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The Staff of Rahgorra

 


 


Another time, another galaxy.

 


It is a time of relative peace. The Territory
Wars that resulted from the fall of the Trubar Empire a thousand
years earlier have long since ended. The galaxy has been split into
a dozen or so large and countless smaller nations.

 


Unfortunately, in some nations crime and
corruption run rampant. The crime lord Thrull has ambitions that go
beyond ruling the underworld in a single corner of the galaxy. To
this end he has begun building his own private Armada. He has also
secretly begun to search for the Staff of Rahgorra, a weapon of
mythical power.

 


Thrull’s activities have not gone unnoticed. The
Galactic Security Bureau, peacekeepers of the galaxy, has managed
to place a single, untried agent within Thrull’s organization.

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


Thrull looked out the observation lounge
viewport. He searched the stars for the small shuttlecraft making
its ascent from the green planet far below. Danta was the capital
of the Cucop Alliance, an alliance of almost a million star
systems. Today he would start the process of formalizing his
control over the Cucop. He already had absolute control over the
Cucop underworld. He controlled most of the workers’ unions and ran
all of the major politicians, on the individual systems, as well as
within the central government. He legitimately controlled at least
a piece of every major corporation in the Alliance, and he also
owned several businesses of his own, most of which were fronts for
illegal activities. In short, he ran the entirety of the systems
and controlled the central government. A factory worker on some
backwater world could not sneeze without his say so, but neither
could the government make any policy. Yet few people actually knew
his name, and even fewer knew the power he wielded. To gain the
ultimate prize though, that had to change. Today would begin that
process.

He finally recognized the shuttle against the
background of stars and other spacefaring traffic. The rest of the
traffic avoided his Shuntok, giving her a wide berth,
obviously intimidated by her size. Only the shuttle was foolish
enough to approach. Good. Intimidation was one of the reasons for
building her and her sisters, who were still in spacedock in
various stages of construction. She was the largest ship the galaxy
had ever seen, almost half again as large as a Perlag Cruiser,
which was now second largest. He wondered if the shuttle’s lone
passenger was intimidated. He would find out soon enough.

Thrull did not react as a side door of the
observation lounge hissed open. He continued to watch the shuttle’s
approach as the sound of boots striking the cool marble floor
echoed through the lounge. His visitor finally came to a halt two
meters behind and just to the left of him. After more than a
minute, when the shuttle had almost reached the landing bay’s
magnetic doors, he glanced up to see Tok’s reflection in the
glass.

“You have news for me,” he said gruffly. It
was not a question.

Tok seemed to stiffen his posture. “We just
received word that the transport has arrived,” Tok said.

Thrull nodded. “Has the rest of the trap been
set?” he asked. This he phrased as a question.

“Yes, Sire,” he said. “Linu contacted us an
hour ago. She and the Talon should be here within the
hour.”

Thrull turned to face Tok. “Good,” he said.
“Tell her I want to see her as soon as she gets here.”

“Certainly, Sire.”

Thrull paused, looking the young man up and
down. Hard to believe it was almost fifteen years ago that he had
first taken them under his wing. Tok had been the youngest, only
nine. He taught them everything he knew. They became his family,
his thirty children. And now, after just fifteen years, he had gone
from a mysterious upstart with a band of teenaged commandos to the
verge of taking over the galaxy. “Would you please escort our guest
up here. I’ll be in to see him shortly.”

“Yes, Sire,” Tok said, but Thrull was already
halfway to a second side door.

After the door slid closed behind his leader,
Tok fully relaxed. For the first time since entering the
observation lounge he looked out at the planet below. From orbit,
Danta was mostly green, with large splotches of gray marking the
locations of the major cities. Rivers and large lakes were also
visible, spaced fairly regularly across the surface, but nothing
big enough to be called an ocean. How beautiful it was from up
here, so different from the reality of living on the surface. Danta
was the capital of the galaxy’s seventh largest nation, the Cucop
Alliance. Thus, it was one of the most corrupt and dirty worlds in
the galaxy. One percent of the population controlled ninety-nine
percent of the wealth, and seventy-five percent of the population
lived in poverty conditions, in the slums and ghettos. He had spent
the first nine years of his life in those slums and ghettos, living
like an animal just to survive.

And now he was supposed to escort the Prime
Minister of the Cucop Alliance, someone he despised with all his
heart, up to this very room. He smiled at the irony. He hated the
P.M. not because of the power he had or because he had money. As a
youth, Tok would horde anything of value he obtained. He did not
believe in sharing the wealth, so why expect anyone else to. And
now he had more money and more power than even the P.M. No, he
hated him, and all politicians, for two reasons. The first was that
he could not take care of himself. He did not know how to survive
when it really counted. And that, in Tok’s opinion, made him
inferior. The second was that he was corrupt. The Prime Minister
was supposed to be loyal to the Cucop people. Instead, he had taken
bribes and payoffs to further his own self-interests. Lord Thrull
had instilled the ideals of honor and loyalty in Tok. Anyone who
did not value them, not only could not be trusted, he or she should
not be allowed another breath. But Tok knew that, despite his
hatred of them, corrupt and greedy politicians were necessary for
Lord Thrull’s plans. He smiled a wicked smile. He would enjoy
taking the P.M. down.

He exited the lounge through the main
doors.

The corridor was a sea of activity and Tok
found himself swept up in the roiling chaos. Beings and droids of
every description imaginable hurried to and fro like the fate of
the ship depended solely on his, her or its actions. The
Shuntok had been launched only a month ago, and though she
was space-worthy, she still needed a lot of work. Tok made his way
to the turbolift. After a ten-minute wait he rode the crowded car
directly to Bay 17. He quickly found the deck officer.

“Yes, Sir,” the officer said, snapping to
attention. Tok wore no rank, but all the officers, right down to
this lowly ensign, knew he worked directly for Lord Thrull.

“I need the next car cleared and waiting for
Lord Thrull’s guest.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and
headed for the only shuttle amongst the myriad of other
vessels.

Prime Minister Jugga came down the shuttle’s
ramp unescorted. He looked around at the other ships in the landing
bay, at the bustle of activity. He seemed nervous and lost,
obviously not used to being without his bodyguards. Tok smiled to
himself. Lord Thrull was a genius. Only a genius could humble one
of the most powerful people in the galaxy by depriving him what
most people would consider an extravagant luxury.

 


* * *

 


“Let's get the hell outta here,” Chameleon
Del Rey yelled as he hurried his captive up the ramp of the
Darkmoon. Lexint, the captive, put up a minor struggle as he
was pushed into the makeshift detention cell. The door quickly slid
closed behind him. The automatic lock clicked into place. Cam
rushed for the cockpit. The Darkmoon had already lifted off
and was hovering over the ancient ruins of Crannic III, high above
the forest canopy, by the time he reached the pilot's seat.

The Darkmoon was an old THQ Long Range
Attack Bomber. By nature THQ's were slow and cumbersome, but she
was heavily armored and heavily armed to make up for her lack of
quickness. Cam had bought her from an arms dealer who had just
wanted to get rid of her. She had been pretty beat up. He spent
almost two years rebuilding her. He replaced her standard heavy
blasters with TR34 heavy turret cannons. He increased her shield
output. And he almost doubled her top speed. The Darkmoon
was supposed to be equipped for a crew of six. And, for a military
bomber, he supposed it was. But for all practical purposes, it was
equipped for three, maybe four, enough room for him and his crew to
live somewhat comfortably.

Mook, a Bozzobon, sat in the seat to his
right. He was short, only about a meter and a half tall, and
stocky. His large, leathery ears sagged down to his knees. Needless
to say, his hearing was excellent. He had a protruding and very
powerful jaw. Cam had seen him bite through the chains that once
bound him like he was biting into a piece of overripe fruit. His
mandible was made all the more menacing by his large, razor sharp
fangs. These traits, combined with his short black fur, made Mook
look like a cloaked assassin. Luckily he had an easy-going
personality. He rarely lost his temper and generally stayed calm
and cool in any situation. Mook had the rare ability to detach
himself from a given situation and look at it objectively—obviously
his years of forced labor had something to do with this. But Mook's
spirit was far from being broken. He had more passion and feeling,
more spirit, than anyone Cam had ever known and he showed it
whenever his life and the lives of his friends were not in
danger.

Behind Mook, at the navigator’s station was
TK-89. Teekay was a SarCon Industries Series 7 modified
AstroNavigation droid. Roughly humanoid in shape, he stood 1.7
meters tall. Because he was designed to take up as little room as
possible in the tight confines of most cockpits, his body was thin,
almost to the point of appearing skeletal. While his legs were
double segmented, with joints at the hip, knee, and ankle, his arms
had three segments, with shoulder, superior elbow, inferior elbow
and wrist joints. His two elbow joints bent in opposite ways,
allowing his long arms to fold up in the confines of the cockpit,
yet still work the navigation controls. Cam had never figured out
why the droid needed such long arms. Teekay had an odd personality.
He trusted people much more than other droids, even those he had
known for some time. His distrust made him an outcast among droids,
and being a droid meant he did not fit in with people. He was,
therefore, very independent, but also fiercely loyal to his organic
friends in general, and Cam and Mook in particular.

Cam kicked in the sublight drive and drove
the Darkmoon up into the heavens. “Calculations made?” he
asked, though he already knew the answer. It was standard procedure
on the Darkmoon, as on most ships involved in illegal
activities, to make the calculations for the jump to hyperspace as
soon as they landed. That way they would not have to wait for the
ship's navigation computer in situations like this.

“Yes, Sir,” Teekay answered in his harsh
metallic voice.

“Keep an eye out for the other two,” Cam
warned. “They were out doing rounds in that new IHO.”

Just as Cam finished Mook caught sight of the
small patrol craft rising after them.

The small, open-air craft was struggling to
keep up. The only attempt at a fight it put up was a salvo of hand
blaster fire, most of which did not even reach the Darkmoon.
The handful of blasts that did hit the target was easily handled by
the shields. The attempt at rescuing their partner was beyond
futile. After a few more seconds the IHO broke its pursuit. Its
occupants must have realized that one hit from the
Darkmoon's blast cannons would have ended their lives.

When the Darkmoon was out of the
planet's atmosphere and out of its natural gravity well, Cam pulled
back on the hyperdrive control lever. The navicomputer turned the
ship onto the correct trajectory. The specks of light around them
quickly lengthened into blue-tinted starlines, then slowly melted
into a mottled sky. They had made the jump to hyperspace.

 


* * *

 


Thrull sat behind the simple desk that stood
in the center of his office. It was a sparsely decorated room. The
desk and the two chairs before it were the only furniture, save the
small table for the Battlechess board. Few in the galaxy could
challenge him at Battlechess. Had he cared about his ranking, he
would have been a grandmaster. But he did not play for ranking. He
played for knowledge and insight, and for enjoyment. But there was
little enjoyment in destroying opponents. In fifteen years, he had
only been beaten once. After he had taken over Kuran’s syndicate,
he had befriended a gnarled old freighter pilot. Evenk was one of
the many holdovers from Kuran. The closeness of their ages had
brought them together. At that time, Thrull had just finished two
years of training teenagers and needed a friend with similar
experiences. That was Evenk. For beating him at Battlechess, Thrull
had immediately promoted him to Admiral.

The rest of his office was tastefully
decorated, an original painting by Denya Li, a handful of trinkets
from his many archaeological digs, but nothing too extravagant. He
was looking over last month’s gambling figures from the casino on
Aotus. Pritca, the casino manager, was skimming more than usual,
almost three times what he usually took. Thrull was trying to
figure out what to do about it. He had never had a problem with
Pritca in the ten years he had managed the casino.

A buzz at the door forced him to leave the
question until later. He set his data-pad aside. “Yes.”

The main doors parted, revealing a dark
figure. Markos confidently strode inside. A massive, barrel chest
and broad shoulders dominated his presence. His long, muscular arms
were almost twice as long as his short, stocky legs. He wore no
clothing. Instead, long dark fur covered him from head to toe. He
was large, even for a Yabar. Most of his species did not reach 1.85
meters. Markos was well over two meters. He was an imposing figure.
“You wanted to see me?” he grunted.

“The transport has arrived, Markos,” Thrull
said. “I figure you have seven days to get to the pick-up
site.”

“At least that,” Markos agreed.

“I want you there in six.”

Markos paused, as if debating whether or not
to object to the order. Thrull could almost see the internal battle
being fought, his wounded pride at having to take such orders,
against the immense amount of money he would be paid. In the end,
the greed won. “I will leave immediately.” He was almost to the
door when Thrull stopped him.

“Markos, I want all of them alive,” Thrull
stressed. “If anyone is hurt in any way...”

“We've been over this a thousand times,” the
giant assured. “I force them down before they make the jump.”

“Just don't force them too hard,” Thrull
said.

“Don't worry. I've done this before,” Markos
said condescendingly. Without another word he turned and left the
office. As soon as the door had closed behind him, the side door
hissed open.

“Do you think he can do it?” Keoki asked.

“When we planned this operation I thought
yes. But now I don't know. Markos is young and angry. He acts and
then thinks. That will get him into trouble.” Thrull paused,
considering Markos's possible fate. He shook the thought off. “But
if he follows the plan, we should get what we want.”

“I hope so.”

Thrull smiled. “Have faith, Keoki. Have
faith.”

The door buzzed again. Keoki stepped back
into what little shadows there were.

“Yes,” Thrull said.

Tok stepped into the office. He eyed Keoki,
obviously wary of her, then turned his attention back to Thrull.
“The Prime Minister is waiting in the lounge.”

“Thank you, Tok.” He picked up the data-pad
he had set aside. “What should we do about Pritca?”

“We’ve never had a problem with him before.
There has to be a good reason he’s stealing. Also, he didn’t cover
it up very well. Pritca’s better than that. From the looks of it he
needed the money fast. I suggest finding out why,” Tok offered. He
had learned long ago that when Thrull asked your opinion that’s
what he wanted, your opinion.

“Denza came to the same conclusion. That’s
why he didn’t take care of it himself,” Thrull said. Denza was in
charge of Thrull’s gambling operations. “Send someone to talk to
Pritca. But not one of Casson’s people.”

“Who, then?” Casson was one of the original
thirty. He was an expert at extortion and intimidation. In short,
he was a bully. He currently headed a group nicknamed the
Enforcers. They were the muscle arm of Thrull’s criminal
organization. Ordinarily in situations like this, Casson’s
Enforcers would be the logical and automatic choice.

“I think I’ll have Linu check it out,” Thrull
decided. Almost as an afterthought he added, “Have Crash find out
where the money went to.” Crash was also one of the original
thirty. He had been a sixteen-year-old runaway, slicing into any
computer he could. Crash was motivated not only by power and greed,
but also by the challenge.

“He’s already on it.”

“Good,” Thrull said. “Are our friends still
watching us?”

Tok nodded. “The Cucop Navy is getting brave.
A squadron of 386s just did a fly-by. Everyone else is laying back,
doing surveillance and hoping we don’t notice them.”

“If the Cucop Navy gets any braver, have the
captain respond appropriately,” Thrull said simply. “Anything
else?”

“No, Sir.”

“Thank you, Tok.”

Once the door closed behind him, Keoki
stepped again into the full light.

“Dr. Jenkins just contacted us,” she said.
“They’re awaiting the assistance you promised them.”

“Select a crew you can trust and tell them
only what they need to know.”

“Yes, Sire.”

 


* * *

 


The sea of activity parted before Markos.
These were technicians and crewers. They were not used to seeing
someone of his size. He even rode the turbolift alone. He knew the
fear he put into them and it amused him. Down in the landing bay,
the Duty Officer checked his identification. He was intimidated but
did a good job of hiding it.

Markos headed toward his Kublica.
Kublica was the Yabar god of death. The ship Kublica was one
of the new J46 Attackers. It was a small, fast, three-person
fighter with a good deal of range and heavy firepower. Markos took
the small ramp into the cockpit.

“So?” his co-pilot asked.

“It's a go,” Markos said with a grin.

“All right!” Hifle said excitedly. Hifle was
small even for a human. Next to Markos he seemed inconsequential.
He was young like Markos, but, unlike his superior, Hifle was a
sniveling coward. He was content to fly the Kublica and
stand in Markos's shadow. Markos often felt sorry for his
copilot.

“We have six days to the pick-up,” Markos
said as he started the pre-flight sequence. Ten minutes later the
Kublica was clear of the Shuntok.

 


* * *

 


“That J46 just left,” Temple mumbled. He
lowered the macro-binoculars and looked to his partner.

Mannric was looking over some data-cards.
“Yeah,” he grunted. He was not paying much attention.

“Should we go after it?” Temple asked. This
was his first assignment, and he was anxious for some action. This
time Mannric looked up.

“What?”

“Should we go after it?” Temple repeated
energetically.

“Our assignment is to observe that monster of
a ship,” Mannric snapped, “not chase down some J46. Besides,” he
added, “I'm more worried about that shuttle from the surface.” He
looked out the small viewport. “What's our course?”

“A few minutes ago we got caught in the wash
of a cruiser.” He checked the controls. “Changed our heading. We're
drifting almost directly away from her.”

Mannric, too, checked the Observer's
controls. “Damn.” He shifted the etheric rudder gently. “Why didn't
you tell me?” Temple had no answer. “We're supposed to get a look
at the engines, too. Now it's going to take hours to drift back
into position.” He sat back, disgusted.

Temple knew he was not going to like
surveillance. He was drifting through space in a cramped ship that
was supposed to look like ordinary space junk with a partner he was
not exactly hitting it off with.

 


* * *

 


Prime Minister Jugga was staring at his world
and the space activity around it when Thrull entered the
observation lounge. He was so engrossed with the view that he did
not hear the hiss of the door or the footsteps behind him. Thrull
allowed him a moment, knowing well how awe-inspiring the view truly
was. “Breathtaking, isn’t it?” Thrull said finally, and only then
did Jugga snap back from wherever he had been.

“It’s been a long time since I viewed Danta
from space.” Thrull knew that he had not been off-planet since his
mother died some twenty years ago. Jugga turned from the
viewport.

“Please, have a seat,” Thrull said, gesturing
to the head of the table. “Would you like something to drink? Or,
some food, perhaps?”

“Some tea, perhaps,” Jugga replied. The tea
was brought instantly by a beautiful young woman. Long, blonde hair
and soft blue eyes. She wore a simple black dress, slit up the side
to show her long legs, and soft-soled shoes. Keoki had been with
Thrull for the past eleven years. She was now twenty. She smiled
demurely at Jugga, then looked away coyly.

She poured and offered the cup to the Prime
Minister. He graciously accepted, though not before insisting that
Thrull join him. She poured a cup for her master, then stood aside,
listening and not listening as they talked of inconsequential
matters. Always attentive, refilling their cups whenever necessary.
At the correct time she bowed and silently withdrew.

A short time later Thrull decided it was time
to begin the meeting in earnest. “So, what do you think of my
Shuntok?”

“Shuntok?” Jugga echoed.

“Its an ancient Trubara word,” Thrull
explained. “Literally translated it means ‘instant justice’. It was
their word for ‘vengeance’.” Just as suddenly as the Prime Minister
had come back to the here and now a few moments ago, Thrull saw his
realization that he was alone and naked in unfamiliar, alien and
enemy territory. It was only a momentary lapse in his façade, and a
second later his face was once again passive. But Thrull knew the
impact such a revelation would have. Stupid of you to be cajoled
into coming here, Thrull thought, as much in disgust as in
triumph.

“Wasn’t Rahgorra the goddess of
Shuntok?” Jugga asked. “I knew I recognized the word from
somewhere.”

“Ah, you know Trubar mythology.” According to
the myth, Amasa, goddess of Shuntai, or justice, was raped
by Gwangi, the god of death. The result was Rahgorra, goddess of
instant justice or vengeance. True to form Rahgorra tried to
destroy her father for defiling her mother. But a god cannot die,
even at the hands of another god. So one night Rahgorra sneaked
into her father’s bedroom, and while he slept, cut off his
penis.

Gwangi awoke to find only a stump where there
had once been great size. Rahgorra fashioned her father’s penis
into a staff. And because this staff was a piece of the god of
death, whoever wielded it, had the power to kill and destroy at his
or her disposal.

“The Trubar ruled the galaxy for over 12,000
years. Their empire fell just a thousand years ago. Much of their
mythology has survived, though much of it, I suppose, has been
pushed into the galaxy’s subconscious.”

“Well said, Prime Minister,” Thrull said, and
raised his cup slightly.

“Tell me,” Jugga said skeptically, “who will
be the target of your ‘vengeance’?”

“That, I haven’t decided yet,” was the
diplomatic reply.

“But you must have something planned for this
ship,” the P.M. said accusingly. “You’ve been building your own
private Armada for the past ten years. And with the way you’re
showing this ship off, you obviously have something in the
works.”

“It would be hard to hide a ship this size,”
Thrull countered smoothly. “And as far as showing it off, Danta is
the first world we’ve been to and you are my first guest,” he
pointed out. “But, yes, I do have some plans for my little Armada.
Plans which I wish to discuss personally with the Cucop Senate in
two months time.”

Prime Minister Jugga was immediately on his
feet. “If you think for one minute the Senate will allow a
notorious criminal and wannabe warlord like you into its chambers,
think again. You may have bribed and blackmailed me, but you will
not be allowed to coerce the rest of the Senate with the threat of
force from this monstrosity you call your ‘vengeance’. I will not
allow it!”

“I will speak to the Senate in two months
time,” Thrull repeated menacingly, fighting to control his anger at
Jugga’s insolence. Of course, this was an act. He would never
reveal his emotions so openly. “You, Prime Minister, will arrange
it. If you have a problem with that, I can easily find another
Senator to take your place.”

The not-so-veiled threat hit home. Elections
were next year and he needed Thrull’s support to stay in power. “I
can arrange it,” Jugga said. “But before I commit political
suicide, I need to know exactly what this speech will entail.”

Thrull thought for a moment. Telling him
meant revealing his hand too soon and possibly jeopardizing
everything he had worked for. On the other hand, it was
political suicide. In the end, he figured the risk to his plans was
slight at best. Besides, Jugga’s reaction would be worth it. “Very
well,” he started. “I will petition the Senate for complete control
of the Cucop Alliance.”

Jugga gasped. Thrull expected him to explode.
But he never did. Instead, he turned back to the viewport and took
several deep breaths, calming himself, and then said simply, “The
Senate will vote against you.”

Thrull admired the man’s newfound
self-control, but decided to press him anyway. “Would you?” he
asked. “Would you vote against a ship this size? Even with your
defense grid I could still lay siege to the entire planet.”

Jugga faced him again. “One ship, no matter
how large, is no match for the Cucop Navy,” he challenged, still
calm.

“You said yourself that I have been building
my forces for some time now,” Thrull countered. “They have come to
rival those of your Navy. So if you’re threatening war, let me warn
you that you will get a war.”

“It is you who are threatening war!”

“On the contrary. By petitioning the Senate I
am trying to avoid bloodshed,” Thrull said calmly.

Jugga took another deep breath, again
regaining his composure, and tried another approach. “The GSB would
never allow it, and neither would the other governments in the
galaxy.”

“The Galactic Security Bureau has grown weak
and complacent,” Thrull said. “What was once an organization to be
feared and respected is now one to be laughed at. Yes, there are a
few in the GSB who may cause problems. But they are being taken
care of as we speak. And as for the rest of the galaxy, they will
fall into line.”

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Talon dropped out of hyperspace well
outside Danta’s Safety Zone. Say-Zees were set up around most
densely populated planets in the galaxy to prevent collisions
between local traffic and ships entering and dropping from
hyperspace. Talon’s communications officer requested
permission to orbit the planet, which was granted and a few minutes
later she fell into orbit beside the Shuntok. Talon
was about half the size of her cousin. The family resemblance
between the two ships was obvious. Talon, however, was not
just a smaller version of the Shuntok. Talon’s
outline was shorter and stockier than her larger cousin, but the
locations of hardware, such as shield generators and turbolaser
batteries, were anatomically identical in both ships.

As soon as orbit was achieved a shuttlecraft
left one of Talon’s six landing bays and gracefully glided
toward the Shuntok. The shuttle was directed to Bay 17. A
short time later the pilot touched down next to an identical craft,
the shuttle that brought Prime Minister Jugga from the surface. The
ramp immediately came down. The flight crew was first out, already
prepping for the return trip. In the midst of their visual
inspection, Linu moved down the ramp.

“Hey, Kid,” she said in a familiar tone.
“How’s it going?” She was an Elepod, about a meter and a half tall,
average for a female of her species. She moved on eight boneless
legs. Each two foot long appendage wriggled and writhed independent
of the others and combined to form a chaotic scramble that somehow
propelled her in any direction she wished. At about the level where
the human waist would be were two appendages, again boneless and
about twice as long as the lower eight that served as arms. At the
ends of these were three pudgy fingers. Her face was dominated by
two large black eyes and a mouth region that protruded well forward
of the rest of her face. Though her body was boneless, a hard
cartilage spinal column supported her body and her mouth was filled
with tiny, razor sharp teeth. Her course black hair was cut short
and her uniform tunic was impeccable.

Tok rushed to greet her. “I can’t complain,”
he said. “Lord Thrull’s running me ragged, but what the hell?” The
two embraced as old friends should. “How’re you doing?”

“I’m all right,” she said through a sigh.
“I’m just sick of running drills. Not one of my crew has ever seen
battle.” She shook her head. “I’m trying to get them ready, but
there’s only so much I can do. I’m scared that the first shot we
take they’re going to shit themselves, turn tail and run.” They had
both seen battle during the various gang wars that followed
Thrull’s takeover of the Cucop underworld. That had been a mess.
Surprisingly, in all the battles they had been part of, they
mourned the loss of only two of their comrades, Deasil and
Arcto.

Tok nodded. “We’re the same here. Plus, we
have to get the ship ready.”

They began walking towards the turbolift.
Linu smiled. “Its good to see you again, Kid.”

“Don’t call me Kid,” he objected playfully.
As the youngest, the others had naturally called him Kid. There was
no getting around that. In reality, they had all been kids, but he
got stuck with the name. He had hated it at first, which only
heightened their use of the diminutive. After a while though, he
had come to accept and appreciate the nickname.

“So where are we headed?” she asked as they
entered the waiting turbolift.

“Lord Thrull’s office,” Tok said. He pressed
the button for Deck Three and then his override code. The code
allowed them to go directly to Deck Three, nonstop. The car began
its smooth ascent. “But first I have to pick up some information
from Crash.”

“Crash is here? I thought he was on Samon
Heei?”

Tok shook his head. “Thrull wanted him here
to handle any glitches.”

“Have there been any glitches?” Linu asked,
shocked at the thought. Crash had designed the Shuntok’s
computer system, as he had on all the ships in Thrull’s fleet.

“A couple. Nothing major,” Tok said. “He
spends most of his time trying to break encryption codes.”

“Good ol’ Crash,” she said wistfully. He was
like a sorcerer, coaxing and cajoling the computer spirits to give
him whatever information he wanted. She had seen him do some
amazing things with computers. Things she could not even begin to
understand, let alone do herself. Not that she was computer
illiterate. Her childhood and early teens had been spent at the
family computer. But Crash was something special.

The turbolift slowed and came to a stop. The
doors parted. They stepped out into an almost empty corridor and
turned left. The few people that were in the corridor moved with
obvious purpose and discipline. That purpose could only mean one
thing: they were in officer territory. From one end of the galaxy
to the other, all officers had that same air of confidence about
them. It was an unconscious thing, the way they carried themselves.
She supposed it was personal pride and extensive training that did
it, and the authority they wielded over the rest of the crew.
Power, she knew, was a very potent narcotic. Thrull had warned her
about that when she had first taken command of Talon. ‘To
command, to have power over others is a high like none you’ve ever
experienced,’ he had said. ‘Don’t let it go to your head. At first,
they’ll obey your commands out of fear. You’ve got to change that
as soon as possible. Now, don’t get me wrong, fear has its place.
It’s one hell of a motivator. But only a fool leads by fear alone.
To be a good leader, to be a good captain, you have to gain their
respect. To do that, you have to first respect them. If you’re fair
and you show them respect, they’ll follow you anywhere.’ It was a
lesson she always remembered.

Tok stopped at a secured door, typed in his
access code and pressed the release.

The room was seven meters or so wide by about
twenty long with perhaps ten computer terminals along each wall. A
programmer/slicer sat at each terminal, many assisted by droids.
The room was a mess: papers, data-cards and empty food packs
littered any empty space, including much of the floor. Wild music
blared from the sound system. No one paid them much attention as
they sidestepped debris in search of Crash.

They found him at the last terminal on their
left. Crash was human, but more than that, he was a slicer. In her
experience slicers had one of two body types regardless of their
species: either disgustingly fat, because all they ate was
junkfood, or appallingly thin, because they just plain forgot to
eat. Crash fit into the latter category. His tall, lanky frame
never seemed to fit at a computer terminal. His quick smile, a
smile concentrated in his deep, blue eyes and shock of white-blond
hair made him appear boyish and immature. And at times he was. But
when it mattered, he was all business.

To get his attention, Tok put a hand on his
shoulder. Crash was startled and his body jerked in a single,
all-encompassing spasm. Linu could not help her own spasm of
laughter at the sight. Crash spun toward them, his face contorted
in anger. “Don’t do that!!” he screamed over the music.

But when he realized it was Tok, and not one
of his slicers, the anger immediately melted from his face. Then he
saw her, and the fury was back. “What’re you laughing at?” he
snapped.

“You,” she said defiantly, still half
giggling, knowing his anger was feigned.

Crash broke into a grin. He stood, with open
arms, and the two hugged.

“How have you been?” she asked in his ear
while they were still embracing. He pulled away from her and looked
into her eyes.

“Good,” he said loudly, over the music. “I’ve
been good.” Then, as if realizing he had forgotten something, Crash
turned and typed something into his terminal. The music abruptly
stopped, leaving only the constant click-clacking of keystrokes
behind them. “Sorry about that,” he said. “So, how’re you
doing?”

“I’m all right,” she began. They talked on
for a few minutes. Crash telling her about his hassles with the
computer system aboard the Shuntok. She was complaining
about her training exercises and her untested crew.

Tok stood quietly by, half listening, nodding
when someone said, “like I was telling Tok” or “right, Kid?” When
he deemed that his friends had reacquainted he spoke up. “Listen,
Crash, I just stopped by to get that information on Pritca. I have
to get Linu up to see him.”

“Yeah, sure Kid,” he said. He turned and
fumbled around, looking for the data-card. When the desk turned up
nothing, he made a cursory check of the floor. Still nothing. He
then stood upright and looked around, seeming to mentally retrace
his steps. Finally, he reached into a pocket on his uniform and
produced the data-card. “I knew it was here somewhere,” he said
through a grin. He handed it to Tok.

“Well?” Tok prompted.

Crash shrugged. “It’s in his normal
account.”

“The secret one?” As a casino manager, Pritca
skimmed a percentage of the profits and funneled the money into
what he thought was a secret bank account. Of course, Thrull knew
all about the skimming and the secret account. He accepted it and
even came to expect it. A casino manager’s salary was even adjusted
to compensate for his or her skimming.

“His usual’s in the secret account,” Crash
explained, “but the extra’s in his normal account.”

“Set up?” Tok asked.

“Don’t know. I’m working on it right
now.”

“How long?”

“Couple hours.”

“Good.” Then to Linu, “We’d better get
going.”

They returned to the turbolift and rode it up
a single deck to Deck Two. The doors opened onto the same chaotic
mass of beings and droids that Tok had been putting up with for
almost a month. Tok led the way to Thrull’s office.

 


* * *

 


“Linu, how are you?” Thrull asked.

“I’m fine, Sir. Thank you.”

“I assume you’ve seen Crash?” he asked,
shooting Tok a glance.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good. Please, sit, both of you. So…
Pritca?”

Tok handed the data-card over and reported
what Crash had told him.

“Good. Wait until we know for sure, then call
Casson. If it’s a set up, Crash will find out who’s responsible and
the Enforcers will take care of it. If it’s not, they’ll take care
of Pritca,” Thrull said with cold finality.

“Yes, Lord,” Tok said, making a note on his
data-pad.

Thrull turned his attention to Linu. “Did
everything go all right?”

“Yes, Sire. Everything went exactly as
planned. There were no deviations,” she said emphatically.

“Good.” Everything was going as he had
planned. So far. He knew from experience that no plan was perfect
and that somewhere down the line someone or something would go
wrong. When would it happen? He shook the thought off. Obviously
not today. Today had been perfect and that was the important thing.
He had even managed to gain control of the Cucop Alliance. Of
course, he always knew it could be done. There was never any doubt
about it. But the actual act, watching one of the most powerful
beings in the galaxy submit to a proposition that will surely bring
about the destruction of the Cucop government, was amazing to
him.

Prime Minister Jugga had ranted and raved
about who would object to such a take-over and how, from other
politicians within the Cucop government to the various nations of
the galaxy.

He had remained calm during all this, letting
the P.M. vent his frustrations. He already knew all Jugga’s
proposed reasons against the take-over. As well as a few the Prime
Minister had not considered. And he had contingency plans for all
of them. Yes, today had gone perfectly. But he knew that tomorrow
or the next day or two months from now something would go wrong.
All he could do was check and recheck those parts that he could
control. Then whatever went wrong was fate.

 


* * *

 


“Linu, I have a special assignment for you,”
Thrull said.

