket, gray
slacks, and a white shirt. She wasn’t a consultant anymore but
something of a cop.

Chelini knew that neither she nor Rostov had
complete job security. Rostov was still only the Acting Chairman of
Nihang. He was running for a permanent term, but no one knew if
he’d be elected or not. No matter who became Chairman after the
election, Mickey Wasson was almost certain to remain the commander
of the Nihang Security Force. He’d heard she’d done great work
reforming the police, and she was the one who’d overthrown the old
dictator.

Rostov motioned to the chairs around the table.
“Let’s sit and talk.”

As Chelini sat down he said, “I notice you’ve
reclaimed the old government building.”

“Of course.”

“What have you done with the old
palace grounds?” Maris asked.

“Torn down the new structures,”
Wasson answered. “It’s now just the law enforcement center
again.”

Rostov put his hands on the table. “I’m glad the
both of you came here, though I am surprised that you came here,
Doctor Maris.”

“Captain Val and Commander Randall
asked me to go along when Paolo told them he would be coming here
to meet with you. They’d like to know how efforts are
progressing.”

“I see. You can tell them that
life is almost back to normal.” He turned to Wasson. “Six to seven
months isn’t too fast or too slow, do you think?”

Wasson shook her head. “Not in the least.” She
turned to Maris. “If you’d like, I can arrange an escort for you if
you’d like to look around.”

“I’d like that,” Maris said. “A
guided tour?”

“Nope. Go where you want. The
escort is just to make sure you’re safe.”

“Safe?”

“We had to give a pass to some of
Sursok’s rats. There’s only so much punishing we could do with such
a small population. We don’t have the facilities to jail every
bully and thug. We had to go after the worst offenders and pardon
the rest. Most of those Vladimir pardoned are working, and so
they’re not that much trouble. But there were a few goons who
nobody wants around. Some have left, but there’s a few lurking
around. That’s why I’d want you to have an officer or two with you,
Doctor.”

“Got it. The Captain wanted to
know more about this deal you made with Stellar Minerals and
Manufacturing.”

Wasson smiled. “Your Captain thinks we cheated them?
Or is he bothered that we didn’t?”

“He wants to know how much you
gave to the company that paid for the coup.”

Rostov shook his head. “Not much, Doctor. We’re
allowing them limited mining up in the mountains. We had to accept
a fifty-fifty split of any income from minerals sales. I had tried
to obtain a larger share for us, but Stellar stood firm.”

“Why didn’t you go to their
competitors?” Chelini asked.

“There was no reason for us to
stick our fingers in their eye, so to speak. They’re in the top
third environmentally and in worker relations. All but one of their
competitors that are in this part of space are in the bottom third.
That one just wasn’t interested, seeing as the mining would be far
away from the populated areas.”

“Stellar is willing to invest in a
settlement up there,” Wasson added.

“That’s right. And pay for a
connecting road, and to negotiate about something more if it’s
needed. I believe they want to make certain their investment in the
effort to oust Sursok pays off. That gives us some leverage. We
might as well use it, since it will help Nihang stand on its
own.”

“What about manufacturing?” Maris
asked.

Rostov shook his head. “We’re not interested in
that. I’ve asked around, as have others in the Provisional
Government. Aside from mining, the general sentiment is that we
ought to build up our own businesses before bringing in any big
manufacturing facilities. Most of what any colony needs is food,
and we can grow that here easily. We’re not wealthy enough yet to
need to buy lots of clothes, or furniture, or what have you. I
suppose when we reach that point we can think about whether or not
it’s too expensive to import those goods. I believe we need to walk
before we start running marathons.”

Wasson turned to Rostov. “Even in here, Vlad?”

He looked at her. “It just comes out sometimes.” He
looked back to Maris. “Have I answered your questions, Doctor?”

“Pretty much. After we’re done
here I’d like to look around. Oh, before I forget, how are you
doing on medical supplies?”

“The hospital is full up, I think.
I can call Doctor Cho and let her know you’re coming, if you’d like
a more direct report.”

“Thank you, I would. I know the
Alliance and the League ended such assistance a month ago, but
Commander Randall wanted to make certain that the emergency is well
and truly over.”

“I’m fairly certain it is. I think
we might have an oversupply in a few items, but Doctor Cho would
know that.”

“Thanks.” She turned to Chelini.
“That’s it for me.”

Chelini nodded to her then turned back to Rostov and
Wasson. “You both wanted me to come here as director of the
Association. I take it this is related to what you both told
Francie a couple months back?”

“About the ship sightings, yes?”
Rostov asked him.

