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— One —

 

“Major Zachary Thomas Decker, this court-martial has found you guilty on all counts of culpable homicide.  Therefore, I have no choice but to accept the prosecution’s recommendation and sentence you to dismissal with disgrace from the Armed Services and to exile for life.”

The military judge, a Navy captain in black robes, paused to let his words sink in before continuing.

“As a result, you are hereby stripped of your commission, your medals and awards, and your pension.  The provost marshal will take you from this place and put you on the next naval vessel heading for Parth.  There, you will be landed on Desolation Island within sight of a suitable exile settlement, where you will spend the rest of your days.  Upon your arrival on Parth, your dishonorable discharge from the Commonwealth Armed Services will come into effect.  Until that time, you remain subject to the Code of Service Discipline, albeit those sections applicable to a military convict.  Do you understand your sentence?”

“Yes, sir,” Decker barked out, his square features betraying no emotions.

“Do you wish to address the court one last time?”

“No, sir.”

The judge then turned to the panel, five Marine officers in the ranks of major, or lieutenant colonel, recruited from the Corps’ Special Forces units.

“I know it is always distasteful to sit in judgment on a fellow officer, especially a fellow member of a small, elite community of professionals.  The court thanks you for your sterling service and releases you to your regular duties.”

The senior among the five nodded in acknowledgment, and they filed out of the room without giving Decker so much as a parting glance.  He was no longer one of them.

The judge motioned to his clerk.

“Please summon the provost marshal.  This court is dismissed.”

With a final nod at both the prosecution and defense counsels, he vanished into his chambers.  

Decker pivoted on his heels to face the people who’d been sitting behind him throughout the trial — his partner, Commander Hera Talyn; his commanding officer, Captain Konstantin Ulrich, head of Naval Intelligence’s Special Operations Section; and Commander Manfred Yang, Ulrich’s chief of staff.  At that moment, a lieutenant from the Army’s military police branch entered the courtroom via the main doors, accompanied by a pair of muscular sergeants.

Decker removed his uniform tunic, folded it carefully to protect his medals, and handed it to Talyn.

Then, he turned to Lieutenant Commander Ty Buell, his attorney and stuck out his hand.

“Thanks for trying, Ty, but you had it pegged right from the start.  I didn’t stand a chance.”

“Good luck, Decker,” Buell replied.  “And thanks for not being a wise-ass during the proceedings.”

“Prisoner Decker,” the lieutenant said, ignoring the Navy officers, “present your wrists for shackling.”

“I promise I won’t try anything stupid,” Decker replied.

“Nevertheless, you will be shackled.  Present your wrists, or I will have my sergeants seize you.”

Decker gave Talyn a brief glance, only to see her return an almost imperceptible shake of the head.  He grinned at his partner and said, as he held out his hands for the restraints, “As if I’d be dumb enough to resist, darling.”

“That’s still Commander Talyn to you,” Yang growled.  “Prisoner Decker.”

“Take good care of her, Manny,” Decker replied with a wink, knowing how much Yang hated the diminutive form of his first name.

One of the sergeants grabbed him by the biceps and nodded towards the exit.

“Time to go, Decker.”
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— Two —

 

Eight weeks earlier.

 

Two dead bodies where they should have found one live informant told Zack Decker and Hera Talyn their mission had just gone sideways.  The howl of police sirens slicing through the night air meant matters were about to get worse.

“Any idea who they are?”  Talyn asked, eyes scanning the dark, empty second floor of the abandoned riverside factory.

“One of them could be our contact.  The guy on the left fits the description,” Decker replied as he knelt beside the man in question and rifled through his pockets.  “The other?  Not a clue.  But they’re dead thanks to matching third eyes in the middle of their foreheads.”

“Coincidence, or were we set up?”  She walked over to a grimy window and tried to catch sight of the approaching police vehicles.  They would likely come up the slow moving river that snaked through Angelique, Celeste’s planetary capital, like a main circuit cable.

Decker snorted.

“I don’t believe in coincidences.  Someone executed these guys and left them here for us to find while they called it in and summoned the cops.  We’re meant to become murder suspects number one and two.”

“Then we’d better move now.  I can see four skimmers out over the water.  Since they seem to be slowing, odds are they know exactly where to find us and the stiffs you’re molesting.”

“The things I do for entertainment in this job.”  He shifted over to the other body and gave its pockets the same treatment, with the same lack of results, then stood.  “I guess we won’t be swimming for it.”

“I’m not sure I’d want to, anyway.  Between the nasty native life forms and whatever crap they’ve been dumping into the water, it would be hell on my porcelain complexion.”

“Not to mention your stylish togs.  Let’s take the front stairs.”

Talyn and her partner wore the usual space tramp disguise of dark trousers, equally dark jackets loose enough to hide large-bore blasters, black boots, and collarless white shirts.  On this mission, a shiny bald scalp offset by a gray goatee replaced Decker’s sandy hair.  Talyn, in contrast, sported a face made leathery by life in space and a shock of purple locks.  Both moved through the warehouse with the practiced ease of veteran field operatives.

When blue flashing lights flooded through the stairwell’s cracked windows, he risked a glance out at the courtyard.

“The cops have landed.  Looks like two person cars, making it four to one odds.  Shouldn’t be a problem for us.”

“We won’t start a gunfight with the Celeste Gendarmerie, Zack.”

“Who said anything about us starting it?  The buggers have a reputation for itchy trigger fingers.  Helps keep the gangs in check, I suppose.  They’ll be coming through the loading dock which means we’re heading for the street.”

They darted across the ground floor in silence, dodging abandoned machinery.  When they reached the far end, Decker slipped under a half-open rolling service door and out into the damp night.  Something struck the cracked concrete by his side, ricocheting off into the darkness with a muted whine.  He immediately ducked into the shadows, moving on pure instinct.

“Sniper,” he called out in a stage whisper just loud enough for Talyn to hear.  “I figure he’s using a railgun, which means we won’t see a flash.”

Another slug made a divot near his head, forcing him to shift back towards the door.

“Probably trying to keep us from escaping,” she replied in the same tone.  “They want us arrested, not dead.”

“Or the sniper’s incompetent.”  He gathered himself to dash for a rusted garbage container leaning drunkenly into the buckled street when another slug hit the ground squarely in front of him.  The sniper clearly meant it as a warning.  “Nope.”

“The cops are about to move in,” she warned.  “If they have decent sensors, they’ll know where we are soon enough.”

