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— One —

 

Commodore Howard Jacques, Commonwealth Navy, had no idea his career was about to end. Not with presentations, certificates, and champagne, but in the squalor of corruption charges. 

It wasn’t a particularly remarkable case. Yet it had the highest profile since Anti-Corruption Unit 12 (Military) was formed. That it was sordid certainly helped. Still, in my personal opinion, the Armed Forces’ security folks would have sufficed to investigate the matter. 

However, ACU 12 took over when the Navy asked us to. Or rather, they’d asked my boss, Assistant Chief Constable Taneli Sorjonen, head of the Constabulary Professional Compliance Bureau’s Anti-Corruption Division. 

And since it involved a flag officer, I’d taken the case personally, and brought along my wingers, Chief Inspector Arno Galdi and Warrant Officer Destine Bonta. They were officially ACU 12’s adjutant and operations officer respectively, but those duties didn’t take up much of their time. Besides, my four teams, each under a chief superintendent or superintendent, were pretty much autonomous, at least once I’d assigned them a case.

As a result, Arno, Destine, and I had been on Caledonia for the last few weeks seeing as how Commodore Jacques was a director in the Fleet’s procurement arm with his duty station at HQ in Sanctum, Caledonia’s capital. 

Working and living among Armed Forces members was strange — except for the Constabulary liaison staff, we were the only ones wearing Constabulary gray in a sea of Navy blue, Army green, and Marine Corps black. Which meant we were noticeable. And the Professional Compliance Bureau badge on our right breasts above our name tapes, a stylized owl with outstretched wings over the scales of justice, made us even more so.

We had spent most of our time avoiding Commodore Jacques and investigating his division, which dealt with the procurement of Class 1 and Class 6 routine consumables, including foodstuffs for starships, bases, and stations. It was our way of not spooking the target too soon. Yet we still quietly delved into Jacques’ professional and personal lives, and it quickly became apparent that peccadilloes in the latter were driving corruption in the former. As I said, it was sordid, and in the grand scheme of things, it was small as well.

The morning of the Jacques affair’s denouement, we had breakfast as usual in the HQ officer’s mess, but we wore service rather than work uniforms as per Assistant Chief Constable Sorjonen’s direction on dress when making arrests. I understood why. We anti-corruption investigators were often of lower rank than the people we’re arresting, but we have experience and then some. The fruit salad of ribbons on our service uniform’s left breast, along with qualification badges, was often more impressive than those worn by our targets.

“You know, I’m going to miss this,” Arno said, pushing away his empty plate and picking up his coffee mug.

I glanced up at him. “Oh? And why is that?”

He took a sip. “The food here is much better than that served by our mess back on Wyvern. And my quarters here are much nicer, too.”

“I enjoy the food at home.”

“But you don't have as refined a palate as I do, Chief.”

I let out a snort. “Right. Although I have to admit, working here has its compensations.”

“Like?”

“We’re at the heart of our customer demographic. It makes for interesting observations and conclusions.”

Arno guffawed. “Customer demographic? Is that what we’re calling it now? I suppose it’s less aggressive than calling it a target-rich environment.”

“Their feet run to evil; they are swift to shed innocent blood. Their thoughts are sinful thoughts; ruin and destruction lie in their wake,” Destine Bonta intoned. “It’s from scripture. Considering the size of Fleet HQ and the stats concerning corruption, our customer demographic around here is indeed a target-rich environment. I agree with the Chief. Working among the military but not part of them makes for interesting observations.”

I glanced at the time. “And on that note, we have an appointment with Commodore Howard Jacques.”

We finished our coffees and headed into the bowels of the base, where a network of tunnels and shuttles connected the various buildings and, if legend was to be believed, could offer HQ personnel a bomb-proof shelter if ever Sanctum was attacked. After a few minutes of waiting at the foot of the stairs leading up into the mess, one of the shuttles came to a gentle halt, and we climbed aboard. Since we took our time this morning and were heading in later than during the usual rush, we had the automated, open car to ourselves. Still, we remained silent for the five-minute drive to the underground doors giving onto the Fleet Procurement Branch’s wing.

At one minute to oh-nine hundred, we walked into Jacques’ outer office, and the leading spacer who jealously guarded her commodore stiffened to attention in her chair. Though she kept a bland expression, I could read worry, fear even, in her eyes. Whether it was because we were, unaccustomedly, wearing service uniforms or because she had an inkling that things would go down with Jacques shortly, I couldn’t tell.

“Good morning, Assistant Commissioner.”

“Good morning. We’re here for our nine o’clock meeting with Commodore Jacques.”

