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Shaikh watched as the nurse finished checking the woman’s vitals and handed her a glass of juice with orders to drink it all. She had not been abused, but she was malnourished, the pirates apparently had not understood her nutritional needs. Gamma Squadron had done her a favor in that alone. 

The file held little information; three swipes of his finger and he reached the end. In the grand scheme, this woman was insignificant. An average person, working a run-of-the-mill job, on a colony world. Why did she become a part of this group? Let alone, become a terrorist? 

His introspection was interrupted as the door opened. There was a scent of high-quality perfume preceding the bland haired women who entered. Her uniform was similar to his, though a different cut, showing the influence from her homeland of France. 

"Colonel Shaikh, starting your observations already?"

He greeted the woman with a smile, "Major Roux."

"Did we really travel all the way across U.N. space for this tiny thing?”

Shaikh nodded and handed over the tablet. "So it would seem."

"How did she manage to not get shot?"

He smiled, “You did not read the After-Action Report."

"I find Captain Jubert's reports to be absolutely riveting. Why would I fail to read such a work of military art?"

Shaikh laughed, it was true, the commander of Gamma Squadron could make the most mundane assignment take thirty pages and be as dry as any red wine. It was an art that Shaikh was certain they trained into commanding officers. The report may have been made tedious to discourage reading.

"She surrendered. Even shot some of her allies beforehand, not that it did anything more than save Gamma the trouble of killing them." 

Roux nodded, “Poor girl had probably not even pulled a trigger until she made that choice. She acted to protect her unborn, that was likely the source of her strength at that moment. Now, she has to live with it.”

“Rather insightful,” Shaikh said.

"Have you spoken to her yet?" Roux asked. 

"No, I was waiting for the medical staff to be finished." 

"Looks like they are. Let’s begin, shall we?"

Shaikh nodded, "I think you should open the conversation."

Shaikh exited the room, giving a nod to the nurse in the hall. She tensed, eyeing him and Roux with soldier-like intensity. He gave a reassuring smile and held his hands about waist high, palms towards her. The nurse stepped aside, allowing them into the room.

"Hello. Leanna, is it? My name is Marie Roux. How are you feeling now that you've gotten some food?"

Leanna looked wide-eyed as they entered, Shaikh noticed she relaxed a bit at the question. After a moment of eyeing the glass on the table, she nodded. "I feel like I'm gonna puke again."

"How far along?" Roux asked with a smile, taking a seat at the table's edge.

"Six months."

"Oh, a wonderful time. You can feel all the unpleasant kicks and turns. It also seems to be a good time for the baby to use your bladder to sleep on." 

Shaikh was content to watch the exchange, as it gave him the opportunity to study Leanna. She was lean and pale, but clean. The way she looked between him, and Roux gave him the impression she wasn’t going to be hiding anything intentionally. In his experience, this look indicated fear over taking loyalty or reasoning.

"What will happen to me now?"

Shaikh kept his voice pleasant and conversational, "We will speak for a time, then let you rest if needed. Depending on how well our talk goes, you may only have to endure our company once or twice. After that, we will hold you until a local magistrate determines if you are to be charged with any crimes."

"I did nothing wrong!" 

Roux reached out and patted the woman's hand on the table, "We know. We must do it though, dear. We must take every step to ensure we follow the law, Oui?"

He could see Leanna's hand tremble under Roux’s hand. He knew Roux would keep her touch gentle and pat the girl’s hand as she looked at her. Roux would then use that as a building block for more connections.

"If we don't, we'll be seen as violating Tronis' authority," Roux explained. "We don't want that. We only wish what is best for all involved.”

"I only went because my boyfriend did,” Leanna said. “He said he could get us the money we needed for our own place, but he didn't want to leave me behind."

Roux nodded, “Noble of him.”

“We were told that everyone had to contribute. At first, I was confused," Leanna said, "but after I thought about it, I didn't mind contributing."

“Why did you not mind?” Shaikh asked.

Leanna shrugged, “I wanted to feel helpful, and need to keep active. Then, I noticed there was no standard company logo, no orientation classes, so I thought it was a private company, or independents.”

“Not a poor thought process,” Roux said.

“They had us all doing group workouts, taking turns doing chores, cooking and that sort of thing." Leanna explained, "I couldn't do certain things, and nobody seemed bothered. They just laughed and patted me on the back; then the guns showed up.”

Shaikh made some notes in his tablet, wondering just how effective the local tracking satellites were. Solar systems could be treacherous places, with comets, and drifting asteroids. They would need a century to catalog everything and verify the path of every object.