The unseen shooter fired again, and this time the slug smacked into the rolling door above Decker’s head.  A weary grimace tugged at his lips, and he pulled out a worn blaster that couldn’t hold a candle to his preferred Shrehari-built model.

However, he had lost so many of them on missions that his usual supplier refused to give him any more of the hard to find weapons.  He slipped back into the factory and crouched by his partner, placing his lips by her ear.

“Since we can’t go out through here, we’ll have to use the loading dock.  If we’re lucky, maybe we can steal one of the police skimmers and put some distance between us before ditching it.”

“And you intend to punch through a line of cops with no one getting shot how, exactly?”

“Ours not to reason why,” he intoned in a solemn whisper, “ours but to place a few explosive charges.”

Talyn let out a soft groan.

“Why is your default option always to blow something up?”

“You’ve also been known to indulge in recreational detonations, my dear, and I am open to better ideas.”

“Which I don’t have.”  She opened the small satchel at her waist and pulled out several walnut-sized lumps, handing half to Decker.  “Scatter?”

“Scatter.”

They tossed them along the wall on each side of the door, and then she drew her own weapon.

“Shoot high.  If we leave a trail of bodies, it’ll only motivate them to look for us that much harder.  Besides, this isn’t their war.”

Hugging the walls, they made their way back to the other side.  They reached the loading dock at the same time as six armored gendarmes, weapons held at the ready, cautiously entered.  That left two outside.

Visored helmets swiveled left and right, scanning the shadows.  At an unheard command, three of them headed for the stairs, while the rest came towards where Decker and Talyn had taken cover.  The moment those detailed to clear the second story vanished from sight, the Marine squeezed Hera’s hand.  She reached back into the satchel and touched a small remote control device.  The first charge exploded, momentarily lighting up the factory floor as bright as day.

Stunned, the cops stood rooted to the spot for a moment or two, then Talyn fired the next charge, sending them into the stairwell on the heels of their comrades.  She triggered a third for good measure before both operatives rose from their hiding spot and rushed for the exit, Decker in the lead.

A fourth charge went up, and one of the two cops left outside came running through the loading dock door.  The woman bounced off Zack’s broad chest and went tumbling backward, trying to draw her weapon.  As soon as it left her holster, the Marine’s foot came up and sent it flying into the night.

The last of the gendarmes stood by the parked skimmers, arms akimbo, as if unsure about what his eyes saw.

Talyn pointed her weapon at his face and yelled, “On your knees.”  With her other hand, she fired the remaining two charges.

Then, Decker slammed into the hapless cop, knocking him against one of the cars with such force that he slumped to the ground.  Talyn pulled another micro-bomb from her satchel and tossed it into the factory.

She triggered the device at once, to give the six inside more to think about while they climbed aboard a skimmer.  Decker slipped into the driver’s seat and, the moment he saw her sitting beside him, gunned the fans.  The light craft swooped up and around the other skimmers, its nose pointed at the river.

“Where are we headed?”  He asked, taking the car out over the water.

She hesitated for a moment.

“Left, towards downtown.  Find a spot to land as soon as we’re clear of the industrial park.  They’re bound to have remote access to this thing’s controls.  Once our friends back there recover from the shock and awe we served them, they’ll be calling it in.  When that happens, we’ll be taken directly to the cop shop.”

“Roger that.”

A few minutes later, his eyes spied an open, grassy area by the riverbank fronting a seemingly endless expanse of low-rise buildings.  He pointed at it.

“There, for example?”

“It’ll do.”

Decker brought the skimmer down as soon as they cleared the water’s edge and killed the fans.

“End of the line.”

Talyn jumped out with the supple movements of a trained athlete and immediately headed for the nearest alley.  But as Decker put one foot on the ground, the engine started up again, and he dove for safety when the car jumped into the air.  His instinctive Pathfinder’s tuck and roll allowed him to recover with a grace surprising from such a large man.

As he was about to follow his partner, a startlingly loud voice said, “Stop.  You are under arrest for assault and theft of Gendarmerie property.”

It took the Marine a few precious seconds to realize the command didn’t originate with a cop appearing out of nowhere but from the skimmer.  He broke into a ground-eating run, however a glance over his shoulder told him the car was right on his tail.

“I’m about to add damaging Gendarmerie property to that list,” Decker muttered, pulling his blaster from its holster.  He stopped at the mouth of the alley Talyn had taken, turned around, and opened fire on the hovering vehicle, stroking the trigger as fast as he could until the magazine ran out of copper disks.  Without waiting to see if he had disabled it, he resumed his run into the shadows while his hand dove into a jacket pocket and dug out a fresh magazine.

“Over here,” Talyn called out from the doorway of an abandoned tenement.  Decker slowed, realizing the cop car no longer bathed the blind alley walls with flashing blue lights.

“We need to keep moving.”

“Of course.”  She turned and entered the building.  Decker gave the alley one last look and then followed.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if this old housing complex has a decent maze of connecting corridors,” she said.  “They always do.  It allows the inhabitants to escape come roundup time.  Some of the fine deportee specimens we met on Garonne could easily have lived here.”

“I’ll take a wild guess and say some asshole betrayed us again,” he stated in a conversational tone as they made their way through the complex.  Both wore night vision glasses that allowed them to see their way in complete darkness.  “This is the third operation in a row that’s gone tits-up, and no one in this business has that much bad luck.  Someone who doesn’t like us got information that should have been kept close-held.  Not even we knew who the contact was ahead of time, yet we found him neatly executed, along with an equally dead companion.”

“If that was him.”

“Granted, but that doesn’t change the fact another mission was somehow compromised.  We sure as heck didn’t shoot ourselves in the foot this time around, just as we didn’t the two previous times.”

Talyn stopped at an intersection of three corridors and, glancing at a handheld sensor, oriented herself.

“This way.”

A small creature skittered across the broken floor, spooked by the two humans.  They resumed walking.

“We have to change faces before showing up anywhere that’s covered by surveillance cameras,” he said.  “Or at least I have to.  Whoever took remote control of that damned skimmer got a real good look at my ugly mug.”

“We both should.  Someone’s shopped us to the cops, and it’s a given our pictures will do the rounds soon if they haven’t already.  Once we’re other people, we need to leave Celeste without further ado.”

“That’ll be the trick.  Did you leave anything with sentimental value in our room?”

“Other than my new face?  No.  Do you have a new face in your pocket, sweetie?”  She smirked at him.

Decker swore.

“I guess we’ll have to risk the fleabag hotel.”