A smile flashed across Linu’s features and
just as quickly disappeared.

“For some time now I have been excavating at
twelve archaeological sites across the galaxy. I want you to
oversee and coordinate all twelve sites, including administration
and allocation.” He handed her a data-pad. “Base yourself at Koobi
Fora. It’s centrally located and by far the largest complex. I want
detailed reports on each site: everything from progress and
personnel reports to possible native complications.”

“Yes, Sire.”

“I’m also sending Keoki with you,” Thrull
said.

Linu looked perplexed. “May I ask why?”

“She will update me on the actual archaeology
being done.”

“I can’t do that?” Linu questioned.

“I’m searching for one particular artifact,”
Thrull explained. “Keoki has the knowledge necessary for this
task.”

Linu silently accepted the explanation.

“You have military control,” Thrull said.
“But let me stress that I don’t want you going in and completely
taking over. You are there to aid each site in any way you can. If
they ask for it, you give it to them. You’re presence alone should
motivate them enough. Each individual site has its own leader.
Those leaders will now be responsible to you. Understand?”

“Yes, Sire,” she said, but not with the
enthusiasm he had hoped.

“Linu,” he said patiently. “This is very
important to me. Important enough that each individual site was
reporting directly to me.” He saw a flicker in her eyes. “Now I
need someone I can trust to baby-sit these scientists and tell me
what’s really going on.” He handed her a data-card. “The Gorf
Nebula and the Solar Flare will meet you at Koobi Fora.
They are now under your command.” Both were Dojin-class cruisers,
the first class of ships produced by the Samon Heei shipyards. They
were small but somehow bulky and cumbersome craft, with too much
armor for their size. The Dojin-class ships were the grunts of
Thrull’s Armada and were still in production at Samon Heei.

“Yes, Sire,” she said through her deadly
grin.

 


* * *

 


Cam wove his ship among the peaks of the
spine of mountains that divided Aapus III’s northern continent. He
rounded a high peak, the wind buffeting the Darkmoon until
he dropped her low into the barren valley. He followed the contour
of the rock and ice as it rose again to become the next peak. The
bright morning sun glinted off a patch of melting ice. He swung
around the summit and eased his ship from the continental divide,
descending toward the lower peaks to the east.

Cam eased the Darkmoon around another
nondescript peak, still hugging the terrain. He was halfheartedly
trying to avoid sensors. It was a game he and Kiber liked to play.
It challenged both of them and kept them on their toes. The Aapus
system was far from the normal spacelanes and trade routes. Aside
from the traffic in and out of Obek’s and the occasional patrol,
visitors were rare. Cam was flying a fine line between total
obscurity and obvious contact. In a hulk like an old THQ it was not
easy. So far, in the hundreds of times they had played this little
game Kiber had marked the Darkmoon all but a handful of
times. Cam figured he had to get lucky every once in a while. But
only Mook, Teekay and Obek knew that Cam could set the
Darkmoon down right in the middle of the compound and Kiber
still would not have a clue. Not that Kiber did not know his job.
In fact, he was one of the best sensor operators Cam had ever
worked with.

“Cam, is that you?” a mechanical-sounding
voice asked through the static of the comm system. The bulk of the
mountains between the Darkmoon and Obek’s compound made
communications difficult. Kiber’s sarcasm came through loud and
clear despite the poor reception.

Cam smiled to himself. “Good morning, Kiber.
You’re up early.”

“Yeah, well, I had a feeling you’d be back
today.”

“Good instincts,” Cam said. “You got the
doors open?”

“You’re all clear. No other traffic in or
outbound.”

“Great. See you in a few.”

Cam still kept his ship low, mere meters
above the treetops, to stay out of the wind. The Darkmoon
was a spaceship and was not designed with atmospheric flying in
mind. Thus, she was extremely susceptible to weather
conditions.

Obek Salmu ran his smuggling operation out of
a vast cave at the base of a rather ordinary mountain. The cave
opening was easily fifteen meters tall at its highest point by
forty or so wide, more than large enough for a light freighter. The
Darkmoon, much smaller than a freighter, had no trouble at
all clearing the entrance. Inside, the ceiling rose another five
meters and the walls bowed seven or eight meters on either side,
allowing for two rows of parking. The cave proper was almost two
hundred meters long, easily accommodating the fifteen ships,
freighters and support craft, and the Darkmoon. Cam eased
his ship to its usual berth near the rear of the grotto and gently
set her down. Mook and Teekay took care of shut down procedures as
Cam gathered Lexint and hurried him down the ramp.

The rear of the cave narrowed into a corridor
that stretched back several kilometers into the mountain. Obek
stood at the mouth of the cave-within-a-cave. He was a large and
rotund man, fifteen perhaps twenty years older than Cam, with a
full head of white hair. As soon as Lexint saw him, he began to
protest defiantly.

“What is this, Salmu? I pay you a fair price
and you send a bounty hunter after me?” Both Cam and Obek ignored
him.

“Any problems?” Obek asked.

“Not really,” Cam said. “At least, nothing I
couldn’t handle.”

“What about the other two? You think they’ll
come after him?”

“You better believe they’ll come for me,”
Lexint interrupted. “And when they do you’re both dead!”

“Tyruz,” Obek called to one of his mechanics.
A large Sollif lumbered over. “Get him out of here.”

“Sure, boss.” Tyruz led the struggling
prisoner past Obek and Cam and into the ancient corridor. At least
the first part was ancient. After the initial twenty meters or so
the rough cave walls became artificially smooth. The cave had
narrowed so much that Obek had widened it using laser cutters. Most
of the rooms within and the entire ventilation system were made
that same way. One of the many side corridors curved underneath the
main one and had ended in a small chamber. When Obek had tried to
make the chamber larger he had discovered a vein of tydirium. For
the past thirty-odd years anyone who had shortchanged Obek on a
deal had paid off his or her debt mining the precious metal. Lexint
must have known what awaited him.

“You’re dead!” he yelled back at them. “Both
of you! I’m personally gonna kill you both!”

“So what about his partners?” Obek asked when
Lexint finished his threats.

Cam told his friend about the hovercraft.
“They seem to be small-time. I wouldn’t worry too much about them
showing up here,” he concluded.

“Good,” Obek said with a nod. “Now, let’s get
you something to eat,” Obek said, putting a large arm around Cam’s
shoulder and steering him down the corridor. “And while you eat,
we’ll talk.”

 


* * *

 


“Ighk’s turn to cook again?” Cam said
sarcastically as he spooned his breakfast into a bowl.

Though the floor had been leveled,
stalactites still hung from the high dome of the dining hall. Large
cisterns under each of the jagged limestone teeth now caught the
regular and constant drips. Of the inner chambers, this was by far
the largest, easily measuring ten meters across. A large stove and
refrigeration unit stood against the back wall. As with the rest of
the inner rooms, a ventilation shaft had been laser carved into the
rock. A half dozen tables and benches of various sizes completed
the hall.

“What gave it away?” Obek said with a slight
laugh. They found a table in the corner and sat down.

“So, what’s up?” Cam asked as he dug into his
lakpadi stew. He had not realized how hungry he was.

Out of sheer habit, Obek glanced around
casually. The chamber was empty. “You ever heard of a guy named
Thrull?” he asked in a near whisper.

Cam nodded and swallowed what was in his
mouth. “Crime boss. Controls most of the Cucop Alliance, right?” he
grunted, shoveling more stew into his mouth.

“What do you know about him?” Obek asked.

Obek’s questions now had Cam's attention. He
stopped eating and looked the older man in the eyes, trying to
figure out where the questions were leading. “Not much. He rose to
power after I left. Why?”

Obek pulled a data-card from his pocket,
tossing it on the table before Cam.

“What’s that?”

“Thrull’s offering thirty thousand credits
for some waitress,” he explained. “She must’ve stuck her nose where
she wasn’t supposed to.”

Cam was skeptical. “Where’d you get the
data-card?”

“Mikol did a run for him. Picked it up on the
way.”

Cam was silent for a minute. Thirty thousand
credits. For a waitress? Something was not right. The money alone
did not bother him. Thirty thousand was pretty standard nowadays.
The fact that it was for a lousy waitress did. “Where is
Mikol?”

“He got back late last night,” Obek thought
out loud. “Probably still sleeping.”

Cam took another bite. “I want to see him as
soon as he wakes up.”

Obek was silent for a while, trying to find
the right words to break some bad news. He could find none and
finally just blurted the news out: “You know there's a pretty high
price on your head. I’ve heard as high as a hundred thousand.”

Chameleon paid Obek's concern little heed.
“That mark has been there for the past month. And I heard it was a
hundred and fifty,” he said between bites.

“You know who put it there?”

Cam shrugged. “Could be anybody. Anybody with
money, that is. Unless everyone with a grudge against me pooled
their money together,” he said with a grin.

“I heard Markos picked it up. Could be
trouble.”

Cam frowned at his friend. “Markos is all
brawn and no brain. I wouldn’t worry too much about him,” he said
casually.

But Obek did not seem all that convinced.

“Look,” Cam said, “I haven't been shot at
yet. And until someone does take a potshot, I’m not gonna worry
about it.”

 


* * *

 


Obek had a business to run. It may have been
illegal, but it was still a business, with all the problems and
worries and responsibilities of business owners across the galaxy.
He went to his office as soon as their conversation ended, leaving
Cam alone in the mess hall.

What was Thrull’s angle? Cam pondered. Why
would he offer thirty thousand credits for a simple waitress? And
why not have his own people take care of it.

Mook came in not long after Obek left. He
just wanted to grab something to eat before he got some sleep. He
had had the last cockpit shift on the Darkmoon.

Cam did not pay him much attention. He had
other things on his mind. And Mook knew him well enough not to
disturb him.

Mikol awoke about an hour later. He was a
young kid who got into smuggling for the adventure and glory. He
was soon finding out that the holos greatly exaggerated the
smuggler’s life. But he was still determined to make it.

“You wanted to see me?” He stretched and
yawned.

Cam motioned him to have a seat. “I want to
know the whole story of how you got this data-card. Who gave it to
you? What was said? Everything… from the beginning.”

Mikol yawned again and shuffled across the
mess hall to get a cup of coffee. The scowl on Cam’s face did not
seem to bother him. He talked while he poured. “I was on Cirtou IV.
Just got done doing a spice run. I was having dinner, celebrating.
I made the run in under forty hours. Earned a hell of a bonus,” he
said with a smile. The memory of the run, along with the coffee,
was brushing the cobwebs of ten hours of much needed sleep away. He
sat down across from Cam. “Anyway, I’m enjoying my dinner and
telling the story to some Cal Napparas I’d met, when this guy calls
me over to his table. He says he’s got a shipment of uniforms he
needs delivered."

“Uniforms?” Cam asked skeptically.

“Yeah, uniforms. Totally legal. He says price
is no object. He just needs these things delivered as soon as
possible. So I give him an over-inflated price and he snaps it
up.”

“Where does he need them delivered?”

“He gives me some coordinates out in the
middle of nowhere. Somewhere between Danta and Gallbic. Tells me
there’ll be a ship waiting for me. When I drop outta hyperspace,
there she is.”

“What kind of ship was it?”

“Looked military,” Mikol said without
hesitation. “Looked like some kind of naval cruiser. At least that
was my first impression.”

“How big?”

“Pretty big. Maybe the size of a Dab Avenger.
And as soon as I dropped they put out a general warning that they
were part of Thrull’s private fleet and that I should leave the
area immediately. But the minute I transmitted the clearance code
they did a complete about-face. I’ve never gotten permission to
land that fast before. Anyway, I land my Gatora in her bay.
Bunch of guys in uniforms off load the stuff and tell me to go see
the captain to get paid.”

“Did they escort you?”

“Yeah, security was pretty tight,” Mikol
said, sipping his coffee. “I was surprised at how young the captain
was. She was an Elepod but her skin was light gray. She couldn’t
have been more than a couple years older than me. She pays me, with
a hell of a tip, and we get to talking. She asks me if I know of a
bounty hunter who wants to make some easy money. I say, yeah, and
she throws me the data-card.”

“What’d she say?”

“Just that her boss is offering thirty
thousand for some waitress.”

“Did she say why they wanted her?”

“She said she didn’t know,” Mikol said. “She
said everything you needed was on the data-card.”

Cam knew this kid could not help him any more
and he suddenly broke into a smile. “Mikol, you’ve been a big help.
If this is the real thing, I should be able to retire on it.”

“I almost went after her myself, but I
figured with the spice bonus, the over-inflated price, and the big
tip, why press my luck.”

“Well, thanks again.”

 


* * *

 


Cam was trying to get some sleep before
lunch, but sleep would not come. Instead he just tossed and turned.
A thousand thoughts ran through his mind and no matter how hard he
tried to set them aside and get some rest, they kept returning.
Ordinarily, he could fall asleep whenever he wanted. He had long
ago taught himself to set aside whatever problems plagued him until
after he had rested. But not today. Today, his mind raced. It raced
about one issue, his thoughts stemming from and leading back to one
question.

There was a barely audible knock at the door.
He sat up, took a second to compose himself, and stood to answer
it. Ordinarily, he would have just yelled, come in. But a knock
that soft carried weight. He opened the door slowly. Before him
stood an attractive young woman in her mid-20s. She had a worried
look on her face. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying.

“Hi, Elise,” he said, stepping aside. “Come
in.”

She silently entered. Cam closed the door
behind her. Elise was Kubb’s wife. They had only been married a
couple years. Their first child, a little girl named Nana, was
barely a year old. Elise used to accompany Kubb on his runs, but
with Nana’s birth she was stuck in the cave while he was gone most
of the time. It was rough on her and it was beginning to take its
toll.

“Please, have a seat.” She sat on the edge of
the bed.

“Cam,” she started, “I'm worried about
him.”

He smiled reassuringly. “He’ll be fine. You
used to go with him all the time and he never had any
problems.”

She shook her head. Her long, wavy brown hair
getting caught on her tear-dampened face. “Not on these,” she
explained. “He's doing one of those secret runs for Obek.” She
looked into his eyes. “Cam, I'm worried,” she pleaded. “Kubb won't
tell me anything. And neither will Obek. I just want to know he's
all right.”

Cam sat down next to her and put an arm
around her to comfort her. “They’re keeping this from you to
protect you.”

“I know,” she said through her tears.

“Kubb hasn’t told you anything because he
doesn’t know anything. Obek tells him where to pick the shipment up
and where to drop it off. He never sees or talks to anyone, and he
never knows what he's carrying.”

“But—”

“It’s all perfectly legal. There’s no
contraband, nothing like that,” Cam assured.

“Then you know what it is?”

He shook his head. “I know the operation.
That’s how I hooked up with Obek. I used to work for this
particular client. The shipment is always changing. One time it’ll
take up the Nana’s whole cargo hold. The next time it’ll be
a single box, no bigger than your daughter. But it’s always
legal.”

“Why couldn’t Obek tell me any of this?”

“Because it would hurt both Obek and the
client if their relationship ever became known,” Cam explained.
“The less people who know the better. That’s why Kubb isn’t told
anything. Me and Obek are the only ones who know any of the
specifics of the operation. But believe me, Kubb is just fine.
These are just normal runs with a little mystery thrown in. That’s
all.”

“Thanks, Cam,” she said and kissed him on the
cheek.

 


* * *

 


A cool breeze rustled the young leaves in the
lush, green valley. A stream, swollen with melting snow, gurgled
below. A storm was brewing far off to the west. The warm sun was
just now barely ducking behind light gray clouds. There was nothing
like springtime in the mountains. Cam sat in the shade of an old
frund tree and watched as Mook and Greb played with little
Nana.

Greb was the overseer of Obek’s mining
operation. He was about a third the size of Mook. The first time
Cam met the Undeg he considered him harmless. Greb looked like a
stuffed animal that belonged in Nana’s arms. But Cam learned very
quickly that appearances could be deceiving. This cuddly little
stuffed animal concealed rather large and rather sharp claws in his
cute little paws. Greb and Mook were good friends and shared a room
together in the mountain. And they both loved Nana to
distraction.

He watched Greb playfully taunt Mook,
beginning a skit they had performed a hundred times for the
yearling. Mook acted angry, grossly overacting for the little
girl’s sake. Nana laughed at the charade. She had seen this little
play too many times not to know its outcome. Greb again gibed the
Bozzobon. Mook’s mock anger got the best of him. His cloak ears
stiffened and opened to a span of two meters. Cam saw a flash of
white as Mook playfully lunged for Greb. But it was no use. Mook
shook his head and spewed moist dirt from his mouth. Nana’s eyes
went wide and her mouth made a little ‘O’ of ‘where-did-he-go?’
Mook looked around in dismay. Greb appeared a few seconds later
some five meters away, his sleek coat soiled from the short burrow.
Nana laughed and clapped her hands.

“Damn, I wish I had a couple more of him down
in that mine,” Obek said wistfully and took a seat next to Cam.
“Damn, can he dig.” Cam managed a wane smile, still concentrating
on Mook, Greb, and Nana.

Obek looked around like the surroundings were
new to him. “You haven’t sat out here in a long time, Chameleon,”
he commented. “So, what's the matter?”

Cam was quiet for a while. Almost like he did
not hear his friend’s question. But he did. “It’s this job for
Thrull. I got a bad feeling about it.”

Obek shrugged. “So don’t do it.”

Cam just stared into the valley. “That's just
it. I have to do it. My life, the lives of everyone I care about,
depend on it. I know they do.”

Obek grinned. “So,” he said, “the warrior
instincts are back... after all these years.”

“No.” He slowly shook his head. “I was never
a warrior.”

“Whatever you call yourself,” Obek said,
“it's good to see your sixth sense back. It’s been a long
time.”

“Hmmph, sixth sense. The so-called mystical
powers of the GSB,” Cam said mockingly.

“Make fun all you want,” the older man
admonished. “But you've got a gift, Kid. I’ve seen you do some
pretty amazing stuff. Stuff I could never do. Stuff I wouldn’t have
dreamed possible if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. You go ahead
and make fun of it. I guess you can afford to. But for those of us
who ain’t got it—”

“You've got it,” Cam retorted. “Everyone’s
got it—the funny feelings in the pit of your stomach, the hunches,
the tingling at the back of your neck, the premonitions. Everyone
gets them all the time. Most people just shrug them off as
nonsense. But they’re not nonsense. I was taught to pay attention
to those things, to trust them. And just like your arms or legs,
the more you use them, the stronger they get. The only gift I’ve
got is the patience to sit here and listen to you,” he added with a
smile.

“Well, I still think you were stupid for ever
giving it up. You should’ve been taking advantage of this nonsense
for the past seven years, not ignoring it.”

Cam chose his words carefully. “I couldn't
keep... relying on something I didn’t believe in.”

Cam could feel Obek’s stare. He was still
watching Mook and Greb, but he could picture the questioning look
on the old man’s face without actually seeing it. “I believed in my
instincts,” he explained. “But I didn’t believe in the reasons why
I was taught to use them.”

Obek nodded. “You stopped believing in the
GSB.”

“I guess I did,” Cam concluded.

After a while, a light rain began to fall.
Obek stood to leave. He expected Cam to follow, but he never moved.
"You coming?"

The question was never heard. Not that the
rain hitting the rocks and leaves was all that loud. Cam sat
concentrating on some point in front of him. Obek grinned again.
The warrior was indeed back. Mook and Greb were right behind him
with Nana protected under Mook’s leathery ears. As the four of them
scurried to reach the cave, the rain increased to a downpour. Cam
squinted up to the heavens while the hard rain pelted his weathered
face.

 


* * *

 


The spring squall came and went and soon the
sun returned. By the time Cam came in, just after dark, his clothes
were almost dry. Most of Obek’s outfit, some thirty people, were in
the mess hall enjoying the evening meal. He sat down next to Greb,
across from Mook and Teekay. He looked haggard. His hair, which he
normally kept in a conservative style, was wild and unkempt and his
clothes, having dried while he wore them, were stiff and wrinkled
and did not seem to fit quite right. But all three noticed the set
determination in his eyes. So did Obek, who came and sat with
them.

“You guys ready for another job?” Cam asked,
his eyes quickly moving from copilot to navigator and back
again.

“Thrull’s waitress?” Mook asked, though they
all knew the answer. Cam nodded.

“When, Sir?” This time it was Teekay.

Cam looked directly into his optical sensors.
“Now.”

“Can I at least finish eating?” Mook asked.
Teekay did not eat. But he always showed up for meals.

“Get it to go,” Cam said, getting up. “And
grab something for me, too.”

 


* * *

 


Mook and Teekay had already prepped the
Darkmoon. Preflight had gone smoothly. They could lift off
any time they wanted but Cam wanted to make sure he had everything
he would need. He had a strange feeling he would not be coming
back. It was not as strong as the feeling he had about this job,
but it was there, nonetheless. He wanted to make sure he had tied
up all the loose ends.

“You sure you want to do this?” Obek
asked.

Cam was running around like a Gundark with
his ears chopped off. He had more energy than he had had in a long
time. He was on a mission.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my
life,” Cam said. “Even if this turns out to be nothing,” he said,
positive that it was much more than a normal bounty hunting job, “I
need this before I get out.”

Obek let out a hardy laugh. “Then good
hunting, my friend.”

Cam stopped what he was doing and walked over
to the older man. “Good bye, Obek,” he said and offered his
hand.

Obek understood. “Good hunting, Chameleon,”
he said quietly. He took Cam’s hand and the two embraced. “Good
hunting.”

Then Cam bounded up the Darkmoon’s
ramp, never looking back. “Let's go,” he bellowed to his
copilots.

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


The wet streets of Erdis’s main city
reflected what little artificial light there was on this dark and
moonless night. He casually surveyed the area. The spaceport had
sections for commercial and personal spacecraft, including a
freight area and a luxury terminal. High-rise hotels skirted the
terminal, but opposite them, warehouses fronted the freight area.
And just beyond the warehouses were the seedier establishments: the
saloons, the drug houses, the whorehouses. Cam had traded his
flight jacket for a mechanic’s jumpsuit, the dirty one he usually
wore when doing major repairs on his ship. His hands and face were
gunked up with dirt and grease. Mechanics were always anonymous. He
strode along the narrow avenue, without reserve, yet not too
purposefully. Just enough not to draw attention to himself. A group
of mixed aliens passed him. They spoke to one another in an
unfamiliar language but none seemed even to notice him. He smiled.
Good, that was how he liked it, anonymous. A street person slept in
the archway of an old, abandoned building. And even the handful of
prostitutes he passed didn't acknowledge him.

He saw his destination just ahead. A simple
sign marked its location. He entered, unnoticed. A long bar ran
along one wall. Tables and booths lined the others. A handful of
patrons sat in various states of intoxication. He sat at a table
along the wall opposite the bar. A bouncer guarded a heavy door at
the far end of the bar. This was the usual spaceport saloon.

“What can I get you?” a feminine voice
startled him. He looked up to see her standing over him. Long,
blonde hair, bright blue eyes. She was a child, seventeen, maybe
eighteen. She looked tired and frazzled from a long night’s work.
But there was something about her face that caught his attention.
Something he couldn’t exactly pinpoint. Something familiar,
but...

All this he noticed in a split second. And,
showing none of these musings on his face, replied in an instant,
“Nin beer.”

The bouncer at the end of the bar held the
heavy door open. A welldressed, confident looking human came out.
He walked with too much purpose, Cam thought. He would probably get
mugged on the way home. The woman on his arm had trouble keeping up
with him as he walked out the front door. He had obviously just won
big at the dohgo table. The waitress brought Cam’s beer. “Two
credits,” she said as she placed it in front of him.

He produced a five credit note. “Keep it.” He
knew drawing attention to himself by tipping big was a mistake. But
there was something about her...

She flashed him a smile. “Thanks.”

The next hour was spent studying her. Her
movements, her routine, how she got along with her coworkers.
Anything he might be able to use. She and the bartender did not get
along. For some reason he didn’t like her, though she tried to at
least be civil toward him. The bouncer showed her only
indifference, remaining oddly aloof. She made several trips into
the back room, apparently to serve the dohgo players. She was
always in and out quickly and usually flustered when she came out.
Was one of the dohgo players hitting on her? Cam asked himself.
Probably. Cam often found himself studying her face. Maybe it was
the detailed description he had of her from Thrull’s data-card? It
not only gave a physical description, but also quirks and
personality traits. Maybe he felt as if he knew her already? It was
definitely her he was after.

She walked to his table. “You've been milking
that beer for the past hour,” she said. She removed the almost
empty mug and placed another full one in front of him.

“I just needed some time to unwind. Been a
very long night,” he explained, reaching into his pocket to pay
her.

“I know the feeling.” She stopped his
searching with an upheld hand. “Don’t worry about it. It’s on
me.”

“Thanks,” he said to her back as she
left.

She suddenly turned back to him. “Forgot to
tell you, last call.”

This wasn’t exactly going as planned. Tonight
was only supposed to be surveillance. Go in, scout the place out,
and above all, stay anonymous. He was drawing too much attention to
himself, becoming too familiar with her. Even the short
conversation they had had could be dangerous.

But, if he played his cards right, he might
be able to use the familiarity to his advantage. At least make the
rest of the night a little easier. And tomorrow night might
actually go off without a hitch, which, he knew, rarely happened
despite surveillance and planning.

In the next half-hour, he barely touched his
drink, considering the possibilities. Patrons slowly began to call
it a night. Soon, he was the last of them.

He looked into his full mug, trying to figure
out how to handle things. She startled him when she spoke. She'd
sneaked up on him again. “I'm gonna have to ask you to leave.” It
was more an apology than anything else. “Uklib is starting to get
mad,” she said, glancing at the bar. The bartender, an alien of a
species he didn’t know, was glaring at them.

Well, this was it. Would she come quietly or
kicking and screaming? These next few minutes would tell him. He
stood up, rather dejected looking, and in one gulp, drained his Nin
beer. “Yeah, I’m sorry if I got you into trouble.”

“No,” she assured him, “not at all. It’s just
that we’re all about to leave, and you’re still sitting here
staring at your drink.”

He smiled. “Trying to decide whether to kill
my boss or not.”

“Why? What happened?”

“It’s a long story.”

Uklib cleared his throat. She glanced over at
him. “You can tell me about it on the way.”

He was taken aback by her brashness and lack
of reserve. Did she always invite men she’d just met to go home
with her? Or was this a set-up? Did somebody tip her off that he
was coming? A thousand questions ran through his mind. All of a
sudden, his guard was up. In an instant his senses rose to the peak
of alertness. His hand went into the jumpsuit’s pocket to finger
the small blaster. At least knowing it was there gave him some
security.

She yelled to the bartender that she was
leaving and turned to exit. Cam followed her out the front
door.

They walked down the street he’d come up,
back toward the spaceport. Soon he fell into step beside her.
Everything seemed normal. She seemed at ease. Yet he was sure to
stay alert. But the walk was uneventful. Finally they turned the
corner and she led him down an alley to a run down apartment
building. Just before they reached the door she stepped in front of
him so they were facing each other.

“Would you like to come up?” she asked.

She was beautiful, standing there staring at
him with those bright, blue eyes and that face that he was sure he
knew from somewhere. She was beautiful and desirable, dressed in
her skimpy barmaid’s outfit that revealed much more of her hard
body than it covered. Yet, although she was desirable, he didn’t
desire her. In that instant he ruled out a set-up. There wasn’t
anything sexual or seductive about the way she asked him. She
wasn’t trying to coax or manipulate him.

“I have a wife and three kids back home,” he
said, just to be on the safe side, to let her know his
intentions.

She turned and began to walk toward the front
door. “Good,” she said, “makes this a lot less awkward.”

Her apartment was one room on the third floor
with a bathroom and a kitchenette. “Make yourself comfortable.
There’s some Yazzur Red in the fridge,” she said as she rummaged
through the closet. When she’d found what she was looking for she
headed for the bathroom. He found the wine and looked for two
glasses.

“So, why do you want to kill your boss?” she
asked from the bathroom.

“Where do you keep the glasses?” Cam asked,
clearly changing the subject.

“Top shelf, left side.” She’d gotten the
hint.

He poured two glasses and stepped into the
main living area. A couch (that from the blankets bunched across
it, doubled as a bed), a low table and small holo-projector were
the only furniture. He set one of the glasses on the table and
sipped his own. A small library of books had been carelessly tossed
into a corner, and he casually squatted down and rummaged through
them: Ancient Literature of the Twifhog, Mythology and
the Trubar, Facts Surrounding the Staff of Rahgorra.
Some pretty heavy reading. “You a student?” he asked, standing.

“Yeah,” she said, turning the corner into the
living area.

She wore a pair of comfortable baggy pants
and a loose fitting shirt, but Cam paid little attention to her
clothing. She had taken off her blonde wig and discarded her blue
contact lenses, revealing her short brown hair and large dark eyes.
Suddenly, it clicked. Her face was the combination of two faces
that he knew well. There was a crash as the glass of wine slipped
through his fingers and hit the floor. “Oh, no.”

She smiled. “It's only wine.” She knelt to
pick up the larger pieces of glass. “I should have warned you about
the wig.”

But he was not paying attention. He was too
busy searching for his comlink. He found it and spoke into it in a
semi-hushed voice. “Captian Gadget to the Gadget's Gadget.
Looks like I’ll be getting lucky tonight. See you about ten
tomorrow morning. Wish me luck.”

 


* * *

 


Hifle was monitoring communications that
night. The Darkmoon had landed late that afternoon. They
knew how Cam worked. Thrull had provided that information, but it
really wasn’t necessary. They had locked horns with Cam enough
times in the past two years to know his M.O. He took his time,
surveyed the situation, the whole situation, and then went in for
the “kill.” Hifle could never understand why he took so damned
long. He much prefered Markos’s style: just get the job done as
fast as possible and get out of there. That was how bounty hunting
should be.

When he heard Cam’s transmission—Gadget’s
Gadget, that was worth a good laugh—he took it at face value.
“Getting lucky” could only mean one thing, right? The old fart was
going to have a nice little romp with someone. The very thought of
it made his skin crawl. In other words, he could relax for the
night and get some sleep.

What he didn’t realize was that Cam never
communicated on an open channel without using some form of code.
“Getting lucky” meant that he had captured the girl earlier than
expected. And “ten tomorrow morning” meant that he and his captive
would be at the Darkmoon in about ten minutes.

Hifle stretched and yawned and reclined back
in the soft copilot’s seat. The radio stayed on but he no longer
paid any attention to it. He didn’t have to. His work was done for
the night.

 


* * *

 


“What?” She was shocked at first, then slowly
stood, dropping the broken glass in her hand. By the time she was
fully erect her face was contorted in anger, exactly how her
mother's would have been.

Inside, Cam sighed and smiled and became
nostalgic. He hadn’t seen her mother in a long time. Nor had he
seen the young woman standing before him since she was a toddler,
running around in diapers. Inside he was nostalgic. But outside, he
became gruff and hard. He had to. “Shut up and let’s go,” he
snapped as he produced his blaster.

“What do you mean you’re gonna get lucky?”
She was holding her ground, her arms crossed over her chest. Damn,
she reminded him of her mother.

He grabbed her arm. “We can do this the easy
way or the hard way.” He shoved the blaster into her face. “But one
way or the other, you’re coming with me.”

She wrenched her arm from his grasp. “Can I
at least get some shoes?” she said defiantly, motioning to her bare
feet.

“Where are they?”

“Closet.”

Without taking his eyes (or the blaster) off
her, Cam reached into the closet and pulled out the first pair he
could find. Simple slip-ons with rubber soles. He threw them at
her, hard, to show how he felt about her so-called defiance.

“Thank you,” she said with an indignant
smile.

“After you,” he said, equaling her smile and
motioning to the door.

He fully expected her to try something. On
the stairs, probably. An elbow into his gut would have been the
smart thing. The steps would theoretically have caused real
problems with the wind knocked out of him. One wrong step while
gasping for air, or a nudge, would have toppled him. And running
one flight up or down would have been the perfect cover for the
ensuing blaster shot. Would have been. But it never came. He walked
the whole way down holding his breath, trying to keep his stomach
muscles tight so he wouldn’t have to gasp for air, for nothing.
Once they reached the street there was little she could do. He
walked with his left arm over her shoulder and his blaster, in his
right hand, jabbed into her side. She could do nothing without
sacrificing her own life. Of course, there was no way he would
actually fire on her, but she didn’t know that.

He pushed her along at an alarming pace. She
was almost running to keep up with him. He flashed back to his
thoughts on the dohgo player at the bar. Just to be on the safe
side he glanced over his shoulder to make sure they weren’t being
followed. They weren’t.

A few minutes later they entered Bay 465. The
Darkmoon, Cam saw, was prepped for take-off. Her engines
glowed orange from the heat they produced. And, though her running
lights were off, a handful of external indicator lights showed her
readiness.

 


* * *

 


She still had no idea what was going on. Her
instincts had told her she could trust this man. They still
told her that. But everything that was happening told her a
completely different story. And that’s what it was to her, a story.
She wasn’t living this. She couldn’t be. She couldn’t be because
her instincts, a part of her she had learned not only to trust, but
to depend on, wouldn’t tell her the opposite of what was true. This
whole situation was disasterous. Everything she had been taught, by
her instructors, as well as by experience, was coming apart,
unraveling before her very eyes.

As they approached the ship, the ramp came
down, like the mouth of some black gargantuan beast, slowly opening
to scoop up its nightly meal. She was quickly ushered into that
mouth and into a dark future she could not, even in her wildest
dreams, imagine.

