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      Commander Dean Richards passed unchallenged through the bridge of the battlecruiser Cartage, but not unnoticed. The door to the fleet commander’s daytime office slid open before he was even close enough to reach for the call button on the control panel. He paused on the threshold momentarily and scanned the compartment. Commander Kilrian was alone, sitting behind his desk, watching Richards with growing interest, but he didn’t speak until after the door had shut.

      “You landed on the 615th.”

      “Yes.” Richards nodded. “We’re using the SF frigate as a temporary berth.” If it was up to Richards, Taylor wouldn’t have returned to the fleet at all, not until Richards had a better grasp on who was targeting the young SF.

      Kilrian raised his eyebrows. “I told you on the comm that I didn’t initiate this order.”

      “Understood.” Richards had come to know Kilrian well over the course of this mission, but even a cog in the machine as large as a task force commander could be manipulated or circumvented.

      “And that I have put a temporary hold on it,” Kilrian added.

      “Yet, you still demanded he returns to the fleet.”

      “Because the high-priority detainment order came directly from psyops command.”

      “On what grounds?”

      “On the grounds that Taylor had motive and opportunity. And before you try to bite my head off, I agree that the order arrived way too fast and that they seem to be lacking or ignoring some key facts. Which is why you and I are going to have a live conversation with psyops Command.”

      “Then why did you recall him?”

      “So that I’m able to say that he is within my physical sphere of control.” He studied Richards. “Dean, if I was part of whatever this is, I would have made sure you landed on the Cartage and Taylor would be in the brig right now.”

      “You’re not planning to lock him up then?”

      “No. Liegus’ preliminary autopsy report states that Commander Dane suffered a severed spinal cord and lacerations to the brain, both of which were caused by the mechanical failure of an implant. While one might argue that Taylor’s blows during the fight caused the implant’s failure, the evidence Mason has presented supports Taylor’s story that Dane attacked him.”

      “The implant was a suicide charge,” Richards pointed out. “And the mechanical failure was the activation of its kill switch.”

      “Other than the two shards launched into Dane’s brain cavity, the implant was destroyed, so we have no evidence to prove that it was a suicide charge.”

      “That alone should be counted as proof.” Richards’s tone raised in exasperation. “As should be the precise damage its destruction caused. That’s how suicide charges are designed, to ensure death and to leave no evidence.” Surely a fleet commander would know this.

      Kilrian nodded. “Understood, and agreed. However, psyops Command is not going to accept your reasoning or your proof without tangible evidence.” He held up his hand. “I got it. Suicide charges are engineered to not leave tangible evidence. But that is a battle for another time. Right now, we need to find out why the order they sent does not only require Taylor’s detainment but also his immediate transportation to psyops Command.”

      Richards’s eyes widened in alarm. “Hayden, you cannot let that happen.”

      Kilrian held his gaze for a long moment. “Then you need to read me in on what exactly is going on.”

      “I’m still trying to figure that out.” Richards huffed.

      “Then give me what you got.”
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        * * *

      

      The ding of an incoming high-priority comm call shrilled throughout Deena Rook’s otherwise silent office. The quartermaster sat up with a huff. This one at least didn’t startle her from deep sleep as the first one had four hours ago. She pulled her gaze off the work order she had been engrossed with to identify the caller. Commander Teak, again. He was the reason Deena’s sleep period had ended early in the first place. Well, Taylor was, since it was his equipment she was working to replace. But it had been Teak who had woken her to get it done ‘right now.’ The commander hadn’t said why Taylor’s kit needed to be replaced so soon after he had first received it or why it needed to be done by Deena personally when any quartermaster could fill the order—that was why sizing files were attached to personnel records, after all. From the pieces the work order covered—bioskins, helmet and eye pro, and any pieces that had integrated sensors and network connections—Taylor’s comm and network system had failed or been compromised, which was surprising since Intergal’s cyber security was extremely robust.

      “Officer Rook,” Commander Teak said the moment she answered her comm. “I need you to make your way to the location I sent to your personal comm.”

      Deena frowned. Sending the location to her personal comm put his request outside the Senior Personnel Equipment Branch’s system and official records.

      “I have a fitting in ten minutes.”

      Teak nodded. “You will find your schedule clear.”

      Deena checked her schedule. Sure enough, her calendar had been cleared of all appointments for the rest of the day. She picked up her comm to see where Teak wanted her to go.

      “And what is so important that my services are needed on an SF frigate?” Every ship had an equipment and supply department with the manufacturing capability to keep the ship and its personnel on mission. While inter-unit support and knowledge exchange were common among quartermasters, it was usually not initiated from the outside in, even by the officer-in-charge of the SPEB of the fleet’s flagship.

