Unsteady Ground – Prelude

Argus Bar

Sector 999

Chyron

The two fighters circled each other, both stripped to the waist. The tall man with the shaven head and prison tattoos towered over his opponent, a heavily scarred man with a deeply disfigured face that looked like it it had seen more then just bar fights over the years. The two were silent, sizing each other up and ignoring the shouts from the crowd around them. The tall man moved forward, then confidently aimed a powerful hook at the scarred head who ducked to take the blow on his cranium. A second jab followed smashing into the cheek of the shorter man as he struggled to close the gap between them. Gavris was as confident as he ever was, the champion liked to wear down his opponents for the crowd then finish them off quickly and brutally. The fight had been five minutes long so far and mostly one sided, though the smaller man seemed either tough or desperate. Gavris was wondering if that scarred flesh could feel pain. His opponent had landed a few blows but nothing to worry the larger fighter. 

Perhaps it was time to end this. He aimed another blow at the smaller man's head and was surprised when the smaller man ducked, raising his shoulder to take the punch, and then he stepped forward and slammed his fist into Gavris side. The fighter felt a deep stab of pain he was not expecting. A second blow in the same region brought forward a second fiery flash in the champion's side, causing him to grit his teeth, and then the other fist moved in an uppercut that smashed into Gavris' chin driving him back. As he heard the crowd roar in approval the smaller man advanced on him, his eyes boring into Gavris own and the fighter was for a second fixated on the man's lack of eyelids and dark lenses that blinked occasionally above the missing nose. He shook his head then lashed out again at the smaller man's head who again moved in taking it on his forehead in a blow that should have felled him but did not. The man stepped in once more aiming blows at Gavris' damaged side causing him to gasp in pain and taste blood in his mouth. Another uppercut smashed into his chin and he tried to back off but the scarred man was suddenly like an animal, snarling with his ripped mouth aiming blows alternatively at the body and head as Gavris now tried to defend himself. Finally a hook smashed into his face and as he staggered an even more powerful uppercut smashed him from his feet and he fell hard on the tiled floor. His opponent stood over watching him calmly as he tried to rise, then fell down again. He heard a shouting just through his consciousness before he passed out.

The scarred man raised one fist in triumph as the crowd cheered him, then sloped over to a bench and sat down heavily, wiping his face on  his shirt before pulling it over his head. He looked up as the bar owner shoved his winnings and a beer in front of him and he made a slight grunt of thanks. He shoved the credits into his waistband and took a deep drink of his beer. It was of poor quality and yet he enjoyed it. 

“You cost me money today friend,” a voice said behind him. The scarred man turned to see a man behind him, with long straggly hair and a beard, with another taller man with clipped blonde hair behind him. Both wore dark cheap clothing. They moved closer, towering over the table.

The scarred man met his gaze calmly as he looked from one to another. “So?”

The first man looked at him for a while longer then suddenly smiled. “But  good fight, best in ages. You played him well. Gavris will not forget that.” He sat down without being invited, then raised his head. “Beer!” The blonde man sat next to him.

The scarred man gave him a neutral look, “Have a seat.”

“Thank you,” the man replied. He studied the scarred man. “I am Arroc. This Morac. Your name  Agrist.”

The scarred man studied him. “You know me?”

“No I asked owner. So what brings you here?”

“I was  fighting and drinking, the first pays for the second.” Agrist replied.

Arocc smiled. “I mean generally,” he paused as the waiter put a tray of beers on the table and took one, “you quite  fighter, you make us curious.”

“Us?” Agrist asked.

“The Tuka'ta, we make home here. We like know who comes in, security you understand?”

“I see,” Agrist replied, “alright you know my name. I am here because I got a cheap transit here, and life here seems affordable.”

Arroc nodded, “Yes life pretty cheap here, in more ways than one. So what your plans?”

Agrist pointed to his half fun glass, “To finish that,” he replied, “and then return to the hostel down the street.”

“And tomorrow?”

Agrist shrugged. “I had not thought that far ahead.”

“There is not much work here, and in Sector 999 no work is no money and no money is no food and no drink and no hostel.”

