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STORMING THE NORSE WIND

	STELLAR DATE: 01.08.4084 (Adjusted Years)

	LOCATION: TSS Kirby Jones

	REGION: Rimward edge of asteroid belt, Terran Hegemony, InnerSol

	 

	 

	Commander Tanis Richards leaned forward in the captain’s chair on the TSS Kirby Jones, examining the ship floating before her on the bridge’s main holotank. 

	It was a medium tonnage freighter on a run from Cune to Makemake; a nondescript ship on a common shipping route. Yet something about the vessel felt wrong. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but it was more than the flag the freighter had on it from the Cune Port Authority. 

	Lovell, the ship’s AI, had run through the freighter’s manifest, and nothing stood out. However, the Cune dockmaster had reason to believe they had smuggled undeclared cargo aboard—some old engine flow regulators that were contraband for reasons Tanis couldn’t fathom—and were taking it out of Terran Hegemony space.  

	“Bring them around on our vector,” Tanis ordered her comm and scan officer. “No point in us wasting fuel. We’re low enough on volatiles as it is."

	“Freighter Norse Wind, cease acceleration on current course, and come about to the vector we have designated,” Lieutenant James called out over the Kirby Jones’s comm systems. 

	The Norse Wind was only two light seconds away, but the response took almost thirty to come back. 

	“They’ve acknowledged,” Lieutenant James said. “They’re shifting course; should match up with us in thirty-five minutes.”

	“I can tighten that up a bit,” Lieutenant Jeannie said from the pilot’s console. “If I give a little boost now, we can sync up in about twenty-five.”

	“Do it, Lieutenant,” Tanis said. 

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	Tanis continued to stare at the holo, wondering why the Kirby Jones had been dispatched to check over this ship. The freighter was due to stop at Callisto in two weeks—inspectors there could have checked the ship over without sending her patrol craft off-course. 

	She could see the need for a mid-route interception if the ship had a poor reputation. But other than a few small infractions, the Norse Wind had a stellar rating—especially for a Scattered Disk ship that made runs into InnerSol.

	“I’m going over on this one,” she finally declared. “Jeannie, you have the conn.”

	Jeannie turned in her seat and gave Tanis a questioning look. “Ma’am?”

	“You heard me, Lieutenant, you have the conn.” 

	“Aye, ma’am, I have the conn,” Jeannie replied.

	Tanis nodded with satisfaction, pretending to ignore the look Jeannie shared with James. Either the two lieutenants were wondering what was the reason for the interception as much as she was, or they’d placed a bet as to whether or not she’d join the boarding party.

	<Lovell, keep an eye on the kids, will you?> she asked the ship’s AI over the Link. 

	<Don’t I always, Commander?> Lovell responded, the AI’s words flowing directly into her mind.

	<Yeah, but I have to say it. Makes me feel better.>

	Tanis stood and raised her arms in a long stretch before turning and walking off the bridge toward the patrol ship’s sortie room. It wasn’t a long walk; the Kirby Jones was only one hundred twenty meters from bow to engines, but, like all good ships in the Terran Space Force, no empty space was permitted when it could be filled with conduit, storage, or power and munitions, and she carefully threaded her way through the maze.

	Tanis walked past the crew quarters and galley, before slipping down a ladder and landing on Deck 3 with a bang. She stooped her hundred-eighty-two-centimeter frame under a low hanging duct while calling down to engineering. 

	<Connie, I’m going over on this one.>

	<Yeah, so Lovell told me. You just love to get out there and see what trouble can find you. You do realize that’s what we have Marian and her team here for, right?> 

	Corporal Marian led the Kirby Jones’s four-person assault team. Under Marian served privates Yves, Susan, and Lukas. They were a good fireteam—though regulars, not Marines—and they had acquitted themselves well during the Kirby Jones’s overlong tour.

	<We’ve been out in the black for over eleven months, Connie> Tanis replied. <I just need to stretch my legs a bit. I’m sure nothing will go awry. Standard pop n’ drop.>

	<Stars, Tanis, why do you always have to go and jinx everything?>

	<Connie, you should know by now that I don’t believe in luck. I make my own fortune,> Tanis replied, sending a mental smile over the Link as she palmed the door control for the sortie room.

	<Oh, I know you think so—that much has been more than evident over the last three years.>

	Three years? Tanis thought to herself. She double-checked the date she had been given the Kirby Jones as her command and saw that Connie hadn’t exaggerated. It would be three years in just one week. Time flew when you were out in the black chasing smugglers and pirates. 

	Not that they often found many smugglers and pirates. Mostly just ships that had let some permit or registry expire, and were seeing how long they could let it slide before anyone noticed. 

	Tanis decided not to give Connie the satisfaction of a reply; though the technical sergeant did give her a final snort over the Link before returning to her engines.

	Inside the sortie room, her assault team was already gearing up. Yves spotted Tanis first, and moved to salute, but Tanis stopped him with a wave of her hand. “At ease, everyone. Don’t stop on my account.”

	“Is everything alright?” Corporal Marian asked, clearly wondering why her CO was present. 

	“Couldn’t be better,” Tanis replied. “I just thought I’d come along for the ride and see what there is to see over there. Maybe they’ve got some better food than what’s left in our tanks, and we can buy some rations off them.”

	Corporal Lukas chuckled. “They could have dried monkey turds and it would be better than what’s left in our tanks.”

	Yves and Susan chuckled quietly while Marian cuffed Lukas on the side of his head. “Stow it, private.”

	Tanis was glad to see that Marian had taken their little chat about maintaining discipline to heart. There were just ten of them on the Kirby Jones, and after months together in the black, things had become a bit too lax. She wasn’t about to start running one of those ships.

	An eleven month tour was uncommon—usually they were only out for three to five—but right now, the TSF needed all the patrol craft it could muster; which meant that their run had gone on almost twice as long as it should have.

	Long patrols like this happened every few years, when Mars passed between Earth and Ceres—an alignment that always heralded more than one snafu.
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