“Yes, sir. If you’ll please wait.” She rose and vanished through the connecting door, which closed behind her.

After a minute had passed without her reappearing, I glanced at Arno. “Shall we?”

“Let’s.”

I walked over to the connecting door, which opened at my touch, and saw Jacques sitting behind his desk, a worried look on his dark-complexioned face. The leading spacer was sitting casually on a corner of the desk to his right, her arms crossed. Both stared at me as I entered, followed by Arno and Destine.

I glanced at the leading spacer and said in a sharp tone that brooked no discussion, “You may leave us.”

When she gave Jacques a frown, I said, “Now.”

The word whipped across the room, leaving both stung by its intensity, and she scrambled to stand, then made her way around the desk, around us, and out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Beads of sweat had appeared on Jacques’ hairless scalp, and his flattened nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. But his piggish eyes, small and forlorn beneath heavy lids, held mine with a steadiness that belied his growing anxiety.

I took one of the chairs in front of his desk while Arno and Destine remained standing behind me. Neither was small, so they loomed over me, an effect we’d cultivated long ago.

“Thank you for seeing us, Commodore,” I said in my most reasonable tone. “I’m Assistant Commissioner Caelin Morrow of Anti-Corruption Unit 12. With me are Chief Inspector Arno Galdi and Warrant Officer Destine Bonta.

Jacques made a vague hand gesture that could have meant anything but didn’t speak. His discomfort was visibly increasing, the sure sign of a guilty conscience. We’d seen it many times before, and I enjoyed drawing out the moment, one of my many failings.

“We’ve completed our investigation, and I’d like to share some of our findings with you.” Yes, I know. I was being deliberately cruel, but Jacques was so sordid I figured he deserved a little extra. “What would you say if I told you there was deep-seated corruption in your division?”

“I find that hard to believe,” he said, speaking for the first time since we entered his office. His voice was deep and surprisingly steady.

“Did I say your division? I’m sorry. I meant your office. Commodore Howard Jacques, I’m charging you with committing corrupt practices, stealing, offenses concerning documents, and conduct prejudicial to good order and discipline under the Code of Service Discipline. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.” I paused. “Do you understand?”

Jacques stared at me as if he didn’t quite grasp what was happening.

“Do you understand?”

“By what right are you charging me? You’re not an Armed Forces investigator, and your rank is beneath mine.”

“My unit, ACU 12, has been mandated by the Grand Admiral to conduct investigations into military personnel suspected of corruption. We have the power to charge, arrest, and detain said personnel. And my rank doesn’t matter. I could arrest a four-star if I find reasonable grounds to believe he or she is guilty of corruption. Now, do you understand the caution, or do I need to repeat it?”

He kept his eyes on me, but his Adam’s apple was bobbing nervously.

“I demand to see my commanding officer.”

“Your commanding officer is aware of my charging you this morning.” I pause for a few heartbeats. “Won’t you ask me about the grounds for those charges?”

“No.” He spat out the word.

“A shame. By the way, your friend Melissa Dufour has been picked up by the Sanctum Police Service for her part in your theft and resale of naval supplies, and I know she’ll be singing like a little bird.”

That got his attention. Melissa Dufour was Jacques’ secret mistress — he was married with three children — and probably the mastermind behind the entire scheme. Whether her hold over him stemmed from blackmail or simple lust remained open to question. But I had enough to see Jacques court-martialed. As I said, it was a case Fleet Security could have handled just as well.

Jacques suddenly seemed to deflate as he slumped back in his chair. I repeated the caution, and this time, he acknowledged it. I then produced a tablet and handed it to him so he could read the charges and the caution and thumbprint them, making everything nice and official. Once that was done, I pulled a memory chip from the tablet and handed it to him.

“Your copy. You are hereby suspended from duty and placed on paid leave until further notice. You will depart from these premises and not return, but you are granted freedom on your own recognizance, although you will remain in Sanctum. Further information as to the disposition of your case will come from the Judge Advocate General’s office in due course. Do you understand?”

Jacques ran a thick-fingered hand over his face and scalp, then nodded. 

“Yes. Can I make a confession now, to you?”

“Certainly.” I placed the tablet on the desk between us, set it to record, and voiced the usual preliminaries. Then I said, “Go ahead.”

His jaw muscles worked for a few seconds while his eyes focused on a spot above me and to my left. “I didn’t set out to divert supplies to the civilian black market. But Melissa’s tastes are so refined and expensive that I needed money. And she gave me a way of making some. At first, it was exciting. Then it became difficult, but Melissa wouldn’t let me stop.”

Jacques spoke for over fifteen minutes, making a rambling statement proving it had been both lust and blackmail that held him. When he fell silent, exhausted, I stood.

