Part Five


The crews of the Fool’s Gold and the Emancipator had been taken into custody, and although security was tight in and around Cairo, the Matterhorn was no longer needed, and the next day they arrived in orbit of Venice. But word had spread quickly of the Terran Liberation Front’s plans to attack the planet, and people were frightened, and rightfully so, Casey thought. The presence of the bioweapons on the Emancipator still worried him, and although CAG Frieze had told him that there was no need to fear, he still did. Ten years ago, it wouldn’t have mattered. He would have taken off, engines blazing, and flown straight into the thick of things, ready to bring any evil plan crashing down. But he had kids now, a wife to think about. Everything was now in perspective, and Casey knew he had to approach things cautiously, always to think before acting. As he sat as his desk, he allowed himself a rueful chuckle. Listen to me, he thought. I sound like an old man. Who would have figured age and responsibility would one day catch up to the Iceman’s kid? 

President Taggart always said how fast time was racing by, how one day he had just been a little kid on Mimas Colony, unaware of the impending terrorist attack that would kill his parents, and then the next day he was the elected leader of the Terran Confederation, bent and bowed from years of warfare. Casey found wisdom in Paladin, and had longed cherished him as a friend. Paladin was right, of course. Time could not be tamed, and it was sweeping them all away in a great storm. Casey wondered for a moment what the future held for him? Would he die like Blair, aged and alone, sacrificing himself in one last selfless moment of glory? Or more like Iceman, ambushed and thrown aside? Or maybe, Casey thought, he would just fade away, and succumb to the rigors of time itself. He hoped so, for at least his sons’ sake. They deserved to know their father. 


Casey wiped at his eyes. He was tired, having barely slept since leaving Hell’s Kitchen. And his mind was wandering, dwelling on things that were none of his business. I’m just a pilot, he thought. And my only duty right now is stop the terrorists, be they Terran or Kilrathi, and whatever their goal. He finished his paperwork, and, donning a flightsuit, headed down to the flight deck. He had received summons earlier from the Science Division of Venice Command; someone wanted to speak to him. He didn’t know really what it was all about, but nevertheless, having received permission from Captain Frieze, he took a Vampire and flew to a small planetoid some distance from Venice itself. The moonlet was small, oblong, and gray. On its surface, no water flowed, and nothing lived there. The clouds were thick and black, the skies choked with dust, and static electricity crackled beyond Casey’s wings. Why anybody would want to establish a scientific base here on this desolate moonscape, Casey didn’t know. But, he supposed, that was precisely the point. 


“Venice Science Division, this is Alpha One from the TCS Matterhorn,” he said into the given frequency. “Requesting permission to land.”


“Alpha One,” a tiny voice said, ”this is Venice Science Division: you have clearance.” And there before Casey’s eyes, a section of the cratered ground gave way, opening wide like a toothless maw, and into this breech, Casey flew, guided by the ALS. When at last he touched down, a bright red light shone upon the walls of the hangar, only to turn green when the doors again shut. Landing crews in environmental suits, now shedding their helmets, rolled up a ladder, and Casey dropped to the deck. 


A young petty officer was there to meet him, and she saluted, and said, “Hello, Colonel Casey. It’s an honor to have you here. Do you have any idea what we do here?” 


“Ecological research, I suppose,” Casey replied with a shrug. “Astronomical surveys?” 


The noncom laughed, and her cheeks flushed red. “Try again, Colonel,” she said, but before Casey could, she continued. “This isn’t just any science base, sir. Our work is top-secret, and we answer directly to Intelligence Assets.”


“Intell?” Casey asked. “What would eggheads be doing for TCIA?” 


“We’re involved in weapons research,” the petty officer explained. Casey’s face went pale, and he thought again of the bioconvergence canisters recovered from the TLF. But the petty officer shook her quickly, said, “No, not bioweapons, sir, if that’s what you’re thinking. Well… I believe the Commodore can answer all your questions, and it was she who sent for you, anyway.”


“Do you have any idea why?” Casey asked, as he was led down long, dim, snaking corridors toward the center of the station. 