Leanna was crying as she spoke, "I tried to get him to take me home, to explain to him that this was something bad, these people were going to do something terrible to someone else. I didn't want to be part of it, and I didn't want him to be."

Roux nodded, "We always want to see the best in our partners, even if they cannot see it themselves, eh? He was a good man?"

Leanna nodded, wiping away a tear, "Yes. He worked double shifts at the port, he never came home later than the time it took to get home, while other dock hands would go to the bar or go other places and find well. It’s difficult for us to..." 

Roux held up a hand and smiled, "Ah, young love. I would have been quite happy with such a man; mine had a habit of drinking and fighting. Also, visiting my sister before he would come home." 

Leanna made a face, "How’d you settle that?"

"With a kick to his groin and a slap to my sister's face," Roux said, grinning.

Leanna laughed, while Shaikh noted she was no longer trembling and she remained steady while pouring more juice. He absently went over the report again, he wasn’t thrilled with the potential information. He was positive that they had uncovered a much deeper plot, though he still needed it corroborated.

"Where did the weapons come from?" Shaikh asked.

Leanna looked back at him and swallowed hard as he watched her expression and body language. She was uneasy, but she was going to tell him the truth. He knew the answer was bad with the return of fear in her voice.

"They were a mixed group. Two Aldrit, the green kind that look like Earth's old stories of aliens, they offered over the crates with no haggling, so I think they were already paid for. They had guards as well,” she said.

"They had bodyguards? Who?"

"S-Shezlan."

Shaikh could feel a shift in Roux’s demeanor, as well as the glare she was giving him. He resisted the urge to smile and tell her she should have read the report; self-preservation overrode his desire for a well-deserved taunt. He also knew if they started to bicker, Leanna would withdraw, and there were more questions to ask.

"Leanna dear," Roux started, "did you observe any emblems on their uniforms or the ship that ferried them?"

She nodded, "Yes. A trio of stars, with three claws, one below the next. On the other side of the stars was a single angel wing."

Shaikh nodded, "That was on the uniforms?"

"Yes,"

"What about the ship, dear?" Roux asked quietly.

"It had a large star with some squiggly looking lines making a box around it."

Shaikh motioned to the door as he stood, offering an inclination of his head to Leanna. He noticed Roux patted Leanna on her hand and was smiling warmly. He figured she would retaliate by making him wait in the hall.

"You did great child,” Roux said. “How old are you?"

"Seventeen." 

Roux smiled again and nodded. "Alright dear, we are going to make some calls and discuss some things. I'll have the nurse take you to the observation unit so you can lie down and rest."

"Will you be back?"

"Maybe. I know I will have to ask a few more questions, but I think they can wait until you have slept." 

Once Roux joined him in the hall, he left simple instructions to have Leanna taken somewhere to rest, then led the way to his secure office on the station. The office was for visiting officials and thus had a large window to see the colony below.

Roux strode past him into the room, pacing in front of the window. Shaikh briefly imagined her as an angry tiger and reminded himself to handle her with care. They had a long history, but he knew her temper well. The door clicking into place was the perfect catalyst.

"Zut!” Roux growled, “Putain de Shezlan!"

Shaikh laughed, "Do you always go to your native language to curse?"

"Oui! It is more colorful and accurate."

He nodded and sat down, looking at his tablet as it beeped, "Well, it just got worse."

Roux spun again, "How?"

"The journalist with Gamma Squadron? He sent his editor a copy of his report and video." 

"Merde!" Roux tossed her hands up.

"Look at this," he said, turning the tablet around.

Roux looked, and her eyes widened. The screen displayed the emblem Leanna had described; an angel wing joined to three claws by a trio of stars. The symbol of the Prides of Thyla's special operations unit, on a uniform being worn by a human. 

"Mon Dieu," she whispered, "are they trying to start another war?"

"Maybe. I think first, they are going to destabilize the colonies." 
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Eversley crawled the last few meters to the fence, peering through the dark and grass, around the rocks to watch for the foot patrol. He felt Granberg tap his foot, signaling he was moving up to his side. He glanced for a second, then back to watching for the patrol. 

“Overwatch for two-two, I have you at the fence line. The patrol is coming around the far corner, still on pace; twelve seconds,” came Andrews’ voice.

Eversley keyed the radio, “Copy.”