“Thank you. Now, if you’ll grab your briefcase and beret, Warrant Officer Bonta will escort you to your car and see you off.”

That evening, Jacques’ wife found him in his den, dead from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head. When I received the news the following day, I felt sad but unsurprised. Suicide was a frequent escape for those we charged. But as Arno was fond of saying, it saved the taxpayer the expense of a trial and a lengthy prison term.

I’d reported back to ACC Sorjonen after we charged Jacques and was waiting for news of our next assignment or orders to return home. His response arrived quickly and took all three of us by surprise.

ACU 12 was transferred permanently to Caledonia at Grand Admiral Larsson’s request and would co-locate with Fleet HQ. Considering the speed with which the orders were transmitted, the change of duty station had been in the works for a while.
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— Two —

 

“Wow.” Arno sat back and stroked his luxuriant beard once I told my team about our new home base. We were in the spacious office set aside for us in a corner of the Fleet Security wing, one of several vacancies in that area. “ACC Sorjonen must have heard me yesterday when I said I’d miss this place.”

“I hope both of you remembered to pack your belongings before we left Wyvern, so they can ship them here without swearing and cussing.”

Arno and Destine nodded. Packing our lives into containers was standard practice among PCB investigators since we never knew how long we’d be gone. Those who lived in government issue quarters often vacated them and stored the containers in the local warehouse, so we didn’t have to pay rent during months of absence.

“I cleared out my apartment,” Arno said. “And I believe Destine did so as well.”

“As did I. So we’re good on that. The message didn’t say when the rest of the unit would arrive. But I suspect they’ll trickle in over the coming weeks as they finish their current assignments and are diverted to Caledonia instead of returning to Wyvern. I—” A chime from my communicator interrupted me.

I pulled it out of my tunic pocket and glanced at the display.

“Well, isn’t that interesting? I’ve been summoned to meet Grand Admiral Larsson tomorrow morning at oh-eight-thirty.”

Arno grunted. “Moving up in the world, Chief. While we’re on the subject, I wonder how we’ll get our cases now that we’re a few light-years distant from ACC Sorjonen.”

“Perhaps it’s one of the things the Grand Admiral wishes to discuss. I can see them coming directly to me since we’re now co-located with our customer base.”

“Makes sense. I hope Fleet Security received a message announcing our transfer to Sanctum because while you’re schmoozing with Larsson, Destine and I will look for permanent offices able to take the entire unit.”

“I’m sure they have.” Climbing to my feet, I said, “And now, since it’s almost seventeen-hundred hours, how about we head for the officer’s mess and drink to our new duty station?”

“Right there with you, Chief. Especially if you’re buying.”

“I’ll pay for the first round.”

When we entered the three-quarters full bar, I felt many surreptitious eyes on us, a sensation I hadn’t noticed since our early days here once the novelty of PCB officers working with the Fleet wore off.

“We’re generating a bit of interest,” Arno said in a soft voice as we took an isolated table.

“Probably because of Jacques,” Destine replied in the same tone. “HQs being the gossip pits that they are, word of our charging him and his subsequent suicide must have made the rounds by now. Though I don’t sense hostility.”

We ordered our drinks — beer for Arno, wine for Destine, and a gin and tonic for me — from the table’s built-in menu, and a few minutes later, a serving droid trundled up with them. We took our glasses from it, and I held mine up.

“To our new home. May it be just as interesting as our old one.”

“I’m sure it’ll be even more so,” Arno replied.

We took a sip, then placed the glasses in front of us.

“What do you think precipitated our unit’s transfer here?” Destine asked.

I shrugged. “Search me. It makes sense to have ACU 12 closer to Fleet HQ, though. Or right in the middle of it.”

“I think it’s testimony to ACC Sorjonen trusting you implicitly,” Arno said before taking another sip of his beer.

“It’s no different from when I headed the Rim Sector PCB Detachment on Cimmeria, reporting to DCC Hammett on Wyvern. In fact, we’re much closer to Wyvern here, meaning faster communications for one.”

“Except our cases are a lot higher profile and more complex now than they were back then.”

I grimaced. “Not based on the Jacques case. The only high profile it had was the star on his collar.”

“Ah well, perhaps we’ll get better ones by living in a target-rich environment. Who knows? Maybe stuff Fleet Security would have handled before will now come to us since we’re immediately available.”

I raised my glass again. “Here’s to hoping.”