Faint light began to trickle through the darkness ahead.  Talyn looked at her sensor readout again.  “We’re nearing the other side of this complex.”

“Let’s hope the cops aren’t waiting for us, because this time, the non-lethal approach won’t work.  I doubt they’ll be gentle with someone vicious enough to shoot at a perfectly defenseless skimmer.”

“Celeste doesn’t have a law against killing artificial intelligences, as I recall.”

“It doesn’t have a law against killing intruders either,” a raspy voice called out from beyond a darkened corner, “and you’re intruding.”

“I thought you said this place was empty,” Decker said to his partner.

“Did you hear me mention rats?”  She tucked the sensor in a pocket and reached for her blaster.  “Even those of the talking variety?”

“Fair enough.”  Then, in a louder tone, while also reaching for his weapon, he said, “We don’t want trouble, little buddy, and neither do you.  We’ll just make our way out of here, okay?”

“Too bad you don’t want trouble because you found it anyway.  Getting out will cost you a tax for using our place.”

Decker heard people move on either side of the next intersection, and then behind them.  He nudged Talyn, and they placed themselves back to back, Decker facing forward.

“Last chance to let this end peacefully,” he said.  “I played with guys like you on Garonne, and they didn’t like the way it ended.”

“Oh yeah?”  Their unseen interlocutor said.  “I was on Garonne during that shit.  They sent us back here in the hold of a cargo ship.  If you were one of the fuckers who ruined the good thing I had, my new tax will be your balls, little buddy.”

“I guess he can’t see me,” Decker whispered to his partner.

“And he doesn’t know your balls belong to me,” she replied.

“It ain’t my balls that belong to you, sweet cheeks.  Never confuse what I do with what I have.  Time to head for the exit.”  He raised his voice so the others could hear.  “Oh, and when it concerns anything attached to my body, sunshine, molon labe.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, shithead?”

“Another failure of the educational system,” Decker said in a sad voice.  “But then, Celeste isn’t known for growing geniuses.  It’s Greek, dumbass.  It means come and take them.”

The man chortled.  “I do believe I will.  At ‘em guys.”
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— Three —

 

Dark figures emerged from passages on either side of them.  Their knives gleamed dully in the faint light that seeped through the tenement cluster’s rabbit warren.

“Last chance,” Decker said.  “Let us go and no one gets hurt.”

“I admire your determination to avoid leaving a body trail,” Talyn whispered in an urgent tone.  “But every minute we spent here is another minute the cops have to find us.”

“In that case, when ready, fire,” he replied, stroking his blaster’s trigger repeatedly, sending bright plasma shots into the cluster of semi-feral welfare rats.  Low coughs behind him spoke of Talyn following suit.  Seconds later, the corridor rang out with agonized screams and wails, then with the slap of running feet.

“No good on Garonne, even crappier here.  Coups de grâce?”  Decker asked.

“Only if you’re feeling bloodthirsty, big boy.  They won’t be running to the nearest Gendarmerie post, so there’s no point in wasting ammo.”

Stepping over both moaning and eerily silent bodies, Decker and Talyn made their way to the dimly outlined exit unmolested.  She stuck her head through the doorway.

“Either they have better camouflage skills than most cops, or we’re clear.”

“I’ll take clear for five hundred creds.”

“So will I.  Let’s go.”

The street’s smattering of nightlife was mostly in the form of vagrants clustered around fires or dealers of various noxious substances strolling lazily back and forth, peddling their wares.  No one gave two rough looking characters with death in their eyes a second glance.  No one dared.

Their inn sat in that gray zone between Angelique’s slums and its barely respectable fringe.  It was a hotel that took creds, not names, and gave the Gendarmerie just enough cooperation to stay open but not enough to see its customers spend the night in cells.

Yet even that thin veneer of deniability shattered into a thousand shards when a pair of skimmers, lights flashing, pulled up by the front door.  Decker and Talyn, now sharing little resemblance with the wanted fugitives, other than general build, slipped out the back with their compact travel bags.

“They closed in on fleabag central pretty fast, did you notice?”  He asked as they walked along the darkened boulevard, seemingly nothing more than lovebirds looking for a secluded spot to scratch an itch.  “It could be a coincidence, but since there are four dozen places like it in this area alone, my bullshit detectors are howling like banshees.”

She didn’t answer right away, leading them into a more respectable area of Angelique where cops didn’t take kindly to the barely civilized products of the slums.

“It can only mean someone tagged us the moment we stepped off the shuttle, if not the moment we stepped onto the orbital station.  Charming.”  Talyn made a disgusted face.  “Let’s hope our new faces will throw off the hunt until our ship goes FTL.”

“Let’s hope they outlast the prowler that just turned the corner.”

He indicated a slow moving Gendarmerie skimmer that had turned onto the avenue behind them.  It passed without stopping though Decker was sure their new faces had joined countless others in the Celeste Gendarmerie’s database.

“How about we find a twenty-four-hour diner?”  He suggested.

“Thinking with your stomach again?”

“After the complaining you’ve done about me thinking with my other brain, this ought to be a welcome change.”

She snorted.

“It depends on my mood, sweetheart, but I suggest we get to the spaceport sooner rather than later and find our way back into orbit.  There’s bound to be a ship with an empty cabin leaving Celeste within the next few hours.  At some point, they’ll widen the net, and we can’t afford anyone subjecting our refreshed identities to a biometric scan.  Especially if there’s a traitor still floating around.  He or she will know by now we slipped the noose.”

“Spaceport food?  I guess my stomach can handle overpriced reconstituted crap once in a while, even if I had my heart set on a greasy spoon’s all night breakfast special.”

“Speaking of eating crap.”  Talyn nudged her partner in the ribs with a sharp elbow.  “I thought your body was supposed to be a temple.”

“Why bother?  It has only one worshiper.”

“Sorry, big boy.  I don’t do crowd scenes.”  They turned the street corner, and she pointed at a garishly lit Angelique Transport Commission sign above a staircase disappearing beneath the sidewalk.  “I won’t hold my breath hoping this metro line goes to the spaceport, but it should take us to the one that does.”

At this time of night, the subway station was empty, making them feel conspicuous as they stood on the platform by themselves.  Talyn studied the map and grimaced.

“We’ll have to switch lines at the central hub downtown.”

“Where we’ll no doubt find a fully-staffed Gendarmerie office, specialized in tracking fugitives through this excellent public transit system.”

“You are hungry, aren’t you?”  She smirked at the Marine.  “Otherwise you wouldn’t be such a pessimist.”