“Maybe I fight again?” Agrist asked.

“You can do that, and maybe someone put you down like you did Gavris.”

“He's one of your men?”

“He is Tuk'ata. He is good fighter, you took him by surprise. Maybe you're not  lucky next time, with him or someone else.”

“That is the risk of fighting,” Agrist replied.

Arroc studied him. “The Tuk'ata need men,” he said quietly, “men who fight well. Can you use blaster?”

“I know one end from the other,” Agrist replied, “but I would not call myself a marksman.”

“Not necessary, I just need men who can use blaster and be calm. Hey Gavris!”

The tatooed fighter looked round, then his eyes narrowed at the sight of his opponent. He came over. The cuts on his face had been tended to but his eyes were dark. “Yeah Arroc?” he said in a deep tone.

“Have seat and a beer. This Agrist.”

Agrist looked up at the big fighter and then took a calm sip of his beer.

The fighter sat down next to Agrist, giving a slightly pained expression as his broken ribs ached with the movement. “You fight well Agrist.”

“So do you,” the scarred man replied. 

“What happened to you?” Gavris asked as he took in the scars and disfigurement, “fire?”

“Not polite Gavris,” Arroc chided calmly.

Agrist helped himself to another beer, “An explosion,” he replied, “and then a building collapsed on me.”

Gavris laughed and Arroc smiled. “You are tough man,” he said, “we may have offer for you, we do job. Need tough strong men.”

Agrist took a long drink of his beer, “Legal?”

“What do you think?” Arroc replied with a grin, “you have problem with that?”

“Not if it pays,” Agrist replied, “as you said money is food and drink round here.”

“Okay,” Arroc replied, “you come here tomorrow night. I speak to owner. He give you food and drink.”

“Good,” Agrist replied, “I will return to the hostel then. I have had enough of both for now.”

“Good, tomorrow night then.”

Gavris stood to let the scarred man leave, with a slight grin at him. Agrist met it with a raise of his ripped lip and left.

Arroc watched him go. “Gavris go and get stew you look hungry.” He watched him go and then turned to the blonde man who had remained silent. “He will do Morac.”

Morac took a drink. “I am not sure,” he replied, “when we employed you we checked all of you, to ensure no security risks. This man might be one. You know nothing about him.”

Arroc shrugged, “He is just bruiser,” he replied, “he no Taldryan spy. We know them when they come. They are sabacc faced subtle men. Who would pick him as spy? And I need more muscle for your job I have lost many recently.”

Morac considered this. “Just be careful. We will check him out. If he is not a risk then fine. Otherwise you will eliminate him.”

“You are not paying for that,” Arroc replied with a shake of his head.

“We will pay you more than enough,” Morac replied. “We can discuss extras later.”

“Very well.”

The man calling himself Agrist returned to the hostel. His room was really just a large cupboard with a single bed and a rail for clothing. The toilet and bathing facilities down the corridor were both communal and disgusting. They did not bother him. He laid back on his bed, reaching under his pillow for his datapad. He scrolled through a list of faces until he came to the blonde man and gave satisfied smile. It was going well, he had the right people the appearance of Morac confirmed this. As he moved  to replace the datapad he felt a twinge of pain at the blows he had received earlier. He had felt his natural instinct to drop the fighter Gavris and had suppressed it for as long as possible. It appeared to have convinced them. The black lenses built into his skull slid shut and after a few minutes he fell asleep. 

The following evening he sat back at the same table eating a bowl of stew containing what he hoped really was nerf and drinking his beer. A few of the Argus' regulars had greeted him remembering the fight the previous night and asked if he was fighting again this week. He had done his best to be sociable if cold. Even the local muggers had given him a slightly worried look on the walk over before moving aside, either remembering the fight or work had got around he had been seen drinking with Arroc of the Tuk'ata. So far he had seen nothing of  Taldryan agents, which was fortunate. He had been here before and had no wish to be recognised, if he was he had a difficult explanation to give. They probably would not be friendly. 

He looked up as a shadow covered his table. Arroc sat down again without being invited. “You are interested in offer, or you enjoy stew so much?”