After supper, we headed back to our apartments in the various residential buildings clustered around the mess — Destine was in the warrant officers’ block, Arno in the junior officers’, and I in the senior officers’ — and once in mine, I looked around, picturing it as my newest home. Two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a dining area, along with a balcony, made it spacious for a single person with few possessions. The furniture was standard issue but still reasonably stylish and comfortable. In other words, it was nice.

Going to bed that night, knowing this was my home for the foreseeable future, made a difference. I wasn’t sure what sort, but still.

The following morning, I showed up in the anteroom of Grand Admiral Larsson’s office five minutes before the appointed time of oh-eight-thirty wearing working uniform, with rank insignia on my collar and my sole qualification badge — jump wings — on my left breast. Of course, I also wore the PCB owl over the scales of justice on my right breast. 

I still wasn’t sure whether the latter insignia was inspired or a drag on those of us working for the PCB. Others viewed us with suspicion and often disliked or hated us. Perhaps being evident about who we were was better, more upfront.

A Navy captain, who was the Grand Admiral’s senior aide, rose from his desk in front of the inner door and smiled.

“I’m Alan Bittner. Welcome, Assistant Commissioner. The Grand Admiral will receive you shortly. If you’d like to take a seat.” He indicated a settee group around a low table to his right. I sat, crossed my legs, and composed myself to wait.

The Grand Admiral’s outer office was enormous, richly paneled in oak, and had a golden-brown hardwood floor. A sideboard held a coffee urn with cups, while several mahogany bookcases and shelves displayed various volumes, statues, and other assorted military knickknacks. Paintings of long-ago naval and land battles covered three walls, while the fourth was all windows overlooking the parade square.

A few minutes later, a tall, lean, older woman with shoulder-length black hair entered the antechamber. She had a sharp face that seemed permanently set in a frown and wore a Marine Corps uniform with the three stars of a lieutenant general at the collar. I recognized her as Tania Terak, the Commonwealth Armed Forces Provost Marshal and Head of Fleet Security. She ignored me as she sailed by the settee group, and Captain Bittner waved her into the Grand Admiral’s office after a few seconds spent on the intercom.

More minutes passed, then Bittner stood again. 

“The Grand Admiral will see you now, Assistant Commissioner.”

He ushered me into an office big enough for a gravball tournament, with the same golden paneling as the antechamber. A huge desk sat at the far end, backed by a stand of flags, while a conference table occupied the left side, and a group of easy chairs around a low coffee table occupied the right. One wall had windows overlooking the parade square, while the others were covered in paintings, prints, images, and plaques.

Larsson, tall, thin, ascetic-looking, with blond hair mostly gone gray, sat behind the desk, and Terak had taken a chair in front of it. Both watched me approach with intelligent eyes that gave nothing away.

I stopped three paces from the desk, came to attention, and saluted. Larsson returned the compliment with a grave nod.

“Thank you for accepting my invitation, Assistant Commissioner. Please sit.” He gestured at the vacant chair beside Terak. “I believe you haven’t met the Provost Marshal?”

“No, sir.” I turned to Terak and bowed my head. “A pleasure, General.”

She studied me for a few seconds, then inclined her head silently as I sat.

“How do you feel about your unit being transferred to Caledonia and assigned a duty station co-located with my headquarters?”

Of all the possible questions Larsson could have asked, that was one I hadn’t expected.

“I suppose it makes sense to have ACU 12 closer to its—” I hesitated, not knowing how to phrase customer demographic politely.

Larsson gave me a wintry smile. “Potential targets?”

I smiled back at him. “Yes, sir.”

“It certainly means you’ll be able to respond more quickly whenever a suspected case of corruption or malfeasance arises, which is why I asked for your unit to be transferred here. And based on your results to date, I’m confident that cases will be swiftly and efficiently dealt with. The one thing the Fleet cannot afford, especially these days, is senior personnel who veer off into darkness.”

Intriguing turn of phrase. But why, especially these days? I asked him, and he grimaced.

“I fear the Commonwealth is about to go through interesting times, the sort that’ll need a steady, reliable Fleet so those times don’t get too interesting.”

“Understood.” I knew what he was referring to. Or at least I thought I did.

“I invited General Terak to this little meet and greet,” Larsson said, changing the subject, “because you two will work closely together from now on. Tania will give you targets to investigate, and you’ll turn them over to her if you find them guilty.”

“Yes, sir.” I wasn’t surprised. I’d expected something like that when I saw Terak enter Larsson’s office. “Just as long as you and the general understand I am outside the Fleet’s chain of command and independent of it and both of you. I will pursue cases as I deem fit under the Code of Service Discipline and Commonwealth law and charge individuals likewise. We may not always agree on my actions.”

A sideways glance at Terak showed her expression hardening at my words. She didn’t like my upfront statement of complete and utter independence. Tough.

