
  
    [image: Undaunted]
  


  
    
      UNDAUNTED

      
        OPERATION MARRAKESH

        BOOK 6

      

    

    
      
        BLAZE WARD

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prelude

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

    

    
      
        Read More

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Blaze Ward

      

      
        About Knotted Road Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRELUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Log: Directorate Cruiser, Tactical Transport Marrakesh (CTT)

      Station: Horwin

      Attached Special Mission Modules

      A) Courier

      B) Monitor: Escort

      Mission: Diplomatic Transport

      Project: W84-CK6F43V73

      Security Clearance: 4+
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      Captain Padraig Boru was a little apprehensive to be suddenly summoned to the A'Zedi Intelligence Services main Bureau.

      No warning. Alone.

      A note hand-delivered at the deck airlock for his hands only, necessitating waking him up to receive it, then to have just enough time to shower, shave, and accompany the woman to a nearby shuttle that probably set a new record for fines accumulated in a controlled flight zone, save that Padraig knew they would all vanish.

      Chance had been awake and minding the store. Her look as he left had covered everything she would be doing to get the ship ready to travel, because she had been doing this with him long enough to understand what such a summons implied.

      The waiting room had not changed. Even with two hours yet until sunrise, there were a handful of older men and women on the other side of the counter, civilian dress to remind you that they didn’t care what your military rank was because you couldn’t give them orders.

      Padraig had just barely had time to sit and take two breaths when the door behind them opened and the Permanent First Secretary, Madam Mariami Gelashvili, appeared.

      “Captain, thank you for being so prompt,” she announced to the empty space. “Come.”

      He was up on her first syllable and in motion. Normally, the woman was charm and sophistication itself, but he could see stress in her eyes, even from here.

      They got back to her office and she threw herself into her seat.

      Padraig flinched when he recognized the other woman seated on this side of the desk.

      “Close the door and sit,” Gelashvili ordered.

      Padraig did, wondering what had happened that he had one of the Directors of the Sovereign Collective Directorate of A'Zedi itself seated close enough that he could hear her breathing.

      Thalia Amano. He only knew her face because he was in Intelligence these days, however unofficially, and she was one of a dozen or so power players at the very top.

      The VERY top.

      “Reports suggest Marrakesh could put to sea quickly, Captain?” Gelashvili asked.

      “Time to load a pod, normally measured in hours if we do it slowly and carefully,” he replied. “Food, fuel, and supplies can be loaded simultaneously. Or we could launch as soon as I hit the deck and handle all that somewhere else, ma’am.”

      They’d just come off a simple cargo run to the rimward border. Hauling things on a ship that was at least somewhat armed in areas where trouble occasionally happened, but nothing had bothered them this time.

      Not every mission was life and death, even in the middle of the larger war.

      “I will need a permanent replacement Gunner,” he appended after a moment.

      “I’m sorry Squire Misra didn’t work out,” the Secretary offered. “On paper, a perfect fit, but as you noted, a bit too aggressive for your needs. Assuming the meaning of the term murderhobo translates.”

      Padraig grimaced, but nodded.

      “Aggressive can be good,” he temporized. “She was simply unprepared for the number of times and ways we had to act subtly and outside of all normal military regulations. On a Line Command ship with a strict disciplinarian in command, I believe she would thrive. Ambiguity was her nemesis here.”

      “And Intelligence work is frequently the height of ambiguity,” Gelashvili agreed. “I have someone who was not necessarily considered a good fit at the time, but who brings a raft of secondary skills and expertise that I believe will be useful for your coming mission.”

      Then she pointedly turned to Director Amano. Padraig did the same.

      Gelashvili was tall and somewhat pale compared to the rich, dark browns common in A'Zedi. She looked more like someone from the United Technocracy of Wronlori, which he presumed had been a useful thing when she’d been younger, because the woman was a spy.

      The Director, however, had skin somewhere between umber and ochre. Not as red as walnut, but not as gray as mahogany. A light bronze, if he could parse that difference.

      Deeply brown eyes. Black hair that looked natural, in spite him guessing her age around forty-five.

      Intelligent face, but he wouldn’t call it friendly by any stretch.