      “Taylor.”

      Deena stared at the blinking locator icon on her comm’s screen. Teak stayed silent as if giving her time to consider her response. She thought back to their last encounter. Taylor had left in silence, though she was sure he had been pissed. They hadn’t talked since.

      “I doubt he wants to see me.”

      “Irrelevant. He needs you, therefore you will be there.”

      “Oh really? And if I refuse?”

      “You won’t. Because you care.”

      “You know, you’re a real asshole.”

      “Yes. You have made me aware of that.”

      Deena cringed at the memory of the tirade she had thrown in Teak’s face. Considering the difference in rank between them, Teak could’ve brought Deena up on charges. Not only had he not done so, he had also made sure that no one else could witness her outburst. Probably because he didn’t want to have to admit how far his actions had and possibly still were crossing the line.

      She took a slow breath. “What are you looking for this time?”

      “Nothing. I need you to stay with him for a while.”

      “Why?” Deena frowned. “What happened?”

      “There’s been an incident.” Teak paused for a long moment. “A fleet officer attempted to kill him. Commander Richards and he returned to the fleet while I and the rest of the team are still on the ground. The commander is currently in a meeting, which leaves Taylor alone and therefore vulnerable. So, I need you to bridge the gap until I can get one of us up there.”

      Vulnerable? Inside an SF frigate docked to the fleet’s flagship?

      “Wouldn’t a security detail be a more appropriate choice than a quartermaster to keep an SF safe?”

      “You’re my only appropriate choice. He doesn’t need a team of armed guards drawing attention to him, but someone who will cause him to lay low and make it harder to catch him alone.”
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      Squad Commander Vando Mason powered down the shuttle’s engine and turned the pilot chair to face the main cabin. Two veterans, three CHiTs, and a support officer. Not the ratio he’d prefer to get into any kind of firefight with, but nothing he and Ludo couldn’t handle, especially since their squad had been intimately involved with getting the CHiTs back up to combat readiness.

      With Cabe’s and Killik’s teams on missions in Mannahe, Medici attending Dane’s autopsy, and Chat riding herd on the examination of Dane’s shuttle and Taylor’s compromised kit, following this lead should’ve been put on the back burner. But that was something Mason had been unwilling to do, there were too many questions and not enough answers and what he had gotten from Taylor the night before had muddled the water even further.

      That conversation had been interesting, to say the least, and nowhere near as straightforward and clear-cut as Mason had initially intended. Taylor had been a mess, once they had gotten him into the shuttle and he had finally allowed his guard to come down somewhat. Considering what the young SF had gone through and all the conflicting ‘proof’ he had received, that wasn’t a surprise. After what Mason had found out from the Tuscoony Magistrate Office, he had intended to put Taylor in the wringer until he had some clear answers. Instead, Mason had found himself having to reestablish his trustworthiness. Dane had successfully created a mess, in more ways than one.

      The information Taylor had subsequently shared during their two-hour-long conversation while Cabe had piloted the shuttle to Commander Richards’ location, had answered some questions and opened a bunch more. Mason’s conversations with Richards last night and, unexpectedly, this morning, had aligned a few more pieces and shown this puzzle to be much larger and more complicated than Mason had ever imagined—a spiderweb, to use Cabe’s verbiage, that turned out to be not one, but multiple overlapping and entwined ones. The worst part was that not even Richards could tell how many webs and spiders were involved—and that Dane had been one Richards hadn’t even been aware of until after Dane’s attack and ensuing death.

      Richards had agreed with Mason’s urge to follow up on the address he had received from the magistrate. Since Mason had run out of bodies, Richards had ordered the rest of his team to stay dirtside.

      “Lock and load, everyone.”

      Anthony Patonee, Salayla K’Kaya, and Kaydeen A’Tourie jumped to their feet, as did Warren Ludo, the only actual member of Mason’s squad with him. As the four moved to the exit in the shuttle’s aft section, Ludo gave the three rookies another quick once-over. As per Commander Richards’ standing order, they were fully kitted in their Mark I combat armor and had done the usual team equipment check before they had boarded. Seeing Ludo doing another, albeit cursory, one, told Mason how uneasy his senior Intel officer was with this mission. Mason doubted though that the CHiTs were the cause. Their skills and competence had been thoroughly vetted by the squad and all three had been on groundside missions with members of the squad, if not with Ludo himself. It was more likely that the cause for Ludo’s unease was Commander Robert Teak.

      Mason couldn’t blame him. Teak had been the one who had enabled Dane’s access to and subsequent attack on Taylor, after all. During Mason’s mission brief and equipment check, he stayed distracted and repeatedly checked his datapad. Then he had gone off to make some private comm calls. Being a psyops officer on top of all that didn’t help the matter.