The petty officer shrugged. “I’m not sure, sir,” she answered, and said no more. After a while, they arrived at a pair of large blast doors, which were guarded by two Marines, who took their identification, and at last entered a key code, and let them pass. Beyond the door was a great, bowl-shaped chamber, with a high roof dotted with what looked like a holographic representation of the known galaxy. At stations around the room worked men and women, most in Confed green, but a few in civilian jumpsuits marked with the insignia of the World Science Federation, or the CIAI. The petty officer led Casey up a short flight of steps, however, to the command deck, and there stood a stout woman in her early forties, round of face, and her blonde hair was going gray at the temples. But as the woman, who bore the rank of Commodore, turned and presented her hand, and a broad smile, Casey at once recognized her. 


“Aurora Finley!” he exclaimed, and enthusiastically shook her hand. 


“Well, well, well,” Finley said, hands on hips, “the legend returns! So, how about it, Casey, is everything I’ve heard about you true?” 


Colonel Casey laughed, replied, “Well, that depends on what you’ve heard… Commodore? Wow, that’s some promotion since last I saw you. Are you in charge of this whole operation?” And he glanced up at the distant apex of the roof. 


“No,” Finley admitted with a humble shrug. “I’m afraid that’s Admiral Rankine’s job. But, that’s not to say I don’t have some influence around here.” 


“Yeah?” Lance chuckled, but left it at that. “So,” he said, furrowing his brow, “did you call me here for a reason, or did you just miss me?” 


“Well, to be honest, Casey, it’s been six years,” she sighed. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve always thought we worked quite well together.” Indeed, she was right, Casey thought. Aurora Finley had headed the Science Division on board the TCS Midway, and had helped to learn the mysteries, or at least a large portion of them, of the Nephilim, during their invasion ten years ago. Without Finley, many—including perhaps Casey—would have been killed on Dula 7, and elsewhere. Casey owed her a lot, and, even though she would never admit it, nor would Casey ask, it was always understood that she had held some secret feelings for him. It was no surprise, he thought, that she had not shown up at his wedding, even if she had been swamped with her own work in the Scientific Services. Finley smiled again, said, “But I just perhaps thought you’d be interested in what we’ve been doing here in Venice the last couple of years.” 


Casey leaned in close, as if the two old friends were sharing some sort of secret. “Well,” he prompted, “what are you doing here? People are pretty tight-lipped about things.” 


“As they should be, Casey,” Finley replied. “As you’ve probably been told, Rankine and I are working for Coolidge in Intelligence. Weaponry isn’t just for techies or engineers, you know.” 


“True,” Casey said, crossing his arms. “But that still doesn’t explain what you’ve been doing here. And what’s with the civilians? Since when is the Science Federation interested in armaments?” 


“Since we started investigating salvaged Nephilim ships, Casey,” she said, and the excitement in her voice was obvious. “Without a doubt, the Bugs were using some very sophisticated technology, and ever since you and General Bowen put the Nephilim out of business in Proxima, Intelligence has been itching to harness that technology.” 


“Well, that explains the Alien Contact Committee,” Casey said. “But we on the Cerberus didn’t exactly leave a whole lot of Buggish artifacts just lying around for you eggheads to scour. Plus, a lot of that stuff was contaminated, remember?” 


Finley nodded. “True,” she said, “which is why this research is slow going. We’ve managed to rebuild only one full Nephilim ship, with fully functioning plasma cannon. Everything else we have is just scrap, pieces in a much larger and more interesting puzzle.” 


Casey’s eyes shown with childish delight, as he asked, “May I see it?” 


“I was afraid you were going to ask that,” Finely said, but there was a smile on her face. “But Admiral Rankine’s given you clearance, per my request. Come on, we’re housing it on the seventh level.” They took the lift through the bowels of the facility, deeper and deeper into the rugged heart of the planetoid. “We founded this place for security reasons, of course,” the Commodore explained. “But the whole Intelligence community is worried. Last month, we had sent a heavily guarded comm relay ship to Enyo, with specs of the entire project for Admiral Coolidge. Only the comm ship never made it, and its escort was destroyed, too. We sent out another ship, and thankfully this one reached Enyo, and then Sol, but that first convoy has us all concerned. Who might have recovered the wreckage, if there was enough to recover, and how much would they now know? We sent teams out to find what they could, but so far, there’s been zip.” 


