Harmonic Growth

Carrack Light Cruiser Dauntless

Clan Naga Sadow Migrant Fleet

He sat on the end of the long metal bench, his helmet on the table next to him and a tray with compartments in front of him. The hall was packed with crew members and yet there was an obvious gap around him, there were four personnel at one end of the table eating their food quietly, either concentrating on their trays or talking under their breath. He did his best to ignore them as he picked at the food, reading the report on the datapad next to the tray. He could sense their eyes on him and their discomfort. He knew every single one of them did not want him here. He did not care about that but did not like their not to subtle glances at his dark armour or burned features. It irritated him as did the feeling of so many around him. His memory returned to the conversation the previous day.

“Political officer?” Malisane demanded starring in disbelief at the Consul.

“Of sorts yes,” Bentre replied. “You are aware of the situation following recent events. We have much behind us with the recent conflict, loosing Orian, being stranded in space with everyone not getting enough shore time, and a high turnover of personnel. Leaving aside the effect on morale of our forces, we are more open than ever to Collective infiltration, and possibly even Severian infiltration. We have decided we need a visible presence on our ships, to remind them of who they serve and to discourage dissension.”

“Why me?” Malisane asked, his eyes narrowing.

“It is not just you. Locke is keeping an eye on Shar Dakhan, we have little to worry about in Marka Ragnos with the former Grandmaster there, and other Sadows are being sent to the rest of the fleet. Your assignment is the Dauntless. You will maintain a visible presence there, give weekly lectures to the crew on our mission and their duty, and be approachable if anyone has any concerns about their fellow crew or leadership.” Bentre smiled looking at the heavily scarred and black armoured Sith. “As far as a visible presence goes you have something of an advantage.”

Malisane scowled. “I am not pleased about this assignment Bentre. I serve where I am needed but I am uncomfortable in the presence of crowds, especially in a confined ship.”

The Consul leaned forward and met Malisane's gaze. “As you say you took an oath to serve the Clan where it needs you, and right now that place is on the Dauntless.”

“Very well.”

He got up from the bench, leaving the tray for a server to collect. He pocketed the datapad and scooped his helmet up, tucking it under his arm. Without meeting the eyes of the assembled crew members he strode amongst them as they quietened further as he passed and then left the hall, hearing the volume pick up behind him. He walked down the corridor until he reached the turbo lift, summoning it. As it slid open two crew members immediately stopped an enthusiastic discussion, and as the Battlelord stepped inside their gazes suddenly raised to the changing display with the floor number. Malisane pointedly looked from one to another as they stood silently and then as the door opened again he stepped out, feeling their eyes on the back of his head. When he reached his assigned quarters he paused while the panel scanned his retinas, then entered the room. It was simple, a sofa and a chair both bolted to the floor along with a table, and a doorway leading off to a bed and a toilet and shower room. It's simplicity at least suited him even if nothing else did.

Captain Cerys Dagen stood up from the sofa as he entered and gave a slight bow. The former flight officer was holding a datapad of her own. “We have the crew reports sent from Personnel, Battlelord.”

“How many?” Malisane asked. 

“Just over seven hundred and fifty,” the miraluka replied as her fingers brushed over the screen.

“Have any of them been flagged for attention?”

“None,” she replied. 

Malisane nodded. “We can disregard them then.”  He did not have the inclination to sit pouring through them. 

She nodded. “I trust you enjoyed dinner?” she asked.

“It was adequate,” he growled. He did not particularly want to talk to her right now. He needed space. “You can leave. Report anything out of the ordinary. Otherwise you are free to go about your business.”

“Very good Battlelord,” she replied, “one other thing, Captain Syluus requested a meeting with you.”

He sighed. “Tell her I will meet with her here at nineteen hundred hours.”

“Very well.”

After she had left he came down heavily on the chair and sat starring at the wall. So far this was as difficult as he had suspected, his time in the mess hall had shown that. He was sure some of the other Sadows would be amongst the crew now, handing out praise, giving inspiring advice, joking with them, immersing themselves and gaining trust. For him that felt impossible. There was a time in his younger days he had served with the former Dlarit Special Operations Group. Back then he enjoyed their company, the missions, the drinks in the bar after, the crude jokes and the war stories. And before he had been Governor of Aoetheran, holding meetings with city dignitaries and parties and lavish public events, all to maintain their former illusion that his Clan was a company ruling the planet and the Orian system. He had been a socialite and he had enjoyed it immensely. 