      Mason had his misgivings about the man. But orders were orders, and he would make the best of them. Although that didn’t mean that he would allow the psyops to walk all over him, as he seemed to be doing with everyone else, even if he outranked Mason by two rank steps.

      Mason turned to the senior officer, still sitting in the co-pilot’s chair, and raised his eyebrows. “You planning on staying behind?”

      “That is what you’d prefer me to do, isn’t it, Commander?” Teak pushed out of his chair and retrieved his carbine from its storage slot on the back of the chair.

      He might have Mason in seniority, but in combat, he was just another body who could wield a weapon. Intergal regulations were clear on that; support officers had no command authority during combat, no matter what step in rank they held. Since all support troops had to be combat-proficient to the level of the unit they were assigned to support, they were able to take on fighting duties.

      Mason was unabashed. “Doesn’t mean I always get what I want.”

      A half smile played around the corners of the older man’s mouth as he expertly verified the weapon’s status and clipped it to the retention system on his chest harness. “Does anyone?”

      Mason watched him swagger between the two rows of seats to the shuttle’s exit ramp and shook his head—Nope, he didn’t like the guy one bit, but at least his attention seemed to be with them now.

      By the time Mason had retrieved and secured his carbine and made his way to the exit, the team had formed a protective arc around the shuttle. To his surprise—or maybe not—Teak had fallen in with the others without hesitation or comment.

      Mason accessed the outside control panel beside the ramp. Locking the shuttle would consume more time when re-boarding, but that was preferable to finding it gone or tampered with when they returned.

      He scanned their surroundings as he turned. Vehicles of all shapes and sizes filled about half of the vehicle park they had landed in on the outskirts of the small town of Kurkut. A few were boxy cargo carriers, large enough to transport a squad of troopers, but all were civilian in make and style. The sensor scan he had performed during approach had also shown no evidence of fortifications or hidden weapon emplacement on the vehicles, surrounding hilly forest, or buildings. At least as far as his shuttle’s sensors could penetrate.

      The majority of the town’s buildings were made of silvery-veined brown stone of different shapes and sizes that were stacked in random patterns. From their shuttle’s sensor readings, the walls had the same natural sensor-resistant characteristic as many other buildings on the planet. It was a natural phenomenon caused by a local ore that, in trace amounts, permeated the ground for kilometers beyond its mineable veins. Besides enhancing sensor resistance, the ore also improved the strength of multiple types of local rock, so it was no surprise that those types of rocks had become the favorite building material for houses and other structures.

      He looked at the others. “Ludo, take the lead with A’Tourie. Tonee, you’re with me in the rear.”

      The big guy looked at him in surprise, and momentary confusion, but he fell in beside Mason without comment. Ludo’s reaction was much more subtle: a partially raised eyebrow, a downward twitch with the corner of his mouth, and a quick adjustment of his combat harness that always reminded Mason of a shrug, as if he was physically shrugging off whatever mental load he was given. Ludo’s gaze wafted across the others, momentarily pausing on Teak, before meeting Mason’s. He nodded minutely, then turned and walked toward the town.

      Mason pulled up the map on his HUD. Their target location was located closer to the edge of town than its center, halfway down one of the alleyways that zig-zagged through the triangle-shaped sections between the main streets. “There’re no reports of fighting or enemy activity in the area, but considering what we’re here for, don’t let your guard down,” Mason said via their team comm channel as they entered the town.
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      Kilrian studied Richards for a long moment.

      “Is the rest of your team with Taylor?”

      “No.” Richards shook his head. “They’re groundside. Supporting Mason as he’s investigating one of our leads.”

      “You trust Mason?”

      “Yes. He and his squad have been instrumental in getting my team trained up. They’ve also been running down leads for me. However, they continue to get slammed with QRF and support missions, and more so in the last few days, so their’ investigative help has been sporadic at best.”

      Kilrian frowned. “The combat missions are winding down, so their schedule should’ve opened up.”

      “It hasn’t, but being able to draw on them more would be helpful. I’m planning to discuss it with Commander Tagger while I’m up here.”

      Kilrian tapped on his desktop terminal. The oversized screen on the bulkhead to the right of his desk switched from the external view of the fleet to a comm call screen momentarily before Tagger’s face appeared.

      “Commander Kilrian, what can I do for you?” Taggers gaze met Kilrian’s, then Richards, whom he acknowledged with a nod before returning his attention to the task force commander.

      “I need you to give up Third Squad.”