      “I have been read in on your history and operations, Captain,” she began in the kind of quiet voice that sucked you in to stillness to listen.

      A natural orator, which made sense as a Director of the Directorate itself.

      And she used the technical phrase read in, which was from intelligence operations and meant that someone had been given specific access to previously compartmentalized information that even the Directors didn’t usually need to know.

      Padraig nodded and waited as she watched him.

      “This mission will be rated at least a Four on the Security Clearance chart,” she continued, again pausing to watch him nod once.

      The mission last year to rescue the Intelligence Patrol Cruiser Northwind from behind enemy lines had been the first time he’d ever encountered a Five in his entire career. Four was only slightly less frightening.

      Especially considering the company.

      Padraig stayed calm.

      “The Supreme Autocrat of Traisa has been in secret contact with the Directorate,” Amano continued. “He wishes to retire and go into permanent exile. The Directorate is willing to assist him in this task.”

      Padraig managed to keep his jaw from falling open. Barely.

      In the current War of the Fourth Alliance, it was A'Zedi and the Holy Imperium of Copez against Wronlori, with the Enlightened Tyranny of Traisa of Traisa generally neutral, though they had previously allied with either side in previous incarnations of a war that had been running hot or cold for over a century at this point.

      And he wasn’t aware that Supreme Autocrats could retire. All of them that Padraig was aware of had died in office, with most of them being helped along at the end by their replacements.

      Unwillingly.

      “And my mission, Director?” he asked her directly.

      At the end of the day, he was just the guy taking orders from people like these two women.

      “Marrakesh has experience as a diplomatic transport, Captain,” Amano replied, harking back to the mission to Monsach.

      And Governor Jamy Hesell, who had sent Padraig a birthday card. Along with suggestions of a vacation somewhere, just the two of them where they could put aside their normal lives for a brief time.

      “You will travel to Zulou, the capital of Traisa,” she continued. “There, you will rendezvous with Supreme Autocrat Torray and convey him and his suite to Bharani Prime, an Unaffiliated world very close to A'Zedi space, where he will go into exile. The Directorate will provide for his planetary security on an ongoing basis.”

      Padraig understood that to mean a full military embargo of the planet, inspecting every vessel coming or going, regardless of the overall neutrality of the situation. And the players.

      He would be walking on eggshells with this one, but nothing they hadn’t done before.

      He turned to his real boss.

      “What pods?” he asked simply.

      “A Courier for the Autocrat and an Escort-type Monitor Pod,” Gelashvili replied in an even voice, which just about framed it perfectly for Padraig.

      Courier made sense. He’d had a Starliner for Monsach, which was the double version and slightly upgraded, as a Courier was for a diplomat or flag officer traveling with a smaller retinue.

      Escort was in case a Tug like Marrakesh needed to sail into the line of battle replacing an Escort Cruiser. Wouldn’t do as good a job, but it put a tremendous amount of shorter range firepower at his fingertips, suggesting that someone in the chain of command expected him to need it

      Possibly an assassination attempt on Torray, but he couldn’t be sure who might launch it. Might be Traisa. Might be Wronlori. Might even be something A'Zedi did if they needed deniability later.

      He matched nods with Gelashvili as they both acknowledged things beyond their control.

      “How soon?” he asked his boss.

      “There should be tractors pulling them into place now,” she replied.

      At least his crew was sharp enough to understand that something was up. They’d be ready.

      At least for that much of it.
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      Chance Messier was First Officer of Marrakesh, and occasionally still had to pinch herself that it wasn’t a dream. It was certainly a dream job, because Padraig was about as good a captain and connection as she’d ever even heard of.

      At some point, all that would serve her well in the rest of her career, whether she ended up commanding a ship somewhere or lateraled again back down into the depths of some of the things she’d done while grounded when Xandra and Daneel had been infants.

      Today, shit had gone weird again. It did that pretty regularly around here, but she’d fortified with extra coffee and had the wardroom start a batch of scones for her, both sweet and savory, because she’d known what kind of day it was going to be as soon as a messenger had arrived in the middle of the night with Eyes-Only-Orders for Padraig.