“That’s right.”

“Mickey?”

“Sure. So, Paolo, we still haven’t
seen any attacks on shipping. I mentioned a little bit ago that
some of Sursok’s old goons left the planet. They all departed at
about the same time that someone came here from Argent.”

“The fringe world?”

“That’s right. I’ve contacted some
of my colleagues on other fringe worlds in this region. A couple
didn’t know anything about anything, but a few asked around. It
seems they had someone from Argent land, and after that someone
left so did certain individuals. Criminals, mostly, but some former
raiders they’d been keeping an eye on.”

“That’s hardly evidence,” Maris
pointed out.

“True. But since I’m now formally
in law enforcement, I thought I’d get in touch with the colleagues
in my new field. Not just out here on the fringe, but on nearby
League worlds as well.”

“And?”

“There’s some suspicion that Karla
Ludwig, the Mayor of Argent, is allowing former raiders not in jail
a place to live on Argent.”

“Suspicion?”

“I’ve put together about ten names
of known or suspected raider crew or captains that Ludwig has given
pardons to. Not all those names were believed to be on ships
together. That means she’s given amnesty to personnel from anywhere
from three to six raider ships. And those are the names on the
record, Doctor. Who knows how many more she’s given amnesty to off
the record, or that she’s allowing to hide out there. Then you add
the handfuls from half a dozen fringe worlds, and you might have
something.”

“What might you have?” Chelini
asked.

“That’s the question.”

Maris looked around the room. “Why worry about it?
The ships are gone.”

“Not completely, Kelly,” Chelini
said. He looked back to Wasson. “You do any digging?”

Wasson nodded to him.
“After Francie passed on your message the last time
Tradecraft was here, I called around, trying to get a full
accounting of what happened to all the ships the raiders had at the
time the Imperium took down House Vilturo.”

“Did you get better numbers than I
did?”

“Much better, Paolo. The
Imperium’s estimate is that they impounded about a third of the
ships House Vilturo was known to be affiliated with. Other League
worlds caught or destroyed about half of the Imperium’s official
estimate in the following few months. That leaves something like
one-quarter unaccounted for.”

“A quarter?” Maris said. “But the
raids stopped.”

“That’s right. The heat was on
them. Whatever was left went to ground.”

“Until our members started
sighting them,” Chelini said. “Mickey, do you think this rumor
about Argent could mean the raiders are going to become active
again?”

Wasson leaned back in her chair. “That’s what’s got
me, Paolo. The climate of known space isn’t what it was five years
ago. There’s not as much friction between League governments as
there used to be. There’s not as much friction between the League
and worlds like ours as there used to be.

“When everyone wasn’t all cozy,
raiders had room to do their thing. There were several worlds
willing to accept stolen goods in their markets, or that allowed
stolen goods to be sold in their towns and cities. Several fringe
worlds were happy to take a cut from the trade in stolen goods, or
allow raider ships to be repaired on their worlds. You could even
get a world in a League member to look the other way. Hell, one of
the top Houses in the Imperium was in on all that illicit
trade.

“Now it’s different. All but one
or two of those old fringe governments are gone. League governments
are more vigilant. You have your Association, with merchant
captains and owners backing each other up, and calling the
authorities if there’s trouble. I mean, sooner or later everyone
would relax, and the raiding would probably resume. Not on the
scale it had been, but it would happen. But to my mind, ‘sooner’
would be maybe five to ten years from now.” Wasson leaned forward.
“No, it feels too early for that to start up again.”

“Then what is going on?” Maris
asked.

“I don’t honestly know, Doctor,
but the veteran in me is worried.”

“Worried?”

“Yeah. There’s all these armed
ships sitting around unaccounted for. Someone is giving shelter to
lowlifes and criminals.”

“Not another Fringe
War?”

“Maybe. Maybe this is the start of
some other sort of criminal enterprise. But there’s no way to know
sitting around here.”

Chelini pointed a finger at Wasson. “I don’t think
you’re allowed to chase after rumors yourself, Colonel.”

Wasson let out a laugh. “I could, Paolo. I’m a very
hands-on person.”

Rostov made a show of frowning at her.

“Relax, everyone. I’m not that
antsy to get back into field work.”

“What are you going to do?”
Chelini asked her.

“Clearly someone needs to go to
Argent, look around, then report back.”

“How are you going to do that?”
Maris asked her.

“There are still private ships
coming and going. Paolo, I have a passenger for you.”

“A passenger?” he
replied.