“Tell me about your offer,” Agrist replied. 

“Not here,” Arroc told him, “too many prying eyes. You finish stew?”

Agrist scraped his spoon around the bowl then took another mouthful. “Yes.”

“You come.”

They walked through the back streets, Gavris the fighter slipping in behind them as they left the bar. No one got in their way as they left and walked along. After a while they reached a warehouse and Arroc entered after talking with a man guarding the door. Behind it was a corridor. Arroc lead Agrist to a small room at the end in which was several chairs and a table. “Have seat.”

Agrist sat down Gavris left, returning a few minutes later with a bottle and several small glasses. He poured both of them a drink of a viscous clear liquid. Agrist drained his. It was a harsh drink, though he had had both harsher and stronger in his years. “So, the offer?”

“How much you know of Chyron?” Arroc asked. 

“Not much,” Agrist admitted, “there used to be an Imperial presence here back in the day, now there's a strong merchants guild or something.”

“Anything else?” Arroc asked.

“I did not research too much,” Agrist replied, “they were selling guide books at the space port but I was short on credits.”

Arroc smiled grimly. “There others here.”

“Others?”

The gang leader's face darkened. “Taldryan. You heard of them?” Agrist shook his head. “They are trouble. We not know exactly who they are but they bad people. They have strong presence and cause bother for us. Their agents everywhere. Bad for business, both legal and other kinds.”

“So what do you intend to do about them?” Agrist asked.

“We think for long time,” Arroc replied, “but they are strong. However now employer come with plan. We will cause much pain to Taldryan, maybe even they go.”

“Which employer?” Agrist asked.

“You not need to know, only that they have strong resources. This best chance to drive Taldryan off Chyron.”

“I see,” Agrist replied. 

“So you in? This risk, but pay good. After you take money and go or you join Tuk'ata.”

“I am in.”

Arroc leaned forward. “Remember, you meet us, you eat our stew, you drink our drink. We trust you not to betray. If you do you die.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Then follow.”

He lead Agrist to another door off the corridor which opened out into a large storage room. Agrist was surprised to see several armoured figures inside, and terminals with data flashing across them. “This is your hideout?” he asked Arroc.

“Argus bar our home,” the gang leader replied, “this belong to employers.”

“Impressive,” Agrist said quietly. 

The blonde man approached, now wearing blue armour. Morac looked at them both. “Alright he checks out, we searched his room and found nothing.”

“You did what?” Agrist replied angrily before Arroc placed a hand on his arm. 

“Security my friend,” he said quietly. 

Morac indicated a table near the door. “Empty your pockets.”

Agrist did so, placing a DL44 blaster, a vibrodagger and a datapad on the table. Morac immediately picked up the datapad and waved it in front of the scarred man's face. “What is this?”

Agrist glanced at it. “I like old novels,” he replied calmly, “and it has pictures of places I have visited. It has sentimental value.”

“We will scan it.” He turned and plugged it into a terminal.

“I am going to be having that back,” Agrist said firmly. 

“If it is of no interest.”

“It will not be,” Agrist replied confidently, having wiped anything compromising earlier that day.

Morac gave a grunt and walked over to a larger screen. Agrist looked around. Along with Arroc and Gavris half a dozen other black clothed gang members idly sat around the room, as did five other of the employers agents. “Alright for the benefit of everyone but Arroc, this is the task we are employing you for. As you will be aware the Taldryan on this moon have a small sector near here, with several facilities and a spaceport which they use to keep their presence and influence felt.”

“Which causes us problems,” Arroc added.

Morac gave a slight flash of irritation at the interruption then continued, “It is in our interests as much as yours to have them removed.”

He clicked the screen and it showed a picture of the moon, quickly zooming into show the Taldryan sector and the spaceport. “This is our target. You let by myself will infiltrate it. We have obtained one of their supply shuttles. Once inside we will make our way to their main reactor building. This will be guarded but there is an overhead bridge we will use to gain entry. I do not need to point out that once inside any resistance will be dealt with, though hopefully we will not meet too much in that area as our surveillance has indicated most of it is at the perimeter and the main docking area.”