An automated, cylindrical pod whooshed out of the darkened tube and came to a smooth halt.  It too was devoid of passengers.

“Looks like we’ll be traveling in complete privacy,” Decker said stepping aboard the car.  “Want to make out?”

“Hungry and horny.  Be still, my beating heart.”

“Mock me all you want,” he replied as darkness swallowed the pod once more.  “But having healthy appetites makes for a good life.”

The central hub wasn’t much busier, but the sparse crowd included two patrolling cops who scrutinized everyone with the same suspicious stare.  To Decker’s relief, they made no move to intercept them on the way to the spaceport line’s platform.

“So far our new faces are doing the job,” he murmured.

“Let’s hope our luck holds.”  She nodded at one of the ubiquitous displays running news segments.  Images of them in their earlier incarnations stared out at viewers with malevolent eyes.

“The Celeste Gendarmerie,” an airbrushed female presenter said, “is in pursuit of these two unidentified individuals.  They are suspects in the execution-style murder of two men.  The Gendarmerie believes they killed several homeless people in a gun battle, resisted arrest, used unlawful explosives, and stole Gendarmerie equipment.  The fugitives, a man and a woman, are to be considered armed and extremely dangerous.  Citizens are to report any sightings at once but should not, under any circumstances, approach them.”

When the presenter segued to the next news item, Decker grunted.

“Manny will have a field day chewing us a new one when this little contretemps makes it to his ears.”

Commander Manfred Yang, responsible for the Special Operations Section’s day-to-day activities, never missed a chance to point out Decker’s flaws as an operative.  His opinion that the Marine was a loose cannon in a job requiring the utmost circumspection had become a familiar refrain.

“Bugger Manny,” she replied.  “And before you say it, I meant that figuratively.  He’ll have other problems to deal with once we’re home.  Prominent among them will be figuring out how a mission only we, the boss, and a few others, Manny included, were supposed to know about, was blown.”

Decker saw movement out of the corner of his eyes.

“Uh-oh.”

“What?”

“The cops are headed this way.  Perhaps they want a closer look.”

“Watching the newscast could have triggered something.”  She checked the nearest status board.  “Our train is due in twenty seconds.”

Decker pulled Talyn into a close embrace and kissed her with as much obvious passion as he could, hoping the public display of affection would momentarily throw off the gendarmes.  He held her until the distinctive whoosh of an arriving pod reached his ears.

They boarded, and when the train started moving again, he glanced back at the cops.  One watched them leave, while the other, eyes averted, spoke with an invisible third party.

“I bet we’ll see friends of theirs at every station on this line,” he said, voice pitched low so the other passengers scattered throughout the pod couldn’t hear.

“Of course.  We’re traveling through, or rather beneath the nicer part of Angelique, where a visible police presence reassures the citizenry that riffraff from the riverfront district will behave.”

“Cynic.”

“Try to enjoy the ride, Zack.  Once we reach the spaceport, things might turn hectic.”

When their train pulled into the line’s brightly lit terminus, Decker nudged her, then pointed at the window with his chin.  “We might be in luck.  No cops, just a couple of bored national guard grunts.”

“And how is that lucky?”  The doors opened, disgorging them onto the platform along with two dozen others.  “They could have deployed the local guard unit because the Gendarmerie’s overly busy.”

“Or it could be a training exercise, or the guard relieved the cops working here so they could join the hunt for two criminal fugitives.  But what I meant was when did you last see cops and soldiers play nice?  It always takes ten times as long for information to trickle through.”

They emerged in a vast departures hall, but instead of heading for one of the booking terminals, Talyn changed course, aiming them at a sign that advertised rooms by the hour for tired travelers

“Notice there are more soldiers than civilians?”  She asked when Decker fell into step beside her.

“Yep.”

“I just felt someone walk over my grave.  Call it paranoia if you want, but my gut is screaming at me to activate the last resort.  That hot-sheet hotel will give us the privacy we need.”

Decker refrained from grimacing, but he chose not to question her instincts.  They had saved his life often enough.  However, this would be the first time they used their last resorts.  Cover identities carefully built-up by agents themselves, they were unknown even to Naval Intelligence, so that any possible traitors in their own ranks couldn’t sell out operatives on the run.  Difficult to create, last resorts were used only when situations turned dire.

She paid for a room with anonymous cred chips and once behind closed doors, pulled out a tiny jammer that would disable any sensors in the vicinity.  They worked quickly to remove all vestiges of their current appearance, becoming different people, down to the cut and color of their clothes.

“I think we might have to dispose of the weapons as well,” she said examining herself in the mirror.  “With that many soldiers roaming the terminal, they’ll be extra careful at the security checkpoint.”

“Why?  Gun ownership is legal here, and it’s not as if they can do ballistic matching with blasters, anyway.  I’d rather take the chance they find mine than risk being without it at the moment I most need a weapon.  Explaining why I have a gun fetish is easier to survive than trying to dodge incoming fire.  Besides,” he picked up his travel bag, “if you’ll recall, this baby has a little hidden inner pocket designed to fool sensors.  My blaster should fit.”

Talyn recognized the mulish glint in his eyes and shrugged.

“Okay, big boy.  We’ll play it your way, but make damn sure said pocket is properly sealed.  If they get the idea there’s something hidden, the fun will begin, especially once they ask themselves why an honest business traveler would be carrying a valise with false compartments.”

Decker examined his partner in silence for a few moments.

“You really are spooked by something, aren’t you?  It’s been a long time since you tried teaching me how to suck eggs.”

“Don’t ask for an explanation.  Accept that my survival instincts have gone into overdrive in a way you’ve never seen before.  The last time I had this feeling, I barely escaped an agonizing and ugly death.”

“Hence the last resort.”

She nodded.

“We were set up and then thoroughly betrayed, Zack.  Until we’re away from Celeste, whoever did it to us will try everything they can to close the trap.  We only escaped because they underestimated your propensity for crazy solutions to hopeless situations.”

He grinned at her.

“As one of my instructors used to say, any problem can be solved with the proper application of high explosives.  Cheer up, sweetheart.  Bad guys have tried to kill me more often than I can remember.  They died instead.  Think of me as your good luck charm.”

Talyn reached up and patted him on the cheek, smiling.

“Never change Zack.  I don’t know what I’d do without your good-natured yet disturbingly bloodthirsty view of life.”

He wiggled his eyebrows.  “Speaking of life…

“And you ruined the moment once again.”  She backhanded him on the arm.  “Let’s make sure we’re good and ready, and then find a shuttle for the orbital station.”