      And, because the crew had a pretty good idea, too, she’d gone ahead and signaled an alert—in dock and engines off—just to make sure everyone was on their toes.

      “Commander, I have two tractors, approaching from different directions, asking for rendezvous information,” Nyssa Taggart said from her position at Radio.

      Comms, Sensors, and Hyperadvanced Cryptographic Shenanigans.

      Chance dialed on her comm.

      “Stevedore,” Kaitlin replied instantly. “This about the company coming to dinner?”

      Trust Kaitlin Lynch to have reached out to old comrades from when she’d been doing this before retiring to become a highly-paid civilian contractor. Probably knew the pilots flying those tractors. And their bosses.

      “Affirmative,” Chance replied. “Got two.”

      “I’ll take them and you can start on emergency resupply, Chance,” Kaitlin offered.

      “They’re all yours,” Chance said, cutting the line. “Taggart, route them to her and let me know what the station is rolling.”

      “Aye, sir,” Nyssa said, then paused. “Sir, I’ve got a personnel transfer included in this batch. Your screen three.”

      By now, the fact that Nyssa could just take charge of Chance’s controls from the Radio station no longer surprised Chance. She simply studied the record. Blinked when she recognized the name. Blinked again when she opened the file and recognized the face, too.

      Knight Nafizul Haque.

      Yeah, same guy. Quick scan of the bio confirmed that, including the two years where he’d been a field agent at the same time she’d been doing some really quiet and shadowy Analyst work in Naval Intelligence. At the time, Chance hadn’t been sure there would be enough billets for bodies when she was ready for space again, so she’d gone wide and strange in pursuing certifications and working in any desk job someone needed a body.

      A quick scan of the new file confirmed a connection she had previously suspected, but never asked because there were certain things you didn’t bring up with folks who hadn’t been in the business.

      Still, she figured he should know.

      Chance dialed a number aft.

      “Electronics Shop. Haque.”

      Zadinul Haque. Expert Sailor in Engineering who specialized in exotic electronics and who had come quietly aboard after the Northwind mission, when Nyssa Taggart’s console and tools had been radically upgraded by Intelligence Operations again. Zadi was the guy who fixed it when it broke, because even this crew didn’t generally have the sorts of security clearances to know some of those things.

      “It’s Commander Messier,” she said, grinning. “If you have a few minutes to spare, we’ll be taking on a new crew member and I’d like you to get him aboard and situated, Haque.”

      Pause. Thinking. Possibly trying to gauge what she meant.

      “Aye, sir,” he replied. “How soon?”

      “Your cousin Nafizul should be docking with the station then walking to the airlock in about six minutes,” Chance said. “If you hurry, you can be there to welcome him.”

      Longer pause. Definite blip in his day.

      “I’m on it, sir,” he said, then cut the line.

      Nyssa was looking back over a shoulder with some level of concern.

      “Cousin?” she asked.

      “I knew Nafizul from a previous posting,” Chance nodded. “We worked together.”

      And leaving off the when or what was enough for Taggart to brighten up, then close right back down immediately and turn perfectly professional.

      “Aye, sir,” she said, then turned back to her station.

      Chance kind of agreed on that.

      Why the hell did Marrakesh need a former field agent and trained assassin as their new Gunnery Officer?

      Where the hell was Intelligence sending them this time?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Nafizul was still a little uncertain about all this, but the surprise orders had been clear cut and extremely specific, giving him exactly enough time to dig his uniform out of the bag at the back of the closet and put it on, after making sure that he’d remembered to sew on the new rank of Knight.

      He’d been in the field in civilian clothing for…long enough. And had previously only worn the damned thing for formal affairs and the like.

      But that other part of his life was probably done.

      He’d even managed to get out alive, and the limp was only evident when he was tired or had sat too long before standing up. The uniform would cover the scars, as long as he didn’t ever go swimming.

      Bag over his shoulder and order printout in one hand, Nafizul approached the airlock. Not a lot of chance that he could get the destination wrong, since the Agency had personally delivered him, but he was feeling a little at sea here.

      But a year of rehab and retraining had supposedly prepared him to remain in harness somewhere.

