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— One —

 

Some nights make everyone miserable. Many are even worse. In Major Curtis Delgado’s opinion, this one belonged to the second category, but only because a third option didn’t exist. For a moment, he considered inventing a new term that might adequately describe a night so dark, so damp, with the air so thick thanks to monsoon-like rain but found his imagination didn’t quite stretch that far.

In short, it was the perfect night for a raid, the sort with weather his instructors in basic training, on the Pathfinder course, and the command sergeant course considered optimum in helping catch an enemy by surprise. Of course, if the opposition was blind, deaf, and miserable, the raiders couldn’t be in a much different state. Both moved through the dense rain forest, low-lying swamps, and over rocky outcrops under a thick carpet of black clouds at oh-dark-thirty, their sensors rendered myopic by the raging downpours, gales of wind, and the chameleon armor worn by both friend and foe. Helmet visors struggled to give searching eyes a coherent picture in such conditions, and no one saw more than a few meters in any direction, less among the ancient trees.

Delgado, officer commanding Ghost Squadron’s Erinye Company, and his winger, Sergeant Carl Kuzek, found the designated observation post on the heights surrounding a shallow, broad valley bisected by a narrow, albeit lazy, mud-bottomed river. As he crawled between boulders covered by moss that likely predated the arrival of the first humans, Delgado wondered why he was bothering. Even from this perch, he couldn’t begin to spot the hundreds of troopers below. He might as well have stayed at the rendezvous position with his reserve troop and company first sergeant. The three troop leaders conducting the raid on a string of enemy hides would either succeed or not, and there was nothing he could do to change the outcome. Once they’d vanished into the forest an hour earlier, they were essentially on their own.

At best, if the plan to infiltrate the enemy positions, set explosive charges, and extract without being spotted succeeded, he’d see and hear those charges going off at the right time, which was in just under two hours. If they failed, he’d spot defensive gunfire much earlier. It depended on how good their opponents were by now and how well they’d learned the lessons inflicted by Ghost Squadron over the previous weeks.

Like many Special Forces officers, Delgado came up through the ranks and went from command sergeant leading a troop to captain in charge of a four-troop company. It meant he was older than most captains in a line regiment but vastly more experienced. Yet, the one thing he would never get used to was waiting while his troop leaders carried out their missions. He wished he could hand back his commission at times like these, put up the six stripes and crossed swords of a command sergeant again, and jump back into the middle of things. But Delgado’s commanding officer, Colonel Zack Decker, another old mustang who started his career as a private, had plans for him, despite the fact he’d often confessed to feeling the same way. And Admiral Talyn, whose division within Naval Intelligence made liberal use of the 1st Special Forces Regiment to carry out black ops, nurtured plans for both.

At least, he reminded himself, the light combat armor they wore kept out the damp chill and the rain. And the smell of rotting vegetation, animal droppings, and mold. He could only imagine how his professional ancestors managed before technology made challenging environments more bearable.

Delgado composed himself, eyes on the valley, knowing that Kuzek was watching his back, and waited to see if his plan would succeed. If those were ordinary foes, he’d not even wonder, except about the unknown unknowns that derailed even the best schemes, but they represented something new.

As he settled into a quasi-meditative state, Delgado experienced the eerie sensation of sinking into an isolation tank, his senses dulled by the white noise of rain drumming on tree leaves and his helmet and the impenetrable darkness. The first click over the company frequency startled him, and he checked the time on his visor’s heads-up display. It meant the first of the three troops had set its charges and exfiltrated from the enemy hide.

Five minutes or so later, Delgado picked up another click, signifying two out of three were on the way home, and he allowed himself to hope for a clean sweep. Alas, it was not to be. No sooner did the thought occur to him that the treetops to his right, almost at the valley’s eastern end, were briefly outlined by gunfire.

Within moments, he heard three clicks in a row, the signal that Charlie Troop, whose objective it was, ran into enemy resistance and was withdrawing rather than engage in a firefight with three times their number. Delgado knew the enemy troops in that hide were even now rousing their comrades in the other locations via radio, which meant a change of plans. They would no longer blow their charges simultaneously since the element of surprise was gone.

Delgado flicked on his helmet radio. “Fire in the hole. I repeat, fire in the hole.”

Seconds later, the first set of explosions lit up the valley to his left, then another in the center as Bravo and Delta Troops activated remote detonators. A third came several heartbeats later at some distance from the target, proving Charlie Troop was scattering its charges and using them to cover the withdrawal. But the enemy would not pursue the most highly trained Marines in the known universe through dense forest in total darkness anyhow. They’d learned Ghost Squadron laid hasty ambushes like no one else to cut down pursuers.

The valley fell silent just as quickly as it woke, all illumination gone as if the short, intense violence of a night raid moments earlier never happened.