“And what will we do once we get there?” Agrist asked.

Morac gave him a look. “We will plant a device. It will be powerful enough to set off a reaction destroying the spaceport and dealing them a devastating blow.”

Arroc looked troubled. “You sure we able to escape in time?”

“If you follow the plan, and my orders,” the blonde man replied, “however we would not paying you so much if this was without risk.”

“Alright I suppose,” the gang leader told him.

“You said your gang were good Arroc.”

“Tuk'ata are the best,” Arroc replied and there was an affirmative rumbling amongst the other members. 

“Then there will be no problem,” Morac replied. “We will be supplying you with weapons and armour, better than you will have seen before. You may keep them as part of your payment.”

There was an excited murmuring in the room and Arroc's eyes gleamed. “Good. So when?”

“Time is of the essence,” he blonde man replied. “We will go in tomorrow night, our preparations are nearly done.”

“Okay,” Arroc replied.

As the gang members began to file out Agrist picked up his blaster and knife from the table, and turned to Morac, “My datapad.”

The blonde man sneered, “Nice pictures,” he replied, “though your choice in literature leaves something to be desired.” He threw the datapad and Agrist caught it. Arroc lead him out of the room. 

Once they were outside Arroc turned to him, “You come back to Argus Bar.”

Agrist looked back at him. “I was going to sleep at the hostel I have my room for another night.”

Arroc shook his head. “Security my friend. Everyone go back to bar. You sleep there. Once we are done you can go or join Tuk'ata. Until then you stay with us.”

Agrist nodded. “As you wish.”

Inside Morac closed the door and walked over to the screen, touching it again and a face appeared. “Morac. What do you have to report?” the person on the other end asked.

“Please inform the Lord Superior the vermin have agreed. They will serve our purposes. Once done we will eliminate them.”

“Very well. Proceed.”

As they entered the Argus Bar Agrist looked round the room, scanning it with a practised eye until he saw what he needed. Satisfied he turned to Arroc. “Is there a bathroom in here?”

“Toilets next to bar,” he replied, “you want one with picture of man. We order drinks.”

Agrist rolled his eyes. “Back in a few minutes.” Once inside he glanced under the stalls to make sure they were empty, then entered one and took his datapad out. Softly he began to record a message. Then he returned to the main bar. Arroc was sat at a table drinking with Gavris. Agrist sat down at the table and took a beer. He sipped it then looked over in the direction of table across the crowned room.

“Arroc there is a man watching us,” he said quietly. 

“Where?” Arroc asked turning his head slightly.

“By the gaming machine, on his own, brown jacket and white shirt.”

Arroc turned his head slightly more, casually looking around until his gaze took in the suspicious man. “I do not know him, and I know all regulars. He is Taldryan agent.”

Gavris followed his gaze, and the man in the brown jacket looked over again, and then he slowly got up from his table, turning towards the door. Arroc looked at Gavris. “Stop him.”

“I'll help,” Agrist told him as he rose.

“Okay.”

Agrist lead the larger tattooed man outside quickly. The man in the brown jacket was moving away at a quick but not too obvious pace. As they followed he took a sudden left turn into an alley. Agrist picked up the pace. “Where does that go?”

“It comes out in the next street,” Gavris replied. 

“Can you head him off if you run?”

Gavris gave a confident grin. “Yeah.”

Agrist followed the man down the alley. The agent was still walking quickly away, still trying not too be too obvious. He had his hand inside his jacket. Agrist picked up the pace, and then broke into a run. The man waited a few seconds and then turned, a holdout blaster in his hand as he sighted. Agrist with no time to spare raised his hand pointing at the agent who sprawled backwards as the powerful invisible blow hit him. Agrist was on him quickly as he struggled to rise, pinning him down with one hand and smashing the gun hand on the floor until the agent dropped it. Reaching to his belt he slid out the vibrodagger and judging the spot slammed the blade into the agents shoulder, slicing through muscle and bone. As the man gritted his teeth in pain Agrist quickly grasped his head and slammed it into the ground. At the sound of running footsteps he managed to slip the datapad inside the brown jacket as Gavris entered the alley from the other side. Agrist checked the man's pulse and then stood, wrenching the blade from the wound. 