      A Tactical Transport? Hell of a comedown from what he’d been doing. At least a Gunnery Officer slot would take advantage of some of his skills, though there wasn’t any windage or humidity to calculate in space.

      A shadow appeared, just inside the open airlock. Two of them, but one was already stepping back as the other moved forward. Down the corridor, Nafizul could see forklifts and tractors loading large boxes into the cargo bays of the vessel, but his orders said to present himself here. Now.

      Nafizul took a breath, held it, and stepped forward.

      Then blinked.

      “Zadi?” he asked.

      “I’d ask if you’d gotten lost, but we already know the answer to that,” his cousin teased.

      Suddenly, he was twelve and that little shit had them turning the wrong way again and again as they got more lost, until they both got home so late that they’d been sent to bed without any supper. He’d never let the man hear the end of it after that, so he supposed some level of payback was appropriate here.

      Nafizul grinned and felt a weight slide off his shoulders. He held up the papers and checked one last time.

      “Directorate Cruiser, Tactical Transport Marrakesh?” he confirmed, reading the plaque next to the hatch and grinning at his grinning cousin. “Permission to come aboard?”

      “Permission granted, Knight!” Zadi beamed. “Commander sent me down to get you aboard and taken care of, so let’s try not to get lost on the way to the bridge, hey?”

      Nafizul stepped over that bright blue line in the deck and was committed.

      He simply had no idea to what.
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      Nyssa had checked with Commander Messier out of propriety, then been given clearance to read the same personnel file. The unredacted version, which was way more interesting and frankly a little frightening, all the more so because Nyssa understood some of those more cryptic code references that even most naval officers would miss.

      Dude had literally killed people for a living. And with his bare hands. How had he managed to get assigned to Marrakesh to replace Misra?

      Granted, Tanvi hadn’t worked out. WAY too high strung for the sorts of missions they did. Maddox, without that calm certainty and the ability to dial it back at any moment.

      Someone had called her a murderhobo at some point and it had stuck.

      And now they had someone Commander Messier had known? Worked with in some of those places that Nyssa had been quietly read in on by other scary people?

      None of the missions included names, but the assignment codes were all things she had memorized. Assassinations. Destabilizations. Arson. Mayhem. Bank Robbery? Exfiltration?

      Nyssa leaned back for a moment and took a deep breath, understanding suddenly that her life had been pretty simple, as things went. Electronic data to be sifted. Codes to be cracked for information to be gleamed out and distilled.

      Nafizul Haque had gotten his hands dirty. Euphemistically, and that was about as far down that path as she wanted to go at the moment, even knowing that she had a career in Intelligence for as long as she wanted it, based on some of the comments sent her way.

      There were whole other chunks of the business that she’d thought only existed in vids and books.

      Apparently, those had some basis in reality.

      One mission had gone as close to completely wrong as one man could still survive. Even with the euphemisms in the file, he should have been killed at least three times before they got him to safety and a long enough medical rehab that he was fit for duty on a warship.

      Or at least a Transport Command vessel. Even this one.

      Gunnery ratings as good as Tanvi and only a step below Maddox when he’d joined the ship, before Captain Boru had refined the man, as they both described it.

      And retired spy. Or demobilized assassin. She wasn’t sure what the term was. Might not be a term for it, because that man might have used up an entire lifetime of luck in those ninety-three minutes.

      And gotten away.

      Nyssa watched him interact with his cousin on a screen and noted the calmness overlying a fragility that might be more than just joining a new crew. Man had nearly died, and now he was back in the navy.

      A chirp on her desk was a message from Captain Boru, in flight and returning. Confirming that there were no problems needing to be addressed.

      Coded language, because everyone had known that a crash mission was landing on them. Wardroom had gone ahead and assumed extra coffee and put in an order for more from station stocks. And two tractors loading pods. And bodies in motion every which way.

      “Loading in process for departure in ninety minutes,” she replied, leaving off everything because he had to have just come from a briefing with the Secretary.

      All Captain Boru needed to know was that they were handling things.

      His happy face response put a smile on hers. One of these days, Captain Nyssa Taggart would be in the big chair, with everything she had learned from Boru, Messier, and a host of others.