“Yep. A Hydiran named Vakluth. He
and I have talked about these rumors about Argent. He’s a member of
the Security Force. He’s volunteered to go there and look around.
He’s not going to take any big chances, or act like a spy, or
anything like that. His mission will be to ask a question here or
there. He’ll be a veteran looking for work.”

“With a Nihang badge.”

Wasson grinned. “Being in government has its
benefits. I’ve faked up an identity for him. As long as he doesn’t
have to go through a deep background check, it’ll do.”

“That wouldn’t fill me with
confidence.”

“Well, he’s agreed not to do
anything that would put him in that much jeopardy. He’ll be looking
for a paying gig. He’ll ask around and see who’s hiring. If he can
get a few more details without anyone needed to look to hard at his
bio, great. If not, well, we try something else.”

Chelini turned to Rostov. “You’ve been pretty
quiet.”

“This is a law enforcement action,
Mister Chelini,” Rostov said. “I can’t micro-manage the government.
Mickey has the legal power to investigate threats to our security.
Unidentified ships lurking near our world, unnerving ships bringing
in goods and citizens, and making people worry about the return of
the raiders, those are threats to Nihang. We haven’t gone through
what we have the last couple of years to slide back into
lawlessness.”

Chelini nodded to him then looked at Wasson. “I
can’t tell Francie to take your officer to Argent, Mickey.”

“Why not?” Wasson shot
back.

“For one thing, Tradecraft is
associated with Central Station, me, and therefore to the recovery
effort here.”

“Oh, right.”

“Send me the names of ships
landing on Argent. I’ll try to arrange for your officer to get to
one of them on their next run. Might take a couple weeks,
though.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. Even
if the plan on Argent is as simple as get back to robbing merchant
ships, it would take a couple months at least to train new
crews.”

“At least. If that’s the
plan.”

“But if it’s not, what could you
do fast? Start a war? No, whatever is cooking there, it’s on a slow
boil. There would be more alarm on more worlds if something was
moving quickly.”

“How so?” Maris asked
her.

“Well, Doctor, you’d have the same
person from Argent landing on all these worlds. They’d have people
boarding their ship, not taking the next available transport. It’s
smarter doing it the way they are. It looks odd, but there’s no
sign of urgency. Urgency, I’ve found, is something law enforcement
is supposed to watch out for. And if something is about to break,
Vakluth will spot it quickly.” Wasson sighed. “That’s the one thing
I don’t miss about consulting.”

“What’s that?”

“Every job was ‘hurry, hurry,’
‘now-now-now.’ There wasn’t always time to do real investigations.
There’s still some hurrying in this new field I’m in. But there’s
also plenty of time to gather evidence before something has to be
done. I don’t mind being rushed now and again. It’s the constant
rushing that wore me out.” She grinned. “The pay’s not as good, but
the stress is less.”

Chelini raised an eyebrow. “Until you find out
what’s really going on, Mickey.”

“Yeah, but for now, I can be
patient, and I can enjoy being patient.”
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A few days later Chelini was back at Central
Station. A few days after that Soalumyos, a Dohir merchant captain,
came to his office.

A couple years back Soalumyos had been falsely
detained by the Elsora Imperium. The detention wasn’t about the law
or the running feud the Dohir had with the Elsora. One of the
Elsora Houses had flexed their muscle in arresting him on phony
charges. They wanted to see if they could get away with such an
incident without the Emperor punishing them. It was a test of their
influence and that of their allies.

Because they had allies the Emperor could do nothing
against them at the time. But someone in the Royal Court allowed
the incident to spiral into a disaster for the Imperium.
Association members refused to enter Imperium space without
military escort. Questions of control of unoccupied solar systems
on the border with the Dohir and others were blown into full-on
diplomatic crises, and those led to war. The Imperium took a bad
beating, and the Houses that had started the mess were stripped of
power. Indeed, it seemed as though most Houses were stripped of
power and the Emperor was instituting reforms of Elsora
society.

As for Soalumyos, he quickly recovered from the
incident and served for a time in the military carrying soldiers
and supplies. Once the war ended he went back to work. Chelini
hadn’t seen him much since then. He was glad to see him now.

“Thanks for coming,” he said once
Soalumyos sat down across from him.

“You asked and I came,” Soalumyos
replied.

“How are you?”

“Quite well.”

“Pale as always?”

Soalumyos pressed his lips together. “And short as
always, to you humans. What is on your mind?”

“I notice you’ve landed on Argent
recently. Have you noticed anything odd about that world the last
couple months?”

The Dohir audibly let out a breath. “I and my crew
see more humans and others on the streets that you would call
‘unsavory.’ Naturally we do not recognize any of them.”