Just before daybreak, Erinye Company’s Marines, tired but satisfied, climbed aboard the dropships waiting for them at the rendezvous. After a short flight, they landed on Fort Arnhem’s main parade square, climbed out, and formed in three ranks under First Sergeant Hak.

To Delgado’s surprise, Colonel Decker and Lieutenant Colonel Josh Bayliss came through the regimental HQ’s main doors and headed for him. Both were smiling contentedly.

“What say you, Curtis?” Decker asked in a booming voice when he came within earshot.

“That two out of three isn’t bad?” Delgado grinned as he saluted his regimental commander. “They’re getting better with every training cycle.”

“Who’s that?” Bayliss cocked an eyebrow at the younger man. “Your Erinyes or our new comrades from the 1st Battalion, Marine Light Infantry?”

“The latter, sir. I don’t know that we can do much more to improve their capabilities as a Tier Two Special Forces unit. I am looking forward to Isaac Dyas’ after-action report on how the MLI caught him before he laid his charges.”

“Luck, most likely. But I agree. The 1st MLI is pretty much up to the standards set by General Martinson, and more importantly, by us. I’d be glad to have them at my back, covering us while we work black ops with them.” Bayliss glanced at Decker. “Agreed, sir?”

The big man nodded. “Agreed. Well done, Curtis.”

“Yes, well done.” Bayliss studied the Marines standing patiently by the dropships, waiting for orders. “Sort yourself out, eat breakfast in the cafeteria, and once you’ve done your hot wash, you can send them off for the weekend a few hours early. I’ll see you in my office for the after-action report at thirteen hundred.”

“Yes, sir.”


— Two —

 

The following Monday morning, a smiling Curtis Delgado stuck his head through Lieutenant Colonel Joshua Bayliss’ open office door.

“You summoned me, sir?”

Tall, muscular, with short red hair framing a sharp, pale-skinned face, he didn’t seem old enough to be a Special Forces major, certainly not compared to weathered warhorses like his squadron and regimental commanders.

When he noticed Colonel Decker in one of the chairs around the small conference table, he amended his question. “You summoned me, sirs?”

“We did.” Ghost Squadron’s commanding officer pointed at the chair next to Decker. “Close the door and sit.”

As he complied, Delgado grimaced theatrically. 

“Nothing good ever happens when both of you want to speak with me together.”

Decker patted him on the shoulder. 

“Then you’ll love the mission we’re about to lay on Erinye Company.”

“I remember the last time you called me into this office for a new tasking. And based on that, my gut tells me I won’t like what I’m about to hear, Colonel.”

“I thought you enjoyed the little jaunt to Earth.”

Delgado let out an amused snort. 

“The trip had its moments, but Erinye Company isn’t made for that sort of thing. Fortunately, we carried out a proper job on the way back. It cleansed the palate nicely. Dare I ask what this next one is, or should I put in my notice of resignation?”

Decker tilted his head to one side and gave him a disapproving look.

“Admiral Talyn would be crushed if you walk out on the regiment. She’s become quite fond of the Erinyes and their talent for adjusting to any situation or mission.”

“When you lay it on this thick, I really know I won’t like what’s coming, sir.”

Decker winked at Delgado. “Want to bet?”

“I’ve learned betting with you, or Colonel Bayliss, is a losing proposition, sir. But please, go ahead and tell me about Erinye Company’s fate.”

As if a switch had been thrown, both Decker and Bayliss lost their amused expressions.

“What follows is top secret special access, codename Phalarope. As usual, nothing about this mission is to be discussed beyond the confines of Erinye Company.”

Delgado, now equally serious, nodded. “Understood.”

“Did you ever hear of an installation by the name Tyrell Station?”

The younger officer took on a thoughtful expression, then shook his head. 

“No.”

“It’s a Fleet-owned mining operation on an airless planet in the Rim Sector, specifically in the otherwise uninhabited Keros system.”

A frown creased Delgado’s forehead. 

“I didn’t know the Fleet operated mines, sir.”

“It’s a relatively recent development to gain greater control over the extraction and refining of strategic metals and rare earths used in warship and weaponry manufacture. Tyrell is a former Assenari Mining installation that’s been in operation for a long time. However, the only actual change is a naval officer overseeing the chief administrator and the security arrangements. Instead of private guards, a Marine company polices and protects the place. The folks operating the mine and smelter and most of the support staff are from Assenari under contract to the Fleet.”

A look of dismay replaced Delgado’s frown. 

“No. Don’t tell me we’re going to Tyrell as overpaid and over-trained rent-a-cops.”

The grin splitting Decker’s square face could have lit up the darkest of nights. 

“Tyrell is an interesting operation. Interconnected modules that can be detached from each other and airlifted by a small starship when ore veins play out. Remove the humans, seal the modules, detach them, move to a new location, reassemble, and off they go. The current location has been mined long enough that it’s due for another move within eighteen to twenty-four months.”

“With due respect, sir, you’re not answering my question.”

Decker’s grin widened as Delgado let out a long groan. 