 


* * *

 


“Get this baby going,” Cam said, sliding into
his seat in the cockpit. The girl was already secure in the
detention cell. Her given name was Amanda, although he was sure she
was called something else now. It troubled him slightly that, other
than her initial defiance, she had put up no fight whatsoever. He
had expected much more from her. He had almost counted on it. It
was as if she had lost something. Part of her had...
disappeared.

But Cam didn't have time to think about that
now. They weren’t out of danger yet. They wouldn’t be until they
had made the jump to hyperspace. And that was a good fifteen
minutes away. He was almost certain Markos was around. His meeting
Amanda like he did was no coincidence. He was being set up somehow,
and he had a feeling Markos was part of it.

“We cleared?” he asked, just to be sure. The
last thing he needed was the local authorities screaming at him
because of an uncleared take-off. Not a smart way to remain
anonymous.

“Yes,” Mook affirmed.

With that, Cam increased power to the
repulsorlifts, and the Darkmoon began to move off the
ground. Her altitude slowly increased, and when she had finally
cleared the Bay, Cam kicked in the sublight drive.

 


* * *

 


“You idiot! You lekka doumutr!”

“Huh?” Hifle mumbled, suddenly awake. He
didn’t know what a lekka doumutr was, but he knew from
Markos’s tone that it was not good. He managed to prop the seat
back upright just before Markos stormed into the cockpit. “What’s
wrong?”

“The Darkmoon just lifted off,” Markos
growled, without looking at him. He was too busy activating the
ships systems to bother with eye contact.

Hifle didn’t bother trying to claim
differently. Attempting to explain himself would only make Markos
more angry at him. Instead, he too began prepping the
Kublica’s systems.

“What are you doing?” Markos snarled and
grabbed his hand. The pain was excruciating.

“Prepping for take-off,” he whined. He now
knew that this was one of those times he could do nothing right.
Markos glared at him.

“All we need are repulsorlifts, the sublight
drive systems, the shields, and blasters,” Markos explained.
“Everything else will only drain power from them. And if he goes
into hyperspace, there’s no use chasing.” He released Hifle’s
hand.

Hifle shook the pain away and flexed his
fingers just to make sure they still worked.

 


* * *

 


“How're we looking?”

“Good,” Mook replied. “Another minute, maybe
less.”

The Darkmoon was still vulnerable. Her
shields were down and only her passive sensors were on. Even so,
Cam was beginning to relax. They were almost clear of the planet’s
gravity well. For the past ten minutes he had been trying to
balance speed and anonymity. It was important to him to remain
anonymous. Since he was a child, growing up on the streets of Foi
Dor, he had survived by blending in. Eventually, he was recruited
by the GSB for that very reason. There his skills were even further
honed, and he learned he could do much more than just survive on
his talent. He could thrive on it. He could go places and do things
that nobody else could, and that allowed him not only to gather
information, but also to save lives. When he was forced to leave
the Bureau, fifteen years ago, his anonymity allowed him to become
an excellent bounty hunter. Remaining just another face in the
crowd, or in this case, another ship in the sky, was vitally
important. First, because Cam didn’t know any other way. And
second, because he had just kidnapped a GSB cadet.

But now, the jump to hyperspace was just
moments away, and he could feel the tension beginning to melt away.
He let out a deep breath of relief and sat back in his seat.

 


* * *

 


With nothing better to do while Markos did
everything but offer his first born in exchange for faster green
lights to the fighter’s primary systems, Hifle managed to clear
their take-off with the controllers. He had just done it to be
doing something. He didn’t dare get in Markos’s way. If Markos had
been paying attention, he would surely have objected to telling Cam
they were coming in such an obvious way. But he was too busy
coaxing his ship. Actually, it was the smartest thing Hifle had
done all day. If the Kublica had lifted off illegally, Cam
and company would have heard the controller’s warning and been
alerted to his presence. Instead, it had just blended in with
normal spaceport chatter. And now they were in a dead run to catch
the Darkmoon before it made the hyperspace jump.

 


* * *

 


“We are clear, Sir,” Teekay said. “Anytime
you are ready.” Cam reached for the control lever. But before he
could pull it back, the Darkmoon lurched forward with a
horrible screech.

“What was that?” Mook yelled over the warning
sirens. There was already a smokey smell coming up the narrow
walkway and into the cockpit.

“I don’t plan on sticking around long enough
to find out,” Cam said and pulled back on the lever. Again the ship
lurched, this time without the screech, but nothing happened. No
star lines, no mottled sky. They hadn’t made the jump. “Rear
deflector shields up!” he yelled in disgust, as he turned off the
klaxons. It had to be Markos. “Teekay, you’re with me. Mook,
standard evasive maneuvers.”

 


* * *

 


“Yes!” Markos bellowed. The tactical
information Thrull had given him on the THQ was flawless. It
pointed out exactly where to hit the Darkmoon to keep it
from going into hyperspace. Just inside of and slightly below the
port thrusters. Cam had just tried to make the jump, and failed.
“Stay nice and close, now,” he commanded Hifle.

Markos fired again and again, each time
watching the Darkmoon shudder more and more. He could see
that shields were weakening. It wouldn’t be long now.

 


* * *

 


“Shields are down to 53%,” Mook said over the
intercom. He threw the Darkmoon into another gut wrenching
dive in an attempt to shake their pursuer, but the plain and simple
fact was that the J46 was both faster and more manueverable. All
his fancy flying was only making things more difficult for Cam and
Teekay.

Cam backed his way out of the narrow
accessway, steadying himself on the bulkhead. Luckily the Motivator
wasn’t damaged. Markos had fried the Hyperdrive Displacement Unit.
The HDU controlled exactly how far into hyperspace a ship
travelled. With enough time it could be bypassed. It was just a
matter now of buying that time.

“Mook,” he yelled forward. “Take it easy. I’m
getting sick back here.” He punched in the code to the detention
cell and slapped the release. The door hissed open.

“What’s going on?” she asked. Cam had a flash
of deja vu. She looked so much like her mother. After a few
seconds, another blast brought him back to the present.

“You know how to use TR34s?” This was no time
for pleasantries. She seemed stunned by the question.

“Well...theoretically.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean.” He
didn’t have time for theoreticallies.

“I’ve read the manual.”

“Close enough,” he declared. “Let’s go.” He
pulled her from the cell and led her to the belly turret. The ship
was rocked again as he explained the basics to her. She could not
believe he was asking for her help. Although, he never really
asked. “Basically,” he finished, “try to herd him to my side.”

 


* * *

 


“He’s returning fire,” Hifle said. “Dorsal
turret.” Markos laughed at the futility of the action.

“So,” Markos thought aloud, “they’ve given up
trying to fix the hyperdrive.” He laughed again. “Take her
underneath.”

Hifle did as he was told and ducked the
Kublica under the larger ship. The fire from the dorsal
turret following them.

“Shit!” he yelled. “Fire from both turrets.
We’re getting it from both sides now.” He didn’t have to say that
the heavy blast cannons were taking their toll on the shields.

“What? How many crew does he have?” Cam was
tightlipped about his crew. He was the only one anybody ever saw.
And almost nothing was known about who and how many were working
aboard his ship. It was generally thought that two others were
helping him, but that one of those was a droid. Now, Markos wasn’t
sure. “Take us back up top.”

 


* * *

 


“How are the shields?” Cam yelled up to
Mook.

“Tukona den wass inklor es niebl jing
tada.” We can take two, perhaps three, more hits. Mook had been
with Cam long enough to know not to speak Galactic Standard when
outsiders were around. He was speaking Vibota, his native
language.

“Damn.” Cam knew the Kublica’s shields
were close to gone, but they would take two or three hits in no
time. Markos also had the faster ship. They couldn’t out run him.
The Darkmoon shuddered again. One, possibly two more hits.
The situation was not good. “Teekay,” he called. “How're we
looking?”

“Seid den wass, heot.” Almost, two
more minutes. He too had been with Cam for a while.

“We're gonna be toast in about two more
seconds!” Another terrible jolt rocked the ship and warning sirens
rang out. The shields were gone. The hull would probably hold for a
few hits, but after that...

 


* * *

 


Markos fired twice more, hitting the
Darkmoon both times from point blank range. His
Kublica continued to rock and shudder from incoming fire. He
wanted so badly to completely destroy Cam. If he did, he would not
only lose an incredible amount of money, but also his life. Thrull
was a very powerful man, and he had made his instructions quite
clear. If Cam or his prisoner died, so would Markos.

He carefully weighed his options. Finally, he
squeezed the trigger again.

 


* * *

 


“Here it comes,” Cam warned. He had the best
view. Yet he couldn’t watch. The rest was up to luck, and of
course, Mook’s piloting skills. He hoped his copilot had some trick
up his proverbial sleeve, some inventive bit of flying that would
spare their lives until he could knock out the Kublica's
shields and Teekay could fix the hyperdrive. There was always that
hope. Amanda was silent in the other turret. He braced himself for
the roll of the prayed-for maneuver, as well as for the blast
impact.

But neither came.

“What happened?” he yelled to Mook. There was
no astonishment in his voice. He expected a definitive answer. And
he got one.

“Ib frogerb tumsa gego.” He fired
across our bow. With that answer, a sinister grin crossed Cam’s
face.

“He needs us alive,” Cam whispered to
himself, almost as if speaking it made it fact. And then, when he
knew it was fact, he celebrated. “He needs us alive! That dumb
Yabar can’t kill us!”

“What?” Amanda asked. She was completely in
the dark as to what had just happened. Cam ignored her.

“Teekay, how're we looking?”

“Juc ferwabier tso nimdar.” Finishing
the last connection.

“Mook,” he called, “let’s go on the
offensive, just until Teekay gives a thumbs up. Then we’re outta
here. We should get one good pass at him.” Mook didn’t answer.
Instead, he cut the throttles. The Kublica kept going.

 


* * *

 


“What happened? Where’d he go?” Markos
demanded.

“I think he stopped. The sublight drive might
have taken some damage,” Hifle concluded. “Either that or they’ve
given up.”

“Well, let’s go find out.”

Hifle lazily arched the fighter around and
headed back toward the stalled Darkmoon.

 


* * *

 


“Run topside,” Cam called to Mook, “so we get
a better angle.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Teekay appeared in the turret accessway.

“Well?”

“We’ve only got lightspeed,” the droid
warned. “That will just barely get us into hyperspace. It should
hold though.”

Hyperspace is a dimension of space that can
only be reached at faster than light speeds. The greater a ship’s
velocity, the further it travels into hyperspace. The further a
ship travels into hyperspace, the shorter a trip takes in real
time. But by bypassing the HDU, the Darkmoon would be forced
to fly the thin line between hyperspace and realspace, lengthening
their voyage in real time. Now they would be limited to the base
speed of 2.53 light years per hour. Ordinarily, at point three the
Darkmoon covered almost 76 LPH.

“All right, just get us out of here. We’ll
worry about where we’re going later.” Teekay nodded and headed for
the cockpit. “You ready?” he asked the girl.

“To attack? You're crazy. One more hit and
we’re slag,” she objected. Cam smiled. Her fire was coming
back.

“By coming to a full stop,” he explained, “we
bought the time and energy needed to recharge the shields. Probably
enough to handle a couple direct hits. And that’s all we’re going
to need.”

Mook hit the throttle, taking the
Darkmoon on a collision course with the Kublica.

 


* * *

 


“He’s moving again,” Hifle said, “coming
right at us.” He checked the sensors. “Speed is increasing and his
shields are back up.” He couldn’t believe it, “I think he’s
attacking.”

“What? He can’t!” Markos cried out. He too
checked the sensor readings. “This isn’t possible. I should have
destroyed him when I had the chance!” he raged.

“What should I do?” Hifle asked. Markos
became even more infuriated by the question.

“Attack, you idiot! Attack!”

 


* * *

 


“Here he comes!” Mook shouted back to
Cam.

“Just don’t let him get a clear shot,” Cam
warned. He swung his turret toward the incoming Kublica. A
few more seconds and Markos would be in firing range. He glanced
across to the girl. She too was ready for attack.

On his scope, the fighter turned red. He and
Amanda both opened fire. Cam ignored the near misses that came
within two meters of him. He still hadn’t felt the lurch of a
direct hit. Mook gently and randomly altered their course so Markos
couldn’t get a clean shot at them. The Kublica was coming
faster now. He followed its course with the turret.

“His shields are down!” Teekay called. Cam’s
fingers clamped down on the trigger and a stream of blaster fire
erupted from the turret a split second before Markos was past them.
He had no idea whether he’d hit the defenseless Kublica or
not. The Darkmoon lurched, and the stars stretched into
lines. They had made the jump to hyperspace.

 


* * *

 


Cam took a deep breath and closed his eyes.
He lay his head back against the headrest of the turret’s chair.
They had escaped. He unstrapped himself from the seat and went to
check on the girl. He tried not to think of her as Amanda. He knew
that was no longer her name.

She was just standing up when he reached
her.

“Let’s go,” he said coldly.

“Hang on just a minute!” she demanded.

“Let's go!” Cam barked and pointed in the
direction of the cell. She began walking, with Cam right
behind.

“I just want to know what’s going on,” she
pleaded.

“You’re going back to your cell,” he said.
“That’s what’s going on.” It was hard to treat her so abrasively.
He was, after all, her friend, even though she didn’t know it yet.
But he knew being so cold would keep her at a distance, which, for
the time being, was best for both of them.

“Pull us out,” he said, sliding into the
pilot’s seat. Mook pushed the control lever forward. The chaos
around them immediately changed to the serenity of black space
speckled with stars. They successfully dropped from hyperspace into
in the heart of deep and empty space.

Teekay already had a star chart up on the
navi-computer’s display. Cam leaned over to have a look at it.

“Diavk is only a day away,” he said pointing
at the screen.

“Tassillug is only a day and a half,” Mook
added.

“Those look like our only choices,” Teekay
concluded. “Toobeic is the next closest at almost two weeks.
Crannic is about the same.”

“Crannic?” Cam asked. He considered it for a
minute before speaking. “If Markos survived, he’s going to figure
out sooner or later exactly what happened to us. With the speed
he’s got, he’ll have Diavk and Tassillug staked out in turn. He’ll
never expect us to try a long haul with the damage we took,” he
said enthusiastically. “We can use the time to do some repair work,
at least internally. There’s an outpost on Crannic IV where we can
get a new HDU.” He paused while the rest of the plan took shape in
his mind. “And you two could run interference for me and the girl;
drop us off on III, get the Darkmoon fixed up and meet us
back at Obek’s.” He grinned triumphantly. “That is, if you guys
don’t mind.”

Mook and Teekay looked at each other. Mook
finally spoke.

“First, you tell us what’s up.”

“What do you mean?” Cam asked innocently. He
had known this was coming.

“You let a prisoner operate one of the
turrets, Sir,” Teekay said. “That is not normal.”

“Set a course for Crannic,” Cam said. “This
is going to take a while.”

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


The door to her small prison hissed open. She
looked up, startled. It was about her height, dark fur, huge fangs,
wearing only a tattered, leather cloak. Never in her life had she
seen anything like the creature that stood before her. Despite its
appearance, she wasn’t scared. Curious, yes. Angry at the whole
situation, yes. But she wasn’t scared. Just as with Captain Gadget,
or whatever his name was, she felt she could trust this creature.
But could she really? She still wasn’t sure if she could trust
Gadget. She hesitated for a moment, second-guessing herself before
speaking.

“Who are you?” she finally asked.

“My name is Mook,” it replied in a deep but
amiable voice.

“Alright then,” she said with a smile, “what
are you?” Mook grinned back, revealing a complete set of razor
sharp teeth. But her attention was drawn to his eyes. They, too,
smiled at her. They weren’t the cold eyes of an interogator. They
were the soft, bubbling eyes of a friend. Facial expressions or
gestures could mask a lot, but the eyes never lied. Indeed, she
could trust him.

“I am a Bozzobon,” he said, “from the planet
Vintrea.”

“Vintrea? Never heard of it.”

“Few of your species has,” he said. Before
she could ask where his planet was located, he motioned her to
follow him. Only a few steps brought them to the dining area. There
was a plate of steaming food set on the table. “Please,” he said,
“help yourself…”

“Kayo,” she answered, “I am called Kayo.”

He nodded. “Help yourself, Kayo.”

She stepped over the bench and seated herself
before the plate. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was. She had
not eaten since before her shift at the bar, ten hours at
least.

“So, why exactly am I here?” she asked
between mouthfuls.

“A human named Thrull put a price on your
head,” Mook answered simply.

Thrull! How had he known? Over the last
couple years everyone the GSB tried to place in his organization
had been found out. At first they thought he had spies within the
Bureau. Then they felt he was tapping into their computer system.
But only the Council knew of her assignment. And there was no
record of it at all in the GSB computer system. So how could he
have known? But she quickly realized she had more pressing problems
to worry about.

“That means you’re bounty hunters,” she said,
her face contorting in disgust. Mook again showed his teeth in a
wide and satisfied smile.

“Yes. And you are with the Galactic Security
Bureau, no?” She almost choked trying to swallow a mouthful and
broke into a terrible coughing fit. She turned from her food and
hunched over the bench. Her eyes began to water, and she was
gasping for breath. When her windpipe was clear and the coughing
had subsided, she turned to Mook and spoke.

“How did you know?” She was still gasping for
breath.

“We have had… dealings with the GSB before,”
he said. “They’re not difficult to spot, if you know what to look
for.”

Not difficult to spot? Know what to look for?
What had she done to give herself away? Was she so transparent that
a lowly, scum sucking bounty hunter could figure her out? If that
was so, it explained how Thrull had made her. But what was it?
Again, she had more immediate problems.

“What are you going to do with me?”

“That will be decided later,” he said.

“When?” she asked cautiously.

“The attack damaged our hyperdrive. Our
destination is now two weeks away,” he explained.

“But Diavk is only a twenty three hour trip
at lightspeed,” she objected.

Mook grinned at her. “You know hyperspace and
hyperdrives,” he said, both surprised and satisfied. “I should have
expected this from the GSB. But we are going to the Crannic system,
two weeks away."

She thought for a moment. “Whoever attacked
would never expect it,” she agreed. “And there’s an outpost on
Crannic IV,” she mused. “Good choice.”

Mook let out a hearty laugh. “I will tell the
captain you agree with him,” he said, then turned serious.
“Unfortunately, because of the length of our journey, and because
you are still the prisoner, you only get one food pack per day. So
please, take your time and enjoy your meal.” He stood to leave.

“By the way,” she said, “who was the
attacker?”

He looked her in the eye. “A competitor,” he
said and walked back the way they had come.

 


* * *

 


Cam tried not to pay attention when the
cockpit door hissed open, then closed. Mook took his place in the
seat to Cam’s right. Teekay was carefully studying schematics of
the hyperdrive, trying to figure a way to increase their speed.

“So, how’d it go?” he asked.

“She is a very likeable girl, and very
perceptive.”

“Yeah? What's her name?”

“She is called Kayo.”

Kayo. Cam wondered why. What were the reasons
behind her codename? There were always reasons given when a
codename was assigned. His had been Chameleon, Cam for short,
because he always blended in. But what were the reasons behind
Kayo? Was it supposed to be K.O. as in Knockout? Was she a good
fighter? Or was it in reference to her looks? He ran through his
memory, trying to find the word in the vocabularies of the
languages he spoke. Nothing. So what was it?

“Cam?”

“Huh?” He snapped back to the present.

“She agreed with your choice of the Crannic
system. Came up with the same reason, too. Except she did not know
about the detour to Crannic III.”

“How much did you tell her?” Cam asked.

“Just what you told me to.” Mook smiled. “She
asked all the right questions, made all the correct assumptions. I
like her,” he added.

Cam smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. I have a
feeling we’ll be working with her again.” Cam was silent for a long
time, letting everything sink in. Yes, he was sure they’d be
working together. Their meeting like this was too much of a
coincidence. And meeting Markos sealed it. But why? What did a
crime boss like Thrull want with him? What was his angle? Well, he
had two weeks to figure it out.

 


* * *

 


Kayo was finishing her meal when the cockpit
door opened. She cursed herself for sitting with her back to the
doorway. This was where her dinner had been set, so this was where
she sat, and she hadn’t had the foresight to change seats once Mook
left. Not that she feared for her life, at least not yet. If they
wanted her dead, they would have killed her already. She was
probably worth more to Thrull alive than dead. She shoveled a last
heap of food into her mouth and stood, on the pretense of disposing
of her plate and utensils. Plate still in hand, she turned around
just as Gadget came through the doorway.

“Everything all right?” he asked.

“You always this nice to your prisoners?” she
asked sarcastically. The sight of him had put an immediate chip on
her shoulder. She disposed of her plate.

“No, never,” he said. “But then we’ve never
taken a member of the GSB prisoner before, either.”

She turned to him. “So what are you going to
do with me?”

He sat down and let out a long breath. He had
changed out of the mechanic’s jumpsuit and cleaned himself up. He
rubbed his face and ran his fingers through his hair. He had
obviously asked himself the same question. “Let’s just get to the
Crannic system and then we’ll figure something out."

“You’re not giving me to Thrull, then?”

“No.” His voice was sad as he said that
single word. He then stood up, seeming to push away what was
bothering him. “I think you’re smart enough to know what our
hyperdrive situation is and what your chances would be if anything
happened to the Darkmoon or her crew."

She nodded. “Yeah, I’m not that dumb.
Especially since you're not giving me to Thrull.”

“Good, then except for the cockpit, you’re
free to roam the ship. You can take one of the bunks in the common
area,” he said. “You’re Kayo, right?”

“Yes.”

“My name’s Chameleon, Cam for short.”

“Is that your real name, Captain Gadget?” she
asked.

He grinned. “Is Kayo yours?”

“That’s the name I go by,” she said.

“And Cam is the name I go by.” He stood.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she
asked. “With the hyperdrive situation, I mean.”

“You really know hyperdrives and String
Theory?” he asked.

String Theory was considered to be anything
but a theory. According to String Theory, subatomic particles, like
protons, electrons, and quarks, were not solid. Instead, they were
vibrating strings. The frequency at which these strings vibrated
determined whether they were protons or electrons or quarks. But
when everything was said and done, String Theory also predicted
that there were actually eleven dimensions of space. Of course,
there were the three spatial dimensions (length, width, and depth)
and time. But the theory also said there were seven other
dimensions, of which two were well known and utilized on a daily
basis, hyperspace and subspace. Hyperspace, which was used for
travel, could only be reached at faster than light speeds. To reach
these faster than light speeds required a hyperdrive, hence the
question. The other was subspace, which allowed almost instant
communication anywhere in the galaxy.

“Not really,” she admitted. “Just the basic
course at the Monastery. But I need something to do for the next
two weeks. Plus, what could it hurt.”

“On this ship it could hurt a lot,” he warned
her. “But I’ll send Teekay back anyway.” He turned and walked back
to the cockpit.

It turned out that Teekay was a droid, but
she should have expected that. Most small ships used droids as
navigators, and any droid aboard would have the ship’s schematics
in its memory. It was a few centimeters taller than her, thin, dull
grey, with obscenely long arms. It was an older model, but clearly
a SarCon AstroNav droid. Series 6 or 7, she guessed. Both were
still in widespread use throughout the galaxy.

“I am TK-89, the ship’s AstroNavigation
droid,” he said bluntly in his harsh metallic voice. “You are Kayo,
correct?”

“Yes, that’s right. TK-89 is it?”

“That is correct. However, I am programmed to
respond to Teekay.”

“Nice to meet you, Teekay.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, also. The
captain informed me of your desire to help repair the
hyperdrive.”

“Well, my knowledge of hyperdrives is really
pretty basic, but yes, I’d like to help,” she said.

“Thank you,” the droid said. “Any assistance
you can offer would be greatly appreciated.”

“Great, but do you mind if I get some sleep
before we start?” she asked. “It’s been a long day.”

“Of course. Please excuse me.” Teekay turned
and stiffly headed back to the cockpit.

 


* * *

 


Five days into the trip and several things
were clear to Kayo. Cam and company were used to pulling long
hauls. They might not have been expecting a trip this long because
they were low on rations. Water was going to get low before they
reached the Crannic system, and they were going to have to break
into their back-up oxygen supply, which Cam said they hadn’t had to
do in years. But it was pretty much business as usual on the ship.
Cockpit shifts were well established, almost routine, Cam cleaned
himself up and shaved every morning, and cabin fever still hadn’t
set in, although she suspected it eventually would.

It was also clear to her that Cam was
avoiding her. He had barely spoken to her since that first night.
He stayed in the cockpit most of the time, even when it wasn’t his
shift. He usually came out while she was sleeping, or at least
supposed to be sleeping. She had no idea why Cam had built a wall
around himself, no idea why he was shunning her. Mook and Teekay
were a bit edgy having her aboard, but at least they interacted
with her. She liked Mook. There was something about him. She
couldn’t put her finger on it, but it was there. He was outgoing
and friendly and genuine. Teekay was another matter. He was
extremely blunt and matter-of-fact, and he had absolutely no tact.
But he was starting to grow on her.

It was clear, too, that the hyperdrive was in
worse condition than they originally thought. They were slowly
loosing coolant. The crack in the line was so small they hadn’t
caught it until yesterday. It was easily fixed... from outside the
ship. But to get outside they had to drop out of hyperspace. The
only problem with that was the motivator had been damaged
during the attack and might not have enough power to get them back
into hyperspace. But if they lost enough coolant the hyperdrive
would fry itself and drop them out of hyperspace. All they could do
was hope they made it to the Crannic system before that
happened.

 


* * *

 


Thrull looked out the viewport at the watery
world of Gallbic. It was a truly beautiful planet, especially from
orbit. Its surface was marred by only five or six small landmasses,
each no more than a few hundred thousand square kilometers. There
were others too, smaller and barely visible from space. The rest of
the surface was water. Pristine white icecaps topped the poles with
spindly fingers of ice reaching toward the equator. The sea itself
ranged from a deep, dark blue where the ocean was deepest to almost
green in areas where marine life was abundant, and everything in
between. The diversity of color was enhanced even further by the
white-grey cloud formations that swirled across the surface. It was
truly a jewel.

He just stood there, absorbing the view. Awed
by it. The Shuntok had been orbiting Gallbic for five days.
The crew took well-deserved shore leave on the idyllic world. All
except Tok. Tok was his personal assistant, but also his second in
command. He handled much of the day to day operations of the Armada
and the criminal empire Thrull had built, as well as the shipyards
at Samon Heei. About the only thing Tok didn’t have a hand in was
the goings on at Koobi Fora and the other sites.

Thrull turned from the viewport and headed
towards his office, several decks above. Tok and several of his
other advisors had all but demanded that a private turbolift be
installed between his suite, his office and the bridge. He had
reluctantly agreed to the idea. In an emergency such a turbolift
could and probably would be a lifesaver. But in the in the short
time he’d been aboard the Shuntok it had gone unused. Thrull
was not the type of leader who locked himself away and only made
appearances on special occasions. Every day he walked among the
crew. Not to check up on them, but to let them know that whatever
job they were doing, from custodian to shuttle mechanic to
turbolaser gunner, was important. He rode a crowded turbolift,
making small talk with several of the crew, making sure he noted
their names, ranks and jobs. He exited the turbolift and walked
down the corridor to his office.

Upon entering the room his good cheer
immediately left him. The Battlechess board caught his eye. He
found himself standing before it. Considering the pawn. It was the
only piece out of position, the only move yet made. Would it
capture the knight or would that pawn be destroyed. Part of him
hoped for the former. The former meant a quick and easy game. It
also meant he wouldn’t be challenged, or at least not much. But
with Markos due back four days ago and still no word from him, he
had to assume the pawn had been destroyed. And that meant a long
and interesting game that he could easily lose. He had wanted a
challenge and now it looked as if he would get one. The fact that
this was the Great Game made it even more interesting and
unpredictable.

With Markos assumed dead, he had no reason to
stay. Just then the door hissed open. Tok strode in.

“Markos?” Thrull asked as soon as the door
closed.

“No word yet, Sir.”

“What do you think?”

“Either he’s dead or the other bounty hunter
eluded him,” Tok began. “If this hunter did get away from him,
Markos will keep hunting until he gets him.” Tok still didn’t know
exactly who the other bounty hunter was.

“And what if he destroyed this other bounty
hunter?” This was a question that Thrull hated the thought of. And
speaking it aloud sent a chill up his spine. Destroying them would
put an end to all of his plans. From the look on Tok’s face, it was
a question he hadn’t even considered.

“He wouldn’t do that. He couldn’t,” Tok
answered. “He knows killing him would mean his own death.”

“Find out for sure,” Thrull commanded. “Is
shore leave completed?”

“Yes, Sire. Everyone was back aboard as of
last night. I wasn’t sure when you’d want to leave the system.”

“Good work, Tok. After you’ve made the
inquiries, inform Captain Gair to proceed to the rendevous
point.”

 


* * *

 


Cam took a deep breath and tried to calm
himself. Things were tense aboard the Darkmoon. They’d been
tense for the past few days. Everyone was on edge. Confined too
long to the same small space. It was the little things. The
whirring of Teekay’s servomotors whenever he moved. The way Mook
scraped his teeth together to sharpen them. Ordinarily he
overlooked these annoyances. Everyone had little quirks that others
found aggravating. But the length of their journey, combined with
his self-imposed banishment to the cockpit, made them grate on him
even more. Furthermore, Cam knew, his confining himself bugged the
hell out of both Mook and Teekay. Every time they walked into the
cockpit he was there. Cam knew none of them was exempt from
blame.

So he took a deep breath and tried to calm
himself. Luckily the three of them knew one another well enough
that the tension had never come to a head. Teekay didn’t get tense,
but he recognized it in his friends. He spent most of his off time
in Sleep Mode, as much to save precious power as to keep
from annoying his friends. When Mook wasn’t on duty he was usually
in the mess area reading or talking with Kayo. His easy-going
personality lent itself nicely to long trips like this. Though even
he was showing signs of strain. As for Cam, he had learned patience
a long time ago. Kayo was another matter. She had been bouncing off
the bulkheads, as it were, up until a few days ago. But lately she
was spending more and more time alone in the detention cell,
climbing deeper and deeper inside herself. These two weeks had been
the hardest on her, and Cam was once again beginning to worry about
her.

Cam took a third cleansing breath and exhaled
slowly. He checked the Darkmoon’s controls. Everything was
in order. They would make it to the Crannic system. The coolant
leak had slowed in the past few days. The more coolant they lost
the slower it leaked. And they would arrive in system tomorrow.
Tomorrow was a relative term in the swirling rainbow of hyperspace,
or the blackness of realspace. But they would drop from hyperspace
in twenty-one hours, so to him it was tomorrow.

Teekay slept in his navigator’s alcove. He
was unplugged from the ship, and Cam wondered what kind of dreams
the droid was having. Cam brushed the droid as he left the cockpit
and Teekay immediately awoke.

“Is there a problem, Sir?”

“Sorry,” Cam said. “Go back into Sleep
Mode.” As the cockpit door hissed open he saw Teekay
comply.

It was Mook’s shift to watch things in the
cockpit. Cam had heard him get up half an hour earlier. As usual,
Cam found his copilot in the mess area. Mook was picking at a
half-eaten plate of standard field ration yuck.

“’Morning,” Cam said gravely.

“Good morning, Cam.”

Mook quickly finished his meal, stood and
shuffled to the cockpit. Now alone, Cam prepared the same field
ration yuck for himself and Kayo, set the plates on the table and
headed to the detention cell. The door was locked. He puched in the
access code and was about to hit the release button when he
realized he was about to barge in on an eighteen year old girl. He
flushed with anger. Not because he didn’t realize it sooner or
because it meant he was getting old, but because the
Darkmoon was his ship and he shouldn’t have to ask
permission to access part of his ship. He closed his eyes
and took yet another deep breath, letting it out slowly. He knew he
was being childish. He also knew that being cooped up was getting
to him far more than he realized. When he was once again calm and
at peace he opened his eyes and knocked on the door.

After a few minutes the door opened. She’d
been asleep. Her short dark hair was sticking out at odd angles.
Her clothes, the same clothes she’d been wearing for the past two
weeks, smelled of hyperdrive coolant mixed with her body odor. But
it was her thinness that bothered Cam. When he had escorted her
aboard two weeks ago she had been slender but healthy. But now,
after two weeks of one meal a day, she was waifish.

“You look like hell,” he said.

“That’s just what I needed to hear,” she
mumbled as she pushed past him. “You’d look like this too if you’d
been kidnapped and confined to a tin can for two weeks with almost
no food, no change of clothes and no water to clean the clothes you
have,” she said sardonically.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” he said, following after
her. “But at the time it seemed like a good idea.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said apologetically. “I
thought it was a good idea, too. So what gives? I thought you were
avoiding me.” She had led him into the mess area.

“Again, I’m sorry. I try to avoid dealing
with the GSB as much as possible,” he lied. “But now I don’t really
have a choice.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, sitting. She
immediately began eating the food before her.

“Well, there’s been a slight change of plans.
It’s going to take at least a day, maybe two, to fix the
hyperdrive. Word of our arrival is bound to get back to every other
bounty hunter in the Cucop Alliance. So Mook and Teekay are going
to drop us on Crannic III and then act as a decoy while they get
the ship fixed.”