The lift came to a stop, and they emerged into a small control room, dominated on one end by an expanse of transparent steel. Through the window, Casey saw a large hangar, and sitting there was one of the familiar, black-armored Nephilim craft that Midway Tactical had codenamed Devil Ray. Spotlights shone upon it, and men in sealed vacuum suits crawled across its hull, holding portable scanners, taking detailed notes. Nearby, on a tripod, sat a long ebony tube, threaded with luminescent green like most Bug ships, and more scientists were investigating this. Casey pointed it out, and Finley explained: “Oh, that’s one of Gorgon cannons we’ve been able to reconstruct. Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to get it operational, so we only have the one plasma cannon working.” 


“Has anyone flown it yet?” 


Finley grinned. “Are you volunteering, Casey?” she asked. “No, nobody’s had the chance yet. Both Rankine and Coolidge want more tests done before we put a human pilot in the cockpit. It’s dangerous and risky; they want to ensure, and understandably so, that we’re not endangering the life of any test pilot unnecessarily. But I’ll put your name into the hat, if you’re really interested.” 


And Casey had to admit that he was. He had heard horror stories from Tiger’s Claw veterans of flying the Dralthi during the Kilrathi invasion of Firekka, but still that did not dissuade him. He was a pilot, and flying was in his blood. He wanted to take that Devil Ray out into the stars. He glanced sidelong at Finley, said, “Well, ma’am, I just might have to think about it. But, seriously, I see men in envirosuits. Is that thing hazardous?”  


“Contaminated, you mean?” Finley said. She shook her head. “Not anymore. We irradiated every fragment of the craft we brought in, and it seemed to kill whatever was on it. It’s safe enough, but even after everything we’ve done here, we still don’t know everything about Nephilim technology, especially considering the Bugs used biomechanical ships. We—Terrans, I mean—might be carrying something, some germ or what have you, that could ruin everything. We just don’t know for sure, so until we do, Rankine wants every precaution taken.” 


“I see. So, you’ve spent the last… how many years?… working on this?” Casey whistled his admiration. “That’s dedication.” 


“True,” Aurora grinned, “but don’t think this is all we’ve been doing here. Granted, the Devil Ray has been my top priority, but we have dozens of other departments here, all with their own goal. In fact, one of my colleagues, a civilian named Dr. Monkhouse, left just last week to investigate a Steltek derelict found in the Ulysses Corridor. We aren’t sure what fruit, if any, it will bear, but we’re always hopeful. But we’re looking at not just Nephilim and Steltek, but races we’re familiar with, the Varni or the Wu, or whatever, for anything that might be of use. In fact, we’ve had contact with the Assembly of Clans, who has provided us with several small Hari relics. Very interesting stuff, Casey.” 


Casey glanced again at the Devil Ray, marveling at the prowess of Aurora Finley and her people, and at last they turned away, and took the lift back to the command center. As they were entering the chamber, however, Casey heard sirens blaring, and Finley raced to a console. “What’s going on?” she demanded. 


“There’s a ship approaching, ma’am,” a lieutenant answered. “It’s ignored all hails from Venice, and doesn’t appear to be altering course.” 


“What the hell?” Finley snapped, and Casey glanced over her shoulder at a small VDU. It was a civilian craft, thick and heavily armored, undoubtedly upgraded. “An Orion,” Finley whispered. “Ted, where did it come from?” 


The lieutenant glanced at his readings and shrugged. “I don’t know for sure, ma’am,” he said helplessly, “but it seems to have just dropped out of nowhere. I’d put good credits down to say that this thing has a cloaking device.” 


“Do Orions have cloaking devices?” she asked, looking up at Casey.