“Must I? Really?”

“Why always us?”

“Because you’re good at adapting to anything, Curtis. And right now, you’re the best I have for the job.”

“Give it to a company from the 42nd Marines. I’m sure they’d be glad to leave Caledonia for a bit.”

Bayliss chuckled. “Funny you should mention the 42nd.”

“Here it comes,” Delgado said in a theatrical whisper while rolling his eyes. Then, in a louder voice. “May I know why we’re going to Tyrell as a security detail from the 42nd instead of wearing the winged dagger?”

Decker raised a finger. 

“Yes. So, listen closely.”

“I’m all ears.”

“The real reason why the Fleet forced Assenari to sell Tyrell isn’t because our superiors desperately want control over raw material supplies, but that’s a nice add-on. The same applies to other facilities and properties the Fleet bought in recent times. You’ve no doubt read somewhere in the intelligence briefs I circulate that countless ammunition and ordnance depots from the Second Migration War remain undiscovered because the records were lost.”

Delgado nodded. “Sure. Apparently including a number with weapons of mass destruction that were banned on pain of death after the war.”

“A while ago, intelligence came across incomplete data about several of the lost depots, and one of them is located on Keros, in the general vicinity of Tyrell, exact location unknown. Or at least it was when the records were uncovered. Assenari was persuaded to sell, and when we took over, the mining scout droids used to sniff out new ore veins quietly received an addition, a droid programmed to find the depot. Three days ago, it did, and immediately acted on its programming by sending an encrypted message directly to HQ with images of the depot’s contents. Of course, it couldn’t exactly operate without Tyrell’s commanding officer knowing, but part of the programming was placing a top secret special access restriction on the find. However, while he knows about the depot’s existence, no one on Keros is aware of its contents. We, on the other hand, are in the know because the images showed clear markings.”

A faint smile crossed Delgado’s lips. “Is this where I’m supposed to ask what the droid found?”

Decker nodded, smiling. “Yes, it is.”

“So, what’s in that ammo bunker?”

“Our worst nightmare. Biological and chemical warfare payloads. And it’s in a spot near where Tyrell is likely to relocate during its next move.”

“Oh, goodie.” Delgado shook his head. “The sins of the past come to haunt us. I shudder at thinking what evil beings might do with such things. But why is the Admiral sending us there instead of making sure the current garrison keeps an eye on the depot until someone retrieves its contents and renders them harmless?”

“Because we suspect either Tyrell or, more likely, HQ has a leak, Curtis. We never found every last Black Sword traitor. Word came from our friend Miko in Geneva less than a day ago that the Sécurité Spéciale got wind of an exciting development in the Rim Sector. Considering what’s happening these days, Intelligence decided the probability it’s related to the ammo bunker was high enough we couldn’t ignore the threat.”

“Seen. Those bastards will want to retrieve the forbidden ordnance before we make it vanish. The Almighty knows what they may do with that nasty stuff, but it can’t be good.”

Josh Bayliss tapped his index finger against the side of his nose. 

“And if worse comes to worst, the resident Marine company won’t be capable of keeping them away until Fleet HQ organizes a retrieval operation, simply because they’ve not been exposed to the realities of our fallen galaxy. They neither know about the depot, nor can they be told, and they don’t have experience dealing with the Sécurité Spéciale and its hired goons. You and the Erinyes, on the other hand…” Ghost Squadron’s commanding officer left the rest of the sentence unspoken.

“When do we leave?”

“You’re at twelve hours’ notice to move from this moment on,” Bayliss said. “The Admiral is organizing transport as we speak. It’ll be whatever is in orbit now or will arrive within the next day. Prepare your Erinyes. You should receive the necessary insignia making you H Company, 3rd Battalion, 42nd Marine Regiment shortly. And yes, their CO knows the 1st SFR will re-badge a company to the 42nd for an unspecified operation of limited duration. That way, if questions land on his desk, he can at least back our story while making it clear H Company is on a classified task. Colonel Decker spoke with him personally just before we called you up.”

Decker fished a data wafer from his black tunic’s left breast pocket and placed it on the table in front of Delgado.

“Everything you need to know about Tyrell Station. Digest what’s on the wafer, discuss the mission with your people and let Josh know when you’re ready to back-brief us. Needless to say, this is another one which interests Grand Admiral Larsson personally.”

“Story of my life, sir.” Delgado stood. “It shouldn’t take long.”

“Dismissed.”

Once back in the corridor, he pulled out his communicator and called First Sergeant Hak.

“What’s up, Skipper?”

“Assemble the command team in the squadron conference room, stat.”

“Wilco.”

“Delgado, out.”

By the time Delgado arrived, Hak and Command Sergeant Rolf Painter, who led Alpha Troop, were already there. In quick succession, the other troop leaders — Ejaz Bassam, Isaac Dyas, and Faruq Saxer of Bravo, Charlie, and Delta Troops, respectively — along with Sergeants First Class Metellus Testo and Enrique Bazhukov, Erinye Company’s operations and quartermaster sergeants filed in.