She was almost finished with her food and Cam
pushed his untouched plate in front of her. “But there’s no
settlement on Crannic III. How are we supposed to get off
planet?”

“Some friends of mine have taken up residence
on Crannic III,” Cam said. “I think they’ll help us.”

 


* * *

 


Stars are not spaced uniformly across the
galaxy. Gravity sees to that. Usually anywhere from ten to several
hundred stars are grouped together to form star clusters. Gravity
also draws clusters together as mega-clusters. Mega-clusters are
further arranged in long strings known as tendrils. Finally,
tendrils combine to form the various arms, both major and minor,
that orbite the galactic core. All this grouping means that there
are hugely vast amounts of empty space. Between individual stars,
between clusters, between mega-clusters, between tendrils, and
between the arms of the galaxy there is nothing! Sure, there is
dust, an atom here, a molecule there. But when looking at the grand
scheme of things, space is a great void, a vast nothingness. It was
in this great void, between two tendrils, that fourteen capital
ships and twenty supporting ships, microscopic relative to the
vastness that surrounded them, waited for a fifteenth.

Evenk Sirokyi surveyed his fleet from the
bridge of Crimson Sky. Only about half of those assembled,
eight capital and nine support ships, were under his command. The
formation looked good, he had to admit, though he had just chewed
Captain Demas of the Dark Sky a new hole for drifting out of
position. It was a slight offense. But Demas was a young captain,
just twenty-six, and the reprimand would ensure he and his crew
kept their heads in the exercise.

Evenk was a grizzled old Trerk. Trerks were
hairless from head to toe. Evenk’s skin was jet black. His jaw was
slightly prognathic, pulled forward from the rest of his face, and
as a result he had a broad, flat nose. His long, thin prehensile
tail stuck out the back of his uniform trousers and was wrapped
around his left leg. Evenk was short and stocky and rock hard. His
wrinkled and cracked skin was the only sign of his age. In his
younger days he’d had his leg broken in a brawl at a spaceport
saloon and now he walked with a perceptible limp. He commanded the
second fleet the same way he’d run his ship for over forty years,
with an iron fist.

Evenk’s counterpart in this exercise was
Koren Osric. He was one of the most senior people serving lord
Thrull. But to Evenk, Koren was still far too young to be promoted
to Admiral. Not that he lacked the experience. Koren had been with
Thrull since the beginning. He’d fought in the gang wars that
accompanied Thrull’s rise to power, commanding both ground troops
and naval forces. He had also commanded six different ship classes,
four of which were products of the Samon Heei shipyards. Despite
all his experience, thirty-four was too young. Koren acted on
impulse and instinct, oftentimes ignoring his knowledge and
experience. Evenk knew that trait would get his people killed,
though he had to admit it hadn’t happened yet.

Like all Twarog, Koren was all appendages.
His flat head and short, spherical torso were support by his long,
bird-like legs and large flat feet. He had no visible neck. Instead
his large head seemed to sit directly on his shoulders. And his
arms, also long and thin, almost touched the ground. Two large
black eyes dominated his face. His nostrils were mere slits under
his eyes, his ears no more than small skin flaps on the top of his
head. His mouth was also a slit, but it ran the entire width of his
face, so when he opened it, it looked as if the top half of his
head was beginning to cleave off.

Evenk watched as a squadron of fighters
leisurely wove its way among the larger ships. They had been here
for the past day and a half. Koren’s Third Fleet had arrived just a
few hours before his Second Fleet. Their orders were to wait for
lord Thrull. The consensus among both fleets was that they were
finally going into battle and that this was just a staging point.
Evenk knew different. They were ready to go to war. There was no
doubt about that. Drills, drills, and more drills had seen to that.
They had commanders and captains who knew battle, who had
experienced it. But he also knew two very important things. First,
the Shuntok wasn’t ready. Second, lord Thrull wasn’t
ready.

A loud warning siren began to sound as the
sensors detected a disturbance in the fabric of space. A ship was
about to drop out of hyperspace. The siren was an immediate call to
Red Alert and battle stations. This was, after all, an illegal
military fleet. If their location had been leaked, Thrull’s
underworld enemies, the Cucop Navy and/or the GSB might be paying
them a surprise visit. They would know in a few seconds if it was
the Shuntok or an ambush.

Evenk waited. He saw that Koren wasn’t
flinching either. Now wasn’t the time for a fight, and both knew
it. If it did turn out to be an ambush, they would order their
perimeter ships into defensive positions while the rest of both
fleets made the jump to hyperspace. But if they gave the orders too
soon, the incoming ship, or ships, might collide with the defending
ships. So they waited. The siren fell silent.

The Shuntok appeared. The sensor
operator confirmed that it was the Shuntok, and the
communications officer confirmed that the proper greetings had just
been transmitted.

“Stand down from Red Alert,” Captain Teemu
said.

“Is my shuttle ready?” Evenk asked him, but
it was the first officer who answered.

“Yes, Sir. Landing Bay 8.”

“Inform the crew I’ll be going over to the
Shuntok,” Evenk said as he left the bridge.

 


* * *

 


“Hey, Tok. How’s it going?” Koren greeted.
He, Tok and Crash had all worked closely together for over a year
and a half. Tok was in charge of the Samon Heei shipyards where
Koren’s new ship, the Warchild, was in the final stages of
construction. The Warchild and Admiral Sirokyi’s Distant
Thunder were the Shuntok’s sister ships and both were
due to begin their trials in a few weeks. Crash had, of course,
designed the computer systems for both ships.

“I’m all right,” Tok answered. He fell into
step beside Koren, heading for the turbolift. Admiral Sirokyi had
already been escorted up to the observation lounge.

“So how’s she looking?” Koren asked, speaking
of the Shuntok. “Any unforeseen difficulties.”

“Nothing major,” Tok replied easily, punching
the button for Deck three. Evenk had just asked him the same thing.
“Nothing we couldn’t handle on the fly. Just the normal glitches in
a new ship.”

“When will she be battle-ready?”

Tok smiled. “She should be ready now. That’s
what we’re here to find out.”

Koren looked surprised. “Month and a half out
of space-dock? Not bad, Kid,” Koren said by way of congratulations.
“So this is just a battle exercise?”

Tok nodded. “You’re defending the
Shuntok. Evenk’s attacking.” The turbolift doors parted, and
they stepped out into the semicrowded corridor.

“I’ve defended in the last three
excercises.”

“Lord Thrull still thinks you lack
discipline.”

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


The Darkmoon was scraping treetops.
Cam was flying her as close to the ground as possible, singeing the
leaves of the rainforest’s main canopy and flying underneath the
emergent layer of trees. They had approached Crannic III from the
other side of the planet and were now just a few dozen kilometers
away from the drop zone. Cam knew he hadn’t been detected. If
Lexint’s partners had the aid of an orbiting satellite, they might
have detected the Darkmoon’s approach, or they might detect
a shadow of her flying so low. But putting a satellite into orbit
would draw attention to this uninhabited world, so they were
limited to ground-based sensors.

“Think you can do this on the way out?” Cam
asked Mook. To pull this off completely Mook would have to fly the
Darkmoon back to her approach coordinates undetected.

“If I get into trouble I am sure Teekay will
help,” Mook said with a snort.

“We are coming up on the drop coordinates,
Sir,” Teekay said from his alcove. A few seconds later Cam spotted
the small clearing among the giant trees and started to slow the
Darkmoon. It was the same clearing they had used three weeks
before. A fallen tree, some eighty meters tall, had knocked down
everything around it. It wasn’t level or even all that clear but it
allowed them access to the ground. The Darkmoon wouldn’t be
able to land. Mook would have to hover, just above the ground,
while Cam and Kayo jumped.

Cam saw that in the three weeks since he had
last been here, the clearing was already beginning to grow over.
Another month and no one would be able to tell there ever was a
clearing. He cut the sublight engines and dropped into a hover,
slowly descending until they were just a few meters above the
surface.

“Got her?” he asked Mook.

Mook’s hands were already making minor
adjustments to the controls. “I have her,” he called out absently,
concentrating on the task at hand.

Cam immediately left his pilot’s seat and
headed to the back. “See you two in a few days.” Teekay follow
him.

Kayo was already standing at the closed ramp,
the bag Cam had packed at her feet. “Let her down,” Cam said,
coming up next to her. She hit the release. Even though they were
still inside the Darkmoon, the brightness blinded them
momentarily. She shielded her eyes from it. Cam blinked it away.
There was a slight gust of wind as the higher pressure outside air
entered the ship. Cam grabbed the bag and tossed it out over the
edge of the ramp. As they walked down the ramp the pain in their
eyes intensified. Kayo had to turn away.

“Come on,” Cam yelled over the roar of the
engines. “Mook can’t hold this forever. Look down, at your
feet.”

She did as she was told. It helped. But as
they neared the edge she found herself looking down into a tangled
mess of decaying branches overgrown with vines two meters below.
Why didn’t she just break her ankle now and save herself the
trouble of jumping, she thought.

“You can do this,” Cam yelled in her ear.
“Hit the trunk and slide down,” he yelled, pointing. She nodded. He
grabbed her hand. “On three! One… Two… Three!”

They jumped together. As soon at they hit it,
the decaying trunk of what had once been an eighty meter giant
collapsed under their weight. Cam got the worst of it. He was
heavier and he had jumped feet first. Now he was thigh deep in the
insect infested mush that was the inside of the trunk. She had
figured a sore rear end was better than a twisted ankle and had
jumped to land on her backside. Even though her bottom was crawling
with who knew what, most of her, including her legs, was outside
the trunk.

After making sure they had landed safely,
Teekay closed the ramp. The Darkmoon rose to just above the
treetops, the sublight engines kicked in, and she was gone. They
watched her leave.

“And I thought I was ripe before,” Kayo said,
struggling to free herself.

“You were.” Cam pulled himself onto the
outside of the trunk. He could feel it sink in slightly and he
quickly slid to the ground. He offered Kayo his hand and pulled her
free.

“Anything poisonous in there?” she asked,
cleaning her backside.

“Don’t know,” he answered, looking around,
trying to get his bearings. “River’s that way.” He pointed. “We
could both use a bath.”

“I’m all for that,” Kayo said and started in
the direction Cam had pointed. He caught her arm.

“Here.” He handed her a canteen and a small
blaster, the one he had used to kidnap her. He was already wearing
his gunbelt. He only wore one blaster, which Kayo found odd because
bounty hunters usually went for a big show of force. She didn’t
know that he had another small blaster in a holster in the small of
his back, one strapped to his left forearm, a last strapped to his
right ankle, and a dagger in his left boot, as well as a knife
concealed under the holster of his gunbelt.

“Thanks,” she said. “How far to the
river?”

“Few kilometers,” he said.

“And how far to your friends?”

“Few more kilometers upstream.” He gauged the
sun. “Its midmorning now. We should make it by nightfall.”

She looked at him skeptically but said no
more.

Cam led the way to the river. After the
so-called clearing the ground was fairly clear. Because the larger
trees monopolized the available sunlight, little grew on the forest
floor. But the same leaves that blocked out the sun also kept in
the heat and humidity. They were both dripping with sweat by the
time they were a hundred meters in.

“Should I be worried about anything in here?”
Kayo asked.

Despite its serene appearance from above, the
forest floor revealed it was anything but. The stench of rotting
vegetation was almost overwhelming. Most of the local wildlife
remained hidden to her eyes, but the cacophony of calls and howls
that rang through the treetops and the occasional movement in the
underbrush clearly revealed their presence.

“Nothing big enough to bother us, at least
not during the day. Most of the large predators are nocturnal,” Cam
explained. “But watch your step anyway.”

The three months waitressing, plus the two
weeks of confinement affected her more than she cared to admit. She
was sure the heat and humidity had something to do with it too. Cam
didn’t seem to be affected. He set a grueling pace, and she was
hard-pressed to keep up. By the time they reached the river, two
hours later, she was exhausted. Her canteen had been empty for the
past hour, and the first thing she did, after fighting through the
underbrush that grew close to the river, was drop to all fours and
quench her thirst. And then she wretched.

“Not in the river,” Cam said and pushed her
into the underbrush. He sat on a nearby rock, watching her. He had
filled his canteen and was calmly sipping from it as she emptied
the contents of her stomach. When she was finished, he handed her
the canteen. “Slowly this time.”

“Thanks,” she said, sipping to test her
stomach. She looked around. It was about noon by the position of
the sun. The river was about twenty meters across and shallow
enough to see the bottom. The current here was slow. She could just
barely hear the distant rumble of white water somewhere far
upstream. Trees overhung the river in spots, the branches dipping
into the water in a few places. Dense underbrush skirted both banks
of the river as far as she could see in either direction. Something
shrieked in the distance and the call was returned from nearby.

Cam removed his gunbelt, his concealed
weapons, and his boots, and quietly slid into the river. Once in
the water he removed his clothes and did the best he could to wash
them and himself. Kayo got in right behind him and did the same.
Cam’s skin was oily with sweat and his legs and pants were filthy
from the decaying trunk. He layed his clothes on the rock he had
been sitting on and relaxed in the cool water.

“Why did you join the GSB?” Cam asked in the
calmness. Kayo, he saw, had been lulled into a trance.

She shifted her body slightly in the relaxing
water. “To serve,” she answered. “My family has served the galaxy
for one hundred seventeen generations. My mother and her mother
still serve. My father and my mother’s father both died protecting
the galaxy.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Cam said, meaning
it. Both deaths still pained him.

“My father died before I was born. My
grandfather when I was three. I don’t remember him,” she said.
“What about you? Why did you become a bounty hunter?”

Cam could have said any number of
things—because I killed someone very powerful and tried to kill
someone even more powerful; because I seek justice at any price;
because I was taught to use my gifts to be the perfect stalker and
hunter; because I wanted vengeance. But in the end he said simply,
“A misunderstanding.” She took the hint and dropped the
subject.

A while later, when their clothes had dried,
they dressed—she in the underbrush, he in the open with his back
turned to her. They refilled their canteens, checked to make sure
they had everything, and headed upstream. There was no path along
the riverbank, just dense vegetation. They walked under the forest
canopy where the ground was relatively clear, following an animal
path along the edge of the vegetation. Though they couldn’t see the
river, Kayo figured they were only fifteen to twenty meters from
it. With each step they took the low thunder of the white water
ahead grew louder.

Cam had slowed the pace. He had seen how much
trouble she had keeping up on the hike to the river. He had seen
how she emptied her canteen by the time they were two kilometers
in. Water was the reason he had made the forced march. When they
jumped from the Darkmoon, they had only enough water to get
them to the river. Any delays would have put them both at risk. She
was also the reason for the extended stay at the river. He had let
her rest as long as possible, letting the cool water ease the kinks
out of muscles that were bound to be sore.

Now they hiked along at an easy pace. They
were moving upstream, the rise slight to this point. But Cam knew
the rapids meant rough and rocky ground ahead.

“How’re you doing on water?” he asked, wiping
the sweat from his face.

“Half a liter.” She was walking behind him.
She sounded drained. He stopped and turned around.

“You’re not going to die on me? Are you?” he
asked with a grin.

“Sorry,” she said, putting her hands on her
knees. Sweat dripped from her chin. “I was never one for this long
distance stuff, especially in this heat. And three months
undercover didn’t help. I was trained for urban assignments not the
bush.”

“Some GSB agent,” Cam said with a snort.

She shook her head. “I’m not an agent. I’m
still a cadet. I went right from the Monastery to this assignment,”
she explained. “Normally we spend a year or two field training with
an established agent. But the Council needed someone they could
trust in Thrull’s organization, someone who wasn’t active yet.”

“Someone who wasn’t in the computer system,”
Cam surmised. “Someone who was supposed to be field training.”

“And someone whose mission only the Council
knows,” she finished the thought.

Outside Cam was calm. But inside he was
fuming. This same scenario had led to her grandfather’s death
fifteen years earlier. The Council had sent him on an undercover
assignment with absolutely no training. Bodkin was the captain of
the GSB flagship, not a deep-cover operative. After only a few
months he cracked and got himself killed.

“So why you?” he asked, fighting to maintain
his serene façade.

“My grandmother’s on the Council.”

A fact that incensed Cam even more. How could
she go along with this? he thought.

He turned and headed into the underbrush. “We
need water,” he said.

“How much further?” she asked, fighting
through the vegetation.

Cam emerged on the riverbank, Kayo close
behind. He looked to the sky. Clouds were forming above them. He
gauged the sun. It was already late afternoon. They would have to
pick up the pace, but only slightly.

“Two kilometers until we hit the rapids. They
last about a half a kilometer—pretty rough terrain. About a
kilometer beyond that is the falls,” Cam said, refilling his
canteen.

“The falls?”

He nodded. “It’s maybe fifty meters
high.”

“How far then?” The thought of the climb was
already making her nauseous.

“These guys are set up in the ruins of an
ancient temple that overlooks the falls,” Cam explained. “There’s a
cave just south of the falls. It leads right up under the temple.
Actually I think it was used for escape.” He glanced at the sky
again.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, really,” he said. “Rain’s
coming.”

As she looked skyward, large drops began to
fall. Oddly, the sun still shined.

The rain only lasted about an hour, but it
was a hard, steady downpour. Though they hiked under the forest
canopy, the rain still pelted them. Whatever cooling effect the
rain had did not last long. As soon as it stopped the heat returned
and the humidity was worse than before the rain.

The rocky terrain along the rapids meant the
end of the thick vegetation skirting the river. For Kayo it also
meant scrapes and bruises and twisted ankles on the rain-slicked
rocks. She had no experience with this kind of terrain and her
canvas shoes did nothing to support her ankles. They moved further
inland, away from the river, but the ground was still rocky and
slick. Cam slowed his pace, but she still struggled to keep up. By
the time they reached the end of the rapids (or the beginning) she
could hardly walk.

They rested and Cam treated her abrasions.
But the first aid kit he carried was limited and, other than taping
them up, he could do nothing for her ankles.

“How much further?” she asked again, biting
back the pain as Cam disinfected her scraped knees. Blood trickled
down her shins.

“Far enough,” Cam said. “Think you can make
it?”

“What’s the alternative?”

“Come nightfall a pride of shigordas smells
this blood and it drives them into a feeding frenzy,” Cam answered
matter-of-factly.

“What’s a shigorda?”

“The top of the food chain around here,” Cam
said. “They hunt in prides of six or eight. When they take down a
prey animal, they rip it limb from limb. They literally shred the
carcass before they feed.”

“In that case, I think I can make it,” she
said, struggling to her feet. She took a few tentative steps to see
how bad the pain was. When she was certain she could handle it, she
headed toward the ever-growing roar of the waterfall. Cam grabbed
his pack and the canteens and quickly caught up with her.

“You’ve spent a lot of time here?” she
asked.

Cam smiled. She was fishing for
information.

“Six days. I always research a planet before
I set foot on the surface. That way I know what to expect,” Cam
explained. “I also managed to witness a feeding frenzy my first
night here. A pride took down a large moyba. It was easily two
hundred kilos. Ten minutes later, you couldn’t tell what it was,
what it had been. All that was left was blood and bone strewn
across twenty-five or thirty square meters.”

“You’re just trying to scare me,” she said.
Cam spun around and looked her in the eyes.

“No, I’m not. That’s why we have to get
moving.”

The ground was relatively even, flat. But
they still had over a kilometer to go. They had to reach the cave
by nightfall, and preferably before dusk. If they did not, the
shigordas would come for them, and that meant trouble. To survive a
feeding frenzy meant killing several of the predators, which was
almost impossible without using blasters. And blasters meant
Lexint’s partners would know they were coming. So Cam pushed her,
quickening the pace. She bit back the pain and somehow managed to
keep up. Even so, it seemed to take an eternity to reach the falls
and the cave mouth. She did not realize it at the time, but the
pool at the base of the falls stretched back to the rapids. As they
neared the falls the pool widened considerably. At the waterfall,
it was more like a lake, almost a kilometer wide.

The wall of water that fed the lake was
twenty-five or thirty meters wide. The sound was deafening. They
had to scream at each other to be heard. The cave was a few hundred
meters south of the lake’s edge, almost a kilometer from the falls
itself. Just before darkness set upon the jungle, Cam pulled back
the veil of vines that covered the mouth of the long-forgotten
passage.

 


* * *

 


“Wait for it,” Koren said calmly. Evenk had
just launched six squadrons of fighters. Koren had three squadrons
of his own defending the Shuntok, itching to engage the
enemy. The Shuntok would launch her fighters only if he
failed. Dogfights raged across the sky as fighters from the other
capital ships in each fleet engaged each other. But this was the
only fight that mattered. He had sent the rest of his fighters to
help in the other fights. His three squadrons were the last line of
defense, or so Evenk thought.

Koren had secretly slipped four squadrons
from his other capital ships into ambush position behind his
Ominous Wind, which was in position just off the
Shuntok’s starboard bow. They would flank Evenk’s fighters
and destroy them. Evenk still had a single squadron in reserve.
Koren and half his senior staff kept one eye on the ambush and one
looking for the reserve squadron.

“Wait for it,” he said again. No one on the
bridge was quite sure if he was talking about the ambush or the
reserves. The bridge went silent as seventy-two fighters passed the
Ominous Wind to port. A few enemy fighters were picked off
by the Wind’s turbolasers. Koren took a deep breath and
counted to three. “Now!”

A third of the attacking fighters were
destroyed before they realized what was happening. A second third
perished in the ensuing dogfights. Once it was apparent what was
going on, Evenk ordered a retreat and launched his reserve
fighters, more to cover the retreat than anything else.

“Should we pursue, Sir?” Captain Indam
asked.

“No, let them go,” Koren said. “We win this
round. But that trick only works once. When this is over,” he said,
gesturing to the dogfights in the distance, “assemble the senior
fleet officers to prepare for tomorrow.”

 


* * *

 


The cave descended before it ascended. Soon
Kayo and Cam were chest deep in disgusting, fetid water. Her skin
crawled as she pawed around in a black nightmare, following Cam.
Something long and slimy brushed past her leg.

“What was that,” she said on the edge of
panic.

“Its harmless,” Cam assured her. “Stay with
me,” he said, placing his hands on her shoulders. She flinched at
his touch. “I’m right here. Stay with me.”

“All right,” she mumbled back. “I’ll stay
with you.”

He took her hand and led her on another
hundred meters before they started to ascend. Fifty meters after
that, their feet were dry. They stopped and Cam lit a torch in a
wall stanchion. The light of the torch seemed to push back the
suffocating blackness, push away the panic that had engulfed her.
She could breathe again.

“Get some sleep,” he told her. “I’ll wake you
up in a few hours.”

“No,” she said. “I’m all right now.”

“Get some sleep,” he ordered. “We have a long
night ahead of us.”

She curled up on the damp floor of the cave.
It seemed that as soon as she closed her eyes, someone was shaking
her awake. She mumbled something and curled up tighter. Her clothes
were still damp and she was cold. But the shaking persisted. Again
she mumbled, this time turning her head to see what the shaking
was. Her eyes focused on Cam. “Damn.”

“Time to get going,” he said.

She yawned and stretched. She had to admit
the sleep had helped her, though she could use another ten hours or
so. “What, no breakfast?” she asked half in jest. She was still
lying on her back, trying to wake up. Cam tossed her a packet of
cold field rations that would have hit her right in the gut if she
hadn’t been paying attention. “Thanks,” she said sarcastically,
rising to her feet. She tore the packet open and began sucking out
her breakfast.

“It’ll take us a couple hours to reach the
top. There’s a lot of switch backs and side tunnels, so stay
close.”

“You have a rope or something?” she asked.
“Something to tether us together.”

“No,” Cam said. “Otherwise we would be joined
at the hip.”

Cam led her flawlessly through a twisted maze
of tunnels. When one torch would flicker and die there was always
another waiting in its stanchion. Water oozed from every pore of
the rock. The walls and ceiling seemed to slowly flow, to
constantly melt to their feet. Rivulets of water had cut channels
into the floor in places. The bare rock was always slick, their
footing always precarious.

“So why are these friends of yours here, on
Crannic III?” she asked lightly.

“They’re water poachers,” Cam replied easily.
“There’s a spring not far from the temple. It used to feed into the
river. Now it feeds into their storage tanks.”

“And there’s a lot of money in water?” she
asked incredulously.

“Considering the recycled sludge that passes
for water on a lot of worlds, pure spring water is worth its weight
in gold,” Cam explained. “You don’t get out much? Do you?”

“Not really,” she admitted. “I’ve been at the
Monastery for the past three years. Actually, this assignment is
the first time I’ve left the Azwell system since I was a little
girl.”

“What was so important that they let you skip
your field training?”

“Remember all those books in my room? I’m
kind of an expert on Rahgorra’s Staff,” she said modestly. “Rumor
has it that Thrull has mounted a major effort to find the Staff.”
Cam stopped dead in his tracks, but didn’t turn around.

“What?” Cam asked in shock.

“The Council knows Thrull is already
sponsoring a dig on Koobi Fora. Most archaeologists agree that the
Staff is more than likely there. But there are over a hundred
worlds that fit Bejhical’s description of the Staff’s
resting-place. So the Council has to assume that Thrull is digging
on other worlds too, but we’re not sure which ones. My assignment
was to get myself onto one of those digs, preferably Koobi
Fora.”

Cam silently started moving again.

She slipped a few times, her feet sliding out
from under her so she landed on a knee or, in one instance, flat on
her face. Despite these minor setbacks, they reached their
destination as day broke.

“Now what?” she whispered.

Just above their heads, a slab of rock
covered an opening less than a meter square. She could see dull
light from where the slab didn’t fit quite right.

“Here,” Cam whispered and produced a data-pad
from the bag.

“What’s this?”

“What we’re up against.”

Kayo scrolled through the data: Two sets of
floorplans for the temple, locations of all the poacher’s equipment
and supplies, what each room was being used for, even their
personality assessments. “Where did you get this?”

“Research,” Cam said. “After the wars, every
government in the galaxy sent out survey teams to determine what
was theirs. You just have to know where to look. Of course, I added
all the stuff on our friends.”

If nothing else, Kayo admitted to herself,
she had to admire his professionalism. She scrolled through the
information again, this time taking it all in. The temple was set
up in three sections. The first section was a large room surrounded
by smaller rooms on three sides. The large room opened up onto the
second section, a large enclosed courtyard. The third section, on
the opposite side of the courtyard was two stories of small rooms.
The poachers had set up shop in the third section. Everything from
living quarters to communications to food storage was there. Right
now, she saw they were under one of the small rooms in the first
section.

“Give me a hand,” Cam said as he reached up
to slide the stone slab aside. She pocketed the data-pad and
reached up, jamming her fingers into the cracks of light to get a
better grip. Together, silently, they eased the stone aside.

When the opening was large enough for him to
fit through, Cam drew his blaster and stuck it and his head up to
see if anyone or anything was afoot. She instinctively produced her
blaster, but by the time she did Cam ducked his head back through
the hole.

“Follow me and don’t make a sound,” he
whispered. He pulled himself up and sat on the edge, his feet
dangling. He stuck his hand back down to help her up. She quickly
replaced her blaster at the small of her back and took the
proffered hand.

Once through the hole she found herself in a
small, windowless room. Crates lined the wall opposite the open
doorway. A decaying mural of two alien species engaged in battle
covered the other walls and met at the vaulted ceiling.

“Let’s go,” Cam whispered, as he held up his
blaster. She pulled her blaster from its hiding place and followed
him to the doorway.

Cam paused there, closed his eyes and took a
deep breath. “Damn,” he whispered.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Let’s go.” Cam eased his way
through the doorway and silently moved across the large room, Kayo
close behind.

 


* * *

 


Talon fell into geosynchronus orbit
over Koobi Fora, high above the site. Linu had already been to
Kekai and Rupsa La, two of the other sites along the way. Things
had gone well at each. Kekai had several small cities, each with
what could technically be called a spaceport, but for the most part
it was a rural planet. Furthermore, no one seemed to care about the
site or what was going on there. After explaining her orders to the
site leader and touring the site she had left a survey team on the
planet and departed. Rupsa La was completely uninhabited. Sentient
life had never evolved there, nor had the planet ever been
colonized. They had detected an ancient smugglers outpost about a
hundred kilometers from the site, possibly as ancient as the site
itself, though the archaeologists said it had been used on and off
until just a few hundred years ago. There was also an active
hunting lodge, actually a poaching lodge, a few hundred kilometers
to the northwest. The game on Rupsa La was big and fierce, and the
lodge took advantage of that, doing a pretty good business
according to the heat sensors. She cautioned this survey team to be
mindful of the game, and the hunters.

Keoki had given her no trouble along the way.
She remained in her quarters most of the time. When she did venture
out, she walked the Talon’s corridors, occasionally stopping
by the bridge. She was always pleasant and had not yet
countermanded any of Linu’s orders. She seemed to accept that Linu
had command. But Linu wasn’t naïve enough to think she commanded
Keoki. They toured each site together. Linu sticking to supply and
scheduling questions. Keoki, on the other hand, seemed more
interested in artifacts and native peoples.

Koobi Fora had been colonized some ten
thousand years ago by a small group of settlers. The population had
remained fairly constant at around a hundred thousand people for
the next eight or nine millenia. Then, near the end of the Trubar
reign, the population had skyrocketed. Presently there were almost
a hundred million people that called Koobi Fora home. And that
number was still growing at a staggering rate. Linu had thought
that might be a problem until she saw that most of the population
resided in several large cities. There were vast areas of the
planet that remained unexplored and unknown. The site fell in the
middle of one of these areas. Of course the site wasn’t unknown.
Others had been here in the past.

Just then an ensign approached. As expected
the Gorf Nebula had contacted Talon. She accepted the
proffered data-pad. The Nebula was in standard orbit. A
survey team from the Nebula was already on the surface.
Captian Zidi would escort her down to the surface to meet Dr.
Gilpend, the site leader. A tour of the site and a rustic dinner
were planned. Finally, the Solar Flare was on her way to
Vejajiva III to survey the site there.

Linu punched new orders into the pad. The
Gorf Nebula was to leave immediately for Danessa VI. There
they would conduct a preliminary survey of the site and leave a
survey team on site to gather more extensive data. The
Nebula would do the same at Hol Wenzi II and Gavruna V, and
return within fifteen days. Linu handed the pad back to the ensign
who turned and just about ran for the communications room. When she
had received confirmation that the orders had been received, she
left the bridge to her first officer and headed for Landing Bay 7
where a shuttle waited to take her and Keoki and the survey team to
the surface.

 


* * *

 


The courtyard was deserted. Cam saw that the
light freighter, an Itzin 9TE, was right where it should be,
perhaps a hundred meters away, just to the right of the single door
in the wall opposite them. The ship’s ramp was on the opposite
side. He prayed that it was down. The IHO was gone, out on morning
patrol, he assumed. They would have to get to the ship before
anyone happened into the courtyard or the IHO returned. Preflight,
he knew, would wake the whole place up. But if he scrambled the
lock, they and the ship should survive the attack.

“We follow the wall, quickly but don’t be
stupid,” he hissed. “The ship should be between us and that door
most of the way,” he said, gesturing across the courtyard. “But if
anyone comes out, take cover.”

Kayo gave him a cockeyed look. “Where?” The
courtyard was barren ground.

“Wherever you can,” he said. “But keep the
ship between us and them.” She nodded and he continued, “And keep
an eye out for their IHO too.”

“What if the ship’s locked?” she asked.

“You cover me while I override it,” he said.
“Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Then, let’s go.”

He half-walked/half-jogged along the wall,
cutting as much of the courtyard’s corner as he dared. There still
wasn’t any sign of activity from the opposite door. He glanced over
his shoulder and saw Kayo behind him. He checked the sky, searching
for the hovercraft, but found nothing. When the ship was between
them and the door he quickened his pace slightly.

And then the sound of a power cell snapping
into place stopped him dead in his tracks. The sound came from
right behind them, no more than a few meters. The distinctive whine
of a charging Sek 80SL blastrifle followed. Cam straightened up. He
heard a muffled thud as Kayo dropped her blaster. He released his
grip on his own blaster, letting it dangle from his index finger
through the trigger guard.

“Drop it!” their assailant hissed. Instead,
Cam slowly holstered the weapon and turned around.

The unfamiliar figure before them was human.
Close to 1.85 meters and weighing perhaps 110 kilograms, he had the
blastrifle leveled at Cam’s chest. He took a step closer to them
and Kayo instinctively stepped back next to Cam.

“In that case, lose the whole belt,” he said
smugly, gesturing with the rifle for emphasis.

Keeping his right hand in plain view, Cam
slowly reached down and unstrapped the holster from his right leg.
Then, just as slowly but using both hands, he unbuckled the gunbelt
from his waist. Holding one end of the belt in each hand he passed
his hands behind his back and passed the right end of his gunbelt
to his left hand. While their captor concentrated on the gunbelt in
his left hand, Cam slipped the concealed blaster from the small of
his back. He dropped the gunbelt from his left hand and in a single
fluid motion Cam brought the small blaster to bear and fired,
hitting their captor in the chest. Whether from reflexes or his
last conscious effort, the blastrifle fired. The blast bolt burned
a hole in the left sleeve of Cam’s shirt.

No sooner had the body hit the ground that
Cam scooped up his gunbelt. Kayo reached down for her blaster as
well.

“You all right?” he asked.

She nodded. “How’s your arm?”

He examined the hole in his sleeve. “Shirt’s
ruined, but I’ll live. Come on.” They set off at a dead sprint for
the freighter.