      Tagger’s eyebrows shot in the air. “Excuse me, sir?” His eyes darted to Richards.

      “Commander Richards needs them.”

      “They’re already working for him.”

      “We need to make that a full-time commitment.”

      “Does that have to do with the sudden increase in named support requests?”

      “You’ve noticed,” Richards said.

      Tagger’s expression went still as he slowly turned his gaze to Richards. “Yes, sir. I do stay on top of my people.” His gaze tightened as he considered his next words, probably contemplating how far he could push it in the presence of the task force commander. “Especially when a support officer continues to highjack their downtime.”

      “That wasn’t my intention.” Richards smiled ruefully.

      Tagger didn’t reply. It probably wouldn’t have been complimentary if he had.

      Kilrian chuckled beside him. “Right. So, about Third Squad.”

      Tagger inhaled slowly. “Am I going to get them back?”

      The room fell silent as both officers turned expectant gazes to Richards.

      Richards grimaced. “I’d like to reassure you, but I’m not going to.”

      Tagger exhaled just as slowly. “Thank you for your honesty, sir. It’s refreshing to hear.”

      “I try.”

      Tagger waved him off. “We’ve all done it. It’s part of our respective jobs. It’s just a bit harder to take when you’re on this side of it.” He paused. “I understand that Mason’s activities under you are ‘need to know.’ He makes that abundantly clear whenever he gives me updates. But I would appreciate it if you won’t let that stop him from calling on the unit if he, or you, need backup. I don’t want to see any of them in body bags.”

      “None of us do,” Kilrian said while Richards acknowledged Tagger’s charge with a nod.

      “Talk to me about this sudden increase in named requests,” Kilrian continued. “Why am I unaware of them?”

      “Because they come in laterally, not up and down the command chain,” Tagger explained. “And they’re not unusual this far into a joint force mission. With Mason’s squad having relocated groundside, an uptick in named requests was to be expected. After yesterday’s incident and your request now, however, I would recategorize this particular uptick as noteworthy.”

      “Agreed,” Richards said. “I’ll have Torrents look into them.”

      “You commandeered him, too, I hear,” Tagger said. “Are you going to share what he finds?”

      Richards nodded.

      “I will appreciate that,” Tagger said. “What about the base at Camp Forge? Will you have Mason move out or are you planning on taking it over, too?”

      “Neither,” Richards replied. “The only thing I need right now is for Mason’s schedule to open up.”

      Tagger frowned. “So, you don’t want me to release Third Squad to your command?”

      “Correct.”

      Tagger’s eyes tightened as he studied Richards. He nodded in understanding. “I will do that.” He started to turn his gaze to Kilrian, then paused in thought, before looking back at Richards. “A short time ago, a quartermaster boarded my ship under your assistant’s authorization…” He trailed off.

      Richards smiled. “She is supposed to be there”

      Tagger nodded again. “Good, you had me concerned for a moment.”

      The corners of Kilrian’s mouth quirked up in a wry smile once Tagger signed off. “So, you took full command of Torrents, now. What happened to not having a slot for a slicer?”

      Richards shrugged. “Intel offered their support when they found out about the breach of Taylor’s system. Assigning the task to Torrents was a logical step since he has already been working for me on the side. They jumped at the chance to get him physically out of their section.” He grinned. “Something about reducing the stress of the section chiefs tenfold.”

      Kilrian chuckled, then sobered. “So, that means that Torrents is under your control now, and therefore your problem.”

      Richards raised his eyebrows. “He’s officially still assigned to the Cooley.”

      “Is that your excuse?”

      Richards frowned as he studied the fleet commander. “Has he done anything I’m unaware of?”

      “Not lately, but I’m sure he’ll remedy that soon enough.” Kilrian smirked. “I just wanted to clarify that he now falls under your chain of command. Not mine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You trying to break it?”

      The sparring dummy Taylor hammered glowed in an array of colors. Hues of green and orange, signifying moderate damage, covered most of its body. A few areas, mainly the neck, chest, and knees, glowed a crimson red and black, signifying severe and deadly damage. A living opponent would have long been on his way to the med center. The machine, however, would continue to fight until it was ordered to cease or its opponent stopped moving.

      Its speed and strength setting, signified by the color-coded lights on its chest, was nothing to scoff at. Orange with a green center, the second fastest speed and the highest strength setting allowed for unarmored sparring; you would think Taylor would be the one taking the blows, not the machine. He weaved and danced, sidestepping and dodging where he could and blocking where he couldn’t. His punches were as fast, if not faster than the dummy’s. Deena sensed them more than she saw them. She had watched many fights; hand-to-hand combat was a basic soldiering skill every trooper had to keep at a minimum standard throughout their career. But this was far beyond that level of skill. She would wager that even an SF trooper would be impressed.