      She almost found herself looking forward to it.
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      Padraig had pulled Chance and Nyssa into his office with the new Gunner. Not exactly an inner circle sort of thing, but the people most specifically having direct Intelligence experience, instead of merely sailing on a ship with occasionally questionable missions.

      “Knight Haque, welcome,” he said to the man, studying the newcomer.

      A'Zedi brown skin. Black hair kept short with some curls. Shoulders. Man had previously done a lot of bodybuilding work with iron, then transitioned to lean flexibility during rehab as he’d lost some ten kilos of mass.

      Rather attractive face, but a little gunshy about a lot of things, per Secretary Gelashvili. Not cringing, but not smiling.

      “You’ve met Commander Messier, my Second-In-Command, previously, from what I understand?” Padraig asked.

      “In passing, sir,” Haque replied. “Briefings and the like.”

      A nice way to finesse it. Padraig nodded.

      “And you’ve been introduced to Squire Taggart,” he continued, waiting for the man to turn and nod to Nyssa. “She has a Level Six Security Clearance, Mr. Haque. Mariami Gelashvili instructed me to tell you that up front. Chance and I are both generally at least Fives, as is your cousin. Most of the rest of the crew rate at least a Two, with the officers generally Three and above.”

      He paused and let the man digest that. Most ships might have a commanding officer with a Three. Maybe. Intelligence vessels like Northwind would run the other direction, and be much more like Marrakesh.

      “I see, sir,” Haque replied. “Good to know. As far as I have been informed, my current posting is merely naval.”

      “The extension of your rehabilitation from injuries sustained in the line of duty, yes,” Padraig said, letting the man know that the three of them did understand more about him that just about anyone else would. “And your Gunnery scores are excellent, which was important here, because this vessel has seen more combat than most of the navy. My hope is that the current mission does not require a demonstration, but we are being loaded with a Monitor Pod Escort type, so I want you to spend time aft with Stevedore Lynch meeting the crew of the pod as well as getting to know the people in your department.”

      Padraig paused and studied the three of them.

      “This is where things get interesting,” he continued after they nodded. “We will be picking up a small diplomatic team and carrying them to Traisa.”

      Chance’s face scrunched.

      “Why would they need us or this much firepower for something so mundane as that, Padraig?” she asked.

      “Because when we get there, Supreme Autocrat Torray intends to step down and go into exile, transported to an Unaffiliated world aboard this vessel,” he said, watching that impact their minds. “That does not leave this office.”

      Blinks. He understood that. It was insane on the surface of things. At the same time, Marrakesh might be the perfect vessel to deploy for such an operation, because the A'Zedi Navy didn’t build Diplomatic cruisers. Why bother, when you had Couriers and Starliners that could be used in those few circumstances when it came up?

      And normally, Marrakesh only had frigate firepower on a cruiser hull, but that Escort pod gave them a mass of extra particle cannons, six arranged in a single line down the center with the outer two singles and the inner two twin batteries, plus a tremendous amount of excess generator power to fire them and do everything else in battle.

      “Will there be other vessels involved?” Chance asked.

      “I don’t know,” Padraig replied. “No A'Zedi warships, because Traisa is neutral, but we’re technically a cargo hauler so we aren’t immediately seen as a threat. As you might expect, the situation will remain fluid until the moment things crystallize. We’ll be stopping midway there to pick up a Division Marshal with Ambassadorial credentials, hauling him to Traisa as part of the cover, then he will be Torray’s point of contact on the next leg.”

      “Point of contact?” Nyssa asked, a touch confused.

      “A legalistic fig leaf for the man who will become Torray’s jailer, Radio,” Padraig explained, watching her absorb that and nod. “He gets to leave Traisa alive, but once we deliver him, he’s never leaving that world again.”

      Padraig had asked the questions Nyssa refrained from now, because it would be his ship and his ass on the line, so the Director had explained it.

      They were helping the man escape with his life, but then they were making sure he stayed retired.

      Permanently, though Padraig didn’t think that Haque would be using his other skills on this mission.

      At least he hoped not.
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