Cam dove under the freighter’s belly. A few
seconds later, Kayo slid under, feet first. They took a few seconds
to catch their breaths.

“Who the hell was that?” Kayo asked, sucking
breath.

“I don’t know. Looks like they brought in
someone new,” he said.

“I thought these were your friends,” she said
slyly.

Cam saw that the ramp was up. He motioned to
her and together they slithered into position. There was still no
sign of life from the doorway.

“Cover me,” Cam breathed. “If you see any
movement inside that door, lay cover fire. If anyone comes out,
blast him.” She nodded.

He stood, turning so that the ramp release
was to his left and the door to his right. He didn’t like the idea
of having his back to the door. This also meant that the ramp would
come down between him and the door, giving him some cover. But when
he tapped the release, nothing happened.

The lock was a standard, factory-issued
keypad-design. Picking locks was one of the first things they
taught him. He had learned the basics on factory-issued locks from
several major shipbuilders. Keeping one eye on the door, he calmly
went through the steps. It took him less than a minute. He tapped
the release again. This time the ramp began to descend.

Cam bounded up the ramp. When Kayo was
aboard, he closed the ship back up, resetting the lock’s
combination with a code of his own. By the time he found the
cockpit, Kayo had already started preflight.

As soon as the freighter’s engines roared to
life one of Lexint’s partners, a human Cam remembered as Jenkins,
emerged from the doorway, blastrifle in hand. When he saw Cam at
the freighter’s controls he sprayed the cockpit’s canopy with a
handful of red blaster bolts. He must have realized that he was
trying to blow a hole in his only way off planet, because he
stopped abruptly and headed toward the ramp controls.

“Get back there and make sure he doesn’t get
in,” Cam ordered.

Suddenly, a half dozen Ambaji rushed from the
doorway. Ambaji were a short stocky species from the Clabwir
system. Strong enough to do backbreaking work for days at a time
yet small enough to dominate and control, Ambaji were a favorite
species among slave traders. Cam had helped free thousands during
his time with the GSB.

From the cockpit Cam could not see what was
happening. He jumped up and raced to the back. A blaster fired
outside.

“Open it!” he yelled to Kayo. “Let the ramp
down!” But he was already there by the time Kayo realized what he
was saying. He punched in his code and charged. His feet hit the
ground before the ramp did. Jenkins and two Ambaji were struggling
for control of the blastrifle.

“Come on!” he shouted to the others. “Let’s
go! Get in!” One of the Ambaji motioned towards the doorway and
four more of his people hurried out and toward the freighter.

Jenkins had one Ambaji on his back. The other
was hanging onto the blaster for dear life. Cam didn’t have a clear
shot at him, so he rushed over to help in the struggle. With a
closed fist Cam hit the human in the nose and sent him flying back.
Jenkins landed on his back, right on top of the Ambaji. He was out
cold, his nose broken and gushing blood. He had also lost
possession of the blastrifle. Cam rushed over to help the pinned
Ambaji, but before he reached him blaster fire stopped him
cold.

Cam turned around. The blastrifle was leveled
at his chest, a frantic looking Ambaji at the trigger.

“Take it easy,” Cam said calmly, keeping his
voice even. “I’m here to help.”

The Ambaji shouted something in his language,
motioning with the rifle. He clearly wanted Cam on the ground.

“Listen,” Cam said, “we don’t have time for
this.” Again he kept his voice calm and even. “That IHO could be
back any min—”

“Quargon!” the voice boomed. A one sided
conversation followed, dominated by the imposing Ambaji standing at
the top of the freighter’s ramp. Quargon then meekly handed Cam the
blastrifle, mumbling his apologies.

Cam accepted the weapon. He rushed over and
rolled the still unconscious Jenkins aside. Quargon helped his
comrade to his feet and together he and Cam helped his friend to
the ship.

“Kayo,” he called once everybody was on
board, “get this thing off the ground!”

After a few seconds the freighter rose
unsteadily, pitching and yawing as the girl overcompensated at the
controls. Cam realized he had never bothered to find out if she
could fly. He laid the dazed Ambaji on the deck and raced to the
cockpit.

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 6

 


 


The circumstances surrounding the
disappearance of Rahgorra’s Staff almost a thousand years before
were cloudy at best. For reasons still unknown, Behjical, a Jai Kin
Master, stole the artifact from the Imperial Archives. He and his
allies then declared war on the Trubar and the Shuntai Bendu,
predecessors of the Galactic Security Bureau. Legend said that
during the final battle of this war Foi Dor IV was destroyed. After
the Battle of Foi Dor, Behjical and Rahgorra’s Staff
disappeared.

Behjical was discovered years later by
prospectors on Gungnir V. He was said to be an absolute lunatic,
raving mad for the rest of his life. But in a few lucid moments, he
revealed that he had crash-landed in a jungle and had hidden the
Staff there. Gungnir V was little more than rock and ice. The
Gungnir and Koobi Fora systems were in the same star cluster,
making Koobi Fora the prime suspect as the Staff’s resting-place.
But distance meant little where hyperspace was concerned. The truth
was, Keoki knew, Rahgorra’s Staff could be on any of a hundred
worlds. She only hoped her master was correct and the Staff was on
one of the twelve worlds he had chosen.

She stood in the rear of the shuttle’s
cockpit, sure-footed despite the atmospheric turbulence. As they
neared the site she leaned over the pilot’s shoulder to get a
better view. The ancient crash site on Kekai was small and
localized, an intact ship with very little debris. Koobi Fora,
Keoki saw, was like Rupsa La. Both ships had broken apart on
impact, spreading debris across several square kilometers. On both
worlds the crash sites were being completely dug, from the main
impact site to minute pieces of hull plating kilometers away. But
here on Koobi Fora the jungle had been cleared from the entire
crash area, giving Keoki the impression of an island of brown
nothingness in a sea of green.

Keoki could see hundreds of slaves, some
digging, some hauling away the dirt and rock. Handlers kept watch
on them all. Droids recorded measurements and exact positions of
every artifact revealed. Others transported the artifacts to a
large prefabricated building located some distance from any
digging. Other, smaller buildings surrounded it. Off to the side, a
mass of tents surrounded by an electrical fence marked the slaves’
quarters.

Dr. Ckunn Gilpend was at the bottom of the
ramp as Keoki and Linu descended. Dr. Gilpend was a Mudge. Mudges,
like many species across the galaxy, defied common sense. A large
domed carapace, over a meter and a half in diameter and close to a
meter in height, protected his body. This bulky shell was somehow
balanced on two short, stubby legs. His large head and thick,
muscular neck stuck out from under the front of his shell and a
large bulky tail stuck out the rear. Although they weren’t visible,
Keoki knew that somewhere under the carapace were two long, bony
arms. Large blue eyes dominated Dr. Gilpend’s face. His nose was
small, and a long pointed prehensile upper lip accented his large
mouth.

“Welcome to Koobi Fora Captain,” he said to
Linu.

“Thank you Dr. Gilpend,” Linu said, extending
her hand.

“Please, my name is Ckunn.” He extended a
skeletal arm from under his shell to shake Linu’s hand. He then
turned to Keoki. “And how should I address you?”

“Keoki will be fine.” She did not offer her
hand.

“Well then, Keoki, Captain, please follow
me.” Ckunn ambled off in the direction of the large central
building. “This site has been dug almost a dozen times in the past
five hundred years, though never to this extent. We’re looking at
everything. Previous work only included the impact site.
Unfortunately, every time a site is dug part of it is destroyed,
lost to future digs.”

“How much of the impact site was lost?” Keoki
asked.

“Unfortunately, most of it,” Ckunn said,
stepping over a puddle. Up ahead, on the more used paths, Keoki saw
that planks were in place to avoid such puddles. Ckunn continued,
“The ship’s spine and ribs were left in place, but almost
everything else had been moved. Most of the smaller debris was
found in that ravine.” He pointed past the impact site. “Previous
digs dumped it there. It’s all out of context and, therefore,
almost useless.”

“Then why dig the impact site?” Linu
asked.

Ckunn smiled. “Because no dig is perfect. We
might find the key to the whole puzzle in something previous digs
found inconsequential or missed altogether.”

They had passed the impact site and were
nearing a large debris field. Keoki and Linu now walked on the
planks. Ckunn didn’t seen to notice he was walking through the
mud.

“This is where we’re concentrating our
efforts. It was virtually untouched by previous digs. We’re hoping,
if Rahgorra’s Staff is here, it was thrown from the ship on impact.
But as you saw, debris is strewn across several square kilometers.
We're digging all of it. We’re considering no artifact too small or
too inconsequential. If the Staff is here, we will find it.”

“How long did it take you to clear the site?”
Linu asked.

“About four months. Most of the vegetation
was burned off. Then it was just a matter of hauling away whatever
didn’t completely burn. It’s been both a blessing and a curse.”

“How so?”

“A blessing in that the site is clear. We no
longer have to fight the jungle. The curse is that, without the
tree roots, the ground is eroding away at an accelerated rate. This
is probably the last time the site will be dug. In a few years
everything will be gone. There will no longer be a crash site.

“This is our lab,” Ckunn said as they entered
the large central building. “Here is where the analysis begins. The
artifacts are cleaned, measured, and catalogued. We then ship
everything back to the University on Niuc VI where the ship will be
reconstructed and hopefully the exact cause of the crash will be
determined.”

They walked past mounds of artifacts. The
aisle was barely wide enough for Ckunn’s bulky shell. Droids did
most of the cleaning and measuring. A group of five or six mixed
aliens worked in a glass-walled side lab. They wove their way
through a maze of tables, their tops neatly covered with artifacts,
to Ckunn’s office.

Ckunn couldn’t use a chair and had no need of
a desk. Two chairs, obviously to accommodate bipedal guests, were
barely visible under papers, books, and other debris. Keoki sat
cross-legged on the floor. Linu sat by resting her weight on the
tough cartilage under her tentacles.

“I was told you would be using this as a
base, a central point to monitor the other sites,” Ckunn said when
everyone was situated.

“That’s right,” Linu said. “I also have
orders to leave a survey team here as well.”

Ckunn seemed surprised by this. “Only a
survey team? I assumed you would take control of the site, oversee
the day to day operations.”

“My orders are to support you in any way I
can, but not to take over. The survey team and perhaps some shore
leave will be the only interference. This is still your site, Dr.
Gilpend.”

Ckunn seemed apprehensive. “Would it be
possible to leave a garrison?”

“What for?” Linu asked. “Are you having some
problems with the locals?”

Ckunn shook his head. “Nothing like that. The
population of this world couldn’t care less what we’re doing out
here.”

“Then what is it?”

“The slaves,” Ckunn said. “With so many
slaves in such a small area and such brutal handlers, I fear that a
single spark could set their entire population to revolt.”

“Do you have any reason to believe there
might be such a revolt?” Linu asked.

“I have heard… rumors to that effect,” Ckunn
admitted.

“I will have a squad sent down on the next
shuttle. Is there anything else?”

“Thank you,” Ckunn said with a slight nod.
“And no, we have everything we could ask for. However, I do have
one question.” Linu nodded and Ckunn turned his attention to Keoki.
“Why are you here?”

“I will be observing the work here on Koobi
Fora for the time being.”

“I see,” Ckunn said skeptically.

“Lord Thrull asked me to make sure Rahgorra’s
Staff didn’t fall into the wrong hands.” Ckunn looked shocked.
Keoki smiled. “Didn’t you just say that you had heard rumors of a
slave revolt?”

“I see your point.”

 


* * *

 


The light freighter had just left Crannic
III’s atmosphere. Kayo was in the cockpit prepping for the jump to
hyperspace. The ten Ambaji slaves were safe in the cargo hold.

“Contact the boss,” Cam said. He was staring
into the multiple lenses of a holo-camera. “Give her the code D17.
That’s delta-one-seven. She’ll know what it means. We should be
there in a few days. See you then.” He pushed the transmit button.
Now, he thought, his fate was sealed. He took a deep breath and
headed toward the cockpit.

“All set,” Kayo reported as he entered.
“Whenever you’re ready.”

Cam slid into the pilot’s seat. “Go ahead,”
he said and nodded at the lever.

Kayo leaned forward and pulled back on the
jump controls. They were pulled into their seats as the inertial
dampers fought to keep up with the sudden acceleration. Pinpricks
of light elongated to blue-white lines and finally melted into the
mottled sky of hyperspace.

When the jump was complete Cam went back to
the cargo hold. The injured Ambaji was awake. He probably had
bruised ribs and maybe a concussion, Cam thought, but otherwise he
would be fine. Cam introduced himself to the leader.

“I am Annan. This is what is left of my
tribe,” he said, gesturing to the others. They were all
malnourished, half-starved. “We owe you a debt that can never be
repaid. Thank you.”

“You owe me nothing,” Cam said. “Once we
reach our destination, you are free, all of you.”

“Again, we thank you.” As one, all ten Ambaji
bowed. Cam would have protested, but he knew it was their way.

“So why were you on Crannic III?” he asked
Annan.

“Is that where we were?” Annan asked. “We
were brought in to dig.”

“Dig?”

“Yes, we were to dig up a ship, not far from
the temple.”

“Were there others, other slaves?” Cam asked,
stunned by the new information.

Annan shook his head. “It was only we
ten.”

“Thank you, my friend,” Cam said. “It is
three days to our destination.” Cam turned and almost ran to the
cockpit.

 


* * *

 


“Tricks don’t win battles,” Evenk protested.
He didn’t like to lose and he liked losing to Koren even less.

“Obviously they do,” Koren countered. He had
successfully defended the Shuntok four out of five times and
the fifth time had been fought to a stand still.

“They work only once. After that, they’re
useless and the battle will be lost,” Evenk said.

“Good point, old friend,” Thrull said. “But
you still lost.” They were enjoying a light meal in the
Shuntok’s observation lounge. Their battle drills were
finished. Officers in each fleet had already been either
reprimanded or praised and were now passing their fates to those
beneath them.

“But from a defensive position,” Tok said,
“it’s still a dangerous ploy.” He was siding with Evenk, against
his friend and his lord.

Thrull smiled. “How so?”

“If you’re attacking, you only have to win
once,” Tok said. “But when you’re defending, the attacking fleet
can always retreat and reengage. Eventually you’ll run out of
tricks and the battle will be lost.”

“Well, Koren?”

Koren shrugged. “Five times and he never beat
me. I think that statistic speaks for itself.”

“Yes, but the one time you didn’t use a
trick,” Evenk objected, “we fought to a stand still.”

Thrull turned his gaze to Tok, waiting for
his reply.

“Evenk is right. Remember Ti Haza?” Tok
asked. Koren went white.

It had taken them almost two months before
they finally had control of Jarha’s stronghold on Ti Haza. Koren
had led the campaign. Every time they attacked, Jarha’s fanatics
would beat them back. The battles were bloody. The death tolls were
high on both sides. But it wasn’t tricks that had held them off.
Jarha was the better commander. In the end, their reinforcements
defeated Jarha.

Evenk chuckled. “I think Koren’s reaction
speaks for itself.”

“They’re correct, Koren,” Thrull said, a
touch of anger in his voice. “Though you won the exercise,
eventually you would have been beaten and the Shuntok
lost.”

“Yes, Sire,” Koren said, his bravado suddenly
gone.

“I would think after Ti Haza you would
remember that,” Thrull said, a little more sternly. “I hope you
don’t forget it again.”

“Yes, Sire,” Koren repeated.

“Good,” Thrull said lightly, his anger
suddenly evaporated. “Now, I believe you have a ship to prepare. I
want the Warchild battle-ready a month after she
launches.”

“She will be,” Koren assured.

“She had better be,” Thrull warned. “Submit
your personnel requests to Tok before you leave for Samon
Heei.”

Koren stood. “Thank you, Sire.”

Tok followed him out.

When the door closed behind them, Thrull
turned to Evenk. “So?”

“The kid’s good,” Evenk admitted. “I’d hate
to defend against him. Even his tricks were well planned. And you
said it yourself: I lost: I couldn’t beat him.”

 


* * *

 


“Good call in there, Kid.”

“Sorry.”

“No, you were right,” Koren said honestly. “I
was so intent on showing lord Thrull I was ready that I ignored
what I’d learned on Ti Haza.”

“I still hated to do it.”

Koren shrugged. “At least it was only the
four of us. If you had done that in front of my staff, I would have
kicked your ass,” he said with a grin.

Tok knew that a kick from a Twarog would
probably be fatal. “Which is exactly why I didn’t bring it up at
that meeting.”

 


* * *

 


Cam didn’t weave his way through the peaks,
and he certainly didn’t play hide and seek with Kiber. He was
coming in an unfamiliar ship. He had made contact as soon as they
had exited hyperspace, just to let Obek know it was him. But Obek
would still be nervous. Cam knew he would have the turbolasers
aimed at the freighter. Cam didn’t want to give the old man any
excuse to use them.

“You want us to park inside or out?” Cam
asked, using the proper code. That should tell them that he didn’t
have any unfriendlies aboard.

“The hangar is full, Cam,” Kiber said
mechanically. “Better land at Bovvi’s pond.” They wanted further
confirmation.

“Bovvi hates fish,” Cam said. His response
was absolute nonsense, but that was the idea. If someone did have a
blaster to his head, he or she would never allow such a nonsensical
answer.

“In that case,” Kiber said, the relief in his
voice evident, “use the clearing just outside the cave.”

Cam did as he was instructed. The clearing
was large enough to accommodate the ship, but Cam still had to be
careful. The drop-off down into the valley was fairly sudden and
fairly steep. Cam circled once, to gauge the wind, and set the
freighter down flawlessly.

“Wait here,” he said to Kayo and the
Ambaji.

“What,” Kayo said, “more of your so-called
friends?”

“No. These really are my friends. But they
don’t like strangers, and they’re sure as hell not going to like
having a GSB Cadet around.” He got no argument from Annan.

Cam bounded down the ramp and jogged into the
cave. Obek and a handful of pilots and mechanics were there to meet
him.

“Everything all right?” Obek asked.

“Yeah,” Cam assured him. “Everything’s fine.
Did you get my transmission?”

“Sure, but it was pretty cryptic. What’s
going on? Where have you been? Where are Mook and Teekay? And what
happened to the Darkmoon?”

“We ran into Markos,” Cam said, frustrated by
all the questions but understanding them. “Mook and Teekay should
be here in a day or two with the Darkmoon. I’ll explain it
all later. Did you contact Braezen, transmit the code?”

“Yeah, she should be here in a few days.” Now
it was Obek’s turn to be frustrated. “What the hell’s going
on?”

“I stopped by Crannic III—“

“Well that explains the freighter,” Obek
said.

“Will you shut up a minute. Lexint’s buddies
were using Ambaji to do they’re dirty work.”

Obek understood what this meant. He turned to
one of the pilots. “Get some food ready and find some
blankets.”

“Thanks,” Cam said. He turned and waved to
the freighter, the signal they could come out. “I also picked up
another passenger.”

“The waitress?”

“She’s not a waitress.”

“What?”

“You’ll understand when you meet her.”

Cam walked Obek toward the freighter. About
halfway between the ship and the cave mouth they met Annan.

“You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,”
Obek said after the introductions had been made.

“Thank you,” Annan said. “Your hospitality is
greatly appreciated. Unfortunately, none of my tribe knows how to
pilot such a ship,” he said gesturing to the freighter. “Perhaps we
could arrange passage on one of your ships?”

Obek smiled. “We’ll talk later. But for the
time being, what’s mine is yours.” Annan bowed to Cam and to Obek
and followed Tyruz into the cave.

Obek watched him go. He turned back to Cam
just as Kayo walked up. His jaw dropped.

“Obek Salmu meet Kayo,” Cam said,
straight-faced.

“Hello,” Kayo said, apparently oblivious to
the older man’s reaction.

Obek recovered quickly. “Good to meet you,
Kayo. There’s food inside, if you’re hungry.”

She yawned. “Tired, actually. I haven’t
really slept in three days.”

“You can use my room,” Cam offered. “Just ask
Tyruz to show you. He’s the big Sollif leading the parade
inside.”

“Thanks,” Kayo said and followed Annan.

“Is that who I think it is?” Obek asked when
Kayo was out of earshot.

“Yeah,” Cam said.

“And she was the waitress?”

“You got it.”

“That’s not a coincidence? Is it?”

“Even if I believed in coincidence, I’d have
to say ‘no,’” Cam said.

“You were right to have me contact Braezun,”
Obek said. “But what was the code?”

Cam smiled wanly. “It was the code I used
when I rescued Sohaila. D17 meant she was safe and in good
hands.”

“Good thinking,” Obek said. “Now do you want
to tell me where the hell you’ve been for the past two and a half
weeks?”

 


* * *

 


“So what do we do about Lexint?” Obek asked.
They were in his office. Cam had told him everything that had
happened since they’d last seen each other. Obek had a million
questions he wanted to ask. Why was Thrull after the Staff? Why had
he sent Cam after the girl? How did he know about Cam’s past? How
had he pegged the girl as GSB? Instead, he asked the more immediate
question, “So what do we do about Lexint?”

“Have Kiber go over the sensor logs of the
past three weeks with a fine toothed comb,” Cam suggested. “And
search and scan Lexint and all his personal belongings. He’s
probably hidden any transmission devices by now, but it’s worth a
shot. After that, we ask him why he’s here.”

“But can you trust his answers?” Obek didn’t
want to know exactly how Cam would ask his prisoner.

“Never.”

“Then what?”

“I kill him,” Cam said with cold
finality.

“That simple, huh?” Obek asked.

Cam was able to take a life without remorse.
He never did it lightly, never without a damn good reason. But once
his mind was made up, he went about the killing like the
professional he was.

“I don’t know why he’s here,” Cam said
simply. “Reconnaissance? Murder? Is he carrying a homing device so
Thrull can find this place and annihilate it? Or is he supposed to
signal Thrull when something happens? Like me and the girl showing
up? He could be here for any or all of the above.”

“And you think murdering him is the only
way?” Obek asked. He had purposely used the word ‘murder.’

Cam seemed to accept the word. “It’s our best
bet.”

“When?” Obek asked.

“First Kiber and the scans. Then I’ll
question him.”

 


* * *

 


Kayo was just finishing her meal when she
heard a scratching and clicking sound. She had slept for a few
hours. Night had fallen. The Ambaji were asleep in one of the
storerooms. Most of Obek’s people were still awake and mulling
about. But the dining area was empty except for her.

The clicking sound was getting louder,
heading in her direction. Someone wanted her to hear them coming.
She was sitting with her back to the doorway. As the sound got
louder she turned to see who it was. A small, fury quadraped
sauntered into the dining room. Silently, it climbed up onto the
bench and then struggled onto the table. Only then did it seem to
notice her. It sat before her and seemed to consider every aspect
of her face and hair.

She smiled at the cute little guy. “Don’t
worry,” she said, “I don’t bite.”

It seemed to smile back. “I do.”

“Aaaohhh!” She jumped back, or at least
attempted to. It was purely a reflexive action. But she caught her
left foot on the bench and landed flat on her back, her head
knocked against the wall. It took her a moment to get her bearings
again. “Y-you can talk?”

The creature rolled onto its back, laughing
hysterically at her reaction. “Of course, I can talk,” it wheezed
between fits of laughter.

She made sure she was still in one piece. She
gingerly felt her head. There was already a lump forming. She would
definitely have a headache tomorrow, but at least there was no
blood. She sat up.

Cam appeared in the doorway. His eyes darted
around the room. Finally he looked down at her. “You all
right?”

She stood. “Little rodent scared the hell out
of me,” she said, hopefully with just the right amount of disdain
in her voice.

“I heard the scream and the thump,” he said.
He sounded relieved. “I thought maybe he attacked you.”

She looked over at the furball, still
wheezing on the table. “That?”

He smiled. “Greb,” he said, “you want to show
her?”

Greb sat up and wiped tears from his eyes. He
was no longer wheezing, all business. He held out his left hand. It
was small, but very similar to hers, five digits, one of which was
an opposable thumb. The only real difference she could see was that
his fingers, like his thumb, only had two joints as opposed to the
human three jointed fingers. She also noted, almost as an
afterthought, that he had no nails or claws, just—

She jumped back as, out of nowhere, razor
sharp claws appeared. They were about as long as his fingers. That
was the clicking noise she’d heard just before he had walked in.
She bent closer to get a better view. He slowly twisted his wrist
to let her see them from all angles. She bent even closer.

“I wouldn’t get too close,” Cam warned.
“Greb’s deadly with those things.” Almost as if on cue, the little
rodent stabbed his hand toward her. With a start, she straightened
up and took a step back. “And he’s quick,” Cam finished the
thought.

Greb snorted and shook his head. He said
something in his own language to Cam. Cam nodded and Greb leapt off
the table and scurried out the door.

“How was your sleep?” Cam asked her.

“Wonderful,” she said with a smile. “But now
I’m going to be up all night.”

Cam shook his head. “You’ve been up for three
days straight. You’ll be tired again in a couple hours,” he assured
her.

“I doubt it. I have a million things going
through my mind,” she confessed.

“Crannic III?” Cam asked.

She nodded. “It fits the profile. But no one
I’ve read or talked to ever gave it more than a passing comment. I
can name five or six worlds that are strong candidates for the
staff’s resting-place. On each world the GSB has confirmed Thrull
is not digging there. So why is he digging Crannic III? It just
doesn’t make sense.”

“He must have information you don’t,” Cam
suggested.

Kayo was frustrated. “I’ve read everything
that’s ever been written on the Staff of Rahgorra. I’ve talked to
experts from across the galaxy. What new information could he
possibly have?”

“I don’t know,” Cam admitted.

 


* * *

 


Kiber had been over the communications log
three times already. There were no anomalies, no transmissions that
could not be accounted for. Any transmission Lexint made would
either be a burst transmission, a recording that had been compacted
to a microsecond, or a single tone signal. But even slowing the log
down a hundred times had revealed nothing.

Greb’s scans down in the mines had revealed
the same. Lexint was clean. So were his belongings. He could have
hidden a transmission device anywhere down there and they might
never find it. Greb had scanned the entire slave population and
their quarters just in case, but had found nothing. All Greb could
do was put Lexint in isolation and watch him to make sure he didn’t
make a transmission.

Now they were just waiting for Kiber to
finish. But he could find nothing. It was four in the morning. Most
of the outfit slept. But Kiber knew Cam would be awake. Cam had not
bothered him during his search. Kiber had stretched his legs a few
hours ago and found Cam in the mess hall. He wasn’t doing anything,
just sitting, drinking coffee. He had looked up, startled when
Kiber had entered, but had not said a word. Kiber knew Cam would
still be there.

Kiber walked down the wide corridor, boots
echoing slightly on the bare rock surface. Lights hung from the
ceiling every few meters. He counted thirteen lights to the mess
hall.

Cam was in the same place, in the same
position. Kiber doubted if he’d moved at all. He sat across the
table from Cam and simply shook his head.

“Nothing,” Cam said. Kiber wasn’t sure if it
was a question or not.

“I went over the logs three times. I didn’t
find anything that couldn’t be accounted for.”

“Could he have used another comm signal as a
mask?”

“No,” Kiber said. “We have no set times for
any of our communications. I even do sensor sweeps at random.
Everything’s random. He might have gotten lucky, but we don’t use
the comm system enough to make that likely,” he concluded.

“Thanks. That’s all I needed to know.” Cam
sighed and pushed himself up and started to walk out.

“Where you going?” Kiber asked.

“To watch the day break,” he answered.

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 7

 


 


Samon Heei was part of a small star cluster
on the edge of Cucop space. Centuries earlier, several attempts had
been made to colonize the cluster, including Samon Heei. But after
only a few generations the Salvon cluster’s remoteness took its
toll. Now only a single colony remained located on the opposite
side of the cluster, a group of religious zealots who wanted
nothing to do with offworlders.

Samon Heei itself was a temperate world. Nine
interconnected continents covered about half the planet’s surface.
Large freshwater lakes landlocked between several continents and
vast saltwater oceans covered the remaining half. Samon Heei’s
climate was warm enough that the small ice sheets that formed at
the poles each winter completely melted during the summer.

The planet had three moons. The smaller moons
Kemp and Freet orbited within a few thousand kilometers of each
other. The large satellite Maturo, which was in a higher orbit, was
currently almost directly opposite the other two.

As Thrull’s shuttle dropped from
Shuntok, he saw the familiar hulks of her sisters docked at
the shipyards between Kemp and Freet. All were close to completion.
Surrounding them were countless other ships in various stages of
completion and the army of workers.

Koren would be aboard the Warchild
making certain everything was in order. In a week or so, she would
be free of the scaffolding that now held her and under her own
power. Evenk’s Distant Thunder would be only a few weeks
behind. Then, finally, the game would begin in earnest.

The shuttle’s pilot sidled the craft through
oncoming traffic. With the shipyards, the academy and the Armada
this out-of-the-way world of just under two million inhabitants had
a busier than expected spaceport. Freighters, shuttlecraft and
military ships were constantly landing at and lifting off from
Samon Heei. But the rest of the galaxy had no idea. Thrull smiled
to himself.

Samon Heei’s legal name was Gondo III. Thrull
nicknamed it Samon Heei after Emperor Childa Hon’s mistress. Childa
Hon was a forgettable emperor during the golden age of the Trubar
Empire. His mistress Samon Heei single-handedly murdered his wife
and their seven children so her eldest son would be heir to the
throne. Although she was executed for the murders, her power play
worked and her son became Emperor Childa Heei. Thrull appreciated
her lust for power for her son and the way she quenched that lust.
Few in today’s galaxy could truly understand her. Thrull understood
her so well he named his base of operations after her.

Of course Thrull had other reasons for
renaming the planet, namely security. The name Samon Heei did not
appear on any star charts. Although his Armada only stopped at
ports that he controlled, whether for shore leave or to resupply,
the wrong people were bound to hear the name of his base of
operations. Gondo III wasn’t the best known planet in the galaxy,
but all someone would have to do was look at a star chart to find
out where it was. Samon Heei, on the other hand, would be
absolutely meaningless to an eavesdropper. The same was true if his
communication’s codes were decrypted, or if someone managed to fool
his background and security checks and actually set foot on the
planet posing as one of his followers. Calling in reinforcements
would be extremely difficult if they had no idea where to go.

He felt the familiar turbulence as the
shuttle descended into the planet’s atmosphere. The sky quickly
turned from the black of space to a deep rich blue. It was early
autumn on Samon Heei. The sun’s brilliance was fading. In a few
months winter would set in. The planet’s slightly elliptical orbit
varied its distance from the sun by only a few million kilometers,
meaning that both summers and winters were fairly mild on Samon
Heei.

The Academy was located in a wide valley
about mid-way between the equator and the southern pole. The
mountains on either side kept what little harsh weather there was
from reaching them. The valley was lush and green year round. The
low trees and bushes that dominated the valley provided food and
shelter for a variety of animals, and the occasional meadow allowed
the larger herbivores to graze.

He could see the Academy in the distance. It
was simple, yet it was fantastic. It was a pyramid. Pyramids, in
one form or another, were found in cultures from one end of the
galaxy to the other. They were intended to be artificial mountains,
and his seemed to dwarf the surrounding mountains. His Academy not
only dominated the city that had built up around it, it seemed to
dominate the whole valley. He had chosen the design to inspire awe,
but also to show that he had mastered and conquered the natural
forces that governed all living things.

Built of meter thick blocks of granite from a
nearby quarry, the Academy was warm during the winter yet cool in
the summer. At its base it was a kilometer a side and rose a half a
kilometer into the sky. Most of the hundred and fifty floors were
devoted to the education and training of his followers. At the
base, the corners of the pyramid were extended another 250 meters,
forming four semi-courtyards. The extensions housed the current
crop of students. These arms were twenty floors high at the base of
the pyramid proper and dwindled to five at the ends. At the very
end of each arm was a landing platform for ships carrying new
students, shuttles and deliveries.

Surrounding the pyramid in every direction
rose a city of dormitories and apartments for Academy graduates.
Individual houses were rare and granted only to the highest ranking
officers. For the rest of his followers he depended on the sense of
community that came with living in close quarters to reinforce his
teachings.

The vast majority of his followers had been
disillusioned teenagers, looking for something to cling to. He had
started off talking to a group of just thirty, handpicked for one
reason or another. He didn’t preach to them, didn’t even try to
teach them. He just talked to them, about honor and loyalty and the
glory of the Trubar Empire. They drank it up.

Now he had recruiters across the galaxy,
doing the same things he had done. Kids ran away from home every
day to take their chances on the streets. Thanks to his recruiters,
a few from Danta ended up here, along with a few from Sholto, and
Turkana, and a thousand other worlds. Now he had over two million
fanatics ready to do anything he asked, whether it was quarrying
stone for the Academy or mining ore for the shipyards or serving in
the military. He had even set up brothels to keep his male
followers in line, and the females gladly spread their legs simply
because he asked.

The shuttle set down on the platform at the
northeast extension of the pyramid. Shuttles coming and going from
the platform were common enough not to draw attention. He entered
the ground floor of the extension unescorted. He greeted those he
saw in the corridor, occasionally stopping to talk.

“Hello, Sire,” a young Burr’yat female
greeted him. Her arms were full of books.

“Hello. What’s your name?” he asked.

“Pellkita,” she said, “Pellkita Florek.”

“What are you studying, Pellkita Florek?” he
asked.

“Agriculture and animal husbandry,” she said
rather dejectedly.