Larsson gave me a brief stare, which I couldn’t interpret, then nodded. 

“I understand, Assistant Commissioner. And so does Tania. But I hope you’ll develop the sort of working relationship that sees you always acting in harmony.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Then that’s all I had. Tania, is there something else you wanted to discuss?”

“No, sir. I will review my working relationship with Assistant Commissioner Morrow later.”

Terak’s voice was a deep alto but scratchy as if she’d suffered vocal cord damage in the distant past.

Larsson’s faint smile returned. 

“In that case, thank you for coming, Assistant Commissioner. I hope your tour of duty here on the Fleet’s own world will be pleasant and fruitful.”

I stood. 

“Thank you, sir.” Then, I saluted, did a precise one-hundred-and-eighty-degree pivot, and marched out of Larsson’s office, feeling both his and Terak’s eyes on my receding back.

I returned to our temporary billet only to find it had become permanent, along with the other offices lining that previously disused corridor on the fifth and top floor of Fleet Security’s wing. A sign now hung beside the corridor entrance announcing it as the home to the Constabulary’s Anti-Corruption Unit 12, complete with the owl and scales of justice insignia. And the office at the end of the corridor now bore a sign above its door showing it belonged to AC Caelin Morrow, Commanding Officer, ACU 12.
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— Three —

 

I found Arno and Destine in the office next to mine, getting comfortable behind a pair of desks, one labeled Adjutant and the other Operations Officer.

“That was quick,” I commented upon entering.

Arno grinned at me and tapped the side of his nose with an extended index finger. “It pays to cultivate friends in all the important places, such as Fleet Security’s HQ adjutant. How did your meeting with the Grand Admiral go?”

I grabbed a chair and gave them a verbatim run down of my brief meeting. When I was done, Arno made a face.

“I get the feeling General Terak will want more than just a harmonious relationship.”

“Which is why we were given this entire corridor so quickly and easily. But be that as it may, I’m used to dealing with three stars and keeping them at arm’s length. Though I think Terak might not be quite as easy to deal with as DCC Maras was.”

“Maras knew intimately what the PCB was and understood the lines of delineation between her command and yours.”

“Yes, and I’ll simply need to make sure General Terak comes to the same understanding. That said, did anyone bother to sweep this office and mine?”

“Finished it five minutes before you showed up, Chief,” Destine said. “We’re clean. But I figure we’ll need to sweep every office daily until further notice.”

I gave her a wry smile. “Isn’t it nice to be paranoid at the heart of Fleet HQ?”

“They’re not PCB,” she replied as if that statement said everything it had to about the Professional Compliance Bureau’s position within the Constabulary and with the Armed Forces.

“Indeed, not.” I climbed to my feet. “I’ll get settled in.”

My office, wonder of wonders, had windows overlooking the spaceport portion of the HQ complex. It wasn’t small, with room for a desk, several chairs, and a conference table for twelve. But it was bare. No stand of flags, no pictures on the walls or books on the shelves, let alone the usual sort of decorations one would find in the office of an assistant commissioner who was also a unit commander. Yet it didn’t bother me a bit. I’d never been keen on knickknacks, paintings, or other adornments. Not when I spend most of my time working elsewhere. Although now that my unit was up to four full teams, I doubted I’d be gallivanting across the Commonwealth anytime soon. If I took any high-profile cases myself, they’d most likely be from right here, in Sanctum.

I turned on my workstation and called up the Jacques case for one last look before I closed it and noticed a data dump from Wyvern had arrived — all of ACU 12’s files and relevant documents from elsewhere in the PCB and the Constabulary. In effect, we had a ready-made database which cheered me up to no end.

I was reviewing documents flagged by ACC Sorjonen, or more likely his adjutant, when an amused voice at my office door brought me back to the here and now.

“An office with windows. My, how generous of Fleet Security.”

“Hera! Welcome. You’re my first visitor.” I smiled at her.

Rear Admiral Hera Talyn, who headed Naval Intelligence’s Special Operations Division, entered my office and dropped into one of the chairs facing my desk. We’d been friends for years, having first met on Aquilonia Station when she was a commander and I a chief superintendent, and we’d socialized frequently over the last few weeks. She, her husband, Colonel Zack Decker, who commanded the 1st Special Forces Regiment, and the latter’s daughter, Saga Decker, a scarily smart intelligence officer, had made Arno, Destine, and me most welcome.

Hera had changed little over the years since we first met — shoulder-length brown hair, an unremarkable, narrow face, and a gaze so deep it seemed endless. She still exuded that predatory aura, though she had a few more lines around her mouth and eyes.