He motioned to Granberg, and both made the careful movement to come to a squatting position. Eversley pulled out his combat knife and made ready, silently counting, though he knew Andrews would call it out. A steady breath and then he saw his target come into view.

“They’re in position,” Andrews said into his ear.

There was no signal, no verbal call to action between them. He and Granberg simply launched their attack in unison. Eversley came up and felt the moment of resistance as his blade drove into his target’s neck, just under the jaw. They fell limp as he wrapped an arm around the body and pulled them into the weeds.

He laid them down, looked at Granberg and blinked. The man was laying his target down, one of his hand-held axes embedded in their face. He shrugged back and pulled his second as he watched for any stray targets.

“Two-two for two-one, we are clear; going to cut in now,” Eversley said over the encrypted radio.

“Two-one good copy, we are likewise; making entry,” came Holte’s reply.

Eversley motioned and Granberg started the rest of the way to the fence with his laser cutter. It would take only a few seconds to have a hole large enough for them to pass through. While waiting, he unslung his rifle and took up overwatch. 

A moment later, he felt the tap from Granberg, then moved through the hole in the fence. They moved to a nearby corner of a building and looked inside the camp. There was no movement; it was late, so they figured most would be in bed. The leadership might still be meeting, hopefully in person with someone who had been providing them aid. 
“Two-two for Two-one, we are inside.”
“Good copy, so are we. Move to target building, you should be able to see it from there.”

Eversley peered around the corner, “Yep, I see it. Two guards out back.”

The two men were standing near the door, not against the building. Eversley could smell the cigarette one was smoking through his suit’s environmental sensors. He could block it, but there was no need in this case, besides, using all his senses helped. 

“We’ve got two out front as well. Lights are on too,” Holte said.

Andrews’ voice came over the line, “Overwatch here. Hungry eyes is showing five people inside. Thermal has them all sitting in the central room, each one is taking turns at the front. Looks like a briefing if I had to guess.”

“Good,” came Holte’s voice, “let's hope we can catch their benefactor in there. Move up, clear the sentries, and prepare for entry.”

Eversley nodded and tapped Granberg on the shoulder. The man came around to his right side, bringing up his rifle and similarly peering around the corner. With their helmets enclosed they could speak, but noise discipline kept them silent and using sign language out of habit. He made a count with his free hand, keeping his other ready to squeeze his trigger.

He closed his fist and moved around the corner, with Granberg at his side. They moved silently towards the door and the guards, who were busy chatting and exchanging the cigarette. He and Granberg got to three meters before one of them looked their way.

Too late. Eversley thought to himself as he squeezed off a controlled burst of fire. They used a modified coil gun, set to subsonic speeds. The clatter hardly registered in his ears and was unlikely to draw attention, still,  he winced at the sound. The model was perfectly designed for this sort of operation but had almost no ability to penetrate body armor, leaving him to feel vulnerable.

Granberg had fired as well, taking his down in the same instant. They closed to the door, and Eversley briefly whispered a prayer of thanks. The two had fallen away from the building and not struck it. Once he and Granberg were in position, he whispered into his com,

“Two-two at the door.”

“Copy. Two-one as well. Prep for breach.”

Eversley nodded and carefully placed an access computer on the door's control. It would take a few seconds, then be ready for a dual entry. He just had to let it do its job, and that was annoying to him. He had argued for Silverling to prepare them some breaching charges, but Keith shot that down. He wanted the primary targets secured before the place turned into a war zone.

“Overwatch to all, hold, hold, hold!”

Eversley flinched and looked at Granberg who was already looking outward for trouble. His mind ran down the list of possible problems. The meeting could be ending, and they’d be walking right out into the team, there was a patrol, or someone suddenly decided to walk out of a building. 

“We’ve got an issue, looks like someone inside suspects. One just popped up and looks like they pulled a sidearm.”

Eversley heard Holte’s teeth grind through the com before she spoke, “Go loud, breach, breach, breach!”

He wasted no time, overriding the device safety, causing it to blow the door open. A small shower of sparks flew about as he and Granberg moved through. Weapons up, they activated the speakers on their suits; loud sonic pulses proceeding them, causing confusion in the room ahead.

He added to it by tossing a flashbang around the corner, through the next doorway, calling it out to his team just before releasing. The thud he felt was marginal, and he briefly recalled what it felt like without the suit’s defenses. 

He moved in fast, scanning for anyone still up; one man raised a weapon as someone went out a side door. Eversley’s movements resulted from years of training. A brief burst of rounds struck the man center-mass, dropping him to the floor.