“What’s wrong with being a farmer?” he
asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “It’s just, well, I was
hoping to serve you in a more substantial way.”

“What could be more substantial than
providing food for the Academy and the city and the shipyards?” he
asked. “Without farmers none of this would be possible,” he said
with a sweeping gesture.

“I never thought of it like that,” she
admitted.

“Everyone here does their part and no part is
too small. Being a farmer may not be the most glamorous job we have
here, but it is one of the most important.”

“Thank you, Sire,” she said.

He shook her hand and continued down the
corridor. He had always been good at that, making even the most
mundane job seem vital. In truth, every job was vital. He had not
lied to her. He hadn’t needed to. But if his plans were going to
work, everyone had to want to do their job. And he had just
accomplished that with Pellkita Florek.

The first floor of the pyramid proper was a
common area. People rushed this way and that, to and from classes.
Some sat in small groups, studying. A few classes were even being
held, Thrull saw. A bank of turbolifts stood in the center of the
kilometer square room. An information desk sat near the ‘lifts. A
handful of banners, each with a motivational phrase, hung from the
ceiling five stories above. Balconies skirted the perimeter of the
room at each level.

Thrull did not venture far into this melee of
people. Temujin, who took care of the day to day operations of the
Academy, met him at the entrance to the common area.

“Welcome back, Sir,” Temujin said. “How was
your tour?”

“Excellent,” he replied. “Any problems while
I was away?”

Tenujin shook his head. “Just the usual
antics. Nothing to worry over.”

“Good,” Thrull said. “Come up to my office in
an hour. You can brief me then.”

“As you wish, Sir.”

Thrull took a nearby turbolift. There were
eight such ‘lifts set into the walls, near each of the pyramid’s
corners and in the middle of each wall. They were usually forgotten
in the rush of people. This one was no different. He punched in his
override code and rode the ‘lift up to his office near the apex. He
felt the familiar queasiness associated with ‘lifts as his stomach
seemed to drop. The sensation also caused him to stir slightly.

He’d had love affairs with many of his
students. The affairs were usually short. The longest was less than
six months. He made it clear right from the start that he could not
and would not make a long-term commitment. A few of the girls had
tried to use their newfound favor to influence their superiors.
They were now servicing customers in the cheapest of the brothels.
Others had tried to force a commitment by trying to get pregnant.
These girls were never heard from again. The vast majority of the
splits were amicable. Once they graduated from the Academy his
ex-lovers were promoted and given a small stipend.

He was currently between girls. He had been
devoting all his time and energy to legitimizing his power and
finding Rahgorra’s Staff. But everything was going surprisingly
well. He had even received word that Markos had failed. Yes,
everything was going perfectly. He knew he did not have time to
break in a new girl. But perhaps he would have one of the better
brothels send someone over for a personal celebration.

Thrull set aside thoughts of tonight’s antics
as he entered his office. As expected, his desk was clean and bare,
except for a pile of neatly arranged books in the center. He had
forgotten about the books, forgotten he had asked for them. But now
that they were here, they had his complete attention.

He almost ran to his desk, quickly stepping
behind it. He recognized the titles, of course. Copies of each sat
on his bookshelf across the room. But it was these books, before
him, that intrigued him. He picked up an older title and flipped
through the slightly yellowed pages. There were notes scribbled in
the margins of almost every page, in two different hands. One he
clearly recognized. The other he did not. The large loops and curls
made it feminine. It was her handwriting. He sat back in his chair
and began to read what she had written.

 


* * *

 


Just after lord Thrull departed for the
planet’s surface, Tok piloted an identical shuttle toward the
shipyards. In the distance the sun glinted off the beautiful
monstrosity that was the shipyards. Each class of ship had its own
section in the yard. The Dojin-class occupied the smallest section.
Almost completely surrounding the Dojin-class ships was the largest
section. Here twenty-two of the Talon’s sister Rawn-class
ships were being built. Next to them were sections for Jarava- and
Mondok-class ships. The four Shuntok-class ships came next. And all
of it, each section, each ship, was connected by scaffolding,
twisting and turning in a seemingly haphazard three dimensional
maze.

Capital ships were not the only things
produced here. Facilities on both Kemp and Freet turned out
everything from fighters and patrol boats to shuttles and gunboats.
Stockyards covered much of the surface of each moon. Dormitories on
both moons also housed the entire workforce. It was a logistical
nightmare, but it was all his.

He had a million things to check, not the
least of which was the Warchild’s readiness. Of course,
Admiral Sirokyi’s Distant Thunder was set to leave
the yard just days later. And the other two Shuntok-class ships
were perhaps a month to a month and a half from completion. He had
been away from the yards for almost two months. He could only
imagine the problems he would have to deal with. Still, it was good
to be home.

 


* * *

 


Cam was helping Annan, the Ambaji leader,
load the last of the supplies into Mikol’s Gatora. They’d
made a fair deal with Obek: Passage back to their homeworld and
some supplies for the freighter. Obek would have to change the
ident number and rig the ship with a new transponder before it
could be used. He also wanted to make some modifications to the
sensor array and drive systems and laser package. A group of
mechanics was working on her already, tearing apart her insides.
Mikol had volunteered to take the Ambaji home. He just didn’t want
to get drafted into helping with Obek’s new toy, Cam thought.

They had just finished loading the
Gatora, the passengers waiting to board, when Cam’s comlink
buzzed. He pulled the small device from his pocket.

“Yeah, what is it?” he asked.

“The Darkmoon just dropped out of
hyperspace,” Kiber said. “But there was another ship waiting for
them. They’re taking fire.”

Markos, Cam thought. Cam had hoped he had
destroyed the Yabar and his ship in the fight over Erdis. But
Markos had obviously survived. He must have been sitting dead in
space, waiting to ambush the Darkmoon. Of course he would
know Cam would return to Aapus III. And of course he would think
Cam was aboard the Darkmoon.

“Where are they?” Cam asked.

“They’re trying to lose him in the
mountains,” was the reply.

Mook knew the peaks, knew the ins and outs of
flying them. But Markos's J46 was faster and more maneuverable. Cam
figured it was a pretty fair fight. He hated fair fights.

Mook was in a hairy situation, Cam knew. His
best chance was the obstacle course offered by the mountains. But
if they had to go down, the mountains meant almost certain death.
Or he could take the foothills to the east. The foothills meant a
flat-out run. Markos would surely overtake them and force them
down, but at least they would survive.

“Can you contact them?” Cam asked next.

“Signal’s jammed.”

Cam cursed under his breath. “Get Greb up
here, now! And get another ship up ASAP!” he told Kiber.

He bounded up the Gatora’s ramp and
ran toward the cockpit.

“I heard,” Mikol said, jumping into the
pilot’s seat. The Gatora was already prepped and ready for
take-off.

“Wait for Greb,” Cam said.

“What for?”

“Just in case,” Cam said. He then turned his
attention back to the comlink.

“Talk to me Kiber.”

“Still in the mountains, about 500 kilometers
out,” Kiber announced.

“East, go east,” Cam urged quietly.

“Markos?” Kayo asked, sticking her head into
the cockpit.

“Yeah,” Cam said. “Where the hell’s
Greb!”

“I’m here,” Greb called. Cam stuck his head
out into the hold to make sure. Half the Ambaji and a handful of
pilots and mechanics were also aboard.

“All right,” Cam said, sliding into the
copilot’s chair. “Let’s go.”

Once they had cleared the cave Cam lit up the
Gatora’s sensor package. Now he could see what was
happening. Mikol gained altitude, where there were less obstacles,
and went full throttle.

 


* * *

 


Mook couldn’t shake him. He was cutting every
corner around every peak, missing bare rock by less than three
meters in some cases, racing by at speeds that made his stomach
turn. But Markos's Kublica was just too maneuverable. Every
time Mook thought Markos was as good as dead, he’d pull through the
turn and ride the Darkmoon even harder.

Mook knew help was on the way. Markos was
jamming transmissions, but there was no way Kiber could miss this.
But it took time to prep a ship for takeoff. Even cutting corners,
green lights only came so fast. Mook just prayed it was fast
enough.

The good thing about weaving through the
mountains was that Markos never had a clear shot. But that didn’t
stop him from trying. Laser fire constantly erupted from the
Kublica’s guns. Teekay was returning fire in the dorsal
turret, but he never had much of a shot either. Mook knew that
sooner or later Markos would get lucky and hit the
Darkmoon.

 


* * *

 


That’s when Cam saw it. The Darkmoon
moved from the treacherous continental divide down into the
middle-range peaks to the east. That could only mean one thing:
they’d been hit. A few seconds later, Cam saw the Darkmoon
slide into the low mountains.

“They’re in the foothills to the east,” Cam
said. Just then the Darkmoon made a sharp turn due east,
heading for the plains. “Looks like they’re going down.”

“How far?” Mikol asked.

“200 kilometers, south by southeast,” Cam
reported sharply. He was frustrated. For as long as he could
remember people looked to him to solve problems, to take action.
Now his friends were in trouble and he could do nothing about
it.

Mikol came over the next rise, turned in the
general direction Cam indicated, and laid on even more speed. He
descended with the terrain, rising and falling over crests and
valleys. But doing it gently enough not to lose any speed.

Cam tensed as he sighted dark smoke rising to
their left. It was faint, but there was no doubt what it was or
where it came from.

“I see it,” Mikol said and turned the ship.
Cam heard a fierce determination in the kid’s voice.

They sighted the Darkmoon half a
minute later. The smoke came from the open hatch. Cam could see
scorch marks on her hull but couldn’t tell if they were from today
or the fight over Erdis. Markos’s Kublica was parked nearby.
Markos and his human copilot stood at the bottom of the
Kublica’s ramp. Mook was between them, his wrists cuffed.
Teekay was nowhere in sight. They probably just shut him down, Cam
thought.

Mikol set the freighter down opposite the
Kublica. The Darkmoon was off to the side. As soon as
the Gatora was settled Cam jumped from his chair and started
toward the hold. Everyone was crowded near the cockpit door, trying
to get a look at the situation. Cam realized they must have been
there the whole time.

“So what’s the plan?” someone asked.

“Who’s armed?” Cam inquired, leading them
into the hold.

The Ambaji had no weapons. Greb had been
called up from the mines, so he had none. The pilots and mechanics
had been working on Obek’s new freighter, so they weren’t armed
either. Kayo had given the small blaster back to Cam. Because he’d
been about to do a job, Mikol was wearing his blaster. And Cam had
his sidearm and two small blasters concealed. In all, they had over
a dozen people and only four blasters.

“Well, I guess we can make a show of force,
at least,” Cam said. The pilots especially looked embarrassed.

Next he pulled Greb aside and laid out his
plan to the Undeg. When he was finished he handed over one of his
small blasters.

“What’s this for?” Greb asked.

You’re the one going into the line of fire,”
Cam explained. “I want you armed.”

Greb handed it back. “It’ll only slow me
down. Besides, I won’t have time to shoot.” Cam accepted that and
threw the blaster to one of the pilots.

The other he gave to Kayo.

“Why me?” she asked. “Anyone here is a better
shot.”

“I have a feeling Markos is after you too,”
Cam said.

“What?” Cam realized she still didn’t know
the whole story. She still thought Markos was a competitor for
her.

“I’ll explain later. Take it, just in
case.”

Cam led them down the ramp, Kayo to his right
and Mikol to his left. He knew he couldn’t risk a firefight with
unarmed people behind him. He was good, but not that good. His best
chance to settle this was Greb.

“I only want you and the girl,” Markos
shouted to Cam across the twenty-five meters that separated them.
“You two walk over and I’ll let this thing go,” he said, referring
to Mook. He had a rapid-fire blastrifle leveled at Mook’s head.

“Markos, if anything happens to him or any of
us, you’ll never get off this planet alive,” Cam returned. “Let him
go and you’re free to leave.”

“If I don’t deliver you and the girl to
Thrull, I’m as good as dead anyway. The way I see it, I got nothing
to lose.”

“Sorry to hear that, Markos.”

At that moment, Greb popped his head up above
ground not five meters from Markos. He looked around, got his
bearings and dove back under.

“What the hell,” Markos shouted. He moved his
blastrifle from Mook to where Greb had been and pulled the trigger.
Mikol and Kayo both drew their weapons but neither fired. Greb was
close enough to the surface that his burrowing broke the ground.
Fire from Markos’s blastrifle followed Greb’s trail, always a split
second too late. Greb headed right to where Markos’s copilot was
standing. Greb broke ground at Hifle’s feet and bounded right up
the front of the human. Markos’s firing followed Greb the whole
way.

Hifle fell like a sack of stones. Greb jumped
from the falling body and dove back underground. Markos stood in
stunned silence at what had just happened. Mook saw his
opportunity. With a single beat of his ears he lunged at Markos’s
throat. Mook’s powerful jaws bit through windpipe and muscle and
actually snapped Markos’s neck. His head lolled back as Mook tore
away the soft tissue. Markos fell, slower than Hifle had. Mook spat
what had been Markos’s throat from his bloody mouth.

 


* * *

 


Obek stuck his head into the communications
room. “What is it?” he asked.

“Unidentified ship approaching,” Kiber said.
“It’s taking our standard route.” He was puzzled.

“Can you get a make on it?” Obek asked
calmly. He knew who it was, but wanted to be absolutely sure.

Kiber tried to realign his sensors for the
fifth time since making the contact. Once again, it was no use.
“Sorry,” he said, defeated. “It’s got some incredible stealth
capabilities. I’m lucky I picked it up at all.”

Obek smiled and patted him on the shoulder.
“Don't worry about it.” He leaned over Kiber’s shoulder, and hit
the communication switch. “Unidentified ship, please touch down at
the following coordinates.” He hit the switch again and turned to
Kiber. “Transmit Cam’s coordinates.”

Kiber didn’t hesitate, as Obek rushed
out.

 


* * *

 


They all stood clear as the streamlined craft
began its descent. Mikol had just lifted off with the others. The
Ambaji were anxious to return home. Several of the pilots and
mechanics had offered to help with the Darkmoon, but Cam had
declined. Mook assured him the damage wasn’t too serious. Mook also
told Cam that he had shut Teekay down before Markos boarded the
Darkmoon, so the droid was all right.

Kayo looked excited. She had recognized the
ship immediately. Cam knew who it was without needing to recognize
it. But now that she was here, he didn’t know what to do, how he
should feel. The life that he left behind so long ago was dropping
into his lap once again. It was a bittersweet moment, although the
past two weeks had been bittersweet. But now she was here. And he
knew he’d be dragged back to his old life.

The long, sleek ship finally touched down.
But nothing happened. Not right away, at least. Cam wasn’t worried.
On the Darkmoon the ramp would have been half way down when
they hit the ground. Things were the same on any ship involved in
illegal activities. No one bothered with the regs, with the
instrument checks and the flight logs. No one cared. This ship,
though, wasn’t involved in anything illegal. Except maybe a few
hands of dohgo in the crew quarters. And that was only against the
law in certain sectors. No, this was a Galactic Security Bureau
craft. Probably her personal ship, the one they gave to all the
higher-ups.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity,
the ramp slowly began to lower. She was waiting patiently at the
top. Her bodyguard was with her, his eyes darting to every possible
threat. He jumped down as soon as he could to make sure the area
was secure. He eyed Cam. Cam acknowledged him with a nod and slowly
moved his hand away from the blaster at his hip, crossed his arms
over his chest. The bodyguard saw this and he, too, nodded his
approval and thanks. Mook and Greb were at Kayo’s side. He simply
glanced at them, making sure they were unarmed. His eyes never met
the girl’s. Next he ran to check on Markos and Hifle. Finally he
glanced at the two remaining ships, to make sure that no one was in
the cockpits or gunwells. When he saw no movement in any of them,
he nodded that everything was secure. The ramp had just finished
coming down.

Braezun began her descent. She was older than
he remembered. Fifteen years ago her hair had been salt and pepper
grey. Now it was completely white, and longer, flowing down her
back. The lines and wrinkles around her eyes and mouth had
deepened. The shapely, almost hourglass figure he remembered had
disappeared, her weight shifting with age to give a more linear
outline. But despite these changes, she still exuded power. The
fire was still in her eyes. And she still commanded authority.

She seemed to float down the ramp, her white,
formal robes flowing behind her. Formal robes? But why? She knew
Obek, had for almost two and a half decades. The smugglers working
for him could care less who she was—formal robes or not, Cam
thought. And impressing him was out of the question. He had worked
with her for far to long for that. That only left Kay—Oh! So, that
was it! he realized. She had to keep up appearances in front of her
granddaughter. She couldn’t let the girl know she actually
associated with this rabble, a smuggler and a bounty hunter, at
least not without as much pomp and ceremony and formality as
possible.

Kayo didn’t move as Braezun strode down the
ramp. But as soon as her grandmother had both feet firmly planted
on Aapus III, she bowed at the waist. Braezun acknowledged her with
a simple nod. Kayo then bolted forward and embraced her
grandmother. Too much time around pomp and ceremony, and not enough
time using her mind, Cam thought. It definitely explained a lot.
His arms were still folded across his chest, and his feet were
still in the same place. She was going to have to come to him. The
family matriarch was still hugging the girl. Then Kayo was
excitedly telling what had happened to her. Cam was far enough
away, coupled with the wind and the dying engines of her ship, that
he couldn’t make out words, but gestures and body language told him
that Braezun wasn’t really listening, just adding a “really?” or a
“then what happened?” to placate the girl.

Then it came. Kayo directed Braezun’s
attention to him and the two began to walk toward him. “All right,
guys,” he said. With that Mook and Greb stepped forward to meet the
older woman.

“Grandmother, may I introduce Mook and Greb.
Mook is Cam’s copilot. Greb works here, for a local smuggler,” she
said solemnly. “Mook, Greb, may I introduce my grandmother,
Braezun, High Councilor of the Galactic Security Bureau.”

Braezun smiled. “A pleasure to meet you
both,” she said. “Kayo has told me all about your adventures.
Apparently the dogfight over Erdis would have turned out much
differently if it hadn’t been for your flying, Mook. And Greb, I
understand you just saved Mook’s life.”

“Well,” Mook explained, “at the time I had no
idea she was with the GSB. We were just trying to get out of there
in one piece. But your granddaughter certainly helped a lot by
manning the blast cannons.”

Kayo’s face reddened. “Thanks, Mook,” she
said.

Braezun bowed her head slightly. “It was an
honor to meet you both,” she said, signaling to everyone that she
wanted to move on.

Mook took the hint. “Yes, unfortunately we
have work to do on the Darkmoon,” he said, motioning to the
ship.

“Nice to meet you,” Greb said, and they were
gone.

Braezun and Kayo then stepped up to Cam. She
was shorter than he was by a couple centimeters. She smiled at him
as the situation called for, like they were about to be introduced
for the first time. Her eyes, too, told him nothing. They fit the
situation as well. Damn, she was good. And from what he remembered,
she had gotten better with age. Must be all the diplomatic
experience, Cam thought. He struggled to keep his face stern and
grave. She was a friend and more than anything he wanted to break
into a smile and embrace her. But he could not. She represented the
Galactic Security Bureau, everything he despised! He calmed
himself.

“Grandmother,” Kayo was saying, “this is Cam.
Cam, this is—-”

“Hello, Braezun,” he said, lowering his head,
but not his eyes, the customary show of respect for an equal, or an
adversary. He hoped he was giving her enough respect, while also
showing what he thought of the GSB. He was no longer part of the
GSB and she was no longer his superior.

“Hello, Chameleon.” She equaled his
gesture.

Kayo gaped at them. “You two know each
other?”

When Braezun seemed to be at a loss, Cam
spoke up. “Your grandmother helped me out of a jam a few years
back.”

“Yes,” Braezun said, recovering. “It was
really nothing. It’s good to see you again, Chameleon.” Now her
smile was obviously forced.

“I wish this meeting was under different
circumstances. We have a lot to discuss,” he said, almost
sinister.

“Kayo?”

“Yes, please excuse me,” the girl mumbled. “I
think I’ll go help Mook and Greb.” She turned and headed for the
Darkmoon.

When she was out of hearing range, Cam began
the assault. “What’s the idea of letting that kid go into the field
without the proper training?” he demanded. “Have you forgotten what
happened the last time?”

“Of course not,” she declared. “I was
completely opposed to using Kayo for this mission. But Wahaka
controls the Council now. What he says is law. I argued my ass off
to try to persuade the others. But I was still the only dissenting
vote. Believe me Cam, I’m just as upset about this as you.”

“I should have killed that Jegar bastard when
I had the chance,” Cam fumed.

“Did she tell you about her mission? About
Thrull?” Braezun asked.

“Yeah. She told me that and a whole lot
more,” he began his tirade again. This time, however, it wasn’t
aimed at her, or anyone. He was merely venting his frustrations.
“If anyone else had grabbed her, she be dead right now.”

“Then it’s a good thing it was you,” she
said, meaning it. “Thank you for keeping my granddaughter
safe.”

“You’re welcome,” Cam said. “But it was a set
up from the start.”

“Explain,” she commanded. Cam had to smile at
that. For all her pomp and ceremony and diplomacy, she still
reverted back to her command style.

“Thrull sent me after Kayo and Markos after
both of us,” Cam explained.

“Do you know why?”

“I think so,” Cam said. “But first I need to
see everything you have on Thrull.”

“You know who he is, don’t you?” she
asked.

“Let’s just say I have a suspicion.”

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 8

 


 


Mook, Greb, Kayo and Teekay had stayed behind
to begin repairs on the Darkmoon. It would take a few hours
to repair her enough to limp back to the cave. Then a few days to
fix all the damage. Markos's J46 was now Cam’s by default and he
had to figure out what to do with it. But before he dealt with
that, he had other things to do.

Braezun’s bodyguard was a human in his late
twenties named Karic. At first he objected to letting Cam aboard
Braezun’s ship while armed. Cam considered surrendering his
sidearm. He had, after all, returned the two small blasters to
their hiding places. But he decided against it. It would set a bad
precedent. Cam actually felt sorry for him. Karic didn’t know the
history between him and Braezun. He was just a bodyguard trying to
do his job. In the end, it took several assurances from Braezun
that Cam could be trusted to persuade him. Even so, Karic watched
Cam like a hawk.

Once aboard, Braezun talked quietly with an
aide for a few minutes. Then she sat down with him in the lavish
living area. Karic, of course, insisted on being present.

“How is Tetsuko?” Cam asked as soon as they
were seated.

“She’s doing well. When I was named to the
Council, she took over my old position.”

Cam frowned at this. Tetsuko was like him.
She took action. Cam just could not picture her sitting behind a
desk.

Braezun smiled at his reaction. “She hates
it,” she declared. “Don’t get me wrong. She’s quite good at it. Her
field experience makes her perfect for the job. Since she took over
the success rate has actually improved somewhat. But she absolutely
hates it.”

“And Pincer?”

Braezun suddenly became serious. “We lost him
on Irla.”

Cam nodded solemnly. “I heard you were
involved in that.” He hadn’t seen Pincer in fifteen years, but he
knew he would miss his old friend. “There’s nothing worse than a
holy war,” he mused.

“There’s nothing worse than a war,
period.”

 


* * *

 


“Braezun,” Obek said, beaming. “How have you
been?”

He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her
as only a large man can. She returned his hug. They hadn’t seen
each other face to face for some time, though Cam knew they spoke
often. Cam had never been able to figure out the origin of their
friendship or of their business relationship. Neither would say
anything on either subject.

“I’m good, Obek,” she said over his shoulder.
Finally, he released her. “You’re looking well, too.”

“Thank you,” Obek said. “And how are you,
Karic?”

The fact that Obek was familiar with
Braezun’s bodyguard surprised Cam. The old man still had some
secrets, Cam thought.

“I’m fine, Sir,” Karic said. He was clearly
uncomfortable. But Cam couldn’t tell if it was from being singled
out by Obek or from the whole situation.

“Good, good,” Obek said. “Well, now that all
the pleasantries are out of the way, where do you want to do
this?”

“The briefing would go much easier aboard my
ship,” she said. “If that’s all right?”

“Lead the way,” Obek said gallantly. “So,
have you seen Kayo?” he asked as they walked up the ramp.

“Yes, I saw her when we first landed.”

“She looks just like her mother at that age,”
Obek said.

“People used to say the same thing about
Tetsuko and me.”

She led them to a small briefing room, ten or
twelve comfortable chairs around a holo-projector disc. Cam and
Obek chose seats at the “front” of the projector. Karic stood near
the room’s entrance. Braezun leaned casually against the projector
disc.

“Thrull burst onto the scene thirteen years
ago with a group of between twenty five and thirty teenage
commandos. At that time ten or twelve different crime lords
controlled the underworld of the Cucop Alliance. A human named
Kuran controlled Danta, the Cucop capital, and the surrounding
clusters. According to the rumors, Thrull and his commandos walked
into a meeting of Kuran and his top lieutenants. Before anyone knew
what was going on he blasted Kuran right between the eyes and told
the lieutenants they could either join him or join Kuran. All of
them decided to join Thrull. And all of them were dead within six
months for plotting to overthrow him. Or so the story goes.”

Cam had sat through more of Braezun’s
briefings than he cared to admit. She had a style all her own. She
usually began with something outrageous that might or might not be
important to grab her audience’s attention. The story she had just
told was classic Braezun. Next, he knew, she would get to the heart
of the briefing.

“Over the next five years he and his
commandos destroyed the other Cucop crime lords. Some he
outmaneuvered. Some he declared all out war on. But he was always
the victor. Since then his criminal organization has come to
include parts of the Dab Republic, the Kingdom of Hamm Yur and the
United Tiik Systems, and he’s started to encroach on the Perlag
Federation. Right now he directly controls the criminal operations
of about nine percent of the galaxy.

“If it’s illegal, Thrull has his hand in it:
slaves, prostitution, piracy, gambling, smuggling and anything else
you can think of. But he’s not stupid. Through intermediaries he
owns fairly large pieces of every major corporation in Cucop space.
He also owns several businesses outright. Some are fronts for his
illegal operations, usually money laundering. Most, however, are
completely legitimate.”

“In other words,” Cam broke in, “he’s well
financed and diversified enough to stay that way.”

“Exactly. And he puts that money to good use.
As you might guess, he pretty much owns the planetary governments
of every system in that nine percent. In some places, namely the
Dab Republic, he controls cluster governments as well. However,
both the Tiik and the Hamm Yur have limited his influence. Needless
to say, he controls the Cucop Alliance right up to the central
government.”

Braezun paused here for questions. Cam only
had one: “Where did his original financing come from?”

“We have no idea,” was Braezun’s honest
answer. “He may have started out running guns during the
Rooshi-Thoi war. He might just be independently wealthy. We just
don’t know.”

Cam nodded. That fit into his theory.

Braezun continued. “His commandos are
extremely well trained. His original twenty-five or so worked
together like a well-oiled machine. They carried out operations
like veterans who had worked together for years. In recent years
we’ve been able to identify a number of the original commandos in
more substantial, higher ranking roles.

“Most of these higher ranking positions began
nine years ago with the appearance of this.”

Above the projector appeared a still image of
a saucer-shaped ship with a massive drive system clustered at the
edge. Cam recognized it at once. He’d seen identical ships in orbit
around various planets over the past several years. Though the holo
gave no legend or size comparison, Cam remembered they were quite
small by capital ship standards.

“The Dojin-class ships were and are the next
step up the ladder for Thrull’s commandos,” Braezun said.
“Estimated crew of 700. Too much armor for their size makes these
ships bulky and cumbersome. But they also pack a hell of a punch:
twenty-four turbolaser batteries, sixteen photon tubes and four ion
canons. So far we’ve been able to identify one hundred seven
individual ships. We think Thrull may have as many as twice that
number.

“Two years later the Mondok-class appeared.
Estimated crew of five thousand.” she said. “Thirty seven
individual ships identified.”

The hologram changed to a larger more
streamlined version of the Dojin-class, with the saucer stretched
into an oval. The Mondok-class still bristled with weapons, but
gone was much of the bulky armor. She would still be slow and
difficult to maneuver, Cam thought.

“The following year came the Jarava-class.”
Again the hologram changed. “Estimated crew: eleven thousand.
Twenty-nine identified.

“We had to wait three years for the
Rawn-class. Estimated crew: seventeen thousand. Sixteen ships
identified.”

It was like watching the pudgy Dojin-class
children grow and evolve into graceful, muscular adults. Each class
grew larger and more streamlined than the class before. Cam vaguely
recognized the Mondok- and Jarava-classes. He hadn’t run into the
Rawn-class.

The only problem was that it didn’t fit. If
his theory was correct, the squat and bulky Dojin-class should
never have been built.

“Finally,” Braezun started, “we have this:”
The hologram changed to a ship bigger than any ship he had ever
seen, bigger than most space stations. Whereas the other holograms
were stills, this one was a moving image. Cam watched as the shot
quickly moved down the hull of the behemoth at fairly close range.
A flyby? Cam wondered. Just when the hologram was about to show a
close up of the engines, the camera moved back and to the left
giving a wide view of the ship’s rear quarter. Only then, when he
saw other ships in the shot, did Cam realize that the holo had been
speeded up.

“This was taken above Danta about a month
ago. She’s called the Shuntok. She’s about fifty percent
larger than a Perlag Cruiser and seventy five percent larger than
the Rawn-class. She’s estimated at ten kilometers long. At her
widest point she’s about four kilometers. Estimated crew of 37,000.
The best we can figure she can carry ten squadrons of fighters, six
squadrons of bombers, twenty four gunboats, thirty patrol boats and
twelve shuttles, plus enough troops to hold a city of ten
million.”

“Where are these ships being built?” Obek
asked.

“And how does he crew them?” Cam inquired.
“Is he using clones? Battle droids, maybe?”

“I’ll get to your question in a minute,
Obek,” she said. “By what we can tell from shore leaves, no clones,
definitely no battle droids, and Thrull doesn’t discriminate. We
count as many as thirty five different species among his
crews.”

“Let me guess,” Cam said. “They’re all young,
almost completely teens and early twenties and never over
thirty.”

Braezun nodded. “You’re quick, Cam. It looks
like Thrull has built his own ultra-militant Tri-G by exclusively
recruiting kids.”

Tri-G was short for Unified Galactic
Government Group. Tri-Gs were common across the galaxy. Most
cooperated with the GSB, hoping they would take power. Some looked
to the Perlag. A few supported local governments or leaders to one
day rule the galaxy. The vast majority of Tri-Gs were harmless, but
the GSB kept a close eye on the more militant groups.

“Do you have anyone inside?” he asked next,
referring to an undercover GSB agent inside Thrull’s organization,
preferably on one of his ships.

“No. Unfortunately we still don’t know where
his crews are coming from. Clearly he’s using street kids, but the
only way in, as far as we can tell, is through his criminal
organization. Over the past seven years we’ve attempted to place
thirty-four agents. Kayo is the only one still alive.”

From the look in her eyes, Cam knew those
deaths were eating away at her. He also knew, as did she, that
Thrull obviously had a spy or spies within the GSB.

“Have you been able to turn anyone?” he asked
next.

Braezun shook her head. “Thrull’s ships only
take shore leave at ports that he controls. We’ve only been able to
observe leaves on four worlds. We haven’t even been able to make
contact with a member of one of his crews.”

“All right, so where are these ships coming
from?” Cam reiterated Obek’s question.

“Though we haven’t been able to contact
members of Thrull’s crews, we have been able to eavesdrop on
conversations between crewmembers. The name Samon Heei was used
repeatedly in association with the words ‘Academy’ and ‘shipyards.’
We can only conclude that this Samon Heei is the location of both.
The only problem is we have no idea if it’s a city, planet or
system. We searched our database of all three and turned up
nothing. But we know first hand how quickly names can change.”

She was referring to Gellbis, birthplace of
what was now known as the Galactic Security Bureau. After the
Trubar subdued the world the name was changed. The location of
Gellbis remained a mystery.

“Where does Rahgorra’s Staff come into the
picture?” Obek asked.

“About four months ago one of our patrol
ships noticed a brown patch about two kilometers square in the
jungles of Koobi Fora.” The hologram showed the site at Koobi Fora
from orbit. “The crew didn’t think much of it at the time. They
documented the patch and took coordinates. It got lost in the
shuffle for almost a month before someone realized the coordinates
matched one of the possible resting-places of the Staff. A little
digging revealed Thrull was funding the dig through a dummy
corporation.

“We believe Thrull is also digging other
sites in an attempt to locate Rahgorra’s Staff, but we have no idea
which sites or how many.”

“We do know he’s digging on Crannic III,” Cam
pointed out. Kayo had already told her grandmother about what Annan
and the other Ambaji had related to them.

“Yes, and that brings up more questions than
it answers. The biggest of which is, why Crannic III? I’ve never
heard of it as a possible resting-place.”

“It is. At least it fits the profile. But
most experts wouldn’t put it on their top ten list. I’d be
surprised to see it on a top fifty list, to be honest.”

“Then let me ask again,” she said. “Why
Crannic III?”

“Obviously he has information no one else
does,” Cam replied. “I’m familiar with most of the theories about
the Staff and other than fitting the profile Crannic III doesn’t
really fit into any of them.”

“Like I said, more questions than it
answers.”

After a pause Obek said, “I think the bigger
question is, why is he looking for the Staff in the first
place?”

Braezun and Cam exchanged a knowing look. Cam
raised an eyebrow to her. She turned to Obek. “Because he wants to
rule the galaxy.”