“You got him?” Gavris asked as he walked forward.

“Dead,” Agrist replied calmly. 

The taller man grinned. “Good. That will teach them. Come on back to the bar.”

The following evening they made their way back to the warehouse. Agrist was pleased to be outside again. Having spent the night on a mattress in a shared room and the day playing cards and watching sports videos and consuming several bowls of the 'nerf' stew he was glad to finally be active. 

“How well do you know these employers?” he asked as they walked down an alley. 

Arroc shrugged, “Not well,” he replied, “they pay, they hate Talydran like us, we think they're  corporate they have impressive tech.”

“So you do no ask?”

“Best not to,” the gang leader replied. They reached the warehouse and joined the others in the large room. Once they had been searched they joined the others. Six of the gang members were there with Morac and his own armoured personnel. 

Morac addressed them. “Greetings. You will find armour and weapons in those lockers over there. Once you are ready we will inspect you and then depart, the shuttle is waiting outside. We need to move quickly.”

Agrist moved to a locker and the other gang members did the same. He opened it and found a suit of blue light armour in a style he had recently become very familiar with and a carbine blaster rifle, and several flash grenades.  He quickly donned the suit and grabbed the rifle, making his way back to the centre of the room. Morac and one of his men went down the line, making adjustments to the armour where it was not quite fitted correctly. He stopped and studied Agrist. “You have worn armour before?” he said with a slight tone of suspicion.

“I've done some security work in my time,” Agrist replied with a shrug. 

Morac starred at him for a few seconds and then moved on to check Gavris. 

“Alright we are ready,” he finally announced. 

He lead them outside to where a squat metallic grey shuttle waited for them, with one of Morac's agents at the controls. The entered at at Morac's orders and sat on the metal floor, holding their rifles. The shuttle lifted off, rising above the buildings then turning. Morac moved to the front talking to the pilot. Agrist watched him casually for a few seconds, then took in the rest of the amateur assault team. He could sense their eagerness and apprehension. After decades of working with professionals he did not think this lot would last long against actual soldiers. He imagined Morac was fully aware of this, which was a little odd. They were either desperately under resourced which he knew was unlikely, or they wanted fall guys which was far more likely. He turned his head again trying to look through the shuttles view screen without being too obvious. He listened to the conversation at the front.

“Submit the clearance code,” Morac was ordering.

“Clearance code accepted,” the pilot replied. 

“Land us on the far side of the port near the bridge. They ought not to notice anything suspicious.”

Once the shuttle landed they quickly disembarked. Agrist looked around. The area was quiet, an empty bay away from the main landing sites. There were several buildings on the far side over which hovered a several corvette sized ships and freighters. He could see a few fleet support vessels and transports in the air above, their lights flashing in the dark. Nearby was a metal staircase leading to a long thin bridge that lead to a nearby building. He could see guards moving in the spotlights on the ground but could not see anything above. Morac lead them towards the stairs and slowly they climbed, their armoured boots making a soft clanging sound on the metal stairs. As they climbed higher Agrist could see the rest of the Taldryan Sector, lights spread out surrounding the spaceport. At the top they made their way along the bridge, their footsteps now lost in the night air.


As they neared the other end Morac stopped. “Wait,” he ordered quietly. Agrist looked past him to where in the light of an entrance he could make out a lone armoured guard stood in front of a small door, surrounded by a shallow platform with a rail around it. Morac reached and  removed a rifle from his back and sighted, and a blast hit the guards, causing a burst of electricity across his body. The guard fell twitching and there was a murmur of appreciation  from the surrounding gang members. 

“Nice,” Gavris grunted.

“Silence,” snapped Morac. “Move.”

He lead them to the doorway and removed a device from his belt. He placed it on the door's panel and after a few seconds the door slid open revealing a large room with several doors leading off it.  Several men and women sat at terminals and looked in surprise as Morac lead the gang members and his agents inside, who swivelled their blasters to cover them.

“Stay still,” Morac ordered, “anyone moves and you die.”

“Yeah,” Gavris added before Morac silenced him with a glance. 