When they were seated, Delgado looked around the table. “What follows next is top secret special access, codename Phalarope.”

Everyone present was intimately acquainted with TSSA designations since Ghost Squadron never operated under any lesser classification, and they merely nodded.

As he retrieved the data wafer from his tunic pocket and placed it in one of the conference table’s readers, he relayed what Decker and Bayliss told him.

When he fell silent, Hak grimaced. “I thought I’d heard it all, Skipper, but standing guard on an old, forgotten, weapons of mass destruction cache is a new one.”

“Saves us from endlessly playing practice dummies for the divisional buildup, Top,” Sergeant Painter said. “At this point, a mission, any mission, will be more interesting than handing the MLI their collective heads time after time.”

“True. Although they’ve come a long way since their first lesson courtesy of Erinye Company.”

“Right. Let’s see what we’re facing.” Delgado’s fingers tapped the reader, and the room’s primary display came to life with the image of a planet labeled Keros.

“Airless, in a system with no habitable planets. The scientists say it once had an atmosphere and could probably support life. The crust is unusually rich in strategic minerals, especially around Tyrell Station. Tyrell gets its oxygen and water from underground ice veins.”

A schematic of the mining and smelting installation appeared.

“Pretty primitive, on a par with most such operations in uninhabitable places. The actual work is done by Assenari Mining Corporation under contract with the Fleet. There are four-hundred and fifty civilians — miners, smelter operators, support personnel, and administrators — and one company of Marines to provide security. It’s commanded by a Naval Engineering captain, a four-striper, but an Assenari chief administrator runs the place except for security.”

As Delgado ran through the various views of the installation, Sergeant Testo let out a low whistle.

“That thing is huge. And it can be disassembled and moved? Impressive.”

Delgado nodded. “Whenever they exhaust the ore veins within reach. It’s already shifted several times over the decades. Let’s see what it says here. Mining and smelting operations run twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Workers wear pressure suits in the mines because the shafts and galleries are airless. One ship visits every fourteen days to pick up refined product shot into orbit by a giant railgun. It also lands fresh workers and supplies and takes those whose tour is over back home.”

“Sounds like real fun.” Command Sergeant Saxer made a face. “Must drive the Marine garrison mad. How long do they stay?”

“It says three months at a time.”

“By the Almighty, I hope we don’t stay a full three months.”

Delgado gave him a shrug. “We’ll be there until everything is removed and spend our days carrying out the usual garrison duties. Which could mean knocking rowdy mine operators over the head if they don’t calm down. And, oh. It’ll be as H Company, 3rd of the 42nd, not as Erinye Company.”

“Masquerading as line infantry. Excellent.” Hak let out a soft groan and rolled his eyes.

A lazy grin crossed Delgado’s features. “You may recall my favorite principle of war, Top. Can’t use it if we show potential enemies right away that we’re not ordinary troopers.”

“I suppose so.”

“Let’s talk gear.” 

Delgado turned to Sergeant First Class Testo and his comrade, Bazhukov. 

“Draw a tactical AI from regimental stores. I’d rather not rely on Tyrell Station’s system, just in case it’s been compromised. We’ll set up our own parallel network and node constellation. See what ammo and supplies the garrison already has — it’s supposed to be on the data chip.” He tapped the reader. “We should bring two sets of small arms and munitions, non-lethal for policing and our regular ordnance for combat.”

Bazhukov nodded. “So needlers and scatterguns, then.”

“While the mine is probably well equipped with explosives, detonators, and the like, I also want us to bring our own demolition kits so we can fashion devices that suit combat needs, especially triggers and control mechanisms.”

Another nod. “Got it.”

“Alright, everyone. Go through the material we have. We’ll reconvene right after lunch and go through questions, concerns, and comments. I plan on back-briefing Colonel Bayliss and Decker at sixteen hundred.”

Delgado stood. “Dismissed.”


— Three —

 

Shortly after twenty-two-hundred hours that evening, four large personnel shuttles with Fleet Auxiliary markings, their position lights on and flashing, punched through the low cloud cover and slowly descended for a landing on Fort Arnhem’s parade square. There, Erinye Company waited in three ranks, by troop, each Marine carrying a duffel bag and a heavy backpack and wearing pressurized battle armor. 

All had their visors up, so they could enjoy a few more minutes of fresh air before spending the coming weeks or even months breathing the recycled sort. 

Containers at the edge of the parade ground turned landing strip held ammunition, extra equipment, spare weapons and parts, and a dozen demolition kits. They, and what the Marines carried, would be the sum total of Erinye Company’s holdings for this mission, along with whatever the garrison armory in Tyrell contained.