“I hope you swept this office before settling in. Fleet Security has a thing for bugs.”

“No worries. Destine took care of it earlier this morning and detected nothing.”

“Good.” She crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap. “Because you and I need to discuss a few things now that the Constabulary officially transferred ACU 12 to Sanctum.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Oh?”

“You’re here largely at my behest, though Grand Admiral Larsson will tell you it was his idea.”

“That’s what he said when we met earlier today.”

Hera nodded. “One of the things I like about the Big Boss is his willingness to cover for his subordinates.”

She pulled out a small, flat object and said, “I appreciate Destine’s ability to sniff out listening devices, but for this conversation, I’ll add my jammer to the mix.”

I chuckled and pulled out my own multi-spectrum jamming device. “Want to make it three for three?”

“Sure.” Hera smiled.

“You were saying something about my being here at your behest?”

“Yes. I arranged for the Grand Admiral to ask your Chief Constable that ACU 12 be stationed at Fleet HQ. But not for the more obvious reasons you might have discussed with Admiral Larsson.”

“Really?”

“You see, we have a problem in this HQ. Several years ago, Zack and I stumbled onto a conspiracy to undo Grand Admiral Kowalski’s reforms, sponsored by what we now know was the Sécurité Spéciale. They called themselves Black Sword. And try as we might, we never unmasked every last one of them. We suspect their numbers are growing again and that they’ve infiltrated Fleet Security as well as counterintelligence, the two organizations which should be hunting them down. Things will get critical over the coming months, and we can’t afford to have traitors stabbing us in the back.”

Funny that — Hera paraphrased Larsson’s comment that the Commonwealth was about to go through interesting times. But I didn’t ask. If Larsson declined to answer, so would she.

“And you’d like me — us — to be your Black Sword hunters.”

“In essence, yes. Oh, you’ll have plenty of work with run-of-the-mill corruption around here as well. As much as we might wish it wasn’t so, the thirty thousand uniformed and civilian members working at Fleet HQ do make for a good number of potential targets. That’s without considering the various HQs and units scattered across the Commonwealth. Unfortunately, the Fleet is a reflection of our society, and that society has its fair share of the venal, the corrupt, and the criminal.” 

She gave me a sad smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. But then, her smiles never did. It was one of the unnerving things about Hera Talyn, though I knew our friendship was as genuine as she could make it.

“Still, having you around gives me an unimpeachable asset as far removed from the chain of command as possible. Someone fearless I can count on to ferret out malfeasance wherever you find it.”

“I’ll do my best, as usual. May I share this with my wingers?”

“Of course. And with your team leads. Although you should impress on them that your covert mission is top-secret and not recorded anywhere.”

I nodded. “Understood.”

“We, meaning my division, will give you targets to investigate, people we think may be traitors. What happens afterward is up to you. And if, in the course of an investigation, you come across someone who you think might be one, then by all means, scrutinize them. That’s the beauty of having you here. You don’t need anyone’s permission to probe a military or civilian member’s affairs, whether openly or covertly. You’re literally a law unto yourself, and I intend to use that to the utmost.” Her smile returned. “And since it’s Friday and Zack will be back in town for the weekend, how about you join us for supper at eighteen hundred? We can hold a private celebration of your unit being stationed here.”

“Certainly!”

At eighteen hundred, I walked up the driveway to Hera and Zack’s residence, and the door opened as I climbed the short flight of steps. It revealed a grinning Zack Decker dressed in khaki slacks, a loud, short-sleeved shirt, and sandals. He was a large, muscular slab of a man with short, sandy hair, a square, honest face, and eyes of the deepest blue I’d ever seen.

“There she is.” 

He gave me a quick hug before leading me through the house to the patio, where I found a barefoot Hera wearing shorts and a subdued shirt sitting in one of the lounge chairs, a gin and tonic in hand. Zack vanished to reappear moments later with a glass of gin and tonic for me and a Shrehari ale for himself.

When we were seated, Hera raised her glass. “To ACU 12’s new duty station.”

After taking a sip, I settled back and relaxed, comfortable in the company of two steadfast friends.

“So,” Zack said, still smiling — he smiled a lot, as a matter of fact, “I understand Hera roped you into being one of her covert allies in our ongoing war against traitors.”

“She actually engineered my unit’s transfer to Caledonia for those purposes, believe it or not.”

“Oh, I believe it. That’s her style. Welcome to the party. Hera is a master manipulator who enjoys lining up the pieces just the way she wants.” He gave her a fond look. “I do so love her for it.”