      Three steps to the left, one forward, a block with his right arm, a dodge, three more steps, and Taylor was past the dummy. He turned, kicked, twisted in mid-air to avoid the hand grabbing his leg, and still landed on both feet facing his opponent two meters away. It looked more like a highly choreographed dance than a spontaneous fight.

      “They can take much more.” He said as he turned to face her.

      The dummy started toward him, then stopped, ceasing its attack on his hand signal. It didn’t shut down or withdraw, but instead went into stand-by mode; Taylor intended to continue the match.

      He was sweaty and bruised, but that was to be expected from a match like this. His eyes were clear; his attention fully on her, no exhaustion or distractive thoughts clouding his mind.

      “You won.” She indicated the dummy glowing in orange and red.

      “Not until the enemy is down” He didn’t even glance at the dummy.

      “Sparring dummies don’t go down unless you break them.”

      He didn’t answer; he wasn’t talking about the dummy. She approached him. His body stiffened, but he didn’t flinch from her touch.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Maybe I just happened by.”

      “Right.”

      That one word spoke volumes. She had no business on this ship, and he knew it.

      “Is he at least paying you for this visit?”

      “Yes.” Her quick answer seemed to take him aback for a split second.

      “What’s your going rate?”

      “You.” That took him back. For the first time since they started talking, his eyes slipped past her face, then refocused on her. They were softer. Looking past her again, he refocused on her a second time, then a third. Each time his body language became softer, more open.

      “You got a bad deal.”

      She pulled him closer. “I got a bargain.”

      He surrendered. With his surrender came exhaustion, and pain.

      “I think you’re done.”

      He didn’t argue. A moment later he straightened and walked to the sparring dummy.

      “Session’s over; return to bay for diagnostic and maintenance.”

      He followed the dummy to its maintenance bay and verified it was fully connected and running its diagnostic program. Turning, he walked to the control panel by the door to start the gym’s cleaning program. She followed him. Doors slid open in the corners of the room, revealing rectangle cleanup bots. She caressed his shoulder. He flinched. She withdrew her hand quickly. As he started the clean-up bots on their program path across the deck, she slowly pulled his shirt up. Black and purple welts dotted his side and back.

      “Looks like you had a rough couple of days.”

      He shrugged.

      Twenty minutes later they were in quarters he had been temporarily assigned on the frigate. He was stiff, barely able to move his arms over his head to pull his shirt off. She helped him. Dark bruises covered his ribcage, arms, and shoulders. While he went into the head to clean up, she pulled out the jar of topical analgesic Teak had her pick up at Medical on her way here. They would lay low for a while, all right.
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      The address the Tuscoony magistrate clerk had identified as Juvak’s current residence turned out to be an apartment on the second floor of a four-story, sixteen-unit multiplex. The hallways dissected the apartment building in its center, cutting each floor into four squares—one for each apartment—and had four entrances on the ground floor, two lift tubes, and two stairways; these people liked to be able to move around without running into a crowd.

      The door into the building was unlocked, allowing the team an unhindered entry and clearing of the ground-level hallway. Mason signaled for Ludo, A’Tourie, and K’Kaya to go up the front stairway, while the others followed him up the rear. The second floor was as empty as the first had been. Mason motioned for Teak to stay by the stairs, while he and Tonee moved to the target door. Ludo had similarly left K’Kaya to cover the main stairway as he and A’Tourie had cleared their half of the second-floor hallway.

      Mason and Tonee stacked themselves on each side of the apartment door while Ludo got busy with its control panel.

      “Standard security,” Ludo’s whisper came over the team channel. He pocketed the codebreaker he had used to override the door’s security program and hovered his hand over the control panel, looking at Mason expectantly.

      Mason glanced at the others to make sure they were in place and ready. He nodded at Ludo.

      Ludo activated the door mechanism with a touch to the panel and quickly stepped out of Tonee’s way.

      Mason went through the opening door first. Leading with his carbine, and trusting that Tonee would mirror his movement behind him, he cleared the inside right corner he was facing and then walked along the wall of the short hallway. Tonee followed him the moment he was through the door and hugged the left wall, far enough back to not interfere with Mason’s movements or aim but close enough to cover him.

      Four meters down, the hallway opened to the left into an antechamber. A low cabinet stood along its right-hand wall on Mason’s side; past it was a door going right. Then the hallway’s far corner, about two meters of wall, then another door going straight, two more meters of wall, another corner, and a third door, across from the door in Mason’s wall. Mason swung his carbine to the left to clear the last corner of the chamber as it came into view. Next to the third door was a curtain-covered closet in front of which stood a red, overstuffed chair. A fourth door was centered in the wall that connected back to the hallway on Tonee’s side. A few pictures hung on the walls, and one stood on top of the cabinet beside a small tray that seemed to be a catch-all for small items, but those would wait until after they cleared the apartment.