Moments before the shuttles from CFA Carentan landed, Lieutenant Colonel Bayliss appeared out of nowhere and headed for Curtis Delgado, standing to one side with First Sergeant Hak. Both stiffened when they noticed him.

“Good evening, sir.” Delgado saluted.

“Ready and raring to go?”

“You know us, Colonel. Footloose, fancy-free, and always in the mood for a good fight.”

“Colonel Decker and Admiral Talyn send their best wishes. She wanted to come up and see you off in person, but she was briefing the Grand Admiral on Tyrell Station at twenty-one hundred, with Colonel Decker joining in from his office. Apparently, they’re still at it. Otherwise, he’d be here with me.”

Delgado guffawed. “The Grand Admiral is still in the office this late?”

“You’d be surprised how many of the big shots in the Puzzle Palace routinely work longer hours than you and me.”

“Good thing I’m not destined to become a general. Pushing paper after sunset isn’t my idea of serving the Commonwealth.”

“Nor mine, but unless you purposely screw up, there’s nothing you can do if the Corps wants to pin a star on your collar. Other than refuse, that is. And refusing promotion generally means early retirement. Then what? Sitting on the dock, fishing?” Bayliss gave the younger man a smile that clearly said, not me.

“Didn’t you buy a place south of here — waterfront property in the tropics, if I recall correctly?” Delgado asked, eyes on the shuttles now lowering aft ramps as their thrusters spooled down.

“Sure. And the operative word for that house is vacation, not retirement. At least not in the foreseeable future. The same goes for Colonel Decker and Admiral Talyn, who bought their own place nearby. She has her eyes on the CNI’s job and won’t let Zack go off by himself. And if he doesn’t go, neither will I.” 

Bayliss paused when he heard Delgado’s helmet speakers come to life.

“This is Carentan shuttle flight. Passengers and cargo may now board.”

Bayliss rapped his knuckles on Delgado’s armored shoulder. “Enjoy your mission, Curtis. If someone goes after the payload stash, give them hell.”

“Sir.” Delgado snapped off another salute. Then, he raised his hand over his head and made a wide, circling motion, the signal to mount up.

Well-practiced as they were, Erinye Company’s Marines vanished into the shuttles along with their personal and collective gear, portable containers included, so quickly that Bayliss allowed himself a fatherly smile.

Moments later, the aft ramps rose while thrusters spooled up again. Bayliss watched them lift off and followed the flashing navigation lights until the low cloud cover swallowed the shuttles again.

As always, when seeing off one of his units, he felt a pang of regret that his time leading Marines on missions, combat or otherwise, was over for good. Squadron commanders rarely led from the front nowadays. Operations in the dirty little wars of peace cropping up with alarming frequency were for captains and majors. Of course, that might change if the centralists and their corporate masters upped the ante.

With Erinye Company gone, the entirety of Ghost Squadron was deployed, along with half of B, C, and D Squadrons. The other halves were busy helping the 1st and 2nd Battalions, Marine Light Infantry, and the 2nd Special Forces Regiment ramp up, leaving Bayliss with little to do.

He pulled out his communicator, and, unsure whether Zack Decker and Hera Talyn were still communing with the Grand Admiral, he sent her a brief text message confirming Erinye Company’s departure.

 

**

 

First Sergeant Hak poked his head through the open cabin door.

“Everyone’s settled in, Skipper, and thankfully we’re the only passengers. The facilities are way better than what we normally enjoy aboard Savoyard class Q-ships, so it’ll be a nice, relaxing cruise.” 

He pulled a data wafer from the breast pocket of his black battledress tunic. 

“Here’s the layout of the ship, listing the cabins and their occupants. The working compartments are off-limits, as is the bridge, but I expect the captain will invite you for a tour and at least one meal at his table. You can choose between the passenger’s mess or the ship’s wardroom. Noncoms and junior ranks will use the passengers’ mess. Drinking rules are pretty strict, and they expect us to enforce them. The rest of the details are on there.”

Delgado snorted. “Not that our Erinyes are in the habit of getting loaded, so I doubt it’ll be a problem.”

“One thing, though. The crew members I dealt with gave me the impression they were not overjoyed at this sudden change in plans, which might explain our rather abrupt reception by the hired help. If we’re delaying shore leave, you could get an earful from the captain.”

Civilians working for the Armed Forces crewed Commonwealth Fleet Auxiliaries such as Carentan, a mixed passenger, and freight transport. They weren’t covered by the Code of Service Discipline, though they came under their own rules, stricter than those of the regular civil service.

“I’ll handle our captain. Have no fear, Top. Make sure Metellus sets up a daily training schedule for us. We’ll use the sim facilities this ship offers for more than just fun and games. Ditto for the gym.”

“He already started on that, Skipper.”

“Right then, First Sergeant, let’s take a tour of our little kingdom and see how the peasants are living.” 

Delgado put away his personal tablet and stood. For a moment, he felt naked wearing battledress without his sidearm, but CFA personnel didn’t like passengers carrying weapons aboard their ships. He couldn’t really blame them. Though armed, they were neither designed nor used as operational transports.