Ten minutes later, two unexceptional business travelers stood at a booking terminal, trying not to show any visible relief when it accepted their last resort identities.  Security barely slowed them, and they reached a dingy waiting area shortly after that.

Decker experienced a surge of fear when he spied a squad of soldiers accompanied by a gendarme come towards them moments before boarding the shuttle.  But the cop’s eyes didn’t rest on him or Talyn for more than a second.  Then, the group marched by, headed further along the concourse.

“I think we might have achieved a clean break,” he whispered in her ear when the shuttle’s entry port slammed shut.

“Are you forgetting the station’s a closed environment where we won’t have much of a chance to dodge anyone?”

“Keep being this cheerful, my dear and I’ll have to shift my charm initiative into overdrive.”

“Threats won’t help.  Now shush and enjoy the moment.”

She settled back in her seat and closed her eyes.

They docked at the orbital station ninety minutes later after a routine flight.  Decker felt his tense shoulder muscles relax when they made it to the promenade deck without anyone giving them a second glance.  They found another booking terminal and scrolled through the available ships.

“The next departure is in two hours, but it’s headed for the Rim.  Not ideal.”  Talyn grimaced.

“If we lie low for twelve hours, we can take this one.”  He pointed at the screen.  “It’s headed in the right direction.  I know you’re in a hurry to leave.  But taking a roundabout route that adds two weeks to our travel time means another two weeks of missions going tits-up elsewhere.  The boss needs to hear of our joyful experience as soon as possible.  We’ll take a room, relax, and have a drink.  Maybe eat some food healthy enough for the temple that is my body.  Play a little.”

She looked up at him with a wry smile, right eyebrow cocked.

“Let me see, that would be beer, steak and me, hopefully in that order, right?”

He winked.

“Can’t fool you for long, can I?  Tell you what, check your gut, and see if it still senses impending doom.  If yes, we’ll take the earlier ship.”

Talyn pursed her lips, then, with a shake of the head, she said, “Let’s book the later one and hope they’re still chasing after shadows in Angelique.  You’re right.  We have to return home and kick the spy catchers into high gear.”

“Beer, steak, and haunch of Hera it is.”  He gave her a wolfish smile.  “Fortunately, I spy with my little eye a member of the Excelsior chain of orbital hotels, famous for their room service and their spacious beds.”
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— Four —

 

Captain Ulrich’s expression, never cheerful to begin with, had become grimmer with each passing moment as he listened to Commander Yang debrief Talyn and Decker.  They had landed on Caledonia a few hours earlier after an uneventful trip and now wore their usual faces and uniforms.

“I’ve known you for how long now, Hera?”  He asked.  “Well over twenty years?  And I’ve never seen you break out a last resort.  That alone worries me because you have some of the best instincts in the business.”

“Except when it comes to partners,” Yang muttered, earning a hard look from his commanding officer.

“There’s no getting around it, sir,” she replied.  “We have a serious leak somewhere.  The only people who should have known about the mission’s most intimate details are in this room.  Yet we walked into a trap.  Yes, the informant could have been careless, but there’s no doubt someone targeted us.  We were meant to either die in a shootout with the Gendarmerie or end up in custody, charged with murder.  And we know how easy it is to terminate someone in jail while making it appear like an inmate on inmate killing.”

Ulrich sighed, something neither of them had ever witnessed before.

“This might explain why Kotto and Darien vanished without a trace,” he said, naming two of the section’s other officers.  “We last heard from them when they arrived in Hadley four weeks ago.  Since then, nothing.  The Pacifica police are even more ruthless and less concerned with human rights than their Celestan counterparts, so if someone pulled a similar stunt on them...”

“Considering that neither Kotto nor Darien have Zack’s genius for escaping with guns blazing,” Talyn replied, “it could well be they weren’t able to play their last resort.  They might be dead by now.  We were lucky in many respects, sir.”

“Me being a loose cannon as usual probably helped,” Decker added, winking at Yang.  The chief of staff scowled in return.

“No doubt.”  Ulrich nodded.  “Manfred, we should reach out to the other teams and warn them they might be compromised.”

“Half of the teams aren’t reachable by any means, unfortunately.”  Yang looked like he had bitten into a sour lemon.  “If there is action afoot to wipe us out, it’ll jeopardize a lot of intelligence operations.”

Decker grunted.  “Smert Shpionam.”

“What now?”  Yang stared at him with a bemused expression.

“Death to spies.  It’s Russian — the motto of a Second World War counterintelligence organization in Communist Russia called SMERSH.”

Talyn chuckled.

“That’s my partner.  A veritable fount of obscure historical trivia.  Glad to see you’ve added useless data about our line of business to your fund of military knowledge.”

“Useless?  Please, my dear Commander Talyn.”  Decker blew her a kiss, mostly to annoy Yang.  “Remember the great George Santayana?  He famously said those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

“Two pieces of historical trivia in one conversation.  We are truly blessed.”  Her sardonic grin vanished, leaving behind a thoughtful mien.  “What if the big guy with the glib aphorisms is actually on to something, sir?”

A cold smile tugged at the corners of Ulrich’s mouth.  “For someone who hasn’t been a field agent long, our Marine is perceptive, I’ll grant you that.  Perhaps there is a concerted effort to eliminate Naval Intelligence’s most capable operatives.  We’ve given the Coalition enough bloody noses in the last few years to leave a mark.  You two, in particular, have cost them billions.”

Decker nodded.

“I also wouldn’t be surprised if our tacit agreement with the Sécurité Spéciale to avoid hunting each other’s operatives was no longer in effect.  We’ve given them just as many bloody noses along with a growing list of dead agents, never mind they died in action rather than through assassination.  And what happened to us on Celeste was just that, an assassination attempt with a layer of plausible deniability.”

“You don’t sound particularly worried, Zack,” Ulrich remarked.

The Marine gave a nonchalant half shrug.

“If I was afraid of dying, I’d have stayed home on the farm instead of enlisting in the Corps.  When it’s my time, it’ll be my time, but the Grim Reaper better be ready for a fight.”

Talyn chuckled.

“I can almost picture you taking away his scythe to cut him down instead.  Just promise you’ll do that before he takes me.”

“Since we’re both still here, I’d say so far, so good.”  He looked at Ulrich again.  “Sir, I think something larger is going on.  Sure, it feels like we’re walking around with targets on our backs.  But the community of Fleet folks who routinely blow up Coalition schemes is more than just this section.  I’m talking about the conventional intelligence units, my Special Forces friends, regular Pathfinders even.  Maybe someone’s targeting them as well in a wider campaign to cripple the Fleet’s covert operations capacity.  We ninja spooks are just one part of a larger team.”