      Mason looked at Tonee, who was rounding the opening corner of the hallway, and at Ludo and A’Tourie, who had entered the apartment behind him. He motioned for the two to take the second and third doors and then rounded the low cabinet to enter the first one.

      It was a bedroom, with a large bed with nightstands centered against the far wall, a dresser against the room’s right wall, right in front of where Mason entered, and a long built-in closet to his left, taking up the rest of the wall it shared with the door. The fourth wall held a large window that currently had its blinds closed. A chair that was the twin of the one in the hallway stood in the far corner by the window, while a small wooden contraption held a pile of clothes in the far right corner of the room, past the dresser. Mason led with his carbine as he stepped into the room and around the bed to put eyes into every corner of the room and the closet.

      “Clear,” Tonee’s voice echoed through Mason’s earmike almost at the same time as it came through the open doorway.

      “Clear,” Mason replied moments later, almost at the same time as A’Tourie called the same.

      Mason left the bedroom and was following Tonee through the door where Ludo had gone when the Intel officer’s call finally came. Ludo stood on the far side of a large rectangular room that was the apartment’s kitchen/living room combo.

      “No one home,” Ludo said, “but this looks like someone’s active residence.” He pointed at a crumpled-up blanket on one side of the couch he stood beside and the empty glass on the side table next to it.

      Mason nodded in agreement. “Let’s see if we can find out some more details about its residents.”

      “Coming through the front door,” Teak said over the comm.

      “That kid in that still,” Ludo pointed at the buffet behind the couch, “looks like Taylor.”

      Mason stepped behind the couch to take a closer look. It was a printed picture inside a frame that showed a slender woman in her early to mid-twenties and a skinny boy, about six or seven years old. It wasn’t posed but rather looked like it had been taken while the two had crossed a gangway or bridge of some sort with railing on each side of them and gray grating below. Mason remembered his mom taking opportunistic snapshots like that of him. She would run ahead a few meters or trail behind and click away with her datapad. Sometimes, she would call to get him to look her way, but most often she would capture him at whatever he was doing.

      Mason picked up the picture and showed it to Tonee, who had walked over. “What do you think?”

      Tonee frown grew as he studied the still. “That could be Taylor.” He conceded with a reluctant nod.

      “There are more pictures out here,” Teak said from the hallway. His voice had the echoing characteristic of speaking within earshot with an open comm line. It didn’t mangle his words, but gave a good indication of the physical distance between them “Any of you recognize the woman with him? They have similar enough features to be related. Could it be his mother?”

      “Possibly,” K’Kaya replied. She had joined Teak in the hallway. “But he doesn’t have any pictures of her, so we’ve never seen her.”

      Ludo frowned. “He has no pictures? Not even from comm logs? They log a pic and bio ID with every call.”

      “He never made any comm calls, or received any, from outside the Academy,” Tonee said. “The last time he talked to his mom was when she saw him off to Basic.”

      “Says who?” Ludo asked.

      “Taylor.”

      “Ah.”

      Tonee turned on Ludo. “What are you saying?”

      Ludo faced him unapologetically. “That we have reason to doubt his history.”

      “Why would he lie about that?”

      Ludo shrugged. “Why would he lie about having lived here?”

      Tonee had no answer to that, but his body language stayed as hostile as it had suddenly become.

      “All right,” Mason stepped between the two as if the sudden tension didn’t even exist. “Intergal keeps bio IDs of immediate family members in everyone’s personnel file, we can do a comparison later. What else do we have?”

      “A minor’s bedroom,” A’Tourie said over the comm. Without echo, so the distance or obstructions between them were either too much for the sound waves to carry to him or she spoke softly enough so they wouldn’t. “Clothing, personal items, and decorations all point to a boy living here. But I doubt it was Taylor.”

      “Why?” Mason asked.

      “Because he doesn’t like mementos, and he isn’t this messy.”

      “People change,” Teak said, “Especially after four years at the Academy.”

      “He was like that when we met him after Basic,” Tonee put in.

      “The Basic Academy’s job is to break civilians into their constituent traits and abilities and turn them into Intergal troopers. Going from a messy, memento-hoarding kid to an organized minimalist is within that statement of purpose,” Ludo pointed out.

      Tonee’s grimace deepened. A’Tourie was frowning, too, as she came out of the second bedroom and they continued to look around, but more in a contemplative, puzzled way.