She raised her glass while wearing a smug air. “And it’s for the betterment of the Fleet and the pursuance of its mission.”

Watching the easy banter between Hera and Zack, their obvious attachment to each other, made me a little wistful. I’d never been one for relationships. In fact, I’m probably more celibate than a Sister of the Void, and while that rarely crossed my mind, seeing them interact just now brought it back to the fore. But I raised my glass as well.

“Here’s to Team Hera.”

“Team Hera.” Zack took a big gulp of his ale and sighed with satisfaction. 

It was well past twenty-three hundred hours when I finally left after a long, pleasant meal accompanied by intelligent conversation. The streets of the base’s residential sector were empty at that hour, and I was back at my apartment block in just under half an hour, having walked there and back. The night was sultry, as most were in Caledonia’s northern subtropical zone, and I lingered for a while on my apartment balcony with a glass of Glen Arcturus. As I looked out at the city lights beyond the base’s confines, I wondered about this latest twist of fate that saw me drafted into a secret war at the heart of the human Fleet.
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— Four —

 

The following Monday, after a quiet weekend spent mostly at home because of torrential rains that began in the early hours of Saturday, I was back in my office perusing the overnighters from Wyvern as well as a whole host of advisories from Fleet Security. I’d evidently been placed on the latter’s distribution list. Nothing important jumped out at me, and I forwarded the lot of them to Arno and Destine for their information.

One of the few outings I’d made on Saturday had been to the base commissary to stock up on food since I’d be preparing breakfast and supper in my quarters from now on, seeing as how we weren’t on temporary duty anymore and no longer entitled to free meals in the officer’s mess. Arno and Destine had probably done the same, though I didn’t ask when I poked my head into their office to say good morning.

Shortly after ten, I received a message from General Terak’s aide, summoning me for a meeting with her at eleven o’clock sharp. I felt like declining simply because of how the missive was worded, but I figured I might as well get what I suspected would be an awkward encounter over with. So, I accepted.

A few minutes before the appointed time, I made my way to Terak’s office, two floors down from mine. I was deliberately not wearing my beret to indicate my independence because usually, when reporting to a senior general, especially the commander of a command, officers were expected to wear their headdress. As a bonus, I didn’t have to salute her.

I entered the outer office at eleven hundred precisely, and the aide behind the desk barring the way to the inner office, a major, stood.

“Good morning, Assistant Commissioner. The general is running a bit late. If you’d like to take a seat.” He gestured at the settee group near a sideboard with the usual coffee and tea urns.

“Thank you, Major,” I answered primly, wondering whether Terak was indeed behind schedule or making me wait in the oldest display of bureaucratic power still used. I sat, pulled out my tablet, and called up the novel I was currently reading.

Ultimately, I waited fifteen minutes before the aide ushered me into Terak’s office. During that time, no one entered or exited it. If Terak was running late, it had to be because of a conversation via comlink. But I had my doubts.

Her office, not as large as the Grand Admiral’s but twice the size of mine, had the usual desk backed by a stand of flags, a conference table to one side, easy chairs around a low coffee table to the other, and a sideboard. The walls were covered in paintings, prints, and photographs showing military police at work throughout the ages, all the way back to the Napoleonic Wars of the early nineteenth century.

Terak sat behind her desk with an expressionless face, eyes watching me approach.

“Good morning, General,” I said in a cheery tone. If my not stopping the regulation three paces from the desk and coming to attention disturbed her, she didn’t show it. But when I took a chair without so much as a by your leave, I could see her eyes narrow. “And what can ACU 12 do for you on this fine day?”

“Good morning, Assistant Commissioner. I thought we’d discuss our working relationship.”

“Certainly.”

“Let me make a few things clear upfront so you understand where I’m coming from. Primarily, I don’t think having your unit co-located with Fleet HQ is a good idea, the Grand Admiral notwithstanding. Let me explain. ACU 12’s job is to investigate the most egregious corruption in the Fleet. Those we can’t or shouldn’t investigate ourselves because of the optics, the reality, or any other reason. You are supposed to be the instance of last resort for the Armed Forces while we, Fleet Security, investigate ninety-nine-point nine percent of cases. With you being here, I fear the standard of what we investigate will drop in your favor. For instance, my people could have easily resolved the Howard Jacques affair.”

“Then we’ll just have to work together so we can keep my investigations to those instances where an outside agency is called for, General.”

“No, I think we’ll take a step beyond that, Assistant Commissioner.” She held my gaze with her hard eyes. “I will control who you investigate. That way, there will be no doubt whether a case is appropriate for ACU 12.”

And there we had it — Terak’s attempt at supervising me and my unit.

“I’m sorry, General, but that’s not how it works.”