“It’s not standard,” he replied, “but ever since Confed perfected the Shroud, companies all over the galaxy have been making their own devices and selling them, whether legally or not. It wouldn’t be hard for a privateer to install one, although it wouldn’t be cheap.” 


“Well,” Finley murmured, shaking her head, “he couldn’t know we’re here, so maybe he’s just lost, or his commlink is down. He might be running from Kilrathi, or Retros, or who knows what!” 

Suddenly, the room shook just slightly, and a new siren blared. “Commodore, he just dropped a bomb on us! A Nuke’em, ma’am!” The ground of the planetoid shook again as another nuclear warhead detonated.

“Running from Kilrathi, indeed,” Casey snarled. “That creep’s out to crack you wide open.” 

“Impossible!” Finley exclaimed. “How could he have known…” And then it dawned on her, and Casey, at the same time. “Dammit! The missing comm ship!” 

“The TLF took her down, I’d bet,” Casey said. “They’re after that Devil Ray!”

“Casey, are you up to flying? We have no fighter wing, and it will take a few minutes until Venice responds.” Casey smiled, threw a salute, and flew down the corridors at a sprint, until he burst into the hangar, grabbed his helmet, and leapt into the Vampire. The light blinked red as the doors groaned open, and soon Casey was in the sky, passing through a thick haze of dust, made thicker by the Nuke’em bombs that the Orion had launched. Nuke’ems were nothing more than old-fashioned nuclear bombs, although much smaller than their ancient forbears, and rocket-propelled. A gunship like the Orion could carry three at most, but more if they lacked cannons and missiles, or further luxuries, like an afterburner. 

The Orion was swinging about the peak a towering mountain, intent on another pass, but Casey increased speed, dropped the targeting reticule over the gunship’s bulky form. Sure enough, the Orion pulled up and away, rocketing back toward space. “Unidentified vessel,” Casey snapped, “surrender now!” 

“Not a chance,” a voice growled. “I have work to do.” 

And the Orion swooped back down, preparing to unleash another nuke upon the base. Casey’s fingers tensed upon the triggers, but he did not open fire. If he destroyed the gunship this close to the surface, the rest of the terrorist’s payload would detonate all at once, and Casey himself would likely perish in the attempt. He had to get the Orion back into space. Casey didn’t think the Orion pilot was suicidal—else he likely would have just gone kamikaze and plunged into the mountainside, bringing its bulk atop the science base and crushing everyone inside. In this he had an advantage. He opened up a private link to the command center, said, “What defenses do you have here?” 

“Not much,” came Commodore Finley’s reply. “This whole operation was supposed to be a secret. Venice Command was of the mind, and Admiral Rankine and I agreed, that heavy defenses would attract too much attention. But we have a couple hidden laser turrets in the mountain. What do you have in mind, Casey?” 
Casey thought for a moment, glanced at the looming pile of stone far to the north. “I want you to lay a spread of laserfire around that Orion—but don’t hit it! I only want to force it into space. This guy isn’t going to brave a continuing onslaught of turret fire, especially not with a Vampire on his tail!” he said. 

“Roger that, Casey,” Finley replied, and a moment later, sections of the mountainside shimmered away (holograms, Casey thought), and flashes of red began to illuminate the murky surface of the moonlet. Casey pushed the throttle forward, and armed an ImRec. The Orion maneuvered through the web of lasers, but a beam glanced off his rear armor. The gunship was too sluggish, and at once, its pilot turned away from the onslaught, and headed back toward space, with Casey in close pursuit. When they were once again surrounded by vacuum and stars twinkled to all sides, the Orion boosted to its maximum speed, and headed for the jump point, but the Vampire far exceeded the gunship’s maximum acceleration, and there was no escape for its pilot. Casey was about to fire, when the voice of CAG Frieze crackled in his head, “Colonel, do not destroy the Orion! Repeat: do not destroy it. The Captain wants to capture its pilot alive for interrogation. Prevent it from escaping—disable it, if you can—and await a tender from Venice; it will tow it back to base. Do you copy?” 