“If we accept this death to spies fancy of yours, that is,” Yang said.

Ulrich raised a hand to still his chief of staff and gave Decker a quizzical frown.

“What brought on that leap of logic?  Not that I either agree or disagree right now, but indulge my curiosity for a moment.”

The Marine’s square face took on a thoughtful expression.

“It’s a gut feeling, sir, nothing more.  But looking back at the last two or three years, I can almost sense a wider pattern of sorts.  We’ve always known there’s a low-level cold war between the Fleet and various factions inside and outside the government.  What if someone decided to turn up the heat?  It would explain a few things.”

An uneasy silence followed Zack’s statement, and then Talyn said, “Huh.  I guess my partner is developing the right instincts.  I think he may be on to something, Captain.  Since we’re grounded for a few weeks, how about Zack and I go through the list of operations gone wrong?  And the list of people in the wider covert ops community who disappeared or died over the last few years?  We’re one of the rare sections with broad enough access to classified information, so I don’t think anyone has so far tried to map out disparate events and find connections.”

“Somehow, I can’t see Major Decker as a desk analyst,” Yang said.  “He doesn’t have the training, and even your days riding data streams are long behind you.”

“Actually, Commander,” Decker replied with a sweet smile, “if anyone around here can analyze Special Forces and Pathfinder covert ops gone wrong, it’ll be me.  Hera can take care of the spook cases.”

Before Yang could utter a retort, Ulrich nodded.

“Make it so.  Let’s see if there’s a pattern or if Major Decker’s historical fancies are nothing but vapor.”

 

*

 

“And another one.”  Decker looked up from his screen at the large display covering one wall of the room they had taken over for their analysis.  A new name winked into existence in the column ‘Spec Ops Personnel,’ joining others who had a notation indicating deceased.  This one didn’t.

“She’s the first exception I found.  Contrary to the others, she might still be alive.”

Talyn and Decker had so far come up with the names of over one hundred individual members of the wider covert operations community who vanished or died under suspicious circumstances during the last twenty-four months.  In addition, Decker had compiled a depressingly long list of failed Special Forces and Pathfinder missions, joining the failed intelligence operations itemized by Talyn.

“Ariane Redmon,” Talyn said, glancing at the newest addition to Decker’s so-called Smert Shpionam list.  She looked down at her screen again and tapped it.  “Former major, 1st Special Forces Regiment.  Dismissed from the Armed Services in disgrace and condemned to exile.  Classified court-martial.  I assume you obtained access to that file?”

“Yep.  And it looks screwier than catching the boss in a tutu.”

“I assume by the boss,” a deep voice boomed from the door, “you mean your immediate superior, Major?”

Decker swiveled his chair around and grinned at Captain Ulrich.

“Hera in a tutu is a frightening thought, sir.”

“Indeed.”  Ulrich scanned the crowded display.  “Are these names and operations associated with inexplicable events?  Or at least events you consider to present suspicious features?”

“Yes.”  Talyn nodded.  “They represent about half of the files we’ve examined so far.”

“And do you see a pattern yet?”

“No, sir,” she replied

“I disagree,” Decker said.  “There’s a pattern.  It’s just not obvious.”

“Oh?”  Both Ulrich and Talyn turned to stare at the Marine.

“None of the disappearances, incidents, accidents, and failed operations are linked in a manner that would attract our attention or that of our counterintelligence colleagues across the hall.”

“Sorry, Zack,” Talyn said, shaking her head.  “I’m not following you.”

“The covert ops community is relatively small in the grand scheme of things, right?  We’re pretty much only two degrees of separation from each other, three at most, including Tier One and Tier Two Special Forces.”

“Sure.”  Talyn sat back, a thoughtful expression transforming her severe features.

“So it stands to reason that among almost a hundred and fifty suspicious incidents involving the covert ops community, we should find a few that show obvious connections.  Stuff like a Pathfinder Squadron NILO vanishing right before a combat drop that turns into a disaster, for example.  So far, nothing has cropped up, and we’re both smart enough to detect connections when we come across them.”

This time, Ulrich nodded.

“I see what you’re getting at, Major.  If there is a concerted effort directed at covert ops, they’ve taken pains to keep individual actions compartmentalized.  It prevents folks such as us from noticing that different events are tied together.  Of course, some would say the notion reeks of paranoia.”

“Even paranoids have enemies, sir,” Decker pointed out.  “But if I wanted to cripple the Fleet’s covert warfare capabilities with no one noticing, this is how I’d do it.  Don’t carry out actions which, if taken together, might alert a sharp analyst.  Keep it nicely spread out until you’re in a position to go for the jugular.”

“If you’re correct, then what actually frightens me,” Ulrich said after a moment of silent reflection, “is that we — Naval Intelligence writ large — didn’t realize we’re under attack.”

“There’s no ‘if’ about it, sir.  Someone’s revived a version of SMERSH, or at least its underlying idea.”  Decker waved at the crowded display.  “I doubt we’re looking at just one or two traitors in the ranks.  It takes a lot more to do this much damage.  We need to sort it out before we’re too far gone to fight back.”

When Ulrich didn’t respond, he continued.

“Okay, maybe it sounds like I’m smoking wacky weed here.  But tell me, Captain, in your time with intelligence, have you ever seen this sort of butcher’s bill in such a short period?  And if not, ask yourself why a dumbass Marine is pointing out something that should trigger alarms all over the place, especially in the counterintelligence division.  Yet no one’s said a word.  This isn’t just failure to realize we’re under attack, sir.  It’s fucking treason, in this very building, under the Chief of Naval Intelligence’s nose.”

Talyn grimaced.

“On further consideration, I’m afraid Zack, who’s the furthest thing from a dumbass Marine I know, could be right.  He has a different way of looking at things.  It probably stems from not being tainted by years in this business.  But where does that leave us?  I can’t even see a single straw I can grasp.”

Ulrich pulled up a spare chair and sat at the room’s single table, forehead creased in thought.

“I’m about to let my inner paranoid out for a breath of fresh air and order you to keep your theories, and the results of your analysis restricted to us three and Manfred.  No one else is to know we’re investigating.  Now, as to grasping at straws, you were about to discuss a case with differences from the others, Major?”