The Staff of Rahgorra was seen as the scepter
of power in the galaxy. Most people believed whoever wielded the
Staff was mandated by the gods. A claim not even the Trubar
Emperors could make. It didn’t matter that each religion had its
own god or gods. If Thrull found the Staff, Cam knew most of the
galaxy would bow before him.

“So how do we stop him?”

Cam sighed. “First I need to talk to the
Council.”

 


* * *

 


Doina Sandu gently stroked Thrull’s arm. She
was propped on an elbow, lying next to him. Her partner for
tonight, a dark skinned beauty named Jobyna, was freshening up
after the night’s work.

“Is he asleep yet?” Jobyna whispered, walking
lightly into the room. She was still naked and her breasts bounced
slightly.

Thrull groaned softly in reply, as if he
heard and understood the question, but soon drifted deeper into
sleep.

Doina continued to stroke his arm. She was
bored and wanted nothing more than to sleep herself. A few more
minutes and she would be able to get up without disturbing him.

“I thought he’d go all night,” Jo
whispered.

Doina could just see the dark mountains
against the lightening sky outside. “He almost did.”

 


* * *

 


It looked the same, but different. The huge
city that surrounded the Galactic Security Bureau Academy, more
commonly known as the Monastery, had grown in the fifteen years
he’d been away. Relatively speaking it had actually grown very
little. The North and South Valleys were still crowded, buildings
of one kind or another tightly packed into every available
crevasse. The only direction left was up and grotesquely tall
high-rises reached ever higher into the smog and pollution. To the
east, the city extended to the coast, and beyond. Floating
platforms, some kilometers long and just as wide, could be seen on
the green sea. The city also spilled over onto the plains to the
west. The plains, Cam saw, was where most of the growth had
happened, simply because it was the only available space. The
people who lived down there probably didn’t even notice the growth.
But coming home after fifteen years, he noticed. Braezun’s cruiser
bypassed the bustling city and its three spaceports and headed into
the mountains.

The GSB Academy sat high in the mountains of
Azswell’s tallest range. Originally intended to be a secluded place
of learning, meditation and training, the Shudo Monks began with a
small compound high on the slopes of a snow-covered peak. This
mountain was one of five that formed a rough circle and were taller
than the rest of the range. These five peaks were commonly called
the Plateau. Over the millennia, as the Shudo Monks evolved into
the Shuntai Bendu and later the Galactic Security Bureau, numerous
buildings had been added on several surrounding peaks of the
Plateau. Each new building differed in style and architecture, but
all paid homage to the Monastery, the original compound, in
different ways. It was to the Monastery they were headed.

The Monastery was the focus of the Academy,
the hub that attracted both tourists and would-be agents. Cam was
fairly certain the Shudo Monks had not had tourists in mind when
they built the Monastery. They probably had not foreseen the huge
megalopolis that surrounded the Academy on all sides, either. But
such ancient and hallowed buildings were bound to attract tourists
(and would-be agents). The GSB, like the Shuntai Bendu before them
and the Shudo Monks before them, needed homes (only Initiates lived
in the Academy dormitories) and a marketplace and a spaceport and
so on. So Cam figured the city had grown out of basic
necessity.

The Monastery compound stood alone on the
peak that had assumed the same name. From the Monastery peak, a
suspended tram system extended out to the satellite peaks like the
spokes of a huge wheel, some hundreds of kilometers long. The
cruiser ducked under one tram line and over the next as they neared
the Academy hub.

“We have to see Tetsuko first,” he said, not
turning from the small viewport.

“She’s waiting for us,” Braezun replied
quietly.

For the past two days aboard her ship Cam had
been distant and brooding. She sometimes watched him during his
bouts of melancholia and she could see the internal struggle on his
face. But what that struggle was about she did not know. At first
she thought it was over his reluctance to return to the GSB, and
that was probably part of it, she admitted. But now she guessed it
was Thrull. She had never even gotten a whisper that Cam and Thrull
were associates, either from Obek or any other sources. Cam had not
even mentioned his name since the briefing with Obek. He had always
been guarded about the secrets he kept. Maybe that was it, Braezun
thought, Cam guarding his secrets.

 


* * *

 


The ramp seemed to take forever to touch the
landing pad. When it finally did, Braezun, Karic and a cloaked
figure calmly exited the gleaming white craft. As soon as they were
clear, the ramp again ascended and the craft lifted off for Otkerio
Spaceport. By that time the three disembarked passengers had
entered the Council Hall via a side door. Tetsuko was waiting for
them just inside.

“This way, please,” she said, all
business.

The group walked in silence. When they
reached Braezun’s chambers, she, Tetsuko and the cloaked figure
entered and closed the door behind them. Karic headed for the
office around the corner.

“You’re crazy for coming back here,” Tetsuko
finally said, more than a hint of anger in her voice. Cam pulled
back the hood that hid his face.

“Its good to see you too, Tetsuko,” Cam said
with a sarcastic smile. She was as beautiful as he remembered. Her
dark eyes betrayed her fiery spirit. Her chin had the same small
scar he remembered. And her smile, he now saw, was as warm as ever.
She was still too skinny, which was nothing new. The only change he
could see was that her once long dark hair had been cut to just
above her shoulders. Her anger melted into joy and the two old
friends folded into each other’s arms.

“I missed you,” she said into his chest. When
they finally pulled away, both had tears in their eyes.

“How have you been?” Cam asked wiping his
eyes with the back of his hand.

“I’m better now that you’re here and my
daughter is safe,” she said through her tears. “That was pretty
ingenious using the acquisition code we used for Sohaila. You have
a memory like a computer.”

Cam smiled. “So do you if you figured it
out.”

“Actually, it stumped us both,” Tetsuko
admitted, gesturing to Braezun. “Tenbee figured it out.”

“Hello, Commander,” said a distinctly
feminine voice. 10B-2 was a droid of all trades. She had been
assembled from spare parts down at the maintenance depot. She was
part protocol droid, part secretary, part tactician and strategist,
and part bodyguard. She used to belong to Braezun. Now, Cam
supposed, she had been passed on to Tetsuko.

“Hi, Tenbee. Good job on the code,” he
said.

“Thank you, Sir. May I say its good to see
you again.”

“Yes, you may,” Cam said. “It’s good to see
you, too,”

“So, how’s Kayo,” Tetsuko interrupted. She
couldn’t wait to see her daughter.

“She’s fine,” he said. “She’ll be here in a
few days.”

“You mean she wasn’t on the cruiser?” Tetsuko
could feel the panic welling up in her. She had known Kayo wasn’t
ready for this assignment. She had argued adamantly against using
her to the Council, but to no avail. They were just lucky Cam had
been sent after her instead of someone else. But she knew luck had
nothing to do with it.

“My ship needed repairs,” Cam explained.
“She’s flying in with the rest of my crew.”

She wanted to ask if his crew was trustworthy
but knew she couldn’t. Cam seemed to sense the unasked
question.

“They’re at Obek’s,” he said. “She’s
safe.”

She let out a deep breath, letting the panic
and anxiety dissipate with it. “Your meeting wasn’t a coincidence,
was it?”

Cam shook his head. “It was Thrull’s
doing.”

“You risked a death sentence by returning,”
Tetsuko said. “I hope you have some damned good information.”

“I do,” he assured her.

 


* * *

 


“You’re back,” Malalca commented as Karic
entered the office. She was Braezun’s secretary, a frumpy
middle-aged human.

“We’re back,” Karic answered. He walked to
his desk.

“Where’s Pendo?” Malalca asked after a few
seconds.

“Huh? Oh, he’ll be here soon,” he said
absently. He was busy looking through his messages. “He’s riding
the shuttle up from Otkerio.”

Malalca simply nodded at his answer. “Is she
available?” she asked of Braezun.

“Give her a few minutes. She’s in a meeting
with Tetsuko,” he said. “Why, is it something important?” As the
head of Braezun’s security detail he needed to know.

“No, nothing like that.”

“Good,” he said. He finished flipping through
his messages. He saw nothing that required immediate attention.
That was also good. “I’m going to run down to the cafeteria. You
want anything?”

“No, thanks,” she said.

Karic left the office and took the stairs
down to the basement and the cafeteria. The large room was
sectioned off into a large area for GSB personel and the much
smaller tourist area.

The lunch rush was dying down but it was
still fairly crowded. He got his food, some grilled meats and warm,
sweet smelling issa. Kobi and Maru were just finishing their meals
at a booth tucked away in a corner. Karic slid into the seat beside
Maru.

Kobi and Maru were friends from his Academy
days. Kobiyashi, Kobi to his friends, was a human. He did not look
like the intelligence analyst he was. He was short and stocky with
bulging muscles and long blond hair. Maru, a Burr’yat, was a
low-level diplomat who worked mostly along Embassy Row. Both Kobi
and Maru were quiet, highly intelligent and highly observant.

“Hi, Karic,” Maru said. “Welcome back.”

“Thanks.”

“So how was your trip?” Kobi asked. All three
of them knew better than to ask details about one another’s
work.

“My trip was fine,” he said simply.

“Glad to hear it,” Maru said with a grin, her
nostrils flaring.

“Anything going on I should know about?”
Karic asked.

Both Kobi and Maru understood that he was
asking as a Security Agent. “No,” Kobi answered. “Things have been
pretty quiet.”

Maru nodded her agreement with Kobi.

Karic knew that would soon change but he said
nothing. His friends did not need to know. Not yet, anyway.

Kobi scooted himself out of the booth and
stood. “Sorry, Karic,” he said. “I have to run.”

“Me, too,” Maru said.

Karic stood and let her out of her seat. They
went their separate ways, each disappearing into the crowd. He sat
down and ate his lunch.

 


* * *

 


Maru Killpeti walked back to her office at an
easy pace. She was in no hurry. Instead she took her time trying to
figure out what Karic’s return, and thus Braezun’s return, meant.
Ten years earlier at Lord Thrull’s insistence she had joined the
GSB. She knew she was not his only spy. He most certainly had other
spies within the GSB but she had no idea who they were or what
their orders might be. Maru’s orders were simple—gather
information. Exactly what kind of information he had not said. So
she put herself in a position to obtain as much information as
possible as a diplomat working on Embassy Row.

Every nation in the galaxy had an embassy on
Azswell. As a matter of face, when a nation needed the assistance
of the GSB, all communications were done through the ambassadors.
Thus she had learned the ins and outs of galactic politics and the
major players.

But she knew that Lord Thrull wanted more
than just political secrets. He also needed knowledge of the GSB
and the comings and goings of its major players.

The last time Maru had talked to Lord Thrull
he had asked her to pay particular attention to Councilor Braezun.
Luckily one of her best friends was the head of the Councilor’s
security detail. But what did it all mean, Braezun’s semi-secret
departure and return? She did not know. But she knew it was
important.

 


* * *

 


Thrull watched from the Shuntok’s
observation lounge as the Warchild slipped her moorings. Tug
ships were already in place to tow her free of the shipyards’
scaffolding and out to open space. Only then would Koren give the
order, through Captain Bevan, to test her drives. Beven had
overseen the building of the Warchild from the blueprint
stage. Like Evenk, he was an old smuggler with decades of
experience. He’d been chosen for this job for two reasons: first,
because he knew how to get things done and second, to counter
Koren’s wild nature. They were a good match, Thrull thought.

As the tug ships began to move out, towing
the Warchild in their powerful tractor beams, an aide
entered the lounge through the main doors. Tok was aboard the
Warchild, Thrull remembered. The young ensign’s boots
scraped awkwardly on the marble floor.

“Sire,” the ensign said stiffly, interrupting
his train of thought. “Admiral Osric says he’ll see us at the
rendezvous a full week ahead of schedule.”

Thrull was irritated at the interruption. He
would have to talk to Captain Gair about this ensign’s lack of
manners. He was half tempted to chew the young officer a new one.
That would solve the problem, then and there. But that would stop
all further interruptions, even for urgent matters when he
should be interrupted. Besides, losing his temper like that
would not look good. Instead, he gestured for the data-pad, never
turning from the viewport. He read the message, punched in a reply
and handed the pad back to the ensign.

“Tell the captain as soon as that’s sent and
confirmation received the fleet is to proceed to the rendezvous
point.”

“Yes, Sire,” the ensign said and saluted
smartly.

When Thrull was once again alone, he took a
deep breath and refocused his concentration on the Warchild.
His reply was a personal communication to Koren: “If you’re not
there at least seven days early, Admiral Osric, you will spend the
entire war cleaning latrines.”

 


* * *

 


“Impossible!” Tetsuko objected.

“I know it’s far fetched,” Cam said as calmly
as possible. “But everything points to him.”

“I just don’t believe it.”

“Tetsuko,” he said, trying to reason with
her. “I know it’s hard to believe, but look at everything together.
First, the timing fits. He had enough time to recruit and train his
first group of commandos and burst onto the scene thirteen years
ago. Second, it explains the superb military training his commandos
obviously received. Braezun said herself that they worked together
like a well-oiled machine. Third, it explains where he got his
initial funding. You never did find the money, did you?”

Cam was going on pure instinct about the
money. He didn’t know for sure. But the quick knowing glance
Tetsuko shot her mother told the story. Braezun, who had sat in
stunned silence since his initial revelation, finally joined the
discussion.

“No,” she confirmed. “We never found the
money. We assumed one of his lieutenants cleaned out his
accounts.”

“It explains how he identified all your
agents, how he identified Kayo, how he knew about Kayo and me,” Cam
rushed on. “It explains his search for the Staff.”

“And his new information on the Staff,”
Braezun said. Whether she was trying to convince Tetsuko or herself
Cam couldn’t tell. “Even the political philosophy fits. He always
did believe in a single, unified government.”

“Hell, even the name of his ship fits,” Cam
said. “Shuntok. That name, that word, is the complete
antithesis of Shuntai.”

“Exactly,” Tetsuko countered. “My father
commanded the Shuntai for almost ten years. He believed in
it. Not the ship, but what she stood for, Shuntai: Justice.
I just don’t accept that his beliefs could ever change so
radically.”

Cam sat back and took a deep breath. He might
not accept it either if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. “You
didn’t see him at the end,” he said to her.

“That’s right: ‘The end,’” she shot back. “He
has been dead for fifteen years. You saw him die,” she said
accusingly.

“I made a mistake.”

“Tetsuko,” Braezun said. She had apparently
finally convinced herself that Cam’s assessment was correct. “We’ve
been too close to this. Separately these things mean nothing, but
taken together they point directly to him.”

It was as if Braezun’s declaration made it
fact. Tetsuko looked at her mother. Tears welled up as the fight
dissipated from her. Her shoulders slumped and she began to sob.
Braezun rushed to her. Mother and daughter consoled each other in
an embrace.

Now he had to convince the Council.

 


* * *

 


The Council Chamber was circular with a
raised dais around the perimeter, upon which sat the seven members
of the Galactic Security Bureau’s High Council. Wahaka, President
of the Council, sat directly opposite the main doors, with the rest
of the members spread out around the room on either side of him. On
the wall behind them was a mural depicting the Battle of Gellbis
that stretched all the way around the room. Cam knew there was at
least one door hidden in the mural, but he’d never been able to
find it. The dome overhead was sky blue and hidden lighting at the
top of the circular wall lit the dome and the rest of the room with
a diffused illumination. At the center of the room was a
holo-projector recessed into the cold marble floor.

Tetsuko led him into the chamber. He knew he
had risked everything by coming here. Not that he feared for
himself. There wasn’t much the Council could do to him except
banish him and they’d already done that. No, he feared for the
galaxy. If he couldn’t convince them and Thrull found Rahgorra’s
Staff, the consequences would be terrible.

He was once again wearing the hooded cloak.
He glanced around the room at the seven Council members and tried
to recall what he knew of each of them. There was Wahaka the Jegar.
He was the most senior member having been voted onto the High
Council some twenty-five years before. From his first day he had
maneuvered for the seat he now held, President of the Council. He
attained that position not long after Cam left the GSB when Eeley
Pijem died. Wahaka had used his political prowess and obese size to
intimidate those around him to gain power. Power was what he
craved. But having it wasn’t enough. He truly enjoyed demonstrating
that power to those around him.

Dagan Sumnor sat to Wahaka’s right. She was
next in line to lead the Council, should anything ever happen to
Wahaka, though she would never wish it. Dagan did not want power.
She wanted to serve the galaxy, nothing more. She had the galaxy’s
interests in mind when she entered this room, not her own. Outside
this room she wore a traditional broadsword like the Shuntai Bendu
had a thousand years ago. Dagan was one of only a handful of GSB
agents who still wore the traditional weapons. Cam respected her a
great deal.

Sejukar B’jalfi respected both Dagan and
Wahaka, if that were possible: Dagan for her commitment to serve
and to the old ways; Wahaka for his drive and his ability to get
things done. Sejukar tried his best to balance these things within
himself and vote accordingly. He was a good balance between the two
extremes and usually ended up voting with his conscience. Cam had
always liked Sejukar. He was his own person who was never beholden
to power or logic or tradition but always had those things in
mind.

Tomoji Shungura and Frayne the Burr’yat were
polar opposites who more often than not came to the same
conclusion. Tomoji loved to laugh and smile and have fun. He often
came at a problem or question from a different angle than the rest
of the Council, but his reasoning was always sound. Tomoji reminded
Cam a lot of Tetsuko. Frayne, on the other hand, was coldly
logical, at least when it came to the Council. He came at a problem
head on, dissected it, and voted accordingly, usually. Every once
in a while Frayne would vote his conscience or from his gut, or
vote against character just to keep the rest of the Council
guessing, and oftentimes when he did his was the deciding vote.

Akilah Ko lived by her instinct. Logic meant
nothing to her and neither did her conscience. She kept her
instincts, her feelings to herself until she was asked and she
didn’t try to change anyone else’s opinion simply because she knew
she couldn’t. After all, how do you defend a gut feeling? So she
sat quietly and meditated while the others argued their cases. Cam
trusted Akilah more than any of the other members, except
Braezun.

As the most junior member of the Council
Braezun Gayheart sat closest to the door to Cam’s right, Wahaka’s
left. Cam obviously knew her better than the others. For ten years
he had served under her and for ten years she trusted her
conscience and her heart. This time, Cam knew, she would argue
totally from her heart.

Wahaka ignored the cloaked figure and Tetsuko
for the time being. The first part of the session was bound by
ritual.

“Who calls this meeting of the High Council?”
Wahaka asked. Thus began the ritual.

“I do, Braezun Gayheart,” she said
simply.

“Why do you call this Council together,
Breazun Gayheart?”

“I have come across information the High
Council might find useful in protecting the people of the
galaxy.”

“I will be the judge of that.”

“Who are you to judge the import of such
information?” Braezun questioned.

“I am Wahaka, President of this Council.”

“My aopologies, Wahaka,” Braezun conceded
with a bow of her head.

“Who presents this information?”

“I do, Tetsuko Gayheart,” she said stepping
forward. Now for the first time Wahaka seemed to notice her.

“What is the information, Tetsuko
Gayheart?”

“The information is about the crime lord
Thrull,” she said.

For the first time Cam felt the eyes in the
room focus on him. Thrull had become a thorn in their sides that
they couldn’t reach. They all knew that the cloaked figure before
them potentially held the information they needed.

“What is the information?” Wahaka repeated.
This time Cam stepped forward and removed his hood.

All at once the members of the High Council
seemed to suck in their breaths. In an instant Wahaka was on his
feet. Cam was surprised someone of his size could move that
fast.

“Guard!” Wahaka called. The young guard
standing watch outside immediately pulled open the heavy door and
stepped inside the chamber. “Arrest this man!” The guard started to
come toward Cam.

“Belay that Order!” Cam bellowed. His voice
had such power and determination behind it that the guard actually
hesitated for a moment.

Wahaka exploded. “I said arrest this man! Who
gives the orders around here? Me or a common criminal? I am
President of this Council! When I give an order you will follow
it!”

As Cam allowed his arms to be bound behind
his back his eyes locked onto Wahaka. “You know you can’t hold me,”
Cam said calmly. “If you want the information on Thrull you won’t
do this.”

Wahaka turned toward Braezun. “He told me he
had information,” she said, “not what that information was.”

Wahaka knew she was lying. Braezun would
never call a meeting without some prior knowledge of what would be
said. He also knew the history between her family and Chameleon. Of
course he had told her, but Wahaka’s hands were tied as tightly as
Cam’s at this point. He turned to Cam.

“What is the information?” he asked for a
third time. Cam hesitated. Wahaka motioned to the guard, who freed
Cam’s hands, exited the chamber and closed the door. Wahaka then
sat in his lush, comfortable chair. When he was situated he
signaled Cam to begin.

“I know who Thrull is,” Cam said. “I worked
with him, used to know him.”

“That figures,” Wahaka mumbled, half under
his breath.

“It also figures that you knew him, too,” Cam
shot back.

“What?!”

“Thrull is Bodkin,” Cam said. Again their
shock was audible. All eyes moved from him to Tetsuko to
Braezun.

“I’ve heard his argument,” Braezun said. “It
is sound. Hear him out.” No one in the room seemed to mind that she
had lied earlier.

“Bodkin is dead,” Wahaka said to Cam. “You
testified to that yourself.”

“I was mistaken,” Cam conceded. “I saw him
blasted at point blank range. I assumed the shot killed him.”

“And it didn’t?” Frayne asked.

“Not if he used Jai Kin techniques,” Cam
said.

“Techniques that you taught him, no doubt,”
Wahaka said accusingly.

“No.” Cam shook his head. “I had no
idea.”

“Two agents using Jai Kin at the same time,”
Wahaka guffawed. “No wonder it was outlawed.”

“Yes, outlawed by a Council that was weak and
afraid.”

Wahaka seemed ready to call for the guard
again for such a sacrilege, but Dagan broke in.

“Can we please get back to the matter at
hand,” she said. “What evidence do you have that Bodkin was skilled
in Jai Kin?”

“None, except it takes a Jai Kin Master to
survive such an attack,” Cam admitted.

“Assuming that Bodkin was indeed a Jai Kin
Master, and that he and Thrull are the same person,” Sejukar chimed
in, “what does this mean?”

“If he has trained even one of his disciples
in Jai Kin techniques, he will be difficult to stop,” Cam said
honestly. “If he’s trained his whole army, it will be impossible
even to slow him down.”

“Even if he has not trained anyone else in
Jai Kin, there are still the military and security implications,”
Tomoji pointed out.

“What of his search for the Staff of
Rahgorra?” Dagan asked, continuing her line of questioning.

“That’s also in keeping with Bodkin’s
character,” Cam stated. “Assuming, of course, that he and Thrull
are one and the same. A Jai Kin Master wielding the Staff would be
disastrous to the galaxy.”

“Enough assuming,” Wahaka said. “I want to
hear your evidence that Thrull and Bodkin are the same.”

 


 


* * *

 


 



Chapter 9

 


 


Tetsuko curled up on the comfortable couch in
the living room of her home. It was a small, cozy house about half
way up one of the foothills overlooking the plains to the east. She
and Cam had just finished dinner. She sat at one end of the couch,
her feet pulled up under her. She held a cup of coffee with both
hands.

Cam sat at the other end leaning back into
the deep soft cushions. She had moved since he left. The house was
new to him, yet he was comfortable here, comfortable with her.

“So, how are you taking all this?” he asked
tentatively.

They had been before the Council for over
three grueling hours. She had not said much, but it was still a
long day for her. After all, she had just found out her father was
the most wanted man in the galaxy. How could that not be a long day
for her? Cam asked himself.

She smiled at him wanly and shook her head.
“I don’t even want to deal with it right now.”

“Fair enough,” he said with a smile of his
own.

“Tell me how you’ve been,” she said. “What
have you been doing?”

He laughed slightly. “I’ve been working for
Obek mostly. He’s got me on retainer. I almost had enough money to
retire on when I ran into Kayo.”

“How is she,” Tetsuko asked. “I haven’t seen
her in months.”

“She’s too thin,” he said with mock gravity.
“But then so are you.”

“All right. Let’s not start that argument
again,” she warned with a smirk.

Cam hadn’t sat and talked like this with
anyone in years. He and Tetsuko had been best friends almost since
the day they met. And it felt good to fall back into it after all
this time. He hadn’t realized how much he missed her.

“What about you?” Cam asked. “What have you
been up to?”

“Well, you know I hate being stuck behind a
desk.”

“I figured as much.”

“I do have a new respect for my mother,” she
admitted. “It’s much harder to risk someone else’s life than your
own.” She was quiet for a long time, lost in her own thoughts. When
she finally broke out of her reverie she said lightly, “You’ll
never guess who I ran into a few weeks ago?”

“Who?”

“Storm.”

Tetsuko and Storm had been roommates for one
tumultuous semester at the Academy. They couldn’t stand each other.
Cam on the other hand got along great with Storm. He and Storm had
dated a few times and when the semester was over had drifted apart.
He hadn’t thought about Storm since his Academy days.

“What’s she doing now?” he asked.

Tetsuko shrugged. “She’s an attaché somewhere
in the Tiik Systems.”

“Interesting,” Cam said diplomatically.

“Sure, real interesting,” Tetsuko said,
rolling her eyes. Neither of them would wish that fate on their
worst enemy. They both grinned.

“Speaking of Storm,” she began. “Back at the
Academy, did you two ever…”

Cam broke out into laughter. As best friends
they had always watched each other’s backs, in everything,
including dating. Clearly Tetsuko had disapproved of Storm (which
was probably what drew Storm to him in the first place). The first
time she had asked him that question, not long after Storm had
moved out, he had been touched by her concern. The subject of Storm
came up a few more times during their Academy days, usually after
having a few too many at the local watering hole. And now, after
all these years, she was still curious. Cam knew it was curiosity,
not concern, which prompted the question this time.

“You know its funny,” Cam said with a sly
grin. “Each of us knows secrets that could alter the political
make-up of the galaxy if they were ever known. Neither of us would
even think of asking or telling each other what those secrets are.
But you want to know whether or not I got lucky with some girl
twenty-five years ago.”

“Yeah,” she said, grinning, “that’s basically
it.”

“To be honest,” he said, “I don’t
remember.”

This time she laughed. “Like the time you
didn’t remember who put the flash grenade in my pack.”

“That wasn’t me.”

They both laughed.

Cam liked this, being here with his old
friend. There were not many people in the galaxy he could honestly
call friend. Tetsuko was definitely one of them. He was comfortable
here, at ease. He felt like he was home. At the same time…

Tetsuko must have sensed a change in him.
“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Nothing,
everything. I mean, I don’t want to do this.” He was angry,
frustrated. He stood and walked, paced while he talked. “I almost
had enough money to retire on. Then Thrull sends me after Kayo and
my life is turned upside-down. I don’t want to be here! I don’t
want anything to do with the GSB! And I sure as hell don’t want to
save the galaxy again!”

Tetsuko remained quietly seated while he
ranted and raved. When he was finished, she took a sip of her
coffee and said, “I know, Cam. But I also know you, and I know that
no matter what happens, you’ll do the right thing, even if that
means saving the galaxy. Again.”

 


* * *

 


Cam had expected the Council to make its
descision on him and Thrull and how to proceed rather quickly.
Apparently he was wrong. The way he saw it it was an open and shut
case. Bodkin and Thrull were one and the same and the only way to
defeat him was by using Jai Kin, which meant they needed Cam. Cam
wanted to be reinstated to the GSB about as much as Wahaka wanted
to reinstate him. But Tetsuko was right. He would do what needed to
be done.

He sat in the cafeteria nursing his third cup
of coffee of the day. Tetsuko had work to do and he did not want to
bother her. Besides, it wasn’t like he was a stranger to the
Monastery. He had spent almost fifteen years plying these hallowed
halls. But this was different. Before he had always had something
to do. Now all he could do was wait.

He took another sip of lukewarm coffee and
scanned the room. He recognized no one. They were all so young and
fresh-faced. He felt old.

“I heard you were back,” a familiar voice
said from behind him.

Cam turned to see an old friend standing over
him. Mannric had aged some in fifteen years, but Cam knew he had
too.

“Word travels fast,” Cam observed. He
motioned to the seat across from him. “Who’d you hear it from?”

“Tetsuko told me,” Mannric said, taking the
proffered chair.

“That figures,” Cam commented. Then, “So how
have you been, Manny?”

His old friend shrugged. “You know how it
is.”

“Unfortunately I do,” Cam said dryly.

“So what brings you back?” his friend
asked.

“Thrull.”

Manny nodded his understanding, “He’s been a
thorn in our side for a while now.”

“I saw your recon holo of the
Shuntok.”

“How’d you know that was me?”

“I figured with a new class of ship and all,
they’d send only the best,” Cam said, meaning it.

“Thank you,” Manny said, gladly accepting the
compliment.

“But when the pass missed the engines,” Cam
said with a sly grin. “I knew they sent you instead.”

“So that’s how you’re going to be?” Manny
said in feigned anger.

Cam tried to hold in his laughter but soon
they were both laughing out loud.

 


* * *

 


Two days later Cam rushed into Tetsuko’s
office. The Council had finally made a decision. Braezun was
already there when he arrived, along with Dagan Sumnor and, of
course, Tetsuko. He was forced to stand in the now crowded little
office.

“Good morning, Chameleon,” Dagan said when he
arrived.

“Good morning, Ma’am,” he returned, then,
“Braezun, Tetsuko.” He nodded to both.

“You are officially back on active duty,”
Dagan said. Cam’s shock must have been apparent. “We need you Cam.
The Council agrees with you that Bodkin somehow survived and has
reestablished himself as Thrull. We also agree that Jai Kin is the
most likely explanation. You are the only Jai Kin Master among us.
You are an expert on the Staff of Rahgorra, which we believe Thrull
is close to finding. You also knew Bodkin better than anyone,
excepting of course his family. Cam, we need you to take on an
apprentice. You will be given free rein to train her as you see
fit. That includes training her in Jai Kin techniques. However, it
will have to be training on the fly. We have a mission for
you.”

Cam had hoped for all this. Sure being
pressed back to active duty was a shock, a big shock. Everything
else he had hoped for, the apprentice, free rein to train him or
her, and the mission. But he had actually expected none of it,
especially with Wahaka as President of the Council. How they got
all this past him, Cam would never know.

“Who’s my apprentice,” Cam asked.

“Kayo,” Braezun answered.

Cam smiled to himself. He had hoped for that
too.

“And the mission?”

“We want you and Kayo to do recon of the
impact site on Koobi Fora,” Dagan said.

“But the Staff isn’t there,” Cam objected.
“It’s too high profile. It’s a decoy to pull you—us,” Cam corrected
himself, “to pull us from the real sites.”

“We know that,” Dagan assured him. “But other
than Crannic III, we don’t know where the real sites are. And we
assume that progress at Koobi Fora will be farther along than at
the other sites. That will allow us to gauge how close he is or
isn’t to finding the Staff.”

Cam looked at Tetsuko. “Is she ready for
this?”

“She’ll have to be,” Tetsuko replied.

Cam took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“When do we leave?”

“Two days,” Dagan said.

“Can I use my crew?”

“How many?” she asked.

“My copilot and a droid,” Cam said.

Dagan pondered the question for a few
seconds. “Minimal involvement. Need-to-Know only,” she said, then
added, “They’ll be here within the hour.”

 


* * *

 


Keoki watched as Dr. Gilpend supervised the
sorting of artifacts. She had learned she did not particularly like
Ckunn Gilpend. He was more of a supervisor or manager than an
archaeologist. He would tell one of his assistants to tell the
slavemaster where to have the slaves dig. He rarely left his office
and the only time he was seen outside the main building was when
something interesting had been discovered. Then he would race
outside to supervise the actual digging. Even then he would never
get his hands dirty. And, of course, he would take credit for
finding whatever it was.

But they were making progress. The main
impact site was almost completely dug, along with several of the
secondary impact sites. He had made several new discoveries,
including the skeletons of a group of some indigenous creatures
that were killed during the impact. Actually, the rains that fell
every afternoon and were eroding away the entire site at an
alarming rate had exposed the skeletons. But he still took
credit.

The marines that Linu had sent down had
quickly put an end to any rumored slave revolt. Linu herself had
not set foot on the planet since that first day. There really was
no need. She was busy coordinating the other sites and they were
more important. Keoki reported to her every other day just to humor
her.

Keoki spent most of her day, every day,
meditating and preparing herself for what was to come. The rest of
the time she watched the dig. And waited.

 


* * *

 


Kayo, Mook and Teekay took the shuttle up
from Otkerio Spaceport. They were all exhausted. It was good to be
home, Kayo thought. She loved the city, the hustle and bustle of
it. She liked the fact that anything she wanted was just around the
corner. She liked the people and the traffic and the buildings that
soared toward the heavens. She also loved the GSB Academy. She
enjoyed the solitude and quiet meditation. She liked being able to
look out in any direction from any peak, from any walkway, and not
see or hear or smell the city. To most people these things would
have been at odds with each other. To her they fit together
perfectly, like two sides of the same coin. Yes, it was good to be
home.

She had been instructed to report to her
mother’s office. Her mother was the head of the Dark Forces, the
paramilitary branch of the GSB. Her office was in a small building
on one of the satellite peaks.

The shuttle made its rounds of the peaks,
dropping off and picking up. This wasn’t a tourist shuttle.
Tourists were limited to the Monastery. This shuttle came directly
from Otkerio, the GSB spaceport. As such, it was not too crowded.
She, Mook and Teekay had found seats next to one another. At the
proper peak they got off the shuttle and entered the proper
building.