Casey frowned, replied, “Yes, sir, I copy.” He launched a Friend or Foe missile, and let it detonate far above the fleeing Orion. He glanced at his scope; a number of blue blips were on the way, and it wouldn’t take long for them to arrive. Casey continued to toy with the Orion, nipping at its rear with tachyon guns. “Orion,” he said through the comm, “give it up. Reinforcements are on the way to apprehend you. Further flight is useless.” 

“Is that so, confee?” the pilot snarled. “Well, how do you like this?” And suddenly, in Casey’s cockpit, alarms blared, and a yellow blip came speeding towards him: the Orion had launched a Nuke’em! Casey yawed to port, gunned afterburners. A bright white flash erupted in the space where a moment before he had been flying. His starboard shields crackled, and failed. And then as the atomic blaze dispersed into the ether, Casey saw a wing of new arrivals, and they certainly weren’t Confed! A Heat Seeker came his way, but while rolling clear of it, he flew right into the guns of a Talon! There were three of them, painted red, and they converged on Casey, intent on a kill. He went evasive, dodging through webs of mass driver and particle fire, and deadly missiles. But his rear armor was torn asunder, and shields were in the red. 

Suddenly, one was ripped apart in a dazzling display of flame and metal, and then another. The surviving Talon turned tail and attempted to flee, but a Spiculum missile sought him ought and demolished him. Casey laughed as overhead flew a wing of Panthers, bearing upon their fuselages the image of a wolf. “Need a little help there, honey?” a mocking voice called, and Casey smiled broadly. 

“I should have known, Maestro!” he replied. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Captain Max Garrett, better known as Maestro, snorted, groaned, “Yeah, some gratitude I get for coming halfway across the known galaxy to save your ass. Shouldn’t you be chasing kids around, and changing diapers, Pops?” He chuckled, and when he spoke again, he was more serious. “No, the Wolf Pack has been chasing these bastards from Megaron. They gave us the slip in Alcor, but we couldn’t be sure what they were up to. I guess we know now. But you’re lucky that we showed up when we did!” 

“What happened to the Orion?” Casey asked. 

“One of my pilots has it detained a couple of light-minutes from here,” Maestro replied. “What do the brass want with it?” 

Casey shrugged. “I’m not sure,” he said. “But I guess we’re about to find out.” 

Feeling pleased, and amused, with this sudden reunion with his old Academy pal, Casey limped back to the Matterhorn, where Jim Burrows gave him the evil eye as he and the flight crew got to work on repairing the Vampire. Captain Frieze was waiting for him in Flight Control. “Commodore Finley was lucky,” the old man growled, rubbing his jowls. “Jonas Hart isn’t playing around anymore. First the Emancipator, and now this. If the TLF had gotten their hands on that Nephilim technology…” But he couldn’t finish, and he told Casey to go and get some rest. “We’ll take it from here,” he said, as he walked away. “Tactical is going to give our new friend a warm welcome, and find out what else he might know.” And Casey didn’t envy the TLF pilot that they had just captured. Who knew what went on behind the closed doors of interrogation rooms? What twisted devices did those Intell goons use to pry information from even the least knowing soldier? Casey didn’t want to think about it and, changing out of his flightsuit, he went to the rec room for a breather. 

The rest of the day was spent doing paperwork and watching landings and takeoffs from Flight Control, and not even a holo from his sons could shake the nagging concern from Casey’s mind. No doubt the TLF incursion into Cairo had been yet another feint, designed to take attention away from this little strike force coming out of Alcor. Frieze was right: Finley had been lucky! He was thinking this when at last sleep took him. The next morning, after flying a patrol, he was notified by his secretary that the Captain wished to see him on the flight deck. When he arrived, the deck had been cleared, and the Captain headed a delegation of all the Matterhorn’s senior officers. Casey sidled up to CAG Frieze, whispered, “Sir, what’s going on?” 

“A visitor from Space Force Command,” Frieze groaned. “He was on Venice inspecting the airbase there when he decided to drop by and see what we had found out from that Orion pilot.” 