“Oh?” She arched a thin eyebrow.

“Professional Compliance Bureau units are completely independent. I take my orders solely from my superior, Assistant Chief Constable Sorjonen, who is the only one with the power to control who I investigate.”

“Sorjonen isn’t here. I am, and I outrank him in any case.” Her flat tone held an edge of finality.

“Still, General. You cannot exercise any sort of oversight on ACU 12. It would be contrary to the Constabulary Regulations Governing the Professional Compliance Bureau, which state that no one outside the PCB can control the activities of its units and its investigators. And that includes determining who I investigate. I will, of course, take on cases you refer to me, but I will also take on cases referred by other senior officers or those I determine are of interest to ACU 12.”

“You determine are of interest?” Her voice suddenly took on a tinge of acid. “No. That’s not acceptable. In the Fleet, it is my branch’s prerogative to decide whether someone or something gets investigated.

“And I am not part of the Fleet, General. My actions come under the Constabulary Code of Discipline, not the Code of Service Discipline. As such, I am not beholden to you, or even the Grand Admiral, for that matter. The most either of you could do is complain to my superiors and ask for my removal.”

This time, her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. 

“I don’t appreciate your obstinacy on this matter, Assistant Commissioner.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, but my independence and freedom of action are enshrined in law. Were I to subject myself to even the slightest bit of oversight on your part, I would be removed from command by ACC Sorjonen the moment he found out.” I tried to sound as apologetic as I could under the circumstances. “The best I can do is discuss cases with you to determine whether ACU 12 is the right organization to take them on.”

Her fingers danced to a staccato beat on her desktop as she considered my words.

“I suppose we’ll see about that. The one thing I will tell you, however, is that you will not communicate with anyone in Fleet Security concerning potential and actual cases without my permission. Or rather,” she caught herself before I could object to her giving me orders, “no one in Fleet Security will talk with you about cases without my say-so.”

I inclined my head. “Understood, General.”

“When it comes to asserting your independence, just keep in mind that I can and will ask for you to be replaced should your behavior become egregious.”

“As is your privilege.”

“Yes, it is. That was it. You’re dismissed.”

As I rose, her gaze slipped to the virtual display hovering above one side of her desk, so I simply turned on my heels and left the office.

Once I’d returned to mine, Arno stuck his head through the door. “And?”

I waved him in and gestured at the chair in front of my desk. 

“She’s no Deputy Chief Constable Maras, that’s for sure.” I gave him a brief rundown of our conversation. When I was done, he let out a low whistle.

“Not overly aware of the PCB and its quirks, is she?”

“Oh, I’m sure she is. But she dislikes having the Constabulary equivalent of a full colonel swanning around her private hunting grounds where she can see me. It would be better for her if we were still based on Wyvern and came out on a case-by-case basis. That, she could ignore.”

“Or is the delightful General Terak afraid you’ll stumble across something you shouldn’t?” Arno asked in a sly tone.

“The idea had occurred to me. But one doesn’t become Provost Marshal of the Armed Forces with skeletons hiding in the closet. Or at least one shouldn’t.”

Arno held up an index finger. “Precisely. One shouldn’t, but occasionally, an individual with something to hide reaches high rank.”

I grinned at him. “We’re a bunch of suspicious characters, aren’t we?”

“We’re characters who have suspicions, Chief.”
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— Five —

 

Over the following two weeks, my teams began landing in Sanctum, starting with that of Chief Superintendent Gil Hasreen, who led Team One and was by dint of his rank my deputy. Gil, a heavy-set man with a permanent hangdog look, was a cross between everyone’s favorite grandfather and the proverbial bad cop of legend. He had more PCB experience than just about anyone else in ACU 12 but was still amazed he’d made chief superintendent.

Gil showed up in my office Friday morning shortly after oh-eight hundred, while I could hear the voices of his team members out in the corridor.

“Good morning, sir.” He snapped off a smart salute. “Chief Superintendent Hasreen reporting with fifteen members of Team One.”

“Hey, Gil. Good to see you.” I pointed at the chair across from my desk. “Take a pew.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” He sat, took off his beret, and sighed. “Another day, another duty station. Good thing we travel light.”

“When did you get in?”

“Yesterday, just after twenty-hundred hours. I must remember to thank Arno for setting up our quarters and getting us in them lickety-split. We brought the containers with your household goods, by the way. They should be waiting for you at the base CMTT, along with ours.”

The Central Material Traffic Terminal was the hub of physical goods transfers, and I nodded. “Thanks. I’ll get them to deliver them to my apartment later today.”

“Did you drum up any business for us?”
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