“Naturally. Any trouble with
them?”

“No. These humans are loud,
unclean, and have marks and scars upon their bodies, but they make
certain not to bother us.”

“Do you know if they’re kept on a
leash?”

“A leash? You mean as a familiar
animal?”

“A pet, yes.”

“I still do not
follow.”

“Is there a police presence that
keeps them behaving themselves?”

“That I understand. There is some,
especially during daylight hours. Not as much at night.”

Chelini leaned back. “Interesting.”

“It is? Why?”

Chelini sighed. “Okay, Soalumyos, what I’m going to
tell you doesn’t leave this office. Understand?”

“I understand.”

“I mean it. You can’t tell your
crew, and you certainly can’t mention this to other members of the
Association.”

Soalumyos’ eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

“Honestly, I’m afraid it might
panic them. We’re all doing well with the raiders mostly gone. I
wouldn’t want rumors floating around that there might be trouble
with them again if that’s not what’s going on.”

Chelini had been concerned about how much he’d have
to tell Soalumyos, if he accepted Chelini’s request. He knew, owner
to owner, that keeping him in the dark about Wasson’s suspicions
could put him into danger. After all, if something bad was about to
happen, and Soalumyos was on Argent when it did, he and his crew
would become victims. That didn’t need to happen a second time.

On the other hand, telling him everything could
cause him to avoid Argent completely. That could get someone else
in trouble, and might get other members talking about why Soalumyos
was passing up work. In the end, Chelini decided it was best to
give Soalumyos as much of the picture as he needed to know, but
warn him about the danger of spreading rumors.

“Why should rumors be any concern,
Director Chelini?”

“Okay, here’s what I know. These
unsavory characters you and your crew have seen on Argent are
probably criminals. There might be a few former raiders in the mix,
but since law enforcement officials don’t know all the names and
faces, they can’t say for certain. What they can say is that these
characters have been heading to Argent for some reason.”

“A full resumption of raids
against our ships? We have to warn the others.”

“What if that’s not what they’re
doing? What if this is an effort to start up a drug smuggling
operation? What if this is more about politics than about robbing
merchant ships?”

“Politics?”

“Like assembling a force to shake
down a neighboring fringe world, or take one of the transit systems
and try to exploit any planets in that system on the
sly.”

Soalumyos sat straighter. “Yes, I see. You and I see
criminals gather on a fringe world and assume they are raiders.
Others see this and make other assumptions. Who is right and who is
wrong?”

“Precisely. To that end, there’s a
Hydiran on the station. His name is Vakluth. I take it you’re about
to head to Argent again?”

“I am. I’m picking up cargo after
I leave here.”

“What sort of cargo, may I
ask?”

“Food.”

“Oh. Okay. Good. Would you be
willing to take on Vakluth as an extra hand?”

“And pay him?”

Chelini’s head bobbed back and forth. “He can work
for free.”

“May I ask why?”

“You may ask, but I can’t answer,
except to say that he’s not hurting for credits.”

“I see. And what am I supposed to
do with this extra hand?”

“Take him on to Argent. Let him
help. Wait an extra day or so if he asks you to. Then take him
straight here from Argent.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

“Would you tell me then what this
is about?”

“As you said, we might make
assumptions about what’s going on there based on our own biases.
Vakluth wants to find out if he can gather more facts, so we’re not
making assumptions without knowledge. He might gather enough facts,
or he might not. But he’s going to try. If he succeeds, I’m sure
the truth will come out.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

Chelini shook his head. “He’ll learn something.
That’s not the issue. The issue is does he learn everything, or
does he get information that rules out certain assumptions. You
yourself have seen more unsavory characters on Argent. One visit by
one individual probably won’t tell everyone everything.”

“Investigations take
time.”

“That they do.”

“Very well. My crew are taking the
day to enjoy themselves. Tell me where this Hydiran is staying, and
I’ll show him to my ship. He can meet the others, and he’ll be
aboard when we leave tomorrow.”

“Thank you. I owe you
one.”

“And I will collect one day. Take
care.”

“Fair winds.”

Chelini had a few things to take care of, including
sending Vakluth’s and Soalumyos’ contact information to each other,
then he left his office. He went to the office of Lieutenant
Commander Donna Randall, who was the executive officer of the
station.

As always, Randall cut an impressive figure. She was
tall, even when seated, and her dark brown hair had been recently
cut short. Her Fleet jacket was behind her chair but otherwise her
uniform in good order. She didn’t look up from her desk screen
until he’d been standing there a minute or so, and then she raised
an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Wanted to see if you could spare
a moment, Commander.”
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