“And what did we find, Captain?” Casey asked.

“All in due time, Casey,” Frieze replied. The Captain called them all to attention then as a shuttle came in for a landing, and it bore the insignia of the Joint Chiefs. The hatch hissed open and a few officers in Confed green descended the ramp, and a tall, thick man with General’s bars soon followed them. It looked as if he had once been fit, but now, well into his fifties, noticeable folds of fat hung from his chin and cheeks, and nothing could disguise the paunch that threatened to spill over his belt. The man’s hair, once blonde, was now gray, and thinning on the top. The General approached the Captain of the carrier, and they exchanged salutes. After a few brief words, the General, whom everyone knew as Assistant to the Chief of Staff, stalked down the line, studying the various Wing Commanders and Department Heads that had been assembled to greet him.

The General stopped at Casey, and there was a twinkle in his green eyes. “Well, well, well,” he said, and there was sarcasm, and a touch of venom, in his voice. “If it isn’t my good friend Casey! And how’s the Iceman’s kid doing these days?” 

“Very well, thank you, General Marshall,” Casey replied neutrally. 

“Last I heard, you were flying a desk,” Todd “Maniac” Marshall said with a wry grin. “Hmmm… maybe you should have stayed there. Things aren’t going to get any easier than they are now.” 

Casey nodded noncommittally. “I’ve been given orders by Admiral Tolwyn, sir,” he said. “I’ll do my duty, just like everyone else on board this ship.” 

“Yeah,” Marshall mumbled, and walked away. Todd Marshall, for years a fearless ace and the bane of his fellow pilots, was not a man that one would delight in seeing, especially after so long. After the death of Christopher Blair, Marshall had suffered what some would call a nervous breakdown, and was given an extended leave of absence. During this time, Maniac had settled on Nephele, Blair’s home planet, and had married and divorced no less than three times. Four years after his departure from active duty, Marshall had returned, and shortly thereafter had been promoted to Colonel, and given the Wing Commander’s slot aboard the TCS Bradshaw. Casey, serving on the Actium at the time, had been skeptical. After all, Marshall had lost no less than two of his commands in previous years, one to Mandarin treachery and the other to his own weak wills, and no one had seemed eager to give him yet more responsibility. But, it seemed, a new Maniac Marshall had returned to Confed, one of strength and wisdom that barely resembled the reckless, sometimes suicidal, child that Casey’s father had flown with on the Tiger’s Claw. It wasn’t long before Marshall had accepted flag rank, and was now at the right hand of the Space Force Chief of Staff. By all accounts, Marshall was still impossible to get along with, but he was a good administrator, and one couldn’t fault him for that. Still, Casey didn’t want him aboard the Matterhorn, and he didn’t think anybody else did, either. 

Later that day, after a couple of patrols, Casey learned that the Midway had arrived in Venice, and so he decided to take a Piranha over and pay a quick visit to his old home. He was wanted shortly for a mission briefing, and he was sure that General Marshall would be there, so anything to keep his mind off that for the while was welcome. He was given clearance and came within the megacarrier’s sweeping arms, and the tractor beam guided him to a landing. Crews came and secured his fighter, and some of the noncoms Casey recognized from ten years ago. They slapped each other on the back and exchanged pleasantries, but Casey, having little time, excused himself. On the way up to the crew quarters, he suddenly missed Rachael Coriolis, his old plane tech. He didn’t know what had become of Coriolis, only that she had finally retired three years ago. Maybe she too had gone to Nephele, where she and Christopher Blair had spent a few, tumultuous years of marriage. Who knew? Friends and comrades of old were now scattered far, or had succumbed to fate. Paladin’s old notions of time came back to him then, and Casey smiled ruefully as the lift came to a halt.