Now that was someone else's life. Following a series of disasters that had destroyed his reputation and nearly his body and mind, he had secreted himself away in a remote cave on a deserted island for nearly a decade, living on whatever he could catch or forage. He had never intended to return, but return he had when the Collective had forced him to. The Clan had changed, many of the old faces were gone now and replaced by new ones. The Brotherhood had also changed. He had read with distaste about the tolerance of Jedi and mercenaries whose only loyalty was to money and who now held positions of authority and respect. And the thought that in his absence the Clan had lost their home system still filled him with rage when he did not bury it deep inside.

He did not know what the Summit hoped to achieve sending him here. For all that he held the Clan name he was not some legendary former  Consul who the men and women of the Warhost looked up to. He was a figuratively and literally burned out former House leader whose early successes were balanced by his later failures, who during the recent war and in the months since had taken any solo mission to prove himself and to get away from others. It had gone well so far, an Anteian Cross had turned up in the internal mail shortly after the war with a note of commendation. And he would be off again on the Clan's business if requested, but this was not his place. Perhaps after some time they would realise that?

At precisely nineteen hundred the door buzzed and at his signal a tall chiss female entered the room. She was wearing an impeccable Warhost navy officer's uniform and had her dark hair pinned in a tight bun. Captain Tvass'sylussi'visca gave a short bow. “I trust your quarters are to your satisfaction Battlelord?”

“Yes they are functional,” Malisane replied formally. “Please have a seat.”

She sat on the sofa, studying him. “And my crew is also to your satisfaction?”

Malisane looked back at her. “So far as I am able to determine. I have not been here long.” He could sense a mild feeling of apprehension and a stronger feeling of suspicion radiating off her. 

She nodded. “You will find no problems, we run a tight ship here.”

“I am pleased to hear it,” he replied, “I have no reason to believe otherwise.”

“I speak freely on my ship with everyone,” she told him politely but firmly, “I follow my orders from command, and when they informed me of your arrival I complied with them. However I am unsure of the reason for your presence here. My crew are loyal. During the war, before and after we have met or exceeded all expectations we were set. We do not need a political officer, such a thing is unknown in the Warhost.”

Malisane looked back at her. “You have a political officer because the Clan Summit decided to appoint one. You are not being singled out for any reason, each of the larger ships also now has one.” 

Captain Syluss frowned at him. “As I said I run a tight ship here. My petty officers report to my junior officers, who report to my senior officers, who report to me. As far as I can see force user or not you are a civilian who is outside that chain of command.”

“I am not here to interfere with your command captain, this is still your ship,” he told her, “I am here to observe and to ensure that your crew understand their responsibilities to the Clan and it's leaders, and that there are no extraordinary issues or security risks that would jeopardise that. ”

Her eyes momentarily blazed. “You do not call that inference?” she snapped.

Malisane felt anger begin to rise within him. This was becoming increasingly uncomfortable. He leaned forward and focused on her. “If this is the tight, efficient and loyal ship you describe it as I will have no cause for concern and neither will you. I am here to do a job the same as you are captain. We all have our orders. You may not like the situation but it is the situation. I suggest you learn to accept that.”

There was a slight pause. “Very well,” she replied coldly. “Is there anything else?”

“I will address your crew tomorrow morning at ten hundred hours over the ships communications system. Ensure that I am able to.”

“The system is fully functional as always,” she replied.

“Good,” he replied, “have a good evening.”

Captain Syluss stood and gave stiff bow, and then left the room.

Malisane sat back in his chair and sighed. That had gone badly. In the back of his mind he could sense what the correct course of action should have been. He should have reassured her, spoke of cooperation between them for the common cause and got her on his side. Now the officers mistrusted him as much, if not more, than the crew did. However that was not in his nature. He stood and walked over to the table, taking a glass and a bottle he had brought with him. He poured himself a generous measure of the thick, dark liquor the ewoks brewed on Kangaras and felt a shudder of pleasure as it burned down his throat. That was one thing he had missed in his years in the cave. 

His course was set now. Captain Syluss for all appearances seemed like a good officer. He picked up the bottle and the datapad Cerys had given him earlier and sat back in the chair, beginning to read Syluss' file. Whether he wanted to be here or not he needed to do what was necessary. He had to begin somewhere.

“Good morning. To those unfamiliar with me I am Malisane Sadow of Clan Naga Sadow. I have been appointed by the Overlord and the Clan leadership as the political officer aboard the Dauntless. You will no doubt be wondering what impact that will have on you as the crew of this vessel. For the best part this will not impact on your lives. My primary function here is to work with your officers to ensure the security of this vessel and to ensure that we all understand our duties to the Orian Warhost and Clan Naga Sadow. Your officers lead by Captain  Tvass'sylussi'visca are still in command of this ship and you report to them and will obey their orders as normal, thatwill not change.”