“Runner, runner, runner!” He called as he swept for any other threats.

Holte and Qureshi were on top of two before they could regain their senses.  Granberg grabbed one who was about halfway to their feet, using one arm he lifted them and then drove them to the floor. Eversley heard a feminine yelp as Granberg pinned his target to the floor and was zip tying her hands. 

“This is Overwatch. I’ve got ‘em, moving east and fast! Looks like the whole place is waking up!”

Eversley moved to follow the runner, seeing a window they had apparently dove out of. They were just moving past a building. He moved to the frame, but Holte’s voice stopped him.

“Let ‘em go! That’s Keith’s job, let's prep for evac!”

Eversley nodded and after one last glance out the window, moved to cover the door he and Granberg had come through. He saw people starting to stream out of the various buildings, some half-dressed, some in fatigues, a couple perhaps wearing armor.

“Here comes trouble!” He called as he started to fire at the ones who moved towards their position.

In the same instant, several explosions rocked the ground. Buildings vanished in fireballs all around them, and the rumbling sound of the lander shook the area. He smiled and moved back into the room with the others.

“Looks like our ride is here,” he said.

Holte nodded to him and motioned him to lead them out, “Thump should be right outside in just a second.”

“That’s the part that scares me,” he replied as he moved past to the hallway and looked outside.

As he expected, the lander was pivoting so it could come down just in front of their position. Streaks of laser fire erupted from the various gun ports on the craft. Missiles, hard mounted to the side, roared off, a moment later the explosions were heard.

Once the lander was down, the side door slid open and Eversley called out to the rest of the team to move. He watched for anyone trying to fire their direction amid the chaos. There were several, but the lander’s point defense seemed to make quick work of the people in sight.

“Last one,” said Granberg as he patted his shoulder.

Eversley backed up and climbed into the lander. He felt the craft lurch under his feet, the G-force of the acceleration almost taking him to the floor; he was thankful for the overhead handles at that moment. He looked and saw Qureshi, Holte, and Granberg all present, as well as, their three guests, and an armload of tablets.

“Hey folks,” he said as he squatted down to look at one captive, “comfy?”

“Fuck off Earther,” one man said as he spat.

Eversley just smiled, “Well that’s not very nice.”

“Hey,” came Holte’s voice, “knock it off.” 

Eversley nodded and keyed his mic, “Two-two for One-one.”

Keith’s voice came back on the line, “Go for One-one.”

“You get that squirter?”

There was laughter on the line, “You mean the one you let get away?”

“Fuck too! I had their ass till Holte called me off!”

Eversley grinned and looked over to the petty officer first class, she was giving him a dirty look and flipping him off. He just laughed, as he settled against the bulkhead to ride out the flight to base. He adjusted his helmet and noticed he had a closed call from Keith.

“What’s up Chief?”

“Our squirter suicided. Clacked off a bomb large enough to have leveled that building.”

Eversley shook his head, “Damn. Get an ID?”

“Nope, nothing official anyway.”

“What’s your gut say?”

“Shezlan.”

Eversley let out a long breath, that was not good. He trusted Keith, the man had a knack for knowing what was what on the field, if he thought he saw something, he probably did. That also meant there was an alien presence, and Shezlan at that.

“So, what now brother?”

“We tell Jubert and make our reports. We also keep our heads on a swivel out in the field, this changes the game.”

Eversley nodded to himself, “Copy that.”

He settled in and stared across the way as the line closed. The war was long over, but it felt like someone wanted to get back into it. All that destruction on Earth, lives lost, colonies burnt to cinders, and some idiot humans with delusions of who knew what wanted the Shezlan’s help to do something that made Earth weaker.

He looked over at the three people they had sitting against the bulkhead in restraints. Qureshi and Granberg were watching them. Eversley smiled to himself, they were huddled close to each other, the ones on the ends each trying to keep away from the operator staring at them. While most smart people were afraid of Granberg, he knew no one understood the danger Qureshi posed. She took the betrayal of humanity personally.

Not that anyone else didn’t, he reminded himself, but she just had this extra spice about it. When they had debriefed after the pirate station, she was livid about the intel discoveries. He still didn’t understand all the words she used, he wasn’t fluent in Arabic, but they certainly didn’t sound very friendly. Keith had pulled her aside after and they had a long chat. He could only imagine what it was about; Keith had pulled him aside once and reminded him how he was to conduct himself.

Eversley briefly allowed himself a smile at the thought. Keith and Jubert
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