He entered then into a familiar place, dim lit, sleek, and utilitarian, but at the same time also homely, cozy and welcoming. There was the old egg-shaped simulator, the self-serve bar where he had sipped his first Boom-Boom. There he had first met Maniac and Hawk, and there was where he, Maestro, and Dallas had first heard the word Kn’thrak, a word of horror and dread that would, in the days that followed, change their lives irrevocably. He took a seat, and a moment later the door to the ready room hissed open and in stepped Max Garrett. He looked much the same as he had in the old days, dark of hair and broad of face, never one to be taken too seriously, but a hell of a pilot nevertheless. Casey rose and embraced his old friend, and they talked for a moment about their lives, about Casey’s family, and Maestro’s continuous pursuit of the bachelor’s life. Maestro was never one for change, which was probably the reason why he was still aboard the Midway as a squadron commander. It seemed to Max that being a little fish in a big pond was better, especially if the big pond was familiar. 

“Hey, I’ve got something!” Maestro exclaimed, ducking behind the bar, and emerging a moment later with a tall, glazed bottle painted in various hues. 

Casey laughed. “Altairian brandy?” he asked. “That’s contraband!” He looked around conspiratorially. “Be careful! Is Stiletto around?” 

Maestro snorted as he popped open the cork and poured two glasses. “As if!” he cried. “She’s probably at home giving birth to another baby, or baking cookies, or whatever the hell she does these days. Cheers!” They clinked their glasses together and drank. “Goes down smooth. Got this from the President himself!” And he took another gulp, and belched. 

They sat in silence for a long while, drinking, remembering days gone by. At last, Casey spoke, “So, have you heard? Maniac came aboard the Matterhorn today.” 

Maestro’s dark eyes went wide. “You’re shitting me!” he accused. “Wasn’t playing golf and writing his memoirs enough for the old man? I thought we put him out to pasture a long time ago.”

“Well, Marshall’s still pretty influential in the High Command,” Casey said with a shrug. “He almost has as much sway as Kevin Tolwyn.” 

“That doesn’t mean if I have to like him,” Maestro muttered into his glass. “Well, what does he want?” 

“I don’t know,” Casey sighed. “I think he just wants to find out firsthand what’s going with the TLF in these parts. Maybe relive some of his old glory.” 

“See?” Maestro exclaimed, pounding the table. “I knew it! Why can’t these guys just leave well enough alone? I’m getting a fat paycheck every week to risk my ass; I don’t need gray headed brass hats coming in and hoarding in on my stash!” 

“Don’t worry, Maestro, I don’t think anybody cares about your stash,” Casey laughed. “But maybe Maniac thinks this could be his last hurrah before retirement.” 

“Todd Marshall? Retiring? I don’t think he knows what that means, Casey.” 

And maybe Maestro was right. Casey shrugged. “I guess there’s no use debating it,” he sighed. “Maniac’s here, and so that only means one thing: things are going to get a little more complicated. He might be on board, unfortunately, until we have the TLF put out of business.” 

“Well, what about the Sivarists?” Maestro asked.

“They’ve been quiet for the past couple of days, ever since Hell’s Kitchen. But what happened in Brimstone? Frieze thought the Cats might have shown up there” Casey said.

Maestro shook his head. “Nope,” he growled. “All that was going on there was a trade dispute between rival corporations. They’d hired privateers to prevent one another from shipping. We had to pretty much sit the CEOs down and tell them to get along, or Confed would put them out of business.” 

“Maybe I’m wrong, but it seems like this whole galaxy is getting crazier.” 

“Listen to you!” Maestro said. “You sound an old curmudgeon. Pretty soon, you’ll be sitting on your lawn wearing shorts and black socks, and telling the kids to get off your lawn. Don’t worry, Casey, things have always been insane; they’re not getting crazier, they’re just getting different. Last year, everyone was making a fuss about the Kilrathi, and now it’s that asshole Hart and his gang. What’ll it be next year? Killer bunny-rabbits from beyond the moon?” He rubbed his chin. “Bunnies… Why, there’s an anthropomorphic space animal we haven’t met yet…” 


Casey laughed, seized the bottle of Altairian brandy, and poured a hefty dose for both himself and Maestro. “One threat at a time,” he said, and they drank.