Mook was issued a Visitor’s Identification,
bright red so everyone around would see that a visitor was present.
Teekay was fitted with a restraining bolt.

When they arrived introductions were made all
the way around.

“Mook, Teekay,” Tetsuko said formally. “I
would like to thank you for everything you’ve done for Kayo.”

“Thank you,” Mook replied. “But we were just
trying to save ourselves.”

“I understand you’re both staying aboard the
Darkmoon,” Tetsuko inquired. “I insist you join us for
dinner tonight at my house.”

“Thank you, Tetsuko,” Mook said.

“Yes,” Teekay said. “Thank you. We would be
honored.”

“Dinner is a long way off,” Tetsuko said. “If
you’re hungry now, we do have a cafeteria in the building.”

Mook smiled ferociously. “I’m famished.”
Tetsuko spoke into her comlink and a few seconds later Tenbeetoo
entered.

“Would you please show Mook to the
cafeteria,” she said to the droid.

“Of course, Colonel,” Tenbeetoo said. As she
started back toward the door she saw Teekay. “Hello. I am
Tenbeetoo, assistant to Colonel Tetsuko and High Councilor
Braezun,” she said.

Teekay took his usual attitude when dealing
with another droid. “Am I supposed to be impressed?” Teekay asked
defiantly. “I am TK-89, astronavigation droid for the bounty hunter
Chameleon Del Rey.”

“Teekay!” Cam said by way of reprimand.
“She’s not like other droids.”

“That’s quite all right, Commander,” she
said. “As far as I am concerned he can take his attitude and insert
it into his output port.” Then to Mook, “Please folow me, Sir.”

Cam, along with everyone else in the room,
had a good laugh at Teekay’s expense. “You’d better go apologize to
her,” he said. “And lose the attitude.”

“Yes, Sir,” Teekay said and skulked out the
door.

 


* * *

 


“So let me get this straight,” Kayo said to
Cam. “You used to be a GSB agent. Then you were banished.”

They were once again in Tetsuko’s office:
Cam, Dagan, Braezun, and Tetsuko. Kayo was sitting in one of the
chairs in front of the desk.

“Actually, he escaped,” Dagan said
matter-of-factly. She had commandeered Tetsuko’s chair behind the
desk. “Originally he was sentenced to die.”

She shook her head as if to clear it. “Now
he’s been returned to active duty. And he’s going to complete my
training.”

“Exactly,” Cam said. They had not told her
she was to be trained in Jai Kin. Cam would ease her into that.

“Chameleon was arrested and later sentenced
for avenging your grandfather’s death,” Tetsuko tried to explain.
They could see she was overwhelmed.

“But my grandfather isn’t really dead,” Kayo
said slowly. “He’s really Thrull, the crime lord we’ve been trying
to get to all this time.”

“That’s correct,” Dagan said. “Believe me
when I tell you that we had no idea your grandfather was still
alive. Thrull has been a threat to the galaxy for many years. The
fact that he was once Bodkin only increases that threat.”

“I don’t remember much of my grandfather. All
I have left of him are images, emotions,” she began. “I know Thrull
is dangerous, no matter who he started out as. Good cops go bad all
across the galaxy. This is just another example.”

“You’re sure you can do this?” Dagan
asked.

Kayo searched within herself. She wanted to
get Thrull now more than ever. She had his blood running through
her veins. He had once served the galaxy as she did. But now he was
causing pain and suffering. The only shame worse than that was
letting it continue. “Yes,” she said to everyone in the room, “I
can do this.”

“Good,” Cam said. “We leave the day after
tomorrow. Get some rest.”

“Yes, Sir,” she said and turned to leave.

 


* * *

 


Two days later Cam and Kayo had the night
watch in the Darkmoon’s cockpit. They were about halfway to
Croodipa, a world in the Dab Republic that was just outside
Thrull’s control. It was late, according to their internal clocks.
Mook was fast asleep in the back. Teekay was also in back
recharging. Cam was reading from a data-pad, looking up every few
minutes to make sure his ship was on course and in order.

Kayo was a jumble of emotion, fear,
anticipation and confusion. Part of it, she knew, was the mission
at hand. She had only been on one other mission and that had ended
with Cam taking her prisoner. She had gone into that one with no
field experience and no supervision. Now she at least had some
experience and she had a teacher. She was nervous about this
mission but something else was bothering her.

The feeling had begun two nights before at
dinner. There was no one incident she could point to and say, “Aha!
That’s what did it.” It was the little things, but they all added
up. Her feeling continued to get stronger yesterday and last night
at dinner. It was eating away at her. She knew she had to ask. She
had to know. Did she want to know the answer? She had debated that
all day.

“Can I ask you something?” she finally
said.

“Sure,” Cam mumbled absently never looking up
from his reading.

Kayo took a deep breath. It was now or never.
“Are you my father?” she blurted out.

Cam slowly set the data-pad aside and turned
to face her. He wasn’t angry. He looked concerned and touched and
even slightly amused.

“It’s just that I see how you and Mom are
together,” she began to explain. “You fit. The way you look at each
other and know each other. When the two of you talk you finish each
other’s sentences. You know things about her that I thought only I
knew. And she knows you just as well. I know you two are old
friends and that might explain some of it. But you haven’t seen
each other in fifteen years and its like all that time doesn’t
matter. Even after all that time you still fit.” She felt foolish
for asking the question and even more foolish for rambling on. “I
guess with finding out that my grandfather was still alive I was
hoping that maybe my father was too.”

“”No,” Cam said kindly, “I’m not your father.
I’m flattered that you think I could be.”

“What was he like?” she asked. “Mom never
really talks about him.”

“Your father was a good man and a good
friend. He worked hard and he played hard. He loved your mother
more than life itself. You would have liked him.” Cam thought for a
moment. “You know how your mother is? How she looks at things from
a different perspective than everyone else?”

A wide grin split Kayo’s face. “Yes, that’s
Mom.” There were tears in her eyes.

“Well your father was more traditional. He
came at a problem head-on and worked at it until he figured it out.
That’s why he and your mother were so good together: they balanced
each other out.”

“How did he die?” she asked.

“He didn’t follow protocol. He didn’t let the
rest of our team know what he was doing,” Cam said. “It cost him
his life.”

“Thank you,” Kayo said.

Cam thought, what would you do if you knew
the truth? How would you react if you knew I killed him in cold
blood? He was a good man and a good friend. That wasn’t a
lie. He was a good man, and for a single perceived indiscretion I
killed him. I loved Tetsuko too much not to kill him. And I would
gladly give up my own life to get his back.

Cam checked the controls once again and
discreetly wiped his own tears away.

 


* * *

 


Cam and Kayo sat opposite each other at a
food stand in Hadapan, one of Koobi Fora’s larger cities. The food,
deep fried eel served with a sweet sauce, was actually pretty good.
The vendor who ran the stand had said it was a local delicacy. Kayo
raised her hand to order another serving.

“You want another?” she asked him. He shook
his head. The vendor was quickly at their table with another
helping. She thanked him, paid for the food, and he quietly bowed
away. “So, what now?” she asked between bites.

Mook and Teekay had dropped them off on
Croodipa. Calm beauty, a slow pace and a religious temple known
across the galaxy made Croodipa a tourist haven. He and Kayo had
stayed one night, then jumped a flight to Creetos, two days away at
point seven. They stayed on Creetos, a bustling industrial world,
for three days. After that they hopped to Nigal and finally a
ten-hour jaunt to Koobi Fora. They had arrived a little over two
hours ago.

From the moment they had set foot on this
world he could feel her. She was here, on this world. Somehow he
knew she was a she. The feeling was a gnawing at the back of his
consciousness, like a word on the tip of his tongue or an itch that
he couldn’t scratch. Cam had known that Thrull would never train
his whole army in Jai Kin. That was too dangerous. No, Cam knew
there was only one other, and she was powerful. Cam wondered if
Kayo could feel her presence.

“We stay here tonight; get a room at one of
the hotels. Tomorrow morning we take a transport to Hallik,” he
said.

“Then what?”

“We buy supplies at Hallik: rations, gear,
and a couple of used speeder bikes. We should be at the site by the
day after tomorrow.”

Kayo seemed to digest the information with
the eel. She pushed away the bowl. “What will happen if Thrull
finds the Staff?” she asked abruptly. “I mean, do you think it will
be a powerful weapon?”

Cam didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” he said. “It will
be a weapon more powerful than anything you’ve ever seen.
Rahgorra’s Staff is a religious artifact. For millennia the story
of the Staff has been handed down from one generation to the next.
The galaxy believes in it, has faith in it, and that will make it
powerful. Faith has moved mountains, wiped out armies, even
destroyed whole planets. Rahgorra’s Staff is a weapon of Faith. But
that won’t make the destruction it causes any less real. If Thrull
uncovers the Staff the galaxy is doomed.”

“You really believe that, don’t you?”

“I know it.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“You trust your instinct, right?”

The question seemed to catch her off guard.
“What’s that got to do with it?”

“Think of the strongest gut feeling you’ve
ever had,” he explained. “Think of the one time your instinct
screamed at you to do something. Now multiply that feeling ten
thousand times. That’s how I know.”

“So your instinct is telling you.”

“Instinct is just the first step,” he said.
He picked up his bags and began to leave.

“Where’re you going?”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “Let’s find a
hotel.” He knew it didn’t matter if they were being watched or
overheard. Thrull knew they were here. She knew they were here. But
this was not a conversation he wanted to have under the awning of a
street vendor. He wanted to at least be moving. Movement made
eavesdropping a lot harder and it made spotting surveillance a lot
easier. Kayo gathered her belongings and began to follow.

“Have you ever heard of Jai Kin?” he asked
when they were in the open.

“No. I don’t think so,” she admitted.

“Your Jai is the energy within you. Its what
makes you who you are.”

“Like your soul or your spirit?”

“Yes and no,” Cam said. “They are definitely
part of your Jai, but not the only part. Your Jai is your internal
energy, your life force.” Kayo nodded like she understood, but he
knew she didn’t. She couldn’t. He continued: “Kin means
manipulation or movement. Jai Kin is the ability to manipulate your
energy, your life force.”

“How do my instincts fit into this Jai Kin?”
Kayo asked.

“Your instinct is your Jai trying to talk to
you, to communicate with you,” Cam explained. “Instinct is the most
basic manifestation of your Jai. Everyone is born knowing and
trusting his or her instincts. You have to trust your instincts for
survival. But as you get older, the logical mind comes to dominate
who you are and your instinct becomes less and less important.
Instinct is like any other part of your body: the less you use it,
the weaker it gets.”

“I still don’t understand how manipulating my
life force is going to increase my instincts ten thousand times,”
she said skeptically.

“When you learn to control your Jai you will
become attuned to its subtleties, subtleties you can’t perceive
through mere instinct,” Cam explained. “It’s like looking at an
iceberg in Azwell’s Great Northern Ocean. Only ten percent of it is
visible above the surface of the water. If you dive down, you’re
astounded not only by its true size, but also by the intricacies of
its surface, the caves, the air pockets and the life it
supports.”

“Sounds pretty cool,” Kayo had to admit,
snickering at her own joke.

Cam smiled. “It is. But there’s more to Jai
Kin than just improving your instinct. It began as a medical
technique to help injuries heal more quickly. Concentrating your
energy on a laceration, a broken bone or an infected organ speeds
the healing process. The healing techniques were then combined with
self-defense and the martial arts. Because your instincts are so
heightened, you can almost see what your opponent’s going to do
before he does it. Your reflexes and reaction times drop to almost
nothing. Its like everything is moving in slow motion, everything
except you. And focusing your Jai behind a punch or kick makes it
much more powerful.”

“You’re going to teach me, aren’t you?” she
asked. “I mean that’s why the Council wants you to train me: to
teach me this Jai Kin.”

“I won’t force you to do anything,” he said.
“Yes, the Council has granted me permission to train you. But if
you don’t want to learn, there’s nothing I can do.”

Kayo stopped walking and looked up at Cam. He
took two more steps before he realized she had stopped. He turned
to face her.

“Will Jai Kin help me stop my grandfather?”
she asked him bluntly.

“I fear it’s the only way to stop him,” Cam
admitted.

“Then I want to learn.”

“Jai Kin is hard work, both physically and
mentally. It’s not something you can do half-assed,” he warned.
“Half-assed gets people hurt or killed. If you’re going to do this,
you have to really want to do it.”

“When do we start?”

He saw determination in her eyes. “First we
get some sleep,” he said. “We have a long journey ahead of us.”

 


* * *

 


Keoki sat in a clearing deep within Koobi
Fora’s rainforest, far away from the archaeological site that was
quickly being washed away. She sat with her legs crossed on the
damp ground and rotting vegetation. As she meditated she could
sense life teeming around her, from the large predator eyeing her
from high above to the countless insects from numerous species. But
it was not her immediate surroundings that concerned her.

She could feel them, both of them. He was the
more powerful of the two, strong with a clear sense of purpose, but
also reluctant. His Jai shone out to her like a beacon in the
night. It was strange: sensing another so strongly. Of course she
knew that’s why she was sent here, to Koobi Fora, but it was still
strange. The only other presence she could feel like this was her
Master. And now there was another. This did not bother her. She had
known for some time there was at least one other. She could feel
him, them, vaguely, like a microscopic insect ever so faintly
buzzing past her ear every now and again. And now he was here, on
this world, with his apprentice. She was clearly his apprentice.
Her Jai was strong but undisciplined, unfocused.

She had known they were here as soon as they
made planetfall. He could have hidden his presence from her. Thrull
had told her he was powerful enough to do that, and she could feel
it. If he wanted to he could walk up right beside her and she would
never know, and she could do the same to him. It was a game she
would enjoy playing someday, a game she knew they would play
someday. But not today. Keoki sensed he wanted his presence known.
So she played that game with him as Thrull had instructed her to.
She did nothing to hide herself from him.

She quickly snapped from the semi-trance when
she sensed the predator about to strike. She rolled forward to
avoid the impending pounce, cursing herself for not paying enough
attention to this more immediate danger. Luckily, her sudden
movement made the predator think twice and it scurried higher into
the treetops. She stood, watching the predator leave, and brushed
herself off.

She took a deep breath and started back to
the crash site. There was no trail and she had no map. Instead she
let her Jai lead her. Her speed, agility and surefootedness through
the dense underbrush and uneven terrain would have astounded even a
professional athlete. She enjoyed the physical exertion, especially
after such intense meditation, and covered the dozen kilometers
back to the site in no time.

Now she had to prepare.

 


* * *

 


Cam and Kayo sped through Koobi Fora’s
rainforest on two speeder bikes that looked like they would break
down at any second. Despite their appearance both bikes ran
surprisingly smoothly. In two days of travelling (yesterday
afternoon and this morning) the only problem they’d had was a loose
connection to a power converter.

This rainforest was different than Crannic
III, different plants, different animals, different sounds and
smells. Yet, Kayo thought, somehow it was the same. The niches on
Crannic and Koobi Fora were the same. The fruit eaters that lived
in the middle canopy of each world were very different, but they
all dropped what they did not want onto the forest floor. The
leftovers were then scavenged by smaller species on both worlds
that never developed the ability to climb. Some of these species
burrowed to protect themselves, some leapt to safety on powerful
legs, and some depended entirely on camouflage. But they all ate
the fruit dropped from above. And it wasn’t just those two niches.
On Crannic, the long slender fingers of one species sought out tree
grubs; on Koobi Fora, the long tongue of a reptilian species did
the same thing. Everywhere she looked the species on each world
were completely different in how they had adapted, but when it came
right down to it, they were exactly the same.

She thought about what Cam had told her about
her father. Cam had said that he came at a problem head on and
worked at it until he figured it out. Her mother, she knew, solved
her problems by looking at them from different angles. She came at
things from behind, underneath and the sides until she saw the
angle she was looking for. Cam had said that was why her parents
were so good together: they balanced each other out. They were
completely different, but exactly the same.

Where did she fit into all this? Did she come
at her problems head on or from different angles? She didn’t know
the answer. She probably never would. If there was a problem before
her, she solved it. She didn’t bother asking why she solved it the
way she did. Right now she had one single problem in front of her.
She knew she had to stop her grandfather. Was Jai Kin the best way
to do that? She didn’t know for sure. All she knew was that Jai Kin
was an opportunity, an opportunity to help her stop him. And she
would take any help she could get. She guessed that made her a
pragmatist. On the other hand, if Thrull was a Jai Kin Master, as
Cam thought, then to stop him she had to learn. It seemed like from
any angle Jai Kin was the answer to the problem.

Whenever they had stopped to rest yesterday
she and Cam would discuss Jai Kin. She asked as many questions as
she could. She knew she had to learn quickly.

“Why do you want to learn Jai Kin?” he had
asked her last night.

“To stop Thrull,” she had answered at
once.

“I agree he has to be stopped,” he had said.
“But what’s driving you. What’s at the heart of your desire to
learn?”

She had chosen her words
carefully. “He’s my grandfather. He was supposed to serve the
galaxy, to defend its citizens against fear and oppression. And now
he is that fear and oppression. Do you know how that makes me feel?
My own grandfather is the embodiment of everything I hate. I’m so
angry with him! That’s why I have to stop him. That’s why I want to
learn Jai Kin.”

“Be careful,” Cam warned. “Too much anger can
get you into serious trouble.”

“How?”

“Too much anger, too much hatred—too much of
any emotion—can come to dominate who you are,” Cam explained.
“Emotions aren’t good or bad. They all have their place. But if you
continue to let your anger and hatred fester within you, they will
consume you and eventually destroy you.”

“So what do I do?” she had asked immediately,
knowing that what he had said was true yet also knowing she must
learn Jai Kin.

“Forget about your grandfather. You must
learn Jai Kin for you, to further your own knowledge. Only then can
you truly be trained in Jai Kin.”

“I’m all for self improvement, but I don’t
know if I can just forget about him, forget about the things he’s
done.”

“I’ll teach you some techniques to calm you,
focus you and strengthen your Jai. They will help you to let go of
your anger.”

“Thank you,” she had said, meaning it.

“I must warn you. It will not be easy. This
is a vulnerable time in your development and this mission might
reveal things about your grandfather you’d rather not know.”

“I’m ready,” she had said.

Cam began to slow his speeder bike as they
neared a small clearing. She circled the clearing once before
coming to a stop next to him. Somehow the silence of the forest
seemed deafening compared to the incessant whining of the bikes.
But soon a screeching call broke through the veil of silence,
followed by another call. The rainforest was no longer silent.

“We go on foot from here,” he said, grabbing
his pack from the bike.

Without comment she dismounted, picked up her
own pack, and together they camouflaged the speeder bikes.

“How far?” she asked.

“A few kilometers that way,” he said,
indicating the general direction in which they’d been traveling. He
took out his canteen and took a swig. “You got water?”

She checked her own canteen but didn’t drink.
“Yeah, I got enough water.”

“How’s the ankle?” Cam asked next.

She broke into a grin. “What are you going to
do, leave me here to watch the bikes?” she asked.

“Just checking.”

She nodded. “I know. My ankle is fine.”

“Good. Now we don’t know what’s out there.
Follow me. Walk where I walk. Step where I step. No talking. This,”
he held up his closed fist, “means stop where you are and don’t
move. Got it?”

She nodded.

“Good girl. Lets go.”

Cam set a much slower pace than she
remembered from their time on Crannic III. On Crannic he had been
patient with her twisted ankle and bloody knees. He had understood
that she had been thrust into a situation she had no control over,
that she had been kidnapped, endured two weeks of virtual
isolation, and literally jumped into an environment that
overwhelmed her senses. He understood all this, but the truth of
the matter was that they had ground to cover and he knew that as
soon as darkness came deadly nocturnal predators would be on the
prowl. This was a completely different situation. The environment
was the same, but that was about all. Stealth was far more
important than speed. Their job was to watch without being
detected. The fact that she knew what she was getting herself into,
she wanted to be here, and she expected the oppressive heat made
this time more about learning than surviving.

Cam took great care with each step not to
make a sound. She found herself doing the same thing. But, whereas
she concentrated on her feet and where she stepped, he would merely
slowly and evenly shift his weight as he took each step. He rarely
looked at his feet or the ground. Instead he focused his attention
on the rainforest before them and around them.

They trekked in absolute silence for almost
an hour before Cam’s fist quickly came up. She immediately stopped,
trying not to move. She fought the urge to look where Cam was
looking. She held her breath. Obviously Cam had spotted some
danger. Odd, she thought, that her instinct told her nothing. Cam
never took his eyes off the danger and he signaled her to squat
down.

When they were both down and out of sight of
whatever danger there was, Cam turned, pointed to his eyes and
pointed ahead left and directly to their right. He wanted her to
see the danger.

She slowly stood until her eyes were just
above the foliage they were hiding in. About a hundred meters ahead
and just to the left of their hiding place she saw two uniformed
aliens facing away from them. They were not wearing camouflage, but
their uniforms were dark and it took her a minute to pick them out
of the green and brown background. They appeared to be having a
conversation, but Kayo couldn’t hear what they were saying. When
she was satisfied, she slowly turned to her right. Here, a human
and another alien (she didn’t recognize any of the alien species)
lounged on parked speeder bikes. They were perhaps fifty meters
away from their position.

She knew this was not good. They were
supposed to get in, check out the site, and get out. All
undetected. She crouched again and nodded to Cam that she had seen
the danger. She raised her eyebrows to ask, “What now?”

Cam simply pointed at the ground: “Stay
put.”

Fifteen minutes later they heard the speeder
bikes whine away. After a quick check to make sure they were gone,
Cam motioned to her. They skirted around the two guards on foot.
The guards were facing toward the site, she realized, which meant
they weren’t guarding against attack or intrusion. They were
guarding against escape. They were using slaves! Again she resolved
to stop Thrull if it was the last thing she did.

Cam gave the guards a wide berth. As they
worked their way around Cam’s fist again went up. She stopped. He
slowly turned his head and shoulders so he could see her and she
him. He pointed to his eyes then to their right. She slowly turned
her head and scanned the rainforest. Far to their right, perhaps
two hundred meters away, she saw the dark uniforms. She couldn’t
see what creatures were wearing them, but they were clearly guards.
She nodded and Cam resumed.

The Staff of Rahgorra was Kayo’s passion. She
had read anything and everything about the Staff she could get her
hands on. She had invaded the GSB archives for anything pertaining
to it. She had read original texts, some dating back to Gellbis
13,000 years ago. She had studied the most probable resting-places
in detail, including the crash site on Koobi Fora. Though she had
never before been here, she knew everything there was to know,
about not only the site, but also the general area of the Koobi
Fora rainforest. She knew the flora and the fauna, the geology. She
knew all the theories about the angle of impact and the pattern of
the debris field. She knew it all.

And it was all being destroyed.

Two square kilometers had been slashed and
burned. The rains that daily soaked the rainforest were washing
priceless artifacts away along with the soil. They could see
several places where little rivulets had formed to carry the
runoff. And with nothing to hold it in place, the soil was part of
that runoff. Besides the appalling erosion, the site itself, the
ship and its artifacts, were being hauled away. Even the ribs of
the ship, which had remained in place for almost a millenium, were
being removed. Kayo quickly got her bearings and realized that two
of the three major debris fields were nearly gone and excavations
were well under way on the third.

Slaves were doing most of the work. She
quickly counted seven different areas where digging was taking
place. Each area had between twenty and fifty slaves, except the
impact site where well over a hundred slaves toiled. She estimated
over 300 slaves.

“We have to do something,” she whispered to
Cam.

“We’ll let the Council know about them,” he
said, never pulling his eyes from the binoculars.

They were lying on their stomachs just inside
the tree line. The young foliage that had sprung up along the edge
of the site from the sudden influx of sunlight hid them
perfectly.

“What?”

Cam sighed. “They’re in an isolated location,
a hundred kilometers away from civilization. Even if we did free
them, half of them wouldn’t survive the trek back to Hallik,” he
explained. “You have to learn to pick your battles.”

“We have to do something,” she pleaded.

“Like what? We have no ship and they’d never
survive the jungle. We’ll inform the Council and they’ll take care
of it.”

“And we’re just supposed to sit here?”

Cam suddenly pushed himself up onto all
fours, stood, and began to brush himself off. “Actually, we’re
supposed to surrender,” he said in his normal voice.

Kayo’s jaw fell open. “What? Are you crazy?”
she asked trying to pull him back into hiding.

“Thrull went to all that trouble to get me
back in the GSB and the two of us together. He did everything but
advertise that he was digging here. Of course he knew the GSB would
send its two Staff experts to check this place out,” Cam explained.
“We can either sneak around and possibly get shot at or we can
surrender. I vote for surrender.” He picked up his pack and slung
it over his shoulder.

“You are crazy,” she declared. “There’s no
way my mother or the Council would have authorized this mission if
they knew you were going to surrender!”

He grinned. “Think again. They all know.
Actually I’m surprised you hadn’t figured it out,” he said. “Now,
come on. Let’s go before one of those guards gets trigger happy and
I get my head blown off.”

“There’s no way I’m going to surrender.” Once
again Kayo felt completely lost. Her instincts told her to trust
Cam. Clearly her mother and grandmother and even the Council
trusted him. But a lot could happen in fifteen years. Allegiances
could change. To see how much they could change she only had to
consider her grandfather. Was Cam a traitor? Was he insane? Or had
this all been a ruse by Thrull to get the two of them here?

Cam shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said and
stepped from the tree line out into the open.

“Shit,” Kayo said under her breath. She had
to figure out what to do and fast. All right, she thought. What are
the possible scenarios? Think. Was Cam crazy? She didn’t think so,
despite what was happening. Was he a traitor? Her instinct told her
to trust him. She was fairly sure that if he were working for
Thrull, she would have had some inkling of it in the pit of her
stomach by now. Did Thrull want them here? He sent Cam after her on
Erdis. Of course he knew that Cam would let her mother and
grandmother know she was safe. Predictably, Cam’s sense of duty
brought him to Azwell and back into the GSB. And Thrull didn’t do
anything to try to hide that he was digging the Koobi Fora
site.

It took her about three seconds to figure it
out. She quickly grabbed her pack and rushed to catch up with Cam,
who was about half way to the nearest digging area.

“I hate you,” she said when she had finally
caught up to him.

“You have to learn to think things through,”
was all he said.

“You there! Stop where you are!” a guard at
the digging area shouted. He had his blast rifle leveled at them as
he began to walk over. His shouting alerted several other guards to
their presence. “How did you get in here? This is a restricted
area.”

Cam stopped and set down his pack. She
followed his lead.

Four guards converged on them. “How did you
get in here?” the first guard, human, repeated himself as he kicked
their packs away and out of their reach.

“We walked,” Kayo said, playing innocent.

As his backup arrived he quickly and
thoroughly patted them down. “You walked? From where?” he asked,
clearly skeptical.

“What’s going on?” another guard asked. This
one was a Cal Napparas.

“These two just walked out of the jungle,”
the first guard said.

“Actually,” Cam broke in, “your boss is
expecting us.”

“Dr. Gilpend is expecting you?” Again the
human guard did not believe them.

Cam shook his head. “No. She is.”

“Who? Keoki?” he asked. “We’ll see about
that. Get moving.”

“Is that her name? Keoki?” Cam asked as they
began walking toward the main building. Three of the four guards
escorted them.

A second human guard chuckled. “How can she
be expecting you if you don’t even know her name?” It was a
rhetorical question and Cam did not answer.

They bypassed the main building and were led
to a smaller outbuilding. This appeared to be the military command
post. They waited outside while the lead guard went inside. He was
inside for only minutes.

“Follow me,” he said and led them toward
another outbuilding.

Keoki met them half way.

Keoki had blonde hair tied back in a simple
queue and deep blue eyes. Her nose was rather small and she had
thin lips that were curled up in a slight grin. She was about as
tall as Cam and appeared to be slim despite her loose fitting
clothes. But Keoki’s physical appearance meant little to Kayo.
Instead Kayo was taken aback by the raw power that emanated from
Keoki.

If Cam was affected by it, he did not show
it.

“These two claim you’re expecting them,
Ma’am,” the guard said, his bravado now gone.

She nodded. “I am. You may go.”

With that command all three guards vanished
without a sound.

“Chameleon Del Rey,” she said. She kept her
voice friendly but Kayo could see something sinister in her eyes.
She was sure Cam saw it too. “My master has told me a lot about
you. He thinks very highly of you.”

“Glad to hear it, Keoki,” Cam replied, his
voice just as friendly. “We’re old friends, Thrull and me.”

“You know my name,” she said. “I’m
impressed.”

Cam shrugged. “The guard slipped,” he
admitted.

Keoki let out a slight laugh. “I should have
known. All they’re good for is guarding overworked slaves.” Despite
the implied insult, she and Cam were talking like they were old
friends. Next she turned her attention to Kayo. “You must be his
apprentice. Kayo, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I’m called Kayo,” she said.

Keoki nodded. “Lord Thrull has asked me to
escort the two of you to his ship, the Shuntok.”

“Great,” Cam said. “When do we leave?”

“There’s a shuttle on its way down as we
speak.”

Cam nodded his approval. “Could we get our
packs back?” Cam asked. “The guards left them back in the mud.”

“That figures,” Keoki commented. “I’ll make
sure you get them back before we leave. Now, if you’ll follow
me…”

“Actually, I was wondering if we could take a
look around,” Cam said.

Keoki did not hesitate at the request. “Of
course. I’ll get Dr. Gilpend to show you around.”

 


* * *

 


Cam and Kayo sat in the shuttle’s main
section, the only passengers among the two dozen seats. They had
been directed in here and left alone. Cam could feel Keoki nearby,
presumably in the cockpit. The shuttle had just lifted off.

“Is it safe to talk?” Kayo asked.

Cam thought for a moment. The rumble of the
shuttle’s engines would make a listening device almost useless.
“Yes, it’s safe,” he said.

“A couple things have been bothering me.”

“Like what?” Cam asked.

“First, if Thrull’s plan was to get us
together and get us here, then why send Markos after us?”

He smiled to himself. She was starting to
think things through. “Several reasons, actually. Escaping from
Markos made the two of us even closer. It forged a bond between us,
the bond of fighting a common enemy.”

“That makes sense,” she commented.

“It was also a test,” he said.

“A test?”

“A test to see if I still have what it takes.
A test to see if I’m still a worthy opponent. At the same time it
was a warning. A one time only warning that even though we used to
be friends, he’s not playing games and he means business.”

Kayo took a minute to digest what he had
said. When she was satisfied she said, “There’s something else I
can’t figure out. I know why he wants me, but why does he want
you?”

Cam shook his head, disappointed. Kayo was
still not seeing the whole picture. She was still thinking in one
dimension. But at least she was trying, he reminded himself.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, seeing the
disappointment in his face.

“Why does he want you?” he asked her point
blank.

“To neutralize my mother and grandmother, of
course,” she said. “By having me as a hostage, he limits what they
can do.”

“Do you really believe that?” he asked, his
words harsh. “You are a trained GSB agent. You signed on to put
your life in danger. Your mother and your grandmother both know
this. Despite the strong family relationship, they would gladly
trade your life to stop Thrull. And besides,” he added, “he’s your
grandfather. I don’t think he would hurt a hair on your head.”

“All right,” she shot back, “then why does he
want you?”

“Have you ever played Battlechess?”

“Yeah,” she said, unsure of where he was
going.

“Your grandfather loved to play. He would
play anyone, anytime, anywhere, from first year cadets to members
of the High Council. He played them all. And he never lost. If he
had cared about rankings, he would have easily been a Grandmaster.
No one could beat him. Except me. We played for over ten years. He
won some games. I won some. But most of the time we played to a
draw.” He paused, then said, “I’m the only one who can beat
him.”

“Big deal. So you beat him at Battlechess,”
she said.

“I’m also from Foi Dor.”

“The Prophecy?” she asked in awe.

Cam laughed. “What you call a prophecy, I
call a bedtime story.”

A thousand years before, the last time the
Staff of Rahgorra had been wielded, a great battle had been fought
in the skies above the fourth planet of the Foi Dor system. When
the battle was finally over, Foi Dor IV had been destroyed. The
world and billions of lives had been reduced to an asteroid belt
that now spanned Foi Dor IV’s orbital path. Legend had it that one
person, an old Tulu Bor named Cunthi, survived the destruction. He
lived in the caves of one of the asteroids. Some said he still
lived. Some said he died long ago and only his Jai lived on. All
agree he vowed to stop Rahgorra’s Staff the next time it was
discovered. According to the prophecy, just before the Staff was
rediscovered, Cunthi would visit a child of Foi Dor III in a dream.
He would teach the child the secret to stopping the Staff. Billions
of children over the years had gone to sleep praying that they were
chosen to save the galaxy.

“Are you telling me that you’re the One?” she
asked incredulously. “Cunthi visited your dreams?”

Cam nodded. “He was my first teacher. For
years he visited my dreams. Sometimes every night, sometimes there
were weeks between visits. He was there, as real as you are,” he
said. “Yes, I am the One, and Thrull knows it. That’s why he wants
me.”

“If you’re so damn important, why are we
here?” she asked. “Why play into his hands?”

“This is Battlechess on a grand scale, and
the game has just started,” Cam replied. “We’re still feeling each
other out, testing strengths, looking for weaknesses. I’m just
playing the game.”

“But its not a game,” Kayo objected.

“No, it’s not. This is real. But the
principles are the same.”

 


 


* * *
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