“Yes, sir.  Ex-Major Ariane Redmon.  She was the 1st Special Forces Regiment’s S-3, responsible for operations.  A year ago, the military police charged her with twenty counts of culpable homicide.  They supposedly stemmed from a classified operation during her time as officer commanding C Squadron.  A closed, classified court-martial found her guilty.  She was dismissed with disgrace from the Armed Services and condemned to exile for life on Desolation Island.”

“How does this tie in with the rest?”  Ulrich asked.  “Most of the people on your list have vanished without a trace or died under suspicious circumstances.”

“There’s too much wrong with the case file.  First, no member of the Special Forces has ever been charged with culpable homicide for something that happened on operations.  People die during missions, sometimes even innocent civilians.  But the one thing the Special Forces do well, is keep nut cases with a defective sense of morality out of the unit.  I can’t see someone make major in the Special Forces Regiment and have a lapse of judgment severe enough to cause the wanton killing of twenty civilians.  It simply doesn’t happen.”

“Exceptions will always exist, Zack,” Talyn said.

“Not like this.  But as they say — wait, there’s more.  The charges came unexpectedly almost three years after the incident and the indictment doesn’t list a complainant.  It’s as if this materialized through sheer magic.  The charges claimed Redmon ordered an operation against a suspected guerrilla hideout, knowing full well beforehand they would need to kill those twenty civilians to reach the target, hence the term culpable.”

He took a deep breath and exhaled before continuing.

“Going back to my first point.  No Marine in the Special Forces Regiment would ever, under any circumstances, engage in the wanton killing of innocents.  They’d either scrub the mission or reconfigure it.  It can happen by accident, sure, but never with full foreknowledge.  How long do you think it would take the troops to figure something was wrong?  They’d abort and withdraw in an instant, and then report and I mean make a formal statement, for the record.  Yet it took three years for this to surface?”

“Okay, now I’m interested,” Talyn said, cocking an eyebrow.

“It gets better.  The defense witnesses denied that these civilians even existed.  To a man, they testified the casualties were guerrillas and stated that they’d taken extensive imagery along with weapons and equipment as proof.  But when her defense lawyer tried to obtain the visuals from the mission log, said records had vanished.  The prosecution, however, provided evidence to the contrary, although none of the witnesses from C Squadron recognized a shred of it.”

Decker shook his head.

“You’d think that would have been enough for reasonable doubt, but no.  The court found Redmon guilty.  Strangely, no one laid charges against the troopers who allegedly pulled the trigger, even though the excuse of having merely followed orders went out of fashion a few centuries ago.  Not to mention that special operators are held to a higher standard precisely because they so often find themselves in morally ambiguous situations.”

“So you’re saying this Redmon was falsely accused and condemned?”  Ulrich asked.

“Sure looks that way.  No one up the chain of command seems to have questioned the findings and leave to appeal was denied within hours.”

“Assuming someone railroaded her, how does that fit with your Smert Shpionam theory?”

“Redmon was S-3 of the Special Forces Regiment.  She had a finger on the pulse of every special op carried out by her unit, and only the smartest get that sort of responsibility.  It made her a high-value target, considering how closely our lot works with her former unit.”

Ulrich nodded.

“Plausible.  What do you propose doing with this information?”

Decker gave him a lazy grin.

“I’m due for a visit up the road to Fort Arnhem anyhow, and I believe my partner here is about to lose her NILO qualification if she doesn’t do a refresher jump.  While we’re there, I want to exchange a few quiet words with the folks of C Squadron and anyone else involved.”

“You know participants in a classified court-martial can never speak of anything related to it, witnesses included, right?”  Talyn asked.

“These are my people, honey,” he replied.  “If Redmon’s been screwed over, they’ll be waiting for someone like me to show up and ask about the truth.  Or was that question really to hide the fact you’re not happy with the notion of jumping?”

“Captain Ulrich’s presence prevents me from giving you the reply you deserve.  But if he doesn’t object, then sure, let’s take a road trip and visit your crazy friends who voluntarily step off perfectly good shuttles in low orbit.  I haven’t enjoyed the warm comfort of a pressure suit in a while anyhow.”
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— Five —

 

“Well, well, well, the prodigal son returns.  It’s like we can’t keep him away,” a loud voice boomed when Decker and Talyn climbed out of their aircar on the doorstep of the Pathfinder School.  “Did you lose your dagger again, Major, sir, or is it time for your semi-annual qualification jump?”

Decker turned and glowered at a dark-skinned, bearded man with a sergeant major’s starbursts on his sleeves and gold Pathfinder wings on his chest.

“Neither your looks nor your manners have improved since the last time, you reject from a gargoyle factory.”  The two men grasped each other by the forearms.  “I understand you’ve been lying to the newbies about me.”

“They wouldn’t have believed the truth, so I had to make things up.  You know how it is.”  Joshua Bayliss gave Decker a wicked grin.  “How are you, buddy?”

“One still hanging lower than the other.  You?”

“Never better, even if every crop of trainees tries to kill me.”

They let go, and Bayliss turned to Talyn.

“How about you, Commander?  It’s been a while since we’ve seen you around here.  Is Zack becoming a proper spook?”

“I don’t think he’ll ever lose his appetite for blowing things up, and we spies need to be discreet, so I have to say no.”

“You’ve played with high explosives often enough, my dear Commander,” Decker said.  “Besides the last time I was indiscreet with firepower, it blew our asses out of the frying pan and into a shuttle, so I see no basis for complaint.”

Bayliss snorted.

“Nope.  He hasn’t changed a bit.  What brings you two here?”

“Some not so ancient history, Josh.  We need to speak with a few folks who were in C Squadron under Ariane Redmon.  And maybe Hera and I can do a few jumps with whatever class you’re running.  Even spies like us need to stay current.  You never know when the best way in is from above.”

“Or Zack could, while I watch from the ground, like a good NILO,” Talyn said.

“Every Naval Intelligence liaison officer goes through the basic course nowadays, Commander, not just the ones working in special operations,” the school sergeant major replied, giving Zack a conspiratorial wink.  “If you want to keep the qualification current, you need to keep your jump status current.”

When Talyn saw Decker nod with enthusiasm, she groaned.

“This is a conspiracy.  I don’t know how you two cooked it up, but I surrender.”  She gave her partner an evil glare that promised retribution.  “By all means, let’s take a detour twenty kilometers above the surface before we conduct our real business here.  But someone will owe me.”

“I’ll pay whatever I have to,” Decker replied.  “Seeing your cheerful face on the shuttle will keep me in smiles for a long while.”