Agrist remained near the door, holding his blaster rifle as the rest of the assault team moved around the room. He had doubts at this point. If his message had not been received then he would need to make a quick exit. 

“All of you lie down on the floor,” Morac ordered.

“Should kill them now,” Arroc grunted, “Taldryan scum.”

“When we are finished you may do as you wish,” Morac replied.

Agrist glanced at him as the Taldryan personnel slowly left their terminals and lay down on the floor. He now suspected Morac was going to find a way of leaving them to their fates once whatever his device was had been installed. 

Morac moved through the room to the door at the far side, which slid open before he reached it, as did several others on either side of the room.

Agrist ducked down as Taldryan troopers burst into the room, also crouching and opened fire. There was the familiar hiss of activating lightsabers as several robed figures joined them, quickly moving out amongst the surprised gang members who returned fire before they were shot or hacked down down. Morac reacted instantly, moving ducking behind a terminal and drawing a stun baton from his waist, his four agents doing likewise. He stood again firing and then turned, facing up against a robed figure who held twin sabers in her hands. As the two battled Agrist decided this was a good time to make his exit. With luck he could slip back across the bridge and leave before he had to make any difficult explanations. He scrambled back through the door and stood quickly, looking out across the bridge. Below he could see troopers surrounding the shuttle at the other side of the bridge, lights flashing around it. He glanced out in the darkness. He would find a way. Gripping his rifle he began to move forward and then stopped as armoured figures dropped from the roof onto the platform next to him. He quickly dropped his rifle as theirs pointed at him and slowly raised his hands. “Inside,” he was ordered.

He allowed himself to be herded back inside and surveyed the room. The gang members were dead  including Arroc and Gavris, as were the four agents who mostly had died of saber wounds. Morac himself knelt on the floor with his hands behind his head, with four troopers covering him. The leading robed figure turned from Morac as he entered drawing back her hood to reveal her zeltron features. “Detain him for questioning,” she ordered,  “and this one, who I will look forward to speaking to in great detail.” with a glance at Morac. 

Eryines looked up as the door to the office opened and two troopers stepped inside, leading the scarred man who was once again wearing his simple clothing. He hands were bound behind him but he returned her look calmly. The Pro Consul waved the troopers out with a slight gesture then studied him curiously. “Welcome Agrist, or should I say, Malisane. I thought I knew all the Sadows but I see I was wrong.”
“I have been away,” he replied simply. 

“I did manage to have a look through your file though,” she told him with a glance at her terminal, “which was an interesting read. You were quite the busy little Sadow agent in your younger days. There have been a number of termination orders against you if you were ever found in our territory. The last one is still active.”

Malisane shrugged. “It was a long time ago. They keep telling me the Brotherhood is a different place now. I am trying to adjust.”

Eryines picked up a familiar datapad from her desk, “Yours I assume?” He nodded. “I enjoyed your pictures, very scenic.” She held it out. Malisane focused and then there was a slight clang as the binders fell to the floor. He reached a hand out, took it and slid it in his belt. “We have Morac in custody, and the other Collective agents in the shuttle and at the warehouse, and we are examining the intelligence we obtained. We are wondering however why Clan Naga Sadow decide to intercede in this way rather than coming to us directly?”

“My Clan do not know I am here,” Malisane replied. 

She raised an eyebrow, “I see, so how did you find out about the Collective's presence here?”

“As you say I used to be 'quite the busy little Sadow agent'.”

Her eyes met his and then softened slightly. “I will not pry further as you have been of assistance to us. I am curious why though?”

He paused, considering his answer. “A long time ago I nearly made a mistake. A Taldrya stopped me and showed me the errors of my ways, quite forcibly. But then he helped me re-assimilate. I am returning the favour to his Clan.”

She glanced back at the screen. “There is no mention of that here.”

“No, there would not be.” He met her gaze calmly.

“Very well then,” she answered, “you are free to go. Under the circumstances lifting the termination order is the least we can do. Do not give us any reason to restore it.”

He bowed slightly. “Thank you, I will bear that in mind,” he replied as he turned and left the room.