 

**

 

That evening — Carentan, like all Fleet vessels, Navy and CFA, operated on universal time, and they’d arrived in what was the middle of the ship’s day — Captain Leung invited Delgado to dine at his table in the wardroom. After settling in, the latter had slept to adjust his internal clock, and he felt sufficiently refreshed for polite conversation.

As Delgado entered the wardroom at the appointed time, a stout spacer in his fifties with black hair and a gray beard stood and held out his hand to greet him. He wore a quasi-naval uniform with merchant rank insignia, the sort where the Navy’s executive curl above the top stripe was replaced by a sharply angled lozenge.

“Major, welcome. I’m Yan Leung.” 

“Curtis Delgado, sir. Thank you for the invitation.”

“Please sit.” Leung indicated the chair across from his. “I always try to dine with the senior officers from among the passengers on our first night out. You felt us go FTL, I presume?”

“No, sir. I was sleeping. When we lifted off from Fort Arnhem, it was after twenty-two-hundred hours local time, and I’m one of the lucky few who isn’t woken up by the transition.”

“I understand you’re from the 42nd Marines.” Leung and Delgado sat back as a steward placed brimming soup bowls in front of them. 

“Yes, sir. H Company, 3rd Battalion.” Delgado picked up a spoon, intrigued by the soup’s subtle aroma.

“First assignment to Tyrell Station?” Leung tasted his and nodded in approval.

“Yes. Is this your first time heading there?”

“Indeed. Any idea what precipitated this sudden assignment? Carentan was due for a few weeks in refit when Fleet HQ laid this trip on us — bring you there and take the current garrison home.”

Delgado gave him a shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine, sir. Keeping those on the sharp end in the dark is SOP. This is excellent, by the way.”

“Thank you. We keep high standards in the galley. Your troopers are enjoying the same food, by the way. And as for being kept in the dark, I’ve been a Fleet Auxiliary spacer for twenty-five years, and it’s always the same. But other than that, I can’t complain. How about you, Major?”

“Can’t complain either.” Delgado gave him a quick grin. “I’m a lifer. This is what I’ll do until they put my sorry ass out to pasture once I hit my promotion ceiling, which might already have happened.”

“Are you an Academy graduate?”

“Mustang, sir. Made command sergeant and took a direct commission to captain.”

“Pardon me for saying so, but you look pretty young for a major who started as a private.”

“You know how it is.” He made a self-deprecating gesture. “Luck, hard work, and being in the right place at the right time. Mostly the latter.”

“And no other officers in your company.”

Another grin. “My CO figured I could handle three months of garrison duty by myself. The others are taking advantage of the situation and catching up on their career courses. I’ll probably spend my downtime on distance learning. Us mustangs need to do things twice as well as Academy grads to be thought half as good. Fortunately, it’s not difficult.”

Leung let out a bark of amused laughter that attracted the attention of the wardroom’s other occupants — a dozen Fleet Auxiliary officers enjoying quiet meals at four-person tables.

“A man after my own heart, Major. I started as an ordinary deckhand and made my way up as well.”

“If it’s not impolite to ask, why the Fleet Auxiliary, sir?” Delgado knew little to nothing about the civilian spacers serving aboard non-combat vessels, transporting people and supplies throughout the Commonwealth.

“And not the Navy, you mean?”

“Or the commercial shipping sector.”

Leung put on a thoughtful expression as he picked up his fork, speared a chunk of meat, and popped it in his mouth. After swallowing, he took a swig of water.

“There are plenty of spacers in my family tree, some of whom served in the Navy during and after the Shrehari War, so you could say wanting to see the galaxy was in my blood. But I couldn’t stomach the idea of boot camp, then trade school, and afterward a five-year hitch under naval discipline. So, once I graduated from high school, I attended one of the merchant spacer training institutes on my homeworld and learned the bosun’s trade. When I received my apprentice ticket, I applied to the major shipping lines and the Fleet Auxiliary.

“They replied first and offered a decent billet, which I took right away. Over the years, I climbed up the ranks, earned my watchkeeping certification, went back to school, and earned my master’s ticket — paid for by the Fleet, mind you. The rest is history. You could say I made a decent career for myself wearing a diamond rather than a loop, without spending my waking hours focused on cutting operational costs at the behest of a shipping line’s head office.” 

He finished his plate, then said, with a wry smile, “I’m a lifer in the Fleet Auxiliary and glad of it. Even if the Navy can send me haring off in all directions at a moment’s notice. But that’s part of the game. We’ll enjoy our time ashore once we’ve delivered you and the unit you’re replacing.”

“So not too many hard feelings aboard?”

“Oh, a fair bit of irritation at first — postponed leave plans will do that — but now that we’re on our way, it’s just another job for the Fleet. We’ll be home with our feet up, watching the sunset, while you’re not even a third of the way through your tour in Tyrell Station.”