      Both bedrooms, and the rest of the apartment, looked used, not staged, as if the occupants had left not too long ago. Clothing lay strewn about the bedrooms, partially used personal toiletries occupied the counters and cabinets in the bathroom, food was stored in the kitchen cabinets and fridge, and even dishes sat out on the counter. Dust had collected in the right amounts on the right surfaces to suggest normal use by normal people.

      The apartment, and even the one neighbor who had answered his door when Teak and K’Kaya knocked on the other apartment doors on this floor, corroborated the data the magistrate office had on Taylor. He lived here and still lived here. But Intergal’s records and the first-hand accounts from Taylor’s teammates were also solid evidence. None of this made sense.

      “How is that public domain search coming?” Mason asked Ludo.

      While Teak and K’Kaya had gone in search of other neighbors, Ludo had turned to scouring the Tinareean network for local camera footage. The building and its immediate surroundings had no cameras and the rest of town was sparsely populated with them, which was unusual for Tinaree in general, but not unheard of, especially in more rural communities.

      “No luck,” Ludo replied without looking up from his datapad. “When the local system came back online after we shut the planetary network down a few weeks back, the storage files of the town’s camera systems were empty. The local magistrate office blames a system crash caused by the shutdown.” He shrugged. “It’s a bit convenient in my opinion, but my slicing skills aren’t good enough to prove them right or wrong.”

      “There it is,” Kaydeen mumbled as she pulled a picture from the hallway wall by the entry door. She turned the picture to face Mason. “I finally got it.”

      “What?” Mason asked.

      “I knew that something was off,” she said.

      “Yeah, Taylor lying about simple shit like this is definitely off,” Ludo said.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Something’s been bugging me since we walked in, but I haven’t been able to put my finger on it. But I got it now. This picture is fake.”

      Mason frowned. “How do you know?”

      A’Tourie pointed out a banner in the picture behind Taylor. “That date on that banner.”

      “That’s a local festival,” Ludo said. “I’ve already checked it, it holds up.”

      “But not that Taylor was here.”

      “Why?” Mason asked.

      “Because he was at the Academy that day.”

      “How can you be sure?” Ludo tapped at his datapad. “That date falls right before he started Basic, during the Education Testing and Standardization Phase of his rotation.”

      “Because I was with him that day.”

      “You went through ETSP?” Ludo said. “Dinai was one of Intergal’s founding members. Its educational system has always met the minimum required standard to start Basic.”

      “I was there for additional skill and aptitude testing. As was Salayla. And to give us a taste of the designations Children of Dinai are traditionally funneled into.” She grinned. “Needless to say, their attempt to change our mind didn’t work.”

      “Hold on,” Mason put in. “I thought you didn’t meet Taylor until SF training.”

      “SF training was when we first talked and introduced ourselves,” A’Tourie explained. “That day at Basic, we didn’t talk, so we didn’t really meet, and we ended up in different basic training units, but we were in the same group for early in-processing.”

      Mason frowned. “You sure? That was a long time ago. And, considering all the shit they throw at you that day, things and faces tend to blur, especially if they’re not vital to you getting to the next step or phase.”

      “Yes,” A’Tourie said. “My memory is impeccable.”

      “That impeccable?” Ludo asked.

      “The shuttle that brought Salayla and me to the Academy arrived at two hundred hours, so the trainers just walked us into a dormitory and pointed out empty bunks to crash on. Three hours later, at five hundred hours, the night was over and the dormitory was divided into in-processing groups. Salayla slept on a bunk four rows down, so she ended up in a different group than I. She also ended up in a different Basic unit than I, but I think that wasn’t as random a choice as the in-processing groups.” She shrugged. “Anyway, we had breakfast at five-thirty. Taylor sat across from me. We both had bacon and eggs, though his weren’t quite as runny as mine.” Her grimace showed her opinion on that. “His movements were precise and measured. He didn’t look around and he didn’t socialize. He was there to eat breakfast, and that is exactly what he did. Nothing more, nothing less. At five-forty-five, we cleared the table and lined up in front of the mess hall. At six-hundred hours we marched to the first station, to check our IDs and personnel files. Taylor sat across from me again, and again, he was all business, doing exactly what he was told when he was told to do it.”

      “He already had a stick up his ass back then, huh,” Ludo said.

      “I wouldn’t call it that.” A’Tourie replied, “He didn’t keep himself separated or aloof from the group or unaware of his surroundings. When the guy next to him dropped his glass during clean-up after lunch, Taylor caught it and handed it back without comment or fanfare. He acknowledged the guy’s thank you and then turned and moved on as if nothing happened.” She rattled off a few more events from that day before pausing and meeting Mason’s gaze. “You want me to continue?”