“You want to spend time in the simulator first?”  Bayliss asked.

Decker nodded.

“We’d better.  If you can slip us in tomorrow morning and reserve a shuttle for the afternoon that would be excellent.”

“Done.  I’ll even be your jumpmaster.  It’s been a while since I had a little fun without worrying about knobs thundering in because they couldn’t find the spare’s release.  Will you do your manners with the CO?”

“Of course.  Is he in?”

Bayliss shook his head.

“Not right now.  He’s out in the field observing the command Pathfinder course finals.  A good crop this time around.  There’s even a couple from our old outfit.  Come by after breakfast tomorrow.  I’m sure he’ll be glad to buy you a coffee and chew the fat.  You too, Commander.  Where are you bunking, by the way?”

“In your lines, where else?  The 1st doesn’t have transient officers’ quarters.”

“Which would explain why you’re parked here.  Let’s go sign you in and drop off your bags.  It’s almost chow time.”

They climbed the short flight of stairs and entered.

“Now what’s this about not so ancient history involving C Squadron in Ariane Redmon’s day?  Last I heard, she’s been sent to the place you never leave thanks to bogus charges and an even more bogus court-martial.”  Bayliss’ tone dripped with disgust.  “Or is this one of those times when I’m not supposed to ask?”

“We came across her file in an unrelated matter, and my bullshit detectors went to full alert, Josh.  I want to talk with the troopers involved in the alleged incident, and more importantly with those who testified at the court-martial or made a written deposition.  Of course, I can’t force any of them to speak with me and break the non-disclosure strictures.”

“Oh, they’ll talk to you.”  Bayliss led them to the transients’ wing of the HQ complex, their heels loud on the corridor’s polished stone floor.  “You weren’t around back then, but there’s still a lot of anger with what happened to Redmon.  Folks in the Special Forces Regiment will tell you she was one of the good officers, the kind who knew her stuff and wouldn’t do anything stupid.  Heck, only the brilliant ones become S-3 over there, right?  The man you want is Command Sergeant QD Vinn, H Troop.  His guys were the ones involved in the firefight.  Most of them are still in H Troop.”

They stopped at a pair of side-by-side doors.  

“Commander, yours is on the left, and Major Danger here gets the other one.  There’s a private connecting door between both suites if either of you gets the urge to play cards in the middle of the night.”  Bayliss gave Zack an entirely innocent glance.

“Always the gentleman, aren’t you, Josh?”

With their luggage secure, they headed for the mess hall.  As they crossed the central parade square, Decker glanced at the Special Forces Regiment’s HQ and had a flash of inspiration.

“How hard would it be to organize us taking a few jumps with Vinn and his troop?  You know, set the stage by showing them Hera and I belong here, that we’re family and not Fleet HQ assholes looking for nits?”

“Consider it done, and by the way, good idea,” Bayliss replied.  “I guess that’s why they made you a major.  You grew brains to go with your brass balls.”

 

*

 

“There she is!”  Decker raised his beer glass in salute when he saw Talyn enter the Pegasus Club.  “The dust on her wings blown away by three proper drops and once more a fully qualified special operations NILO.”

She gave him an indulgent smile, knowing he was in his glory, holding court at the bar surrounded by two dozen Pathfinders.

“Where’s the NILO’s drink, big boy?”  Talyn asked, winking at Bayliss as she joined the circle of special operators occupying the far end of the polished bar.

Decker reached behind his back and produced a wine glass sloshing with dark red liquid.  “Will a Chateau Airdrop do, Commander?  Finest vintage, bottled thirty minutes ago, just for you.  I’m reliably informed it won’t give you the dry heaves.”

She grabbed the proffered drink, scowling at her partner.

“Always the classy one.”  Then, smiling at Lieutenant Colonel Capurso, Talyn said, “Why you insist on mingling with this semi-sociopath will always be beyond me.”

“A bad example is an example nonetheless,” the Commandant of the Marine Corps’ Pathfinder School replied in a didactic tone, one index finger pointing at the heavens.  “Besides, he bought us a round, so we’re stuck being nice to him.”

Talyn took a sip of her wine and made a face.

“He’s not spending much if you ask me.  But then, I suppose you Marines have lower standards when it comes to free ethanol.”

“We have no standards when it comes to free ethanol,” Sergeant Major Bayliss said after draining his glass.  He gave her a meaningful glance.  “We’re hoping whoever’s buying the next round does.”

“Don’t look at me,” Talyn replied.  “I just got here.”

“But you’re the most senior officer present,” Capurso replied with a sly smile.  “Noblesse oblige.”

“Are you invoking time in rank, lieutenant colonel?”

“I couldn’t help notice you had a few years on me when I updated your records to renew your qualification.”

“Think of it as spending your drinking money for the next few weeks in a single shot, Hera,” Decker said.  “Once they give us our next mission, we’re dry.”

“You?  Dry?”  Bayliss guffawed.  “Commander, one of these days, you must take a video of him when he has to pass on the free drinks at those fancy receptions you spooks attend in the line of duty.  I’ve always wanted to see what Zack looks like when he’s actually suffering.”

Decker put on a mock-wounded expression.

“I’ll have you know I once spent an entire mission beyond the Rim drinking coffee and juice.  We’re talking months, not days.”

“Any evidence to support that unbelievable assertion?”

“You remember who I work for, right?  Evidence is a dirty word in my universe.”

“Everything’s dirty in your world, buddy,” Bayliss replied.  “Were you there, Commander?”

“No.”  Talyn shook her head.  “We were solo acts for that period, but I’m inclined to believe him.  You know, truth being stranger than fiction.  He had no reason to admit being a teetotaler.  Mind you, the moment I finished debriefing him after he finally staggered back to HQ, having set the Rim on fire, he made love to a vintage Shrehari ale.  I was almost jealous, but then I remembered he’s always had skewed priorities.”

“But not much sense.”  Bayliss nudged Decker.  “You ought to be nicer to your partner, buddy.  She knows more ways of making a body vanish than we’ve ever taught at the school.”

“And yet, I’m still here.”  Decker raised his empty glass above his head.  “I think it’s the sergeant major’s turn.  All in favor, say, aye.”

Twenty-two voices replied in unison, “Aye!”

Bayliss bestowed an evil smile on the assembled Pathfinders.  Then, he said, “I’ll buy, but since the guy who nominated me goes by the code name Rookie Trooper, for reasons that are best left unexplored, I need to hear every verse of Blood on the Risers.”

“And hear them you will,” Decker
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