— Four —

 

Tyrell Station was stacked along the slope of a sharp rise approximately a kilometer north of a deep canyon that sliced through Keros’ surface for over a thousand kilometers from east to west. Mighty mountain ranges marched both north and south of the canyon for hundreds of kilometers before petering out. 

The outpost was an extraordinary collection of large, standardized, rectangular modules supported and joined by fragile-looking, spidery struts and tubes. It seemed to sit so precariously on the rugged surface that an observer might think it could slide into the canyon at a moment’s notice.

The top level of the installation rose a few stories above the crest and was home to hydroponics modules which ensured a constant supply of fresh air and food. Administrative offices and recreational facilities sat immediately below them. Those modules and the hydroponics were the only part of the installation that received a full twelve hours of sunlight.

Two modules, arranged alongside a flat space of slagged rock, were more prominent than the rest and held the hangar and smelter. A long, spindly, symmetrical construct emerged from the latter at an angle, facing northward — the railgun which sent refined product into orbit for harvesting by the regular supply ship.

As mentioned in the briefing package, four three-hundred millimeter plasma guns, powerful enough to make anything in orbit think twice — the sum total of Tyrell’s outer defenses — sat on the heights surrounding the base. Remotely controlled by the operations center, they weren’t part of the station proper and could only be accessed by personnel wearing pressure suits. 

“You know, Skipper,” Sergeant Testo said, staring at the passenger mess primary display along with every other Erinye, “the only sort of attack we can stop with those oversized peashooters is a head-on assault from space. Anyone planning an attack won’t be stupid enough to do so, at least not without inside help.”

“It’ll be a bitch if we end up fighting.” First Sergeant Hak grimaced. “Those structures look like they couldn’t absorb even the lightest broadside from a sloop.”

“Hence the big guns, Top.”

Before Hak replied, the public address system came to life.

“Marines, prepare for departure. I say again, Marines, prepare for departure.”

As one, Erinye Company’s troopers stood and filed out of the mess, headed for their quarters where pressure suits and packed luggage waited. 

“And so our pleasure cruise is over,” Hak muttered as he followed hard on Delgado’s heels. “Oo-rah!”

By the time Delgado entered the hangar, his company was formed in three ranks, suits buttoned up while the troop leaders checked their Marines to ensure those suits were pressurized and the rebreathers working correctly. Luggage and supply containers were already loaded, and as Delgado appeared, Sergeant Kuzek grabbed his bag and marched off toward one of the shuttles.

Delgado watched as, one by one, the troop leaders reported to First Sergeant Hak, confirming everyone was good to go. When all four, plus the company HQ section — first sergeant included — were ready, Delgado shut his visor and put his suit under pressure so Kuzek could run the usual buddy check.

Once the latter slapped his armored shoulder, Delgado raised his hand and made the mount-up signal. The hangar’s inner airlocks swung shut at that moment while a red warning light began to strobe.

The last to board, Delgado climbed aboard his assigned shuttle and headed straight for the flight deck, where Hak was already settling into one of the spare jump seats. He felt the vibration of the aft ramp closing through the soles of his armored boots and took the other jump seat.

The pilot, also in a pressure suit, received terse commands over the ship’s network from the hangar deck controller as the main space doors opened, leaving a shimmering force field curtain behind to keep the deck’s air from escaping. One by one, the shuttles nosed through that curtain and out into space, initiating a lazy spiral downward.

As they lost altitude, Tyrell Station turned into a dazzling array of light, its metallic and transparent surfaces gleaming under the rays of a setting sun. It looked pretty, a bright jewel nestled in the dark, brooding, airless landscape. But that beauty was cold, uninviting, menacing, even, and Delgado felt a faint shiver go up his spine. 

He was used to missions on habitable worlds, where he and his Marines need not worry about their air supply and a habitat’s pressure integrity. Where they could battle the elements if need be. But a world without an atmosphere was one of the deadliest environments for humans. The slightest mistake might kill, never mind enemy fire. 

 

**

 

Heavy space doors closed as the last of Carentan’s shuttles settled down on the painted landing spot. On one side, a dozen ground vehicles with oversized wheels sat idle under the bright, industrial lighting, along with four tired, old administrative shuttles.

Pressure-suited figures equipped with backpacks, duffel bags, and small arms waited near the inner airlock beside a stack of collective equipment containers. One of them, a man with the three diamonds of a captain on his armored chest, stepped forward, helmet visor raised, and waited patiently for the new arrivals to disembark. 

Delgado climbed out of his craft and headed for the man while lifting his own visor. The other officer noticed the oak leaf wreath around his single diamond and sketched a salute as he came near. 

“Welcome to the hind-end of the universe, sir. I’m Dave Jerrold, Delta Company, 2nd Battalion, 18th Marines, formerly the CO of the Tyrell Station garrison. You can’t imagine how glad I am you showed up before our time here was over. The hardship bonus we receive isn’t worth it, as you’ll find out in the next forty-eight hours or so.”