      “No.” Mason shook his head and took the frame. “All right. If this is fake, what else is?” He looked at Ludo. “Have you found any bio prints or DNA?”

      “Plenty, but all of the viable stuff belongs to a local cleaning crew. Everything else is unusable for valid identification. I checked the net site of the cleaning crew. They use a fogging system that removes viruses, germs, and other microorganisms that ‘might be hazardous to health,’ as their site states. The side effect is that it also destroys or degrades DNA and other bio prints.”

      “In the whole apartment?”

      “If their last cleaning was as thorough as they say it would be, yes.”

      “Damnit.”

      “I was able to establish that the primary residents of the bedrooms were an adult male.” Ludo indicated the bedroom Mason had first entered. “And a juvenile male.” He nodded at the other bedroom. “But I have not been able to collect enough to make a positive match to Taylor.”

      “So, you’re saying that we have no solid evidence that Taylor has ever actually been here,” Teak said as he and K’Kaya walked back into the apartment. “Or that he hasn’t.”

      Mason looked at him. “Have you found anyone else?”

      “Three people.” Teak nodded. “The one from the first floor gave pretty much the same story as the guy next door. The other two, from the top floor, weren’t willing to give a more precise time than ‘a while back’ for when this apartment got new residents and they couldn’t say who or how many people lived here. None of them have ever met them.”

      “Convenient,” Mason said.

      “Yes,” Teak replied. “But not detrimental. Compile all of the data we collected here, but make sure it is not shared in any way but the encrypted channel Commander Richards made available to you. We don’t want it accessible through the fleet net until we’re ready.”

      Ludo tilted his head to the side. “Our datapads are connected to the fleet net.”

      “Yes, and the moment someone tries to slice into one of them, we will know.”

      “Is that what the little slicer been doing in our hangar?”

      Teak leveled his gaze at Ludo. “You’re the Intel officer. You tell me.”

      Ludo held his gaze for a long moment, then turned nonchalant to Mason. “Now what, Boss?”

      Mason couldn’t keep the mirth from his gaze as he replied, “You’re the Intel officer. You tell me.”
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      “The comm node relay path has been plotted and locked in, sir,” Bastogne, Commander Kilrian’s adjutant, said. “However, there will still be a two-second delay in communications. Commander Brit has been notified and is available at your convenience”

      Human-occupied space was vast, and while the establishment and upkeep of a well-functioning and universally compatible communication system was a priority for all worlds, the reality was that not all worlds could afford the high-end network relay tech of Instantaneous Interstellar Messaging nodes. Political alliances, goodwill, and current battle lines also affected how fast or direct a network connection could or would be relayed. While all of Intergal’s capital ships and large, permanent bases were equipped with IIM nodes, most other bases and ships relied on smaller, less power-hungry systems that connected to the nearest IIM node.

      A delay in communication indicated that Commander Brit was not actually at PsyOps Command, but having only a two-second delay meant that she was relatively close to an IIM node, though not necessarily the one at PsyOps Command.

      “Thank you, Carey.” Kilrian dismissed Bastogne and initiated the call.

      The large screen on the bulkhead showed the blank comm call screen for a good five seconds before it switched to a standard office view showing a blond, middle-aged woman in a crisp Intergal dress uniform sitting in an oversized chair with her folded hands resting on the desk in front of her. The bulkhead behind the chair was the standard shipboard gray. No personal items were in sight, not even a datapad or the lit-up screen of the desktop terminal below her hands.

      “Commander Kilrian.” Brit’s voice faltered a split second as her eyes flicked to Richards. “I was wondering what earned me a direct call from the task force commander. Seeing who is with you, I wonder what flash fire ignited.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a flash fire,” Kilrian replied with a smile, “but a request for more information about a detain-and-retrieve order PsyOps Command issued for one of my troopers.”

      “Well, sir. Considering that you found the need to deliver this request personally and in the presence of Commander Richards, I sense the need for concern on my end, nevertheless. Would you mind giving me more details on the order, so I fully understand what we’re discussing?”

      Kilrian hit a key on his datapad.

      Brit’s gaze dropped below the camera a few seconds later, her eyes moving side to side as she read what Kilrian had sent her. Her smile stayed in place throughout; an external mask put in place while she evaluated the data she was given and the situation she found herself with.

      Commander Richards had had no personal dealings with Brit and only knew the data her public file and his assistant, Robert Teak, had been able to give him. Her rise in ranks and Unit assignments showed nothing out of the ordinary. Twenty years with field Units, during which she spent an average amount
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