The burned features of the Sith on screens around the ship paused for a few seconds. “Having said all of that, there may be concerns you have that you do not feel you are able to report to your superiors, either major or minor. They be things that are obvious or something that does not feel right. They may turn out to be nothing or they may be a threat we need to work together to deal with to ensure the safety of this vessel. You can bring this to myself or my adjutant Captain Dagen in confidence and if it is a genuine matter you can trust you will face no consequences. However equally you should be aware that any claims based on malice or duplicity will be dealt with harshly.”

Malisane let a few seconds go by to allow the crew time to absorb this and then continued. “You will all be fully aware that in recent years our Clan has faced many threats, chief among which are the organisation known as the Collective. They have attacked us, they have taken our system, they have killed our personnel and recently they tried and failed to assassinate our Overlord. In return we have recently scored a victory against them and secured an ally that will lead us further success over them and return our system to us. This success all our forces played their part in, and can be proud of. However the Collective are clever, they are duplicitous and they will stop at nothing to stop us. Their agents could be anywhere, they have no scruples. The weapon against them is not blasters or turbo lasers or missiles, it is vigilance. We all have a part to play in that, from the most senior to the most junior. With that vigilance and determination we will succeed together, you can be sure of that. Armed with those nothing can stop us.”

Malisane sat back in his chair. Cerys turned off the camera and the large screen in front of his chair where the prepared script the Summit had sent had stopped scrolling. “That went very well,” she told him with a smile, “hearts and minds sir.”

“It is a beginning,” he replied. 

Later that day Malisane was about to close the turbo lift doors when a running figure shouted, “Hold the lift please sir!” In irritation Malisane held his finger pressed on the button until the short grey skinned crewman entered. Malisane looked ahead as it began to ascend, and then his head snapped round as the crewman suddenly pressed the emergency button and the lift juddered to a halt.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

The crewman looked at him nervously. “I saw your speech sir. Sorry sir but I had something you might want to know.”

Malisane studied him reaching out with the force. The crewman radiated fear but he could not sense any duplicity. “Well?”

“I do not know whether I should tell you this sir, but I have these two fellow members of my squad sir. Takast and Melor. We work in monitoring station D5.”

“You can tell me crewman,” Malisane replied. 

“Well sir, they disappear together sir, you know on breaks.”

“And how is that unusual?”

“Well I followed them one time sir, not sure why but I was curious. And they went down to deck five sir, to the munitions storage areas. I did not follow them in. The thing is sir we're not supposed to be down there. It's off limits as they keep confidential materials down there sir.”

“I see,” Malisane replied, “have you reported this to anyone?”

The crewman shook his head. “No sir, they're friends of our chief sir.”

Malisane pointed to the deck plan printed on the lift wall. “Show me.”

The crewman pointed. “There sir.”

Malisane pressed the lift button and it began to move again. “Return to your station. Tell no one of this.”

“Yes sir,” the crewman replied with a quick salute.

Malisane pressed his communicator button. “Cerys meet me on deck five. Bring a scanner.”

The Battlelord and the miraluka officer made their way cautiously through the shelving. Cerys led as her fingers read the display on the scanner. Malisane nodded. They had made their way calmly past the security guards who did not interfere with them. If this was something sinister then he wanted time to interrogate the crewmen before their officers had time to object, harshly if necessary.

Slowly he followed the miraluka's lead. He could sense something now. They were definatley here somewhere. Cerys stopped and pointed ahead. Malisane reached down and withdrew his saber hilt from his belt. If they were Collective agents he wanted to be ready against any tricks they had.  He had learned in the war not to underestimate them. As Cerys raised her blaster Malisane made a gesture then they moved quickly round the corner, weapons ready. “Hold it right there,” Malisane ordered harshly.

The two crew members looked up in surprise and terror at the sudden appearance of the black armoured Battlelord. The man's mouth opened but no words came out while the woman clamped her eyes shut.

Malisane surveyed the scene and a surge of irritation overtook him. He fought for control. “Deal with this Captain.” He turned and stalked away.

Cerys could not see the scene in the conventional sense but her force vision told her all she needed to know. “You are lucky you caught him on a good day,” she told them, “get dressed and return to your stations.” With an amused shake of her head she turned and followed the Battlelord.