“Curtis Delgado, H Company, 3rd of the 42nd.”

“Caledonia, eh?” A knowing smile crossed Jerrold’s tired features. “Can I assume we’re handing this place over to you early and unexpectedly because something’s afoot? I’ve heard rumors one of the recon droids found something classified. And if that’s the case, might I venture you’re not from the 42nd, but another, more secretive unit stationed on Caledonia?”

“You may well think so, but I certainly couldn’t comment.”

Jerrold winked at Delgado.

“Seen, sir. Mum’s the word. Anyway, we’ve cleared out the barracks, and as you can see, my people are ready to load up the moment yours disembark. You’ll find one of Tyrell’s admin types standing by that door over there to guide you to your new digs.” He offered Delgado a small plastic box. “These are our logs and all the info you’ll need. You’ll find time crawls by around here, and nothing ever happens.”

“If nothing happens during our tour, then I’ll be happy.”

“Understood, sir. I’m sure the station commander will fill you in on anything you need to know. A final word of caution. As the saying goes, keep your hand on your wallet, your back against a wall, and don’t trust the locals. You’ll understand soon enough. Goodbye.”  

“Enjoy the trip home.”

Jerrold saluted, closed his helmet visor, turned on his heels, and headed for Carentan’s shuttles where his Marines were loading while Hak formed the Erinyes in three ranks by the inner airlock.

Delgado, who also buttoned his suit up again, watched him go. A few minutes later, a klaxon sounded, the space doors opened, and the shuttles filed out. Once they vanished from sight, Delgado walked over to where a slight, pressure-suited figure stood apart from his Marines, waiting patiently.


— Five —

 

“What an ugly place. Sure, I’ve seen worse, but this has to be among the bottom three.”  

Hak shook his head in disgust. The Marine barracks were simply a module filled with wire-mesh cubicles stacked five high like the miners' quarters. Each cubicle measured a bare three meters square. It contained only a cot and a small shelf for personal items. Roll-up blinds provided what little privacy there was. Steel ladders welded to the horizontal beams supporting each level gave access to the upper levels.

At one end of the module, as stark as the rest, lay the showers and latrines. While the toilets provided the customary privacy, the showers and sinks were wide open for everyone to see. The command post, fully enclosed, occupied the other end, along with an armory for spare weapons, ammo, and demolition kits. Personal weapons were kept locked up in each trooper’s cubicle when not carried. But, if nothing else, the place seemed clean, as befit proper Marine barracks. 

Delgado nodded, eying his surroundings.

“No wonder Captain Jerrold wanted to leave this place so fast. Crowded living, no privacy, and no amenities for three months have to be a stretch. Even troopships on long passages offer more comfort. How the hell do civilian workers live like this without losing their minds?”

Hak shrugged. “They must get a much bigger hardship bonus than us. If so, three months in, one week travel, two and a half months at home, one week travel back and do it again until you can retire before the age of fifty. When you look at it that way, it’s worth doing.”

“Not where I come from, but I understand the attraction.”

The first few cubicles on the ground level, close to the command post, were permanently screened off by scrounged sheets of polymer and steel. One was marked Commanding Officer and another First Sergeant. Delgado pushed aside the curtain of what would be his home and walked into what was effectively a suite of three adjoined cubicles, one for sleeping, the other two arranged as an office, complete with a workstation. 

Leaving Hak and the troop leaders to sort out the accommodations and settle the company in, he stripped off his tin suit, carefully hung it on pegs set aside for that purpose, locked his weapons in the rack welded to the cubicle wall, and unpacked, which didn’t take long.

Then he sat at the metal desk, switched on the workstation, and scanned the data dump Jerrold gave him. Breaking up fights, or preventing them in the first place, dealing with the odd narcotics smuggling case — most were never uncovered, in Delgado’s experience — and generally showing the flag seemed to be ninety-nine percent of the garrison’s work. Jerrold also ran a few combat scenarios of the repel boarders kind Marines in warships would practice. But that, in essence, was it.

Delgado found the garrison information node and uploaded Jerrold’s files so everyone else in the company could read them. He saw that Sergeant Testo had already posted the first patrol assignments, which meant his people would be out and about within minutes.

Before he could think about paying the station commander a courtesy visit, Delgado received a summons to report as soon as possible. He checked his battledress uniform to make sure it was presentable and holstered the needler with non-lethal loads police patrols would carry. Then, he put on his sky blue beret with the silver insignia of the 42nd Marines, a stylized thistle surrounded by a band inscribed with the regimental motto Nemo Me Impune Lacessit, No One Provokes Me With Impunity. As mottoes went, Delgado considered it a good one, the sort applicable to their present situation even if it wasn’t the Special Forces own Audeamus